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PROLOGUE

“Harlan, put down the gun!” I screamed.

The silvery metal of the gun’s barrel glinted under the lights. Bear was holding my hand, but he let go, slowly putting his hands up and walking towards a wild-eyed Harlan.

“You’re Harlan?” Bear asked, his voice steady, low and calm.

“Yeah, man, who the fuck are you?” Harlan sneered.

“I’m Bear Dalton.”

“Bear Dalton? The billionaire? And I’m the queen of fucking England…” Harlan waved the gun towards us but Bear made no move to step back.

“That’s me, I assure you,” Bear nodded. “Chloe’s told me a lot about you.”

“Is that so?” Harlan’s stormy green eyes flashed my way. His gaze kept flickering back and forth between Bear’s face and mine. “I’m sure it wasn’t anything nice.”

“Harlan, please…” I whispered, shaking my head, my heart pounding like a drum inside my chest.

“Harlan, how about we go inside? We can talk about whatever’s bothering you. Get to know each other.”

“Why do you want to get to know me?”

“Well, you obviously care about Chloe. We have that in common.”

“Yeah, so?” he shrugged.

“So I’m certain you didn’t come here to kill Chloe, did you Harlan?”

“I’d never hurt her. I’m not here to fucking hurt her!”

“Well, that’s another thing we have in common, but it leaves us with one very important question.”

“What?” Harlan said, cocking his head arrogantly. For fuck’s sake, he sounded like an angry toddler.

“What were you planning to do with that gun, Harlan?”

“That’s none of your damn business,” Harlan shouted, swinging the barrel of the gun back around and pointing it at Bear.

“I know that look in your eyes. You’re hurting, but I promise you, the path you’re on offers no relief. You’ll be gone, but the pain stays behind. It passes on to everyone around you.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I am many things Harlan, but ignorant isn’t one of them. I can help you, if you’re willing to talk.”

“What the hell do you want to talk about?”

“We can talk about that gun, for starters… That’s a Beretta, right?”

“Yeah,” Harlan shrugged.

“Is that a fusion or a brigadier? I can’t see the grip.”

Harlan blinked for a half a second, then he held the gun out to Bear to show it to him.

“It’s a 92 Vertec Inox,” he said.

Bear took the gun from him, turning it around in his hand and admiring it.

“That’s nice. My friend has one like this,” Bear nodded.

I stood in shock watching them talk guns like two old friends. I took a deep breath.

“I’m going to hang onto this gun, but I’ll make it worth your while. Let’s go inside. You want a beer?” Bear said, unlocking the apartment door and walking in with Harlan’s gun still in his hand.

“That sounds good.” Harlan replied, sounding a bit puzzled. He followed Bear like an obedient puppy and I cringed when I realized he had the same effect on me.

How the hell does he do that? I thought to myself, reaching up and brushing my fingers across the black diamond encrusted choker on my neck, my left hand heavy with the weight of my ring.






CHAPTER 1

T  he door closed behind Harlan and I heaved another sigh of relief now that he was finally gone.

“You’re incredible!” I cried, throwing my hands around Bear’s neck. He laughed, kissing me sweetly and smiling down at me.

“You’re the incredible one, Beauty,” he growled.

“Stop it,” I said. “You’re magic. He was going to kill us!”

“Harlan? He wasn’t going to hurt anyone but himself. Did you see how he was sweating? How his hand was trembling? He was afraid.”

“I was afraid!” I shouted. “He had a gun!”

“Afraid of this?” Bear asked, lifting the gun back up from the table he’d sat it on. I gasped as he pointed it at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. The gun clicked quietly.

“It’s not loaded. I checked it myself as soon as we came inside. This whole thing was a cry for help.”

“A cry for help? Bear, you offered him a job! What in the world are you thinking?”

“They say it’s best to keep your enemies close. Haven’t you heard? I don’t think he’ll take me up on the offer, but I do hope he takes the rest of my advice...”

I shook my head, smiling up at my fiancé with a heart full of love.

“I love you,” I whispered, for the first time. He’d said it to me in the airport, but I’d not said it back. I wasn’t about to let this day end without saying it back to him.

“I love you, too, Chloe.” He bent his head, his warm lips transporting me into a blissful trance.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, pulling away after a few moments.

“I feel amazing. I can’t believe this is really happening,” I said, holding up my diamond ring.

“Believe it! You deserve the best, Chloe. And I intend to spend my life making sure you have the best of everything.”

“All I want is your love, Bear,” I said, beaming at him.

He grabbed my hand, holding it close to his chest.

“My heart is yours, Beauty. Forever and ever.”

“Oh, Bear,” I sighed, leaning into him as he wrapped his arms around me. He was so solid, so strong, so warm. I put my ear to his chest, listening to the strong, steady beat of his heart. My heart. This whole thing felt like a fairytale.

“I guess I should unpack,” I said, looking up at him sheepishly.

“Probably,” he said. “And when you’re done, you’ll need to pack again.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I’m tired of this weather, to be honest.” He reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind my ear, caressing my face with his fingers. “And you deserve a vacation.”

“I haven’t done any work, what are you talking about?”

“Fine. I deserve a vacation,” he laughed. “I need some sunshine. I have a place…”

“I bet you do,” I smirked.

“Don’t worry,” he said, “we can take a plane to it. No daredevil antics, I promise. This time, at least.”

I laughed, remembering the time he’d made me repel out of a helicopter just to get to his cabin in the Catskills.

“Okay, so what should I pack?”

“A bikini,” he said. “A sexy one.”

“I don’t have one.”

“That’s even better, isn’t it?” he winked, slapping my ass.






CHAPTER 2

“Y ou see that little island down there?” Bear pointed out the jet’s window down to the tiny speck of land below, surrounded by sparkling topaz water.

“Yes.”

“That’s where we’re going. Walker’s Cay, it’s called. I may change the name someday. What do you think of Bear Island? I think it has a ring to it, don’t you?”

“It’s your island?” I asked, my mouth falling as I stared down at the shimmering Caribbean sea.

“I just bought it,” he replied. “It was an old fishing resort for fifty years. It was actually well known for some of the most premier deep-sea fishing in the world. It stretches over fifty-eight acres, and as you can see,” he pointed to a long, open road, “it has its own airstrip.”

“Thank goodness,” I said, as the plane began descending.

The landing was smooth and easy. Within moments, we were walking down the stairs into a hot, sunny, tropical day. I scanned the horizon, the lush green trees surrounding us blowing gently in the warm breeze.

“Is there somewhere I can buy a bikini around here?” I asked, after Bear said goodbye to the pilot.

“You won’t need it,” he said. “Seriously, there’s nobody else on this island but us. Nobody will see you. Except for me, and how lucky am I?”

“Where is everyone?” I asked, looking around. The island did in fact seem to be deserted, even though there were buildings and roads. It was like a ghost town.

“The resort closed a long time ago. That’s why I bought it. I’m going to renovate the entire island and turn it back into the sparkling, vibrant treasure it used to be. There will be apartments for the people who work here and a hotel for the tourists, another marina, in addition to the one that’s already here. A yacht club, a golf course, restaurants, bars, brewpubs…”

“That’s amazing, Bear,” I said. “You really have your hat in a lot of different projects.”

“Variety is the spice of life,” he winked.

“So it is,” I laughed, as he took my hand and led me over to a Jeep parked by itself in a small parking lot. He reached up into the visor and retrieved the keys and started it up. We roared down the road, the warm wind in our hair and the sun in our eyes.

My skin tingled deliciously from the hot rays of the sun and I felt my shoulders began to relax. It felt absolutely divine.

“This is more like it,” I said.

“You like the sun better than the snow, huh?”

“By a long shot,” I said.

“I seem to require a steady diet of both,” he said, as we zipped around a curve.

I relaxed back in my seat, drinking in the lush scenery and the warm breeze like a delicious cocktail. It was just as intoxicating as the margarita I was already craving.

I looked over at Bear, marveling at my life. Just a few short weeks ago, I was back in Portland, my future seemingly laid out in front of me. Funny how fast things can change, isn’t it?

Bear reached over and put a hand on my bare leg. We’d changed into shorts and tshirts on the plane ride, leaving all of our warm clothes behind in the jet. I let the heat seep into my skin, into my bones, warming my core in a way that only a good blast of sunshine can do.

I tried to think back to a time I was happier, and I couldn’t. I’d never felt so joyful, so full of love than this very minute. I’d never imagined my life would change so drastically practically over night, in such an amazing way.

Sure, I was still freaked out a little. I wasn’t completely sure I would ever be able to design the hotel that Bear wanted me to design. In fact, out of everything, that was what I had the most self-doubts about.

Bear had successfully put all my doubts about our relationship to rest when he slid the ring on my finger.

I had no idea why he loved me, but he did. That fact alone was enough to send me straight to cloud nine.






CHAPTER 3

We pulled up to an old craftsman type home with a rambling wrap-around porch supported by heavy beams. Lush palm trees swayed in the breeze at the entrance, parting magically to let us through to the front door. Huge pots of bright pink bougainvillea lined the porch, with a wooden swing hanging at the end of it.

We walked inside and I was immediately overtaken by the coziness of the place. Old, worn leather couches were blanketed with handmade quilts and soft velvet accent pillows. A fireplace lined one entire wall, crowned with a thick wooden mantle. We sat down our bags and Bear opened all the windows to let in the breeze while I looked around.

“How long have you owned the island?” I asked.

“Not long. I haven’t done anything to it at all yet. I’m still getting permits and studying zoning laws. The ink’s dry, I own it outright, but I’m still dreaming about the possibilities.”

“Wow, what an opportunity,” I said. “This house is beautiful.”

“Isn’t it?” Bear asked. “It’s not the biggest or most luxurious on the island, but it spoke to me the first time I visited. I had it cleaned and furnished more to my taste, but other than making this house my base, the island is a clean slate.”

“What made you decide to buy it?” I asked.

“I looked at some other islands first. I almost bought one in the South Caribbean off the coast of Venezuela. It was a beauty. But it was completely undeveloped. Just a piece of land in the middle of nowhere. I could have built a house and it could have been my own private playground. But a friend told me about Walker’s Cay. The history intrigued me. This place was legendary, back in the day. Fisherman from all the world over would come here because they’d been told about the amazing fishing they could do.”

“What makes it so amazing?” I asked.

“Exposure to the Atlantic Ocean on two sides as well as the Matanilla Shoal. Because of the shoal, the conditions are like nowhere else on earth.”

“That’s amazing. So what happened? Why is it deserted?”

“It’s lived a lot of different lives. It was named after a British judge, Thomas Walker. He was exiled on the island and after his death, the island stood deserted for a few hundred years. After that it was just passed down to a few businessmen who used it for various purposes over the years. The last man to own it died about fifteen years ago and it’s been left abandoned. It’s been hit by two hurricanes and nobody’s touched it since. Once I saw it, I knew I couldn’t just let it deteriorate. The buildings are well-made, the sewer and electrical systems are in perfect working order. All it needs is a little elbow grease and some life breathed into it.”

His eyes were glowing, each word a sparkling star of promise as he rambled on about his dreams for this magical place. His excitement was contagious and suddenly, I was eager to see everything.

“I can’t wait to see what you do with it, Bear,” I said, beaming across the room at him. He was standing by the window, the warm light bathing his skin. He turned to me, his eyes full of love and gentleness.

“Us, Chloe,” he said. “We’re a team now. You’re going to be as much a part of this as I am. We’ll do it together.”

My heart swelled at his words.

“I’d be honored to help you,” I whispered. He walked over to me, kissing me sweetly.

“I want to show you something,” he said, grabbing my hand and leading me out a set of double doors that led to the back of the house. We stepped out onto a huge deck that opened up to a gorgeous, sprawling lawn that sloped down to a pristine white beach with aquamarine waves crashing rhythmically on the shore.

The lush green grass tickled my feet as we walked down to the beach. My toes sank into the white sand as I drank in the beauty of the gorgeous sea spread out before us.

“I’ve never felt so isolated from civilization in my life,” I murmured.

“I know what you mean,” he said, wrapping his arms around me from behind. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

“How many times have you come here?” I asked.

“This is my fourth visit. But it’s always been to show other businessmen.”

“And now you’re here with me,” I said, leaning into his embrace. He leaned down, gently kissing my neck, his lips warm on my skin.

“I couldn’t be happier about that,” he murmured.

He turned me around to face him, his eyes glowing in the bright sunshine. We’d left our shoes behind and the warm waves lapped at our bare feet. He reached down, pulling my t-shirt over my head, exposing my hard nipples to the sun. A slow, satisfied smile spread across his sexy face, and he unfastened my shorts and pushed them down.

I stood naked in front of him, the hot rays feeling like pulsing beams of pure life force shining down on my bare skin. I pulled his shirt over his head and his shorts fell away as he grabbed my hand and we took off running.

We galloped into the waves, the warm water washing over us, welcoming us into its wet embrace. We swam past the waves, the water so clear it was translucent, providing a clear view of the dozens of colorful, tropical fish that swam around our legs.

Bear swam next to me, his dark hair shimmering almost as much as his crystal blue eyes. My heart swelled with joy, leaving a permanent fullness that brought tears to my eyes. How did I get here?
He’s magical.

Too much, too fast, a tiny voice said inside of my head. I pushed it away like a handful of water and it came back just as easily.

This only happens in those damned books, it said.

He’s too good to be true, another voice said. Only that was my voice this time. I knew this was all crazy, but I reminded myself to sink into it and see where it went.

So far, so good.

After a few minutes of gazing into the water, marveling at the beauty that swirled around us, we made our way back to the shore, falling into the hard sand together, the waves washing over us.

Bear’s kiss was magic. Warm, loving, soft. I wrapped myself around him, my arms, my legs, my heart. And when his hardness sank into me, I welcomed him, my thighs falling open, begging him to crawl deep inside of me as I melted into the warm sand below us. His lips never left mine, the passion between us growing quickly as he fucked me with wild abandon, the waves crashing over us over and over as he took me there under the golden rays of sunshine.






CHAPTER 4

O ur week on the island flew by. We spent our days lazing around in the sun, exploring all the different abandoned buildings and making love every place we could think of. We hadn’t even exchanged vows and yet it already felt like we were on our honeymoon. The days stretched long and slow, fading into one another until Bear told me it was almost time to go home.

“Matilda will want you home for the holidays. And I always spend New Years in Times Square. You’ll love it,” he said. “It’s freezing cold, there are hundreds of thousands of drunken people in the streets screaming—it’s total mayhem.”

“We’re sitting on a secluded, warm, private beach, Bear,” I said. “None of what you described sounds appealing in any way compared to this.”

“Balance, darling,” he said.

“I guess…,” I murmured, turning my face to the sun. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow,” he said. “My pilot will be back with the plane in the morning.”

“We only have one more night here?” I asked.

“We’ll come back soon, I promise,” he said, kissing me.

“I’m going to hold you to that,” I said.

“You can hold me to anything you want,” he growled. I looked down and saw his cock stirring and a tiny thrill went through me. We’d spent almost the entire week completely naked and I’d gotten quite used to his sudden advances. When he decided he wanted to make love, there was nothing for me to do but submit to the pleasure our bodies created when they were wrapped around each other.

He rolled over on top of me, his cock pressing into my thigh, his tongue delving deep into my mouth as he kissed me hard.

He’d been so gentle with me during our time on the island, making love to me in such long and luxurious sessions. He’d been assertive, but he hadn’t let the roughness take over at all. We’d spent hours caressing each other, staring lovingly into one another’s eyes, losing track of time as we kissed endlessly.

He’d been a perfect gentleman. He hadn’t even spanked me once, even though I was secretly missing the hot sting of his hand on my ass.

I relished the attention, worshiping Bear’s body, falling in love with his heart. He was funny and charming and every time he touched me, it was as if he was waking me up inch by inch, breathing life into my life, shining a light on the very things I’d kept in the dark. He’d been gracious and kind every step of the way, allowing me to just be me and to open up to him.

And I did.

The first thing I’d done was tell him I didn’t want the responsibility of working on the hotel. I wasn’t sure how he’d take it, but I’d made up my mind.

“I’ll find another job,” I’d said. “Something simple that I know how to do.”

“Whatever makes you happy, Beauty,” he’d agreed, smiling at me with such pure love that it shot straight through my heart.

“I thought you might be disappointed.”

“How could I ever be disappointed about anything you do? Chloe, more than anything, I want you to be happy. What’s your wildest dream?”

“I think I’m living it right now,” I’d said.

“Career wise, I mean. Where do you see yourself in five years?” he’d asked, donning a serious face before breaking out in a million dollar grin. My eyes grazed over his naked body, his tan skin glowing in the bright sunshine.

“Well, before you came along, I had a plan,” I’d told him.

“What was your plan? Tell me all about it.”

“I was going to start small,” I’d said. “Make a line of dresses for myself and wear them everywhere I went. When people asked about them, I’d give them my card. I’d start by doing small custom jobs until I’d saved enough money and had enough time to make dozens of different styles and sizes. Eventually, I’d open my own store in Portland, filled entirely with my own creations.”

“So do that,” he’d said, nodding, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“I am. I’ll start making my own dresses as soon as I get back. I already have several, but they aren’t appropriate for the winter weather.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh?”

“No, skip straight to the part about opening your own store.”

I’d laughed and shook my head.

“It doesn’t work like that. I can’t afford that. Especially in New York,” I’d protested.

“Of course you can. I’ll pay for it,” he’d promised.

“I can’t let you do that, Bear.” I shook my head firmly.

“I want to. Besides, what’s mine is yours, sweetheart. That includes my money. Please, there’s so much of it, I won’t be able to spend it all in my lifetime. Might as well spend it on something wonderful.”

“But it’ll take quite a while for me to sew enough dresses to fill a storefront.”

“So hire help,” he shrugged.

“Bear!”

“What? New York is full of excellent seamstresses more than happy to work for the next up and coming designer.”

“You flatter me,” I’d said. I couldn’t help smiling.

He’d kissed me for hours after that and the next day, he’d acted like it was settled. A done deal. I’d open a store, and that was that.

My mind had a hard time accepting that as reality. Hell, I was almost more intimidated about opening my own place than I was the hotel job. This was my baby. This was real. It mattered even more if I fucked it up. The silent thrill that ran through me when I thought about it wouldn’t let up, though, and eventually, I just went along with it and stopped protesting.

This was the year of saying yes, right?

When in the world would I ever have an opportunity like this again?

There was only one thing I was hesitant about, and it was huge. I didn’t really want my career tied up in Bear’s money. What if something happened and we broke up? I made a vow to keep meticulous records and pay back every penny. I didn’t tell him that, because I knew he would dismiss it, but I promised myself and that was enough for now.

Everything seemed to be working out so well. Actually, that was an understatement. Bear and this life was a fairytale come true, there was no other way to describe it.

I’d never believed in fairytales before. I’d poured over all those romance novels for years, never believing for a second that love like that really existed, that men like Bear existed, that lives like this existed.

I’d been proven so wrong. Bear had made my toes curl so many times by now that I was pretty sure they’d never uncurl again.






CHAPTER 5

“T  o our island,” Bear said, holding up a champagne filled goblet and clinking the edge against mine. We’d decided to go all out for our last night there and gotten dressed up. I was wearing a long, backless, black maxi-dress with a tropical floral print on it. The halter top accentuated the curves of my breasts and I felt sexy and voluptuous in it. My hair flowed down my back in soft waves. The look in Bear’s eyes when I’d walked out of the bedroom held a familiar darkness that I’d not seen since we’d been here. A spark of anticipation flashed deep inside of me and I knew it was going to be a wonderful night.

We’d built a fire on the beach and sat next to it together on a blanket, watching the sun set in the distance, pink and purple streaks fading to orange, casting a warm glow over the beach until it disappeared into a stunning darkness glittering with sparkling diamonds.

“To our island,” I repeated, “to us!”

“Yes, to us, to our future, to the beautiful life we’re going to have together,” he said. We sipped from our glasses, our eyes meeting over the rims of the goblets. I’d gotten so used to being alone with him that the thought of sharing him with the world again was something I wasn’t quite ready for. I was so grateful we had one more night alone together.

He looked incredibly handsome in his clothes. We’d hardly dressed the entire week and it was nice to see him all dressed up for me. He wore a white linen button down shirt and a pair of matching linen trousers, we were both barefoot. He’d slicked his hair back, making it appear even darker. The deep blue-black contrasted starkly against the white of his clothes, the stars twinkling overhead reflected in his shimmering blue eyes.

Gazing at him had become my favorite past time.

I reached up and touched the choker I’d worn every day since he’d proposed. He’d not said a word about it since and neither had I, but I’d worn it without hesitation, dutifully fastening it back around my neck after every shower.

He saw me fingering it now and gazed back up at me.

“Is it uncomfortable?” he asked.

“No, not at all,” I replied, smiling at him.

“That’s good. You know you have to wear it in the city, too, right?” he asked, his voice a low whisper.

“Yes,” I said. “I know.”

“I want everyone to know you’re mine.”

“Why?” I asked.

He looked at me thoughtfully a moment, his eyes searching mine.

“Because I’m proud of you,” he said.

I nodded, not wanting to press him further, even though I didn’t fully understand. I wanted to. I was flattered and I wanted everyone to know he was mine, too, but I didn’t see how doing it this way was important.

“What will it be like, when we get home?” I asked.

“Like it was before,” he said. “Nothing needs to change. Not right away. Take whatever time you need, Chloe. You can keep your apartment, focus on your store. Or, you can move in with me, if you want.”

“I think we should go slow,” I said.

“What?” he said, the corners of his eyes wrinkling in a smile. “Do you think we’re moving too fast?”

“We’re engaged and I haven’t even told my mother about you yet,” I laughed.

“Ah, yes, Matilda. I have a feeling Matilda might be a little surprised, but she’ll warm up to the idea eventually. She loves me,” he shrugged.

“She’s going to be shocked,” I said. “I’ll probably never hear the end of it. She’ll accuse me of sabotaging her career, or something. Oh, God,” I said, the idea dawning on me for the first time. “Please don’t fire my mom if we ever break up.”

“Break up?” he said, shaking his head. “Never going to happen.”

“Never say never,” I said. “Famous last words and all of that…”

“Fuck that,” he said, pulling me into his lap. “I’m never letting you go, Chloe, no matter what.”

“You sound so certain,” I said, wrapping my arms around his neck.

“I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. I’ll tell you a little story. I mentioned before that my parents forced me to learn how to play the trombone, right?”

“Yes,” I nodded, trying not to laugh at the vision in my head of Bear blowing into a huge trombone.

“Right. Well, at first I hated it. But after being forced to do it over and over again, I started to dig it a little. I learned a little more and after a while, I got better and better. My dad was real big on never quitting anything you started and those times that I grew tired of it, he pressed me to keep going. I was a huge nerd back then and didn’t really have a social life of any sort, so at some point, I really dove in to learning the instrument. I made that damned trombone my life, I learned everything there was to know about it.”

“That’s awesome,” I replied, imaging him as a young boy pouring over sheet music, the loud honking sounds filling his house. “So what happened? You mentioned before you never wanted to see a trombone again.”

“I grew out of it eventually, but there were a few years there where I was obsessed with it. And by obsessed, I mean I embraced that S-shaped brass instrument like it was a part of me. I carried it everywhere, I learned everything there was to know about it. For instance,” he said, cocking his head, “did you know it was originally called a ‘sackbut’?”

I giggled and shook my head.

“Nope, didn’t know that!”

“Not many do!” he said, arching a brow. “So, I was in the school band, of course.”

“You were a nerd, of course you were.”

“It’s true,” he said, nodding his sexy head. “My band teacher was like a second father to me. I practically lived in the band room.” A big smile spread across his face. “I’ll never forget him. His named was Mr. Petty and he was this big, furry gay Jewish guy who could play every instrument under the sun and he sang like an angel.”

“He sounds great,” I said.

“He was. Just fantastic, really. He was the exact opposite of my dad and just what I needed at the time. Anyway, he told me about this competition. A trombone competition! Bet you didn’t know those existed, did you?”

“Nope,” I laughed.

“Not many do!” he winked. He was so fucking cute I wanted to kiss him right there, but his story was adorable and I loved hearing him talk about himself. He didn’t open up too often about his past. I got the sense there wasn’t a lot of good stuff to talk about and the bad stuff, well…we both seemed to want to keep that at bay. Everything felt so good, he seemed to be relishing in it as much as I was.

“Keep going!” I said, hungry for him. I wanted to crawl inside of his mind, inside of his heart, I wanted to feel what he felt and know him as deeply as I could. But I couldn’t do that. His words are the only window I have.

“Well, me, being the obsessed freak and the only one in the entire band that knew that the Trombone was first spotted in literature as far back as 1478 in Spain and the only one who could play it with precision, Mr. Petty decided I need to go represent the school.”

“Oh, cool!”

“I was ecstatic. I had three months to prepare the piece. The judges assigned us to learn the Star Wars theme.”

“Star Wars?”

“Surprisingly, it has a lot of trombone parts in it.”

“Okay,” I said, still trying not to laugh.

“It’s ridiculous, you can laugh,” he said, smiling. “At the time, I took it all very seriously, as I do all competitions.”

“Duly noted,” I said, winking at him.

He smiled and leaned over, brushing a kiss on my lips before continuing.

“So, I lived and breathed the Star Wars theme song. I learned it quickly and easily. I practiced it day and night, every free moment. I practiced it in the halls at school in between classes, I practiced it every moment at home when I wasn’t eating or sleeping. It was a big deal to me. The biggest thing I’d experienced in my short life.”

“How old were you?”

“I was ten.”

“I see,” I said. “A very serious age.”

“Double digits!” he laughed. “So, I learned this song so well that I was certain I was going to win. I built it all up in my head. I could play it backwards and forwards and sideways, you name it. I’d never been more certain and confident of anything. I felt it in my bones, you know?”

“That must have felt great.”

“It did!” he said, his eyes lighting up. “I felt like I was on top of the world. I’d never lost at anything in my life. I’d gotten everything I wanted, for the most part, even though I’d never asked for much. Up till then, I did everything my parents told me to do, it wasn’t until later, when I wanted to express myself and follow my own ideas and dreams that things got bad with them. But when I was ten, I was on top of the world. School came easy. Playing came easy. I didn’t have to put in much effort and I was always on top. And, I was a kid, so I really had nothing to worry about except succeeding.”

“So what happened with the competition?”

“The day of the competition, everything was perfect. I felt great. My confidence had never been higher. I felt like I could take on the world and I was ready to do it! The arena it was being held in was huge. Football stadium huge. There was a small stage set up at one end of the field and a few chairs in front for the three judges. To this day, I don’t know why the competition was held there. When I arrived, I was faced with dozens of other boys and girls just like me. They’d all practiced just as hard. They were just as talented and educated. They’d studied the history of the trombone, just like I had. And some of them had partners. Other players they were going to being playing with.

“Mr. Petty asked me if I knew anyone else who wanted to compete with me when he first told me about it, but I didn’t and nobody else at our school was as good, or obsessed, as I was. I didn’t think twice about going alone, because I was that fucking confident.

“When I arrived, they put us in a line and we all stood there, holding our instruments, waiting our turn. But we were lined up right next to the stage and we were forced to watch everyone else’s performances while we waited our turn.

“I was next to last in line. I’d never performed solo before, only with my school band, and suddenly everything changed. My confidence wavered and I began shaking, filled with stage fright.”

“Oh, no!” I said, pulling him closer, my heart dropping for him. I could just see little boy Bear nervous and shaking.

“I watched the others go before me and I felt sick when I realized I should have brought others with me. There were groups of two, three and even four, but only me and one other misguided soul playing alone. When the groups started playing, they filled up the space with the sound of their multiple instruments playing together. It sounded magnificent! So loud and powerful! I watched as almost a dozen other acts went before me and I was the first one playing alone. I knew I’d never be able to fill up that space with just my one instrument and my one pair of lungs.

“Well, as much as I wanted to run out of there, I lifted my chin and I walked up onto that stage all by myself. I reminded myself that I’d worked my ass off to get there and that I knew exactly what I was doing. I was just as good as any of those other guys, even if I was by myself. The judges stared up at me as I positioned my instrument and I’d never felt so scared and alone as I did in that moment. But above all, I knew one thing. I was ready. I was prepared. As much as anyone could ever be prepared, I was it.”

“That’s beautiful,” I whispered, smiling at him.

“I lifted the mouthpiece to my lips and I put every ounce of my soul into my performance. I opened my heart and felt every note start deep inside of me and let it explode out into the world. With every breath, I put every shred of confidence I had into the song, believing completely that I could do it, because I simply could. I gave it everything I had. As I reached the crescendo of the song, I felt my body tiring. The adrenaline of the actual performance and the nervousness had drained me. And that was something I hadn’t prepared for. I felt my breath leaving me and I knew I needed it more than ever.”

“Oh, no!”

“But then I remembered something. If all those people before me had done it, then they had probably experienced the same nervousness. Maybe they felt the same way when they reached the end. And if they had something inside of them that carried them through, then maybe I did too.

“I fought the burning in my chest. I fought the urge to pull the instrument from my mouth and walk off the stage and I just kept going. I played through the pain. I played through the fatigue. I just kept going, because I simply could!

“By the end of the song, I felt like I was going to fall down right there on the stage in front of everyone. But I finished! Panting, sweaty, exhausted…and exhilarated!”

“That’s amazing!” I said, thrilled for him.

“I walked off the stage and suddenly winning didn’t matter anymore. I’d already won. No matter what happened, I’d made it. And I’d made it because I had the confidence to try, to believe in myself.”

“That’s such a great story,” I said, beaming at him. “So who won?”

“Oh,” he shrugged. “I did. I always win.”

I burst out laughing as he pulled me into his arms.

“I won with you and that’s the biggest prize of all,” he said.

“You are too sweet,” I said, kissing him. “I love that story.”

“Well, I told you that story for a reason, Beauty.”

“What’s that?”

He grew serious, his smoldering eyes peering into mine, reaching into my soul.

“You remarked that I sounded so certain that we’re always going to be together.”

“And?”

“And I wanted you to hear that story, so you can understand what I really mean when I say I’ve never been more confident about anything in my life than I am about us. Even when I was a nerdy ten year old who’d never lost at anything in his life.”

“Oh, Bear,” I said, my heart melting. “Thank you for telling me that.”

“I love you so much, Chloe. I know this is right. I just know it. Yeah, I’m confident, damn right I am. Look at you! Look at us!” he said. “We’re perfect together.”

He kissed me, his lips crashing passionately onto mine as we clung to each other and fell back onto the blanket together. I’d never felt so full of love in my life and he’d never been so sure. As far as I was concerned, it was a damn good combination.

We kissed for what seemed like hours, the champagne long forgotten, the fire flickering beside us, the waves lapping in the distance as we melted into each other.

After a while, he pulled away, his eyes serious again as he looked down at me.

“Do you understand why I am the way I am, Chloe?”

“Tell me what you mean,” I whispered.

“The things I need. The way I need them.”

“I think I know what you mean,” I said.

“It’s important to me that you understand, Beauty. It’s important to me that you want the same things.”

“I think I do,” I said.

“I know I get rough. I know I say things…”

“I don’t mind that…”

“Everything I say, every spanking, every demand, all of those things are things that I need, do you understand? They’re a part of me and I’ve looked all my life for someone to accept those parts of me. They feed something in me and if it’s missing from my life, then I’m just left empty. It’s like a hunger, an addiction.”

“I understand, Bear,” I said, reaching up and touching his face. “I accept that part of you completely.”

“I would never disrespect you, Chloe,” he said. “You need to know that. It’s important to me that you realize that. No matter what happens, what I do, or what I say, there is always respect. And love. So much love, baby.”

“I know that, Bear. I feel it. I want it too,” I said, biting my lip as I stared up at him. “I need it too.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.” I nodded firmly, smiling up at him.

“I never want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t,” I said.

“I promise I never will, Beauty,” he whispered, his eyes turning wild with lust.






CHAPTER 6

He kissed me again, deeply, softly at first, but I felt the change come quickly. His kiss deepened, his lips kissing harder and harder and I felt his cock come to life against my thigh. He groaned as I reached down and gripped his shaft through his pants, his cock throbbing hotly in my palm.

“Get up,” he growled.

Abruptly, he grabbed my hips and turned me around until I was face down over his lap, lifting the skirt of my dress over my ass, leaving me naked and exposed. A thrill went through me as I realized what he was going to do. He’d not even pretended to spank me until now. I held my breath as his warm hand slid over my ass, caressing it softly, a finger slipping between my lips and running over my clit, causing a great, deep shudder to rock through my body. I gasped, loudly, and I heard his light laughter ring through the darkness right before I felt the blow.

Smack! His hand landed on the fleshy part of my cheek, sending a jolt of delicious pain right to my clit. He growled and I felt it in my stomach. My pussy quivered as I waited for more, yearned for more. Now that he’d given me a taste, I wanted everything he had to give me.

It felt like it had been forever since he’d touched me like this and my body was begging for it.

He hit me again, my breasts swinging against his thigh as he began swatting me over and over. He picked up the pace, his blows coming harder and faster as the delicious heat spread across my skin. My pussy was soaked, quivering, yearning for him to open my thighs and hit me there, too.

But he didn’t.

He pushed me down onto my back on the blanket, hovering over me as he opened his pants, his eyes flashing with hunger. When I felt his cock slide in, a deep shudder ripped through me, my pussy spasming around his velvety shaft immediately. Waves of pleasure washed over me until I’d melted below him, my hips rising to meet his even as I dissolved into a puddle on the blanket, as if my pussy couldn’t resist the urge to slam back into him as hard as he was slamming into me.

His hips moved like a machine, his cock pounding into me with all his might. Wider and wider, I opened my thighs, giving him room, welcoming his sweet invasion. I stared up at him as he tore his lips from mine, his eyes shooting daggers of lust and unbridled passion straight through me. He kept fucking me, his hips dancing up and down, his cock deliciously ripping into me with each hammering stroke. I closed my eyes, pressing my pussy up to him wantonly, my body needing nothing but the pleasure he gave, the sinful pleasure of his cock slicing into me. I thought of nothing else.

My eyes closed, I lost myself in the darkness, awareness of the beach, of the sky, of the crashing waves in the distance, disappearing into a cloud of pure, savage pleasure.

“Fuck me!” I screamed, my cries echoing to the skies, falling on the ears of the gods. I threw my head back, lost, falling, free.

His fingers snaked around my neck and my eyes flew open. He looked down at me, his hips flailing, a snarl smeared on his beautiful face.

Slowly, gently, he wrapped his fingers around the choker, engulfing my neck with his huge fingers while he fucked into me harder and harder. He slowed down as he peered into my eyes, his words punctuated by every slow, hard thrust.

“You’re mine now,” he growled. “You’re mine to play with. You’re mine to punish. You’re mine to fuck. Whenever I want. However I want.”

“Yes, Bear,” I said, my eyes wide as I nodded, my pussy on fire under his gaze.

He reached down, releasing my neck and rubbing my clit with his thumb as I whimpered, wiggling under his touch.

“This clit is mine.”

“Yes,” I gasped.

He pulled his cock out and I shook my head. “Please,” I begged.

“Hush,” he said, dipping his head between my legs, his mouth engulfing my clit with his heat.

“Ohhhhh…” I cried, my voice rising and mixing with the sounds of the ocean. “Bear,” I whispered, “yes, yes…”

He tongue darted down, sliding along the inside of my lips, licking every inch of my quivering pussy as I threw my head back in ecstasy, surrendering to his mouth. A finger slid inside, hooking up and rubbing against my g-spot as he pulled out of me. Over and over, he fucked me with his finger, first one, then two, then his entire hand slid easily inside of me, my juices overflowing as my passion grew. My trembling thighs fell apart as he worked between my legs, his fist slamming into me while he sucked on my clit, my body flailing below him as I cried out into the night, my body shuddering in pleasure.

He stopped, pulling his mouth away and removing his hand right before I crashed over the edge.

It wrecked me.

“Bear, no!” I begged. “Oh, please, please don’t stop…” I thrashed below him, begging him like a starving woman. He smiled down at me and I realized that was exactly what he wanted.

“Beg me,” he demanded.

“Bear, I’m yours, baby. I’m all yours. Your slut. Please, please! Please fuck your good girl, I need it so badly. Don’t leave me like this, Bear. Please?” I begged, just like he wanted, my voice a high plea in the dark night. The fire flickered next to us, a sign from the gods of sex that I’d been heard.

“I’ll do anything,” I whispered, my voice serious and low. I stared up at him, needing him, needing everything he had to give.

“You’ll do anything?” he said.

“Please, Bear, yes,” I cried.

He nodded, sitting back on his heels, his throbbing cock bobbing between his legs. I licked my lips as I stared at the object of my deepest desire. I’d never wanted anything more in my life.

I watched as he stood up slowly, standing over me, stripping his clothes off until his naked body towered over me, shimmering in the firelight. I longed to touch him, to lick him, to wrap my pussy around him. I reached up and he slapped my hand away.

“Follow me,” he barked, leaving me lying there with my dress bunched around my hips, my hungry body spread out like an unwanted buffet as he walked away. Scrambling to my feet, I followed him through the yard and into the house. Sure and steady, his footsteps echoed on the hardwood floors. My eyes were glued to his back, raking over his incredible frame. His muscles rippled up his taut skin and I longed to run my hands over him. Staring straight ahead, his shoulders remained squared in determination and purpose as he headed to the bedroom.

“Lay down,” he barked, turning back to me.

With trembling thighs, I crawled onto the bed, lying on my stomach and gazing over my shoulder at him.

“Not that way. Turn over.” His voice was a low, husky growl that vibrated right through me, sending shivers of electricity straight to my clit.

I turned, resting on my back.

“Scoot this way,” he said. He was standing at my head and I moved towards him, until my head was hanging off the side of the bed. He was upside down to me now, his cock twitching between his legs. He moved forward and I opened my mouth to welcome his velvety shaft between my lips.

I savored the feel, the slide, the smooth glide of flesh on flesh, my tongue twirling around his hardness. His hands gently held my cheeks, gently guiding his cock deeper and deeper into my mouth. Rocking his hips back and forth, he began fucking my face slowly, deeply, the head of his cock brushing against the back of my throat.

I moaned, my body on fire, passion rushing through me as he used me, fucking into my mouth over and over. He reached down, pulling my breasts from the halter of my dress, and then trailing his hand up, resting it on my throat as he thrust slowly. My pussy spasmed in pleasure, a hot flushing orgasm tearing through my body as he gently squeezed.

“You dirty slut,” he growled from above, his hips moving faster, his hand squeezing just a tiny bit harder. “You’re mine, Beauty. I want you and I always take what I want. Do you understand?” he cried, fucking me over and over.

I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t nod.

But he knew. He didn’t need an answer. The only thing he needed from me was complete submission and now—with my head hanging down and his cock slamming into my mouth, his hand resting on my throat, as if my entire existence rested in those fingertips—he had it.

Wave after wave of delicious, forbidden pleasure ripped through my entire body and I opened my mouth wider, his cock going deeper and harder. I closed my lips around his shaft, sucking him into my mouth, twirling my tongue around his massive heat, his hips rocking, sliding his cock out while I sucked it right back in. Over and over, his cock danced with my tongue until he pulled out with a low growl, spraying his pleasure over my chin, my neck, my breasts. I reached up, my fingers sliding through his slickness, rubbing it over my rockhard nipples, my body on fire for him.

I reached down between my thighs, rubbing my clit in circles. I hadn’t opened my eyes. I was covered in his wetness.

And all I wanted was more.

When I felt his mouth engulf my clit again, I cried out in a mixture of joy and anguish all at the same time. Like thunder, my orgasm rocked through me, leaving me shaken and trembling and panting.

He raised himself up, his mouth crashing onto mine, our kiss a cocktail of both of us. I melted below him, my arms sliding around his back, pulling him into me, kissing him deeper and deeper.

I thought he was done, but his cock was still rock hard against my thigh. I moaned into his mouth, pressing up into him. He tore his lips from mine and stared hard into my eyes.

Gone was my gentle fiancé. The other man was back. The man with the dark, stormy eyes. The man with the firm hand that left my ass pink and raw. The man with the demanding grin, that was now slowly spreading across his face like a raunchy promise.

He fell back on his knees, staring down at me lying below him. He paused, cocking his head to the side in the darkness, that grin shooting daggers right through me.

“What are you going to do to me?” I asked, my voice a daring whisper.

“Whatever I damn well please.”

I lifted my chin, meeting his piercing gaze with brave eyes.

He reached up and grabbed a handful of my hair, roughly pulling my head back.

“What pleases you now?” I asked, my body thrumming with desire. I wanted to please. I wanted this man happy. I wanted to fulfill every need that he’d ever had, be the answer to every dream.

His eyes widened at my question, his pupils dilating in pleasure.

“I’m going to fuck your ass now, Chloe,” he said. “Your beautiful, perfect, tight ass. I’m going to shove my cock so deeply inside of you that you won’t be able to talk, you won’t be able to resist, you won’t be able to do anything but come over and over and over. Do you understand?” he growled.

“Yes, Bear,” I nodded, my voice a breathless panting whisper. My pussy shuddered at his words. I reached down between my legs, rubbing my clit and letting my thighs fall open, an invitation to this beautiful man to take whatever he wanted, however he wanted.

His fingers tightened around my wrist, bring my hand up over my head and then grabbing my other arm and raising it, too.

“Clasp your hands together,” he said. I interlaced my fingers, licking my lips as I waited for further instructions.

“No matter what I do. No matter what you feel. No matter how much pain. No matter how much pleasure. You do not pull your arms down under any circumstances, do you understand?”

I nodded, a silent agreement as the storm in his eyes darkened. His fingertips found my right nipple, pinching hard and fast. I jumped, my hands almost falling before I caught them. He pinched again, and again, and again. Jolts of electric pain shot through me and I whimpered, my body stoic and still as he looked down at me, nodding approvingly.

“Good girl,” he growled. I came once more, as if his words cast a spell on me every single time. “Good girl,” he said again, his voice a soothing salve as he gently rubbed the very nipples he’d just assaulted.

Bending his head, his mouth engulfed my right nipple, the soft lick of his tongue caressing me like the sweetest whisper. I longed to touch him, to pull him close, but I remembered his words and kept my hands elevated above my head. My body writhed below him, quivering as he bit down on my nipple, the pleasure once more turning to a jolt of sinfully delicious pain before he ripped the dress from my body.

“Ahhh!” I cried, the fabric ripping painfully against my body. He bent his head again, his mouth hot and wet against my newly exposed skin.

Grazing slowly, he trailed kisses down my stomach. He moved lower and lower, teasing me until I felt his hot breath on my clit. His tongue darted out, teasing me, raking against my clit for one, delicious hot second before darting away. Over and over, he teased me, his tongue barely touching me, a hint, a whisper of movement, until I was writhing uncontrollably beneath him.

It was too much. Without thinking, my hands fell, my fingers sinking into his hair and pulling his head into my pussy.

“Please, Bear, please!” I yelled, pushing my clit up to his teasing mouth.

He jumped up in a flash.

I stared up at him, not realizing my mistake at first.

“Bear, please…” My fingers sank into my pussy, rubbing my clit, desperately seeking release from all the pressure he’d created.

“Chloe!” he barked. “You’re a very bad girl! I told you to keep your hands up!”

I jumped, my heart racing as it dawned on me.

“Oh!” I cried. “I forgot!”

He sat down on the bed, quickly pulling me over his knee. Without a word, he landed blow after blow onto my unsuspecting ass. I squirmed, my thighs falling open, my limbs limp and weak. He shifted slightly, the blows landing on my pussy lips. I screamed in surprise, the delicious pain searing right through me.

“Yes!” I cried, opening my thighs more. It hurt but I wanted it. His large, hot hands felt amazing spanking my ass, but when he hit my fleshy lips, it made me come over and over, as if the shock of pleasure were endlessly cascading through my quivering center.

I moaned, whimpered, and melted into him. If this was punishment for being a bad girl, I’d just learned the biggest lesson of all.

Being a good girl felt good, but being a bad girl felt even better.

“Bear, Bear, Bear…” I chanted his name like a prayer on my lips, his fingers sliding inside of me and then sliding out, his palm slapping up against my clit hard before his fingers slid back in.

I’d come so hard and so many times that everything blurred together and I melted below him, spent and tired.

“I’m not fucking done with you yet,” he said, as my head wobbled. “Wake the fuck up!” Quickly, he slid a finger up my ass, the sweet pain jolting me awake.

“Get up!” he barked. “On your hands and knees right now!” He smacked my ass hard as I presented it to him. Using both hands, he spread my cheeks apart, his fingers slipping inside my tightness before sliding out. He moved closer, pressing the head of his hard cock against my center. I braced myself for the pain, but there was nothing but a sharp slice of pleasure shooting right into my gut.

“Ohhhhhhh!” I cried, arching my back as he smoothly slid inside of my ass.

“You’re so fucking tight, Beauty,” he cried, slowly shoving his cock in deeper.

“It’s amazing, Bear,” I said. “Your cock feels incredible.”

“You’re so perfect baby, so fucking perfect,” he groaned, his voice full of savage raging desire. “My perfect little Beauty with her perfect little ass!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” I cried, pushing my ass back towards him as I reached down to rub my swollen clit. “Please take me, Bear! I need you! I need your cock so badly!”

His cock throbbed hotly inside of me, swelling as his thrusts hardened into a slow, constant assault on my senses. The smooth glide of his cock sliding in sent a shocks straight to my clit. I reached down, rubbing my throbbing nub in circles, the orgasm ripping right through me. He reached around me, pinching my nipple hard as I crashed over the edge, my pussy spasming around his hot, piercing hardness.

“Bear!” I screamed his name, over and over and over, as he pounded into me, his cock throbbing and swelling inside of me, until he exploded, his hot wetness searing the walls of my soaked pussy as he cried out, my name rushing from his lips, his mighty growl growing into a deep guttural, savage, ancient cry that floated out of the cabin and out into the night mingling with the force of the crashing waves.

We collapsed on the bed together, our limbs tangled together, our fingers searching for each other as we pulled each other as close as possible. My head fell on his chest, the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest lulling me into a peaceful trance. He caressed my hair, kissing my forehead gently.

“You are the most amazing creature in the entire universe, Beauty. I don’t know what I’d ever do without you, my love.”

“You’ll never have to find out, Bear. I’m yours forever.”

“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes you are…”






CHAPTER 7

ONE WEEK LATER


C hristmas was tomorrow and my apartment was a disaster. I’d not focused on anything in the week since I’d been home except finding everything I needed to get my business up and running. Bear had given me an incredibly generous budget, basically telling me the sky was the limit and to buy whatever I deemed necessary.

It was a blessing.

He was a blessing! I wasn’t a big believer of miracles, but I was beginning to believe that’s what he was.

I’d spent the week scouring the shelves of countless fabric stores, sketching patterns and sewing mock-ups. Sleeping and eating had become something I only did on an as-needed basis. I’d managed to avoid seeing Matilda but the clock was ticking on that, too.

Christmas dinner had always been a big thing for us. It was one of the few family traditions we actually had. I was convinced at an early age that it was the one day of the year that her guilt finally got to her and she forced herself to spend time with me. Now, I know that the truth is that anyone she could possibly meet with or do business with was unavailable on that one day of the year, so it was never a matter of guilt, only convenience.

This year, I was dreading it. I’d managed to avoid all of her questions on the phone, telling her I was just getting in the shower the one time I finally answered her call after Bear and I got back from the island. But I’d not seen her since before I told her I was going back home to Portland, and I knew she’d demand an explanation.

Once she saw the ring on my left hand, she’d be demanding an even bigger explanation. My stomach churned at the task of telling her the truth about me and Bear.

That wasn’t until tomorrow and in the meantime, tonight was Christmas Eve and Bear and I had a date. He’d been so cute on the phone this morning.

“I bought us matching hats, gloves and scarves, babe!”

“Why in the world would you do that?” I asked.

“Because tonight, I’m taking you ice skating at Rockefeller Center!”

“You are?” I asked.

“Yep! I go every year on Christmas Eve. This year, I get to go with you!”

“I don’t know how to skate,” I said.

“You’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ll teach you, Beauty.”

“Okay, if you say so,” I said, warming up to the idea. I’d do anything that involved Bear’s arms around me.

“Pick you up at seven!”

He’d been so amazing, I’d have agreed to go anywhere with him. Hell, I’d even jump out of that damned helicopter again, if I had to. Ever since he’d stopped me from getting on that plane, he’d been nothing but kind and gentle. There was that last night on the island where he got a little rough, and his dark side peeked out, but he was definitely taking things slower now.

He seemed to have changed his approach to testing my boundaries just a tiny bit at a time, instead of just pushing me right over the edge from the start.

It was working.

He’d been holding back so much and I could tell. There was something always lingering right under the surface when I was with him. A restraint. An inhibition. Something inside of him that I could feel he kept bridled, like a horse prancing at the gate.

The fact that he’d been holding back only served to keep me guessing. Instead of bracing myself for his full assault on my senses, by not giving it to me—he’d made me want it more. I kept wondering, every time we made love, if this was the time he was going to unleash that side of him.

But he’d kept himself under control, for the most part.

I was beginning to feel terrible about it, too. I didn’t want him to stifle any part of himself for me. I wanted him to feel comfortable, to be able to express any part of himself around me. Ever since we’d talked, since he’d tried to explain why he was the way he was, I really felt like I understood him more.

I’d told him I accepted him, but I wasn’t sure he let it sink in just yet.

If we were going to be married, we’d have to find some sort of compromise. Of course, with the way he was going so slow with me now, maybe I’d eventually be able to take everything he wanted to give me. I had a growing suspicion that I’d only seen the tip of his fiery iceberg, so to speak.

My phone rang, pulling me out of my dreams of Bear. I picked it up on the first ring when I saw that it was Marie.

We had a lot to catch up on, since I hadn’t talked to her either. I’d sent her a quick text to let her know I’d changed my mind about coming back home and not talked to her since. She didn’t even know about Harlan and his crazy shenanigans.

“He did what!” she shrieked into my ear as I told her about it now.

“You should have seen Bear! He diffused the situation like he was dealing with a toddler or something. He was amazing. Harlan ate right out of his hands.”

“Well, I can’t wait to meet him,” she said.

“Meet him? Well, I’m sure you will eventually.”

“How about next week?” she asked.

“Next week?” I asked, my voice rising in surprise.

“I’m bored, Chloe! Can I come stay with you? I’ve always wanted to spend New Year’s Eve in the Big Apple. Unless you have other plans…” Her voice faded away and I could see her pout in my head.

“Of course you can stay with me, you dork,” I said. “I can’t wait for you to meet Bear. You’ll fall in love with him.”

“Awesome!” she said. “I already booked my flight. I’ll be there the morning of New Year’s Eve.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Of course you did,” I said. “Max and I will pick you up at the airport.”

“Who’s Max?”

“My driver,” I replied.

“You have a fucking driver now?”

“Well, technically, he’s one of Bear’s drivers, but yeah…” I hadn’t told her about the engagement yet. I contemplated telling her now, but decided I’d rather see her face when I did, so I kept my mouth shut.

“Unbelievable,” she replied.

“Trust me,” I said. “You’ll be thankful for having a driver. It’s better than walking everywhere and taking the subway.”

“You sound like you’re getting soft, Chloe,” she teased.

“Oh, shut up,” I said. “Actually, I feel like I’m toughening up a bit.” A hard smack sounded in my head and my body responded to it immediately. I’d been dying for another spanking since we’d come back to the city, and Bear hadn’t laid a hand on me. My flesh was itching for that deliciously forbidden burning pain.

“Must be the cold,” she said.

“Yeah, must be,” I replied. “Speaking of cold, make sure you bring warm clothes.”

“Okay, mom,” she teased.

“Ugh, shut up,” I said. “Text me your flight info. I’ll see you next week.”

“Alright, alright,” she said, hanging up.

I looked around the apartment, at the fabric and needles and dress forms that had spilled out of the studio into the rest of the rooms and nodded.

“I’m going to need a much bigger place,” I decided, standing up. I poured myself a glass of wine and began tidying up before Bear arrived for our date, my head spinning as I thought of all the things I wanted to show Marie while she was here.

I wondered briefly what she would think of Bear, but everyone seemed to love him so far. He was charming and kind and generous. I’m sure he would be the same with Marie.

Still, a small thread of nervousness began slithering through me.

Once I told Marie and Matilda about the engagement, then that meant it was real. Somehow, keeping it under a shroud of secrecy had made it feel like a dream.

I reached up, touching the choker around my neck to remind myself that it wasn’t a dream at all.

It was a fairytale come true.






CHAPTER 8

I  burst out laughing when I saw Bear standing at my door.

“You look like a candy cane threw up on you!” I said. He had, indeed, bought us matching hats, scarves and gloves. Red and white striped ones, that is. “Or, perhaps, the Cat in the Hat.”

“It’s Christmas, where’s your spirit?”

“I have Christmas spirit,” I said. “I just didn’t realize you had so much of it yourself!”

“Well, now you know. It’s one of my favorite times of the year.”

“Now I know,” I laughed.

“Max is waiting outside, are you ready to go?”

“Sure am,” I said, pulling on my coat.

“Not yet, you aren’t,” he said, pulling me close and kissing me quickly, before pulling the hat over my head and throwing the scarf around my neck. I held my hands up and he slid the gloves on. I felt like a little kid and if it wasn’t for the excitement in his eyes, I might have been embarrassed.

Instead, I found my own excitement growing.

“You look great!” he exclaimed.

“So do you,” I said, beaming at him.

When I saw Max standing at the car wearing the exact same hat, scarf and gloves, I burst out laughing.

“You’re a nut!” I said to Bear.

“Hey I’m just spreading Christmas cheer!”

“If you say so,” I laughed.

“Hey, Max,” I said, sliding into the car.

“Hello, Miss Chloe! Merry Christmas!”

“You too, Max,” I said. Bear slid in beside me and we pulled away from the curb. He threw his arm around me, holding me close as we drove down the street.

“You look beautiful, Chloe,” he said, kissing my nose.

“You’re adorable,” I said. “I had no idea you were such a fan of holidays.”

“I told you we needed to get back for Christmas, didn’t I?”

“Indeed you did,” I said.

“You’ll love Rockefeller Center. It’s beautiful. The tree’s right in the middle of the rink and everyone’s so happy and smiling.”

“Who are you and what have you done to my fiancé’?”

“Hush,” he said. “Balance, remember?”

“Right,” I laughed. “Balance…”

Rockefeller Center was indeed beautiful. It was also crowded. And colder than a witch’s tit, however cold that was.

I pulled the hat down on my head and pulled the scarf tighter around my neck as we waited in line. Bear hugged me tight, doing his best to keep me warm.

“You’ll forget about the cold once you get out there,” he promised.

It took a few minutes, but eventually, we ventured onto the ice, our rented skates tied firmly onto our feet.

“I’ve only done this a few times in Portland,” I said.

“You’ll get the hang of it,” he said. “Just keep control of your ankles.”

“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” I asked, as I wobbled and held onto him.

“It’s easy,” he replied.

“Maybe easy for a control freak like you, but I’ve never had to be in control of my ankles before in my life. They’re just there! Doing their thing.”

He laughed, holding me up as we slid around the rink, dozens of people passing us.

“That’s it,” he said, “you’re doing good.”

I wouldn’t call it that myself. I felt like I was barely staying upright, my uncontrollable ankles betraying me.

“You have to lift your foot a little,” he said. “Take little steps and then glide…”

“Lift?” I asked, attempting to do just that. My other foot slid out from under me and I landed on my ass on the ice. I looked up at him and shook my head.

“Are you sure you know how to skate?” I asked.

He laughed, pulling me back to my feet.

“Of course,” he said. “Let me tell you a story about this ice skating competition I was in once…”

“Oh, you!” I said, hitting his arm as he winked at me.

“Come on,” he said, pulling me along. “You’re doing good, Beauty. Keep at it.”

We skated for hours and after a few more falls and a whole lot of encouragement from Bear, I finally got the hang of it. I wasn’t going to be doing triple-axels anytime soon, but I could stay on my feet, and surprisingly, I began to understand what he meant about controlling my ankles.

“You’re a good teacher,” I said, after we’d gotten back in the car.

“And you’re a good girl,” he growled, kissing my ear.

“Hey Max,” he called. “Take us to St. Patrick’s.”

“My pleasure, Mr. Dalton,” Max said.

“St. Patrick’s?” I asked.

“Cathedral,” he said. “I’d like to stop by for midnight mass if you don’t mind?”

“Oh, no,” I said. “I don’t mind. I didn’t know you were Catholic.”

“I’m not. I just like to go at this time of the year. The ritual is beautiful. The performance, the costumes…”

“That sounds lovely,” I said, as the city flew by outside the window. When we arrived, the church was lit up, a beautiful temple of snow covered spires and arches that jetted up into the pitch black sky, throwing spooky shadows on the streets below. Huge wreaths hung from the giant arched wooden doors.

“This is stunning,” I whispered, as Max pulled away, leaving Bear and I standing on the street, staring up at the intricate exterior of the cathedral and the huge tree, glittering with a million tiny white lights.

“This is my favorite building in New York. The foundation was first laid in 1858 and it didn’t open until 1879. It’s a masterpiece that took twenty-one years to complete.”

The doors were open and people were streaming in.

“Let’s go inside.” Bear grabbed my hand and we walked through the heavy doors, the scent of incense hitting me immediately.

“It’s so lavish,” I said, drinking in all the beauty. Candles glimmered everywhere, creating twinkling diamonds in my vision everywhere I looked. The pews were lined with red velvet scarves with wreaths at each end.

Thick marble columns traveled up to the top of the church, forming huge, majestic arches that towered over us. Brilliant stained glass windows shimmered, the flickering candlelight dancing against them. Above the pews, empty balconies disappeared behind the arches like empty holes, the only darkness that escaped the hundreds of lights in the church.

Bear led me to a back pew as the choir began singing.

I looked over at him and was stricken by his sheer handsomeness. He looked amazing in the candlelight, in the warm amber glow of the church and I knew I’d remember this moment forever. He smiled back at me, grabbing my hand and holding it tightly. I leaned into him, closing my eyes and letting the sound of the choir’s angelic song wash over me.

When I opened them, the service was beginning. Old priests in elaborate white, gold and red robes and pointy hats began slowly walking down the aisle in a line. The man in front, his bushy white beard as pure white as the fresh snow falling outside, was carrying a golden covered book with a huge cross on it. The choir sang as they made their way to the altar at the front of the church. A huge nativity scene stood next to the choir.

‘Oh come all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant’ the choir sang, their voices rising all the way to the top of the church in a blissful, hypnotic chant.

Bear tugged on my hand after the last priest passed by, pulling me out of the pew and back into the lobby.

“Where are we going?” I asked, as he pulled me towards a back staircase.

“I got a tour of this place once. I think we can get a better view,” he said, as we stopped in front of a velvet rope blocking the staircase.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to go up there.”

“Nonsense,” he said, unhooking the rope and pulling me past it. He hooked it back, without a care in the world, and pulled me up the dark stairs. The sound of the choir in the distance echoed through the church, as we walked up the stairs. Darkness fell around us and I gripped his hand tighter.

He led me down a hallway and past a cluster of offices. He opened a door at the end of the hallway and looked around.

“Looks like the coast is clear,” he said, as we walked through a bigger office and though yet another door.

Oh come let us adore you…the choir’s voice rang out loud as they approached the end of the song.

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I asked.

“Hush,” he said, looking over his shoulder and winking at me, as he pulled me past a dark curtain and then out into an open space. I gasped as I realized we were in one of the balconies at the top of the church. The altar, the choir, the priests, now on stage, the parishioners singing in their pews, all their voices rising straight up to us, filling the dark balcony like an amphitheater.

Bear pulled me to the railing and we looked down at the spectacle below us, my heart filled with awe. The power of the voices alone, their song explosive and enchanting, it felt like a dream.

Just like every moment with Bear, I thought, beaming at him.

“You’re amazing,” I said, leaning over and whispering in his ear as he gazed down below.

He put his arm around my waist, pulling me close, as we watched the service.

“That’s the Holy Father,” Bear pointed out the man with the golden book as he walked on stage. A group of young boys, also dressed in robes, surrounded him, holding up a smoking gold orb that he took from them. He turned his back to the crowd, waving the orb all around, sending billowing smoke clouds floating all around him, before handing it back to the boys.

He walked over to the podium and the choir stopped singing.

Bear walked around behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist as I leaned back into him. My eyes widened when I felt his hard cock press into my ass.

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” the Holy Father began.

Bear spun me around in the darkness to face him, leaning me up against the railing. He kissed me, his tongue parting my lips and darting inside, tangling with mine. His kiss was hot, urgent, and it took my breath away. I pulled away, my eyes wide with surprise.

“Bear!” I whispered, as quietly as possible.

A slow grin spread across his face and he arched an eyebrow.

“On your knees, Beauty,” he whispered.

“You can’t be serious?” I said, my heart racing. He pressed his cock into my hip, his expression stern and insistent.

And then, he simply nodded.

“Peace be with you…”

I sank to my knees, hoping to God I was hidden from everyone below us. I looked up at Bear and he stared down at me.

“Take it out,” he said.

I bit my lip, my pussy spasming despite the thundering in my chest.

“My brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ, I welcome you sincerely to St. Patrick’s Cathedral this evening…”

I reached up, unfastening his jeans, pulling out his pulsing, throbbing cock. Hot and heavy in my hands, the soft velvety skin slid across my palm as Bear flinched above me, his eyes staring down at the service.

“To each and every one of you, I extend my prayerful best wishes for a Christmas filled with every grace and blessing, for yourselves, of course, and for all of your loved ones, as well….”

I opened my mouth, slipping his pulsing cock between my lips. His hands sank into my hair, guiding his cock in and out of my mouth.

“And now my dear friends in order to prepare ourselves to celebrate the holy sacrifice of the mass, to pray this most powerful and most beautiful of prayers, I would ask that you join me now in setting aside all of your thoughts, in placing ourselves squarely in the presence of our God, so that together, mindful of our sins, we may beg the eternal father for forgiveness…”

He held my head firmly, pushing into my mouth deeper and deeper as my tongue swirled around his twitching shaft. I reached down between my legs, pressing two fingers into my clit. Desire rushed through me as he stuffed his cock deeper, pressing against the back of my throat and then pulling out slowly again. He stiffened above me and I tasted the saltiness of his excitement.

“I confess to almighty God, and to you my brothers and sisters, that I have sinned through my own fault…”

Bear reached down, pulling me up quickly and turning me around. He leaned into me from behind, whispering into my ear, his words shooting right through me.

“Bend over.”

I threw my head back, my eyes wide with alarm.

His eyes were a dark warning, his pupils wide with urgent, unspent passion. I turned back to the service, putting my hands on the railing and leaning forward. He pulled up my skirt, reaching underneath and pulling my tights around my shaking thighs. His finger plunged inside of me, the slickness seeping out of me already. He removed his hand, reaching around to my face and sliding his fingers in. I tasted myself, the heady aroma rushing through me, sending my body into a spasming shudder.

 

Bless me father, for I have sinned…in my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have failed to do, and I ask Blessed Mary the virgin, all the angels and saints, and you my brothers and sisters, to pray for me to the Lord our God.…

He pulled his hand from my mouth, grabbing my hips and guiding his cock inside of me. It was so hard, slicing into me forcefully, as he held onto me, rocking into me, hard and fast. I bit my lip to keep from crying out, the loud thundering prayers of the Holy Father echoing through the cathedral.

May Almighty God have mercy on us, forgive us our sins and bring us to everlasting love…

Bear’s cock slammed into me, slick and smooth and fast as lightening, his long, full strokes leaving me quivering beneath him. I opened my thighs, lifting my ass to give him better access. Wave after wave of sinful pleasure washed over me, hitting me hard, his cock swelling and twitching inside of me.

“Beauty, my Beauty,” he whispered, his body freezing as his cock exploded inside of me.

The choir sang out again, filling the church with their heavenly voices and I couldn’t hold it in any longer. A long, low moan escaped from me as I pushed back into him, welcoming his holy seed, the warmth of his love spreading through me, cleansing me and giving me life as I spasmed around his pulsing, hot cock.

We stayed there, his cock buried inside of me as he held me close, as the voices of the choir rang out around us. He slipped out of me slowly, and I stood up, turning around to him, his mouth finding mine, his kiss deeper and more passionate than any before.

He pulled away, smiling down at me, his devilish grin sending shivers down my spine. We dressed quickly and he pulled me back the way we came, our smiles huge as we made our way through the darkness, the words of the next speaker guiding our way.

“The people who walk in darkness have seen a great light. Upon those who dwelt in the land of gloom a light has shone. You have brought them abundant joy and great rejoicing, as they rejoice before you as at the harvest, as people make merry when dividing spoils. For the yoke that burdened them, the pole on their shoulder, and the rod of their taskmaster you have smashed…”

I burst out laughing. The deep voice of the speaker boomed through the church, as we descended the stars, Bear unhooking the velvet rope just as nonchalantly as he had before. He grabbed my hand and we walked to the door, the choir’s song trailing out behind us as they started up again.

“Oh, holy night, the stars are bright and shining…”

We stepped out onto the street and I felt Bear’s pleasure seeping out of me.

“Fall on your knees, oh hear the angel’s voices…”

We slipped into the back of the car, the choir’s song gently fading away as the door closed.

“You’re sinful!” I giggled.

“Should I beg for your forgiveness?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.

“Never!” I cried, as he pulled me into his arms, our laughter pouring out into the night air as Max took us home.






CHAPTER 9

“I  met someone!”

Confusion filled my eyes as I stared at Matilda across our candlelit table. We were sitting at a corner table at The Lamb’s Club. The dining room was incredible, with low slung, red leather banquettes and a roaring fireplace that we were thankfully sitting right next to.

“Who did you meet?” I finally asked, convinced I’d just misunderstood.

“No, Chloe,” my mom replied, her eyes sparkling, “I met someone.”

I almost choked on my wine when I realized she was indeed saying what I thought.

“Like, a man?” I asked.

Her laughter rang out in the crowded dining room.

“Yes, silly,” she said.

“I don’t understand,” I shook my head.

“What’s to understand, Chloe?” she asked. “Your dear old mother has a boyfriend.”

“A what!” I cried.

“Hush!” she said. “Is it that unbelievable?”

“Well, yeah,” I replied. “You haven’t dated anyone since Dad left.”

“I know,” she said. “Don’t you think it’s about time?”

“What about your job?” I blurted.

“What about it? Having a boyfriend will hardly interfere with my job, Chloe. I’m not a kid anymore.”

“Yeah, I guess…”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “It’s just weird, that’s all.”

“I’m sure it comes as a surprise,” she said, taking a sip of wine. “But you’ll get used to it.”

“So who is it?” I asked.

“A friend of Bear’s actually,” she said.

“What!” I yelled, forgetting where I was at. Heads turned, but I ignored them.

“Good lord, Chloe, what is wrong with you?” Mom asked, flashing me her rare ‘Mom’ face.

“Sorry,” I muttered. “What does Bear have to do with this?”

“Nothing,” she said, squinting her eyes at me. She paused, scanning my face. I looked down at my plate full of roast duck to avoid her gaze. “Bear introduced us at a meeting, that’s all. He’s a very successful real estate attorney.”

“I see,” I said.

“Chloe, I know this is a shock, but I thought you’d be happier for me.” She pursed her lips disapprovingly, tiny lines forming around the edges of her lipstick.

“I am,” I said, with a dismissive wave. “Sorry, it’s just going to take some getting used to.”

“I understand,” she said. “You’ll have to meet him. His name is Anthony. Anthony Lavelli.”

“Great,” I said, trying to muster a smile. Honestly, I didn’t know what to say. I’d spent the better part of the day trying to figure out if and when I should tell her about Bear and by the time I’d gotten in the car, I’d still not come to a decision.

I was pretty sure she’d never understand.

I’d stuffed my ring in the corner pocket of my purse on the way in, so that I could have a little more time to make up my mind.

Now that she’d told me her big news, I wasn’t about to tell her mine.

“I can’t wait to meet him, Mom,” I said, finally. I meant it. I looked across at her and realized I’d not seen her this happy and relaxed in a very long time. “I’m glad you’re happy. You deserve it.”

“Thank you for saying that, Chloe,” she said, smiling warmly at me. “That means a lot to me.”

“Good, I meant it,” I said, taking another sip of wine.

“So,” she said, after a moment. “How’s the job going? I haven’t seen you around the office, but I haven’t been there much myself. It must be keeping you quite busy.”

The job. Right. Shit, I’d not told her about that either.

“Actually, I resigned,” I admitted.

“Resigned?” she asked, her eyes wide as saucers.

“Well, I never really started,” I said. “It just wasn’t the right position for me, Mom. I don’t know anything about interior design. It was too stressful, just trying to figure out how to start. I told Bear I didn’t want to do it.”

“So, is he going to find you something else?” she asked.

“Kind of,” I said.

“Well, like what?” she said.

“I’m starting my own business, Mom,” I confessed, finally, bracing myself for an onslaught of questions. They came hard and fast.

“What? How?” she asked, her eyes squinting again. “Where?”

“What, my own fashion line. How, by lots of hard work and I’m still figuring out the logistics. Where, I’ll be looking for a space soon, but right now, I’m just working out of my apartment.”

“Well, you’ll have to give that up.”

“Give what up?”

“The apartment. If you aren’t working for Bear, you can’t stay there.”

Shit. She’d backed me into a corner.

“You can move in with me,” she said.

“No, that’s okay,” I said. “I’ll manage.”

“Chloe, don’t be foolish. You’ll never be able to start a business and pay rent on that apartment. You have no idea how much that place costs, do you?”

“I don’t have to pay rent. Bear said I could stay there, he doesn’t care.”

“That’s absurd! Why would he do that?”

“Because he’s a nice and generous man, Mom,” I said, rolling my eyes. And he loves me, I thought to myself, a secret thrill running through me.

“Well, you can’t accept a gift like that, Chloe. No matter what.”

“Mom, don’t worry about it. I’ve got it all worked out.”

“He’s my boss, Chloe. I have to worry about it.”

“No, you don’t!” I said, anger rising in my voice.

“Chloe! Lower your voice!” she said, looking around, a blush creeping up her neck because I’d dared to embarrass her.

“Just don’t worry about it,” I whispered.

“Don’t take advantage of his kindness, Chloe,” she said. “You can always stay with me.”

“No!”

“Fine! Whatever,” she rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “How do you intend to finance this new endeavor of yours?”

“I’ll get an odd job,” I shrugged, lying through my teeth. “Or two.”

“That’s not going to leave you much time or energy to work on your business, is it?”

“I’ll be fine!” I insisted.

“And you’ll never be able to afford retail space in the city, either. What are you thinking, Chloe?”

“I’ll start small, okay? God, Mom, can’t you just be supportive for once in my life?” I said, the anger bursting out.

“Okay, okay,” she said, holding her hands up in the air. “Let me know if you need help, Chloe. I suppose its time for me to let you be an adult and figure things out for yourself. I can give you a loan, if necessary.”

“Thanks, I’m okay for now,” I said.

“Great,” she said, refilling our wine glasses. “I’m proud of you. It takes a lot of balls to start a business in this city. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“Neither did I,” I replied, with a wistful smile.






CHAPTER 10

M ax waited by the curb, the snow slowly falling around him. He was a beautiful man and I imagined he had a wonderful, loving wife at home waiting for him. Suddenly, I felt guilty for making him wait for me. The restaurant was only one subway ride from my apartment, I easily could have found my way home.

I’d dressed warmly tonight, with thick, long underwear under my black wool slacks, with two extra layers under my sweater and coat. The matching red striped scarf, hat and mitten set Bear had given me last night helped keep me warm. With the tall warm leather boots I was wearing, I was almost toasty.

Maybe I’m starting to acclimate a little, I thought, as I walked up to Max.

“Max, you work too much,” I said, sliding into the back seat of the limo. “I can easily walk myself home.”

“Oh, no,” Max said. “Mr. Dalton would not like that.”

“Well, he doesn’t have to know everything,” I said. “It’s Christmas, for goodness sake! Please tell me you’re going home as soon as you drop me off.”

“I am,” he said. “My wife and family are waiting for me.”

“Do you have children?”

“No, not yet. Soon, though. My wife is pregnant right now. She’s due in June.”

“That’s wonderful! Congratulations, Max!”

“Thank you, Miss Chloe. Do you like children?”

“I haven’t spent much time around them, honestly. I do love them, though.”

“I come from a big family back home,” Max said. “I hope to have a big family here. My parents are here now, thanks to Mr. Dalton. They will help with the baby.”

“You’re lucky to have them,” I said, thinking of Bear. How many lives had he touched? I thought of my Mom and her new boyfriend. Anthony, she’d called him. A friend of Bear’s…

I made a mental note to ask Bear about him tomorrow.

I closed my eyes, leaning back into the warmth of the car, running through a mental checklist of everything I needed to get done for my business. I’d been running around all week and the more things I accomplished, the more tasks I seemed to accumulate. It was like an out of control snowball.

The holidays hadn’t helped. I’d almost forgotten to find a Christmas gift for Bear, but had lucked out as I passed an old vintage jewelry store near the fabric store I was checking out. I’d spotted a beautiful gold antique pocket watch with an intricately delicate filigree engraved on the case. The sign next to it told me it was manufactured in 1860.

Something about it reminded me of Bear.

A feeling of something so steady, strong and determined on the inside and yet so stunningly beautiful on the outside.

I stood there on the dirty sidewalk as hundreds of people streamed past me, looking in the window, contemplating the bewildering idea of just how long this watch had been around, ticking, ticking, ticking, for over a hundred years, marking the passing of time, the passing of someone’s life.

Bear and I had only been involved with each other for a month and that wasn’t long.

Four short weeks.

Thirty-one days.

Seven hundred and forty-four hours.

Forty-four thousand, six hundred and forty minutes.

That was nothing compared to the life this watch had seen. The fact that after all that time, it had made it here, restored to its original glory, to be offered in this window at this exact moment, to me, of all people—well, it just seemed magical.

I raced in to the shop and purchased it on the spot and asked to have it engraved. They were able to do it right there and it was in my purse wrapped and ready to give to my love. I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when I gave it to him.

Most of my to-do list involved work and cleaning up the rest of the mess in my apartment before Marie’s arrival. I was looking forward to seeing her and showing her around. Mostly, I was looking forward to telling her everything. I’d kept all my news to myself, until I’d told Matilda about my business, but it was the engagement I was bursting to share with someone.

Anyone.

I opened my eyes and dug through my purse for the ring. A thrill shot through me as I slid it back on my finger.

Mrs. Bear Dalton…it had a nice ring to it.

I looked up and saw that Max had passed my apartment.

“Max, where are you going?” I asked, after lowering the panel between us.

“Didn’t Mr. Dalton tell you? He asked me to bring you to his penthouse,” he said, “I’m sorry, Miss, I thought you knew. Is that okay?”

“Yes, of course,” I said. “Thank you.”

I sat back in the seat, looking down at my clothes. I was dressed in a million layers, including the oh-so-attractive long underwear that made me look like a lumberjack.

Then, I remembered the panties underneath.

If I didn’t get to them before Bear did, there’s no telling what Bear would do to punish me for them.

I sat back in the seat, a slow smile spreading across my face.

It was going to be a good night.






CHAPTER 11

“T  his is for you,” Bear said, handing me a black velvet box. A red satin bow sat on top, and I smiled in anticipation.

He’d given me three gifts so far.

A pink diamond encrusted butt plug.

My black velvet and diamond choker.

And my enormous engagement ring.

I couldn’t wait to see what this one was.

I’d gotten to his place and was delighted to see a huge glimmering tree in the corner and the entire penthouse decorated for the holidays. After greeting me with a passionate, breathtaking kiss, he took my coat, hat and scarf and led me into the living room. He was dressed simply in a pair of jeans and a dark blue sweater that matched his eyes. He’d put a glass of champagne in my hand and handed me this box.

I pulled the ribbon with glee, my eyes sparkling with happiness. The ribbon fell away and I opened the lid. Pulling back a layer of sparkling tissue paper, my eyes widened when I saw the contents of the box.

Three more chokers were laying on a bed of velvet, very similar to the one I wore on my neck, but these were engraved with words, tiny diamonds placed together to form one word on each.

Good Girl.

Slut.

Mine.

With trembling fingers, I picked them up, one by one, fingering the diamonds and letting the velvet brush against my fingertips.

“These are for wearing in private, Chloe,” Bear said, his voice low and gruff. “Will you wear them for me?”

“Of course,” I whispered, my bottom lip quivering as I raised my eyes to his. The storm was raging already. “Which one do you want me to wear tonight?”

“You choose,” he replied.

I placed the box on my lap and reached up behind my neck, unfastening the buckle that held the choker I was already wearing in place. I laid it in the box with the others and picked another one up. Taking a deep breath, I placed it around my neck, lifting my eyes to meet his stormy gaze.

“Mine,” he growled. I nodded, my eyes wide with love and lust and yearning. Love for this beautiful soul who had already taught me so much. Lust for the masterpiece of flesh that his beautiful soul lived in. And yearning—yearning for all the knowledge that he’d yet to impart.

Knowledge of himself, knowledge of me, of my body, of the possibility of pure magic that we were going to create together.

If ever I could have wished for something right then, I would have wished to see the future. To see where we were in six months, a year, five years. I felt like there was so much ahead of us, so much learning, so much living, so much life and I had never been more eager for anything.

Bear’s kiss felt like velvet. His lips were so soft, so welcoming and warm that I melted into him, wrapping my arms around his neck and letting him guide me onto my back on his couch. His kiss stirred the deep, familiar need, reaching so deeply inside of me and yet it still wasn’t enough.

No matter how far we went, no matter how scared I was, or reluctant, or shy, it still wasn’t enough. I kept wanting more. My need deepened, physically and emotionally. If Bear’s cock could reach ten feet inside of me, I’d still want him to go deeper.

It was as if my hunger for him was never-ending. As if there wasn’t enough time.

Time!

“Wait!” I said, pulling away from his embrace.

“What’s wrong, Beauty?”

“I have something to give you, too!” I jumped up and retrieved my purse from the front lobby, coming back with the box in my hand. With a proud smile, I placed it in his outstretched palm.

“You shouldn’t have,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

“I hope you like it,” I said.

He opened the box and pulled out the watch.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, holding it up to the light and admiring the filagree on the outside. He pushed the button on the side and it popped open, revealing the clock face and the engraving inside.

 

To a lifetime…

Love, Beauty

 

He read it out loud, then looked over at me, his eyes so full of love that my heart melted.

“I love it, thank you so much.”

He pulled me back into his arms, lovingly staring down at me.

“I’m going to love you forever, Chloe,” he whispered, “My love for you will outlast that watch, it will outlast the light of the moon, it will never die, even after all the stars have lost their luster in the sky…”

“Oh, Bear…”

His kiss lit up my soul. I kissed him back with everything I had in me, all the love, all the pain, all the pleasure, all the wonder and all the life. I wanted to give everything he gave to me back to him ten-fold. I wanted him to feel the way I felt every time he took me into his arms.

He broke our kiss, looking down at me with smoldering eyes.

I’d never wanted anything in my life more than I wanted him right then.

By the darkness flashing in his eyes, I was beginning to believe he felt the same.

His hand caressed my breast through my clothes, and I remembered all the layers I was wearing and then I remembered the panties.

I pulled away from him gently.

“I need to go to the bathroom,” I said, untangling myself and looking down at him, my heart skipping a beat at his beauty. He never seemed to look the same. Sometimes, he was soft and playful and other times, he was hard and demanding. His face changed with each mood, every emotion playing across his chiseled features.

I couldn’t decide which I liked more.

Right now, I’d say he looked impatient.

“Hurry up,” he confirmed, his brow wrinkling slightly.

I nodded and turned before trotting down the hall.

“Wait,” he said, before I got out of the room. I stopped and turned with a smile on my face. I couldn’t wait to get naked with him once again. It had quickly become my favorite thing to do.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Take off your clothes first. I want to see you walk away naked.”

My heart raced. I didn’t really need to go to the bathroom. I just wanted to take off my panties before he found them, because Christmas night didn’t seem like the right night for punishing sex games after all.

“I’ll be right back,” I protested.

He raised an eyebrow, raking his gaze across my body before shaking his head slowly.

“No, Chloe. I said take them off,” his voice turned to that low growl again. “Now!” he barked.

I jumped into action, pulling my sweater over my head and then the two thermals underneath. A sexy grin spread across his face as he watched from the couch. I stood in front of him in my bra and slacks and boots. I decided to test the waters a little.

“There you go,” I said, turning to go.

“You aren’t done.”

Dammit!

I turned back and reached between my breasts, unfastening my pink lace bra and letting them fall out into my hands. I slid the bra back over my shoulders, the brush of it falling on the floor the only sound in the room.

I wondered if he could hear the thundering of my heart.

I stood in front of him, my breasts bared, my hands shaking.

“And the rest.”

I kicked off my boots and stood back up, avoiding his gaze.

I took a deep breath as my trembling fingers fumbled at the button of my slacks. The thing is, before I’d gotten in here, I’d been excited at the idea of him being angry about the panties.

I mean, it seems so silly, doesn’t it?

But as soon as I was really standing in front of him, knowing he would be a little pissed and yet not knowing exactly what he was going to do about it, while still thrilling, was now also a little scary.

More than a little, in fact.

But I’d made my bed, hadn’t I?

I’d passed up the opportunity and now I would suffer, or revel in, the consequences.

I pushed the slacks over my hips and they fell to the floor in a heap at my feet. I stepped out of them, pushing them back with my foot.

“Long johns?” he asked.

I shrugged and smiled, before biting my lip.

“It’s like the Arctic tundra out there,” I whispered.

His laughter filled my heart and I couldn’t help but join in. It broke through the tension and I took a full, deep breath, a welcome change to the ragged shallow ones that I’d been taking the last few moments.

I knew the moment would be lost as soon as he saw the pink cotton boy shorts I was wearing underneath my hilarious looking long johns.

“Are they warm?” he asked.

“Yes, very,” I replied.

“Are you cold now?”

“No.”

“Excellent. Take them off.”

“All right,” I whispered. “But before I do—.”

“—Now!”

I shrugged, my fingers grasping the waistband and sliding them down my thighs, revealing a flash of bright pink cotton. I pushed the thermals down, stepping out of them and pushing them to the side with my slacks.

When I stood up, I locked eyes with him.

I swallowed hard, my heart jumping in my chest.

In a flash, he was on me.

“Panties!” he growled angrily, his hands reaching out and gripping them tightly, before ripping them from my body. The distinct ragged sound of tearing fabric made me flinch. The feel of the cotton tightening around my ass and then breaking free sent a shock right to my pussy.

He raised his arm and my eyes widened. My torn panties dangled from his clenched fist, his eyes wild with raw rage. Quivering and spasming, his eyes seemed to shoot daggers of forbidden delight right to my pussy.

“Open,” he seethed.

“What?” I asked, my voice quivering as much as my sex.

“Open your mouth, Chloe.”

My mouth? Why? I wondered. Slowly, I lowered my jaw, my eyes wide as saucers as I waited to see what he was doing.

His fingers went in first. He brought his other hand up to my lips, the one that wasn’t holding the panties. His thumb rubbed against my bottom lip, pressing the fleshy center before sliding inside. Instinctively, I began twirling my tongue around his finger.

“Stop it,” he said, shaking his head. His gaze was glued on my mouth and he wouldn’t look up at my eyes. He put two fingers in my mouth, pressing against the top, spreading it open.

“You have a beautiful mouth, Chloe. Perfect for my cock,” he nodded. “Your tongue is warm and skilled. You’re a good little cocksucker, aren’t you?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that, but it didn’t matter because even if I had the perfect reply, I wouldn’t have been able to form the words with his fingers spreading my mouth open. Instead, I nodded, desperately trying to catch his gaze but I couldn’t.

“So, tell me,” he whispered, his wet fingers sliding around my lips now, “how a girl like you, with this perfect cock sucking mouth, could do something as bad as you did? I asked you to do one thing, always, and you’ve not done it. I told you not to wear panties, ever. And what did you do? You went against my wishes. This is the second time, Chloe. Didn’t you learn your lesson the first time? I thought you wanted to please me, Chloe?”

I wanted to apologize. I wanted to explain. I wanted to reassure him that indeed, I wanted to please him. But I couldn’t speak. And he wouldn’t look at my eyes, so how could I convince him that it was an honest mistake?

“Maybe you didn’t understand the request,” he said. “No panties means no panties. Never. Not when you’re wearing a dress. Not when you’re wearing pants. Not when you’re cold or hot or even when you’re bleeding. Not when you aren’t expecting to be with me. And never, ever, ever when you’re with me.”

I nodded.

“I’m still not convinced you understand, Chloe,” he said. “I’m going to have to punish you for this, you know that don’t you?”

I nodded again, my heart racing.

“Did you really have to go to the bathroom?”

I shook my head as he pulled his fingers from my mouth.

“No, you were just going to hide your bad behavior, weren’t you?”

I nodded, guilt washing over me.

“You were going to lie to me.”

“No!” I protested, my head flying up.

“Hush!” I closed my mouth, hanging my head.

“Did I tell you to close your mouth?” he asked, reaching up and grabbing a fistful of my hair and pulling my head back. My mouth opened back up.

He bent his head, his tongue darting out and trailing around my lips. I gasped, the pleasure washing over me at the touch of his tongue.

“That’s better,” he said, finally meeting my gaze. At this point, I was hungry for a connection and he knew it. He saw it. He paused briefly, as he realized how much it meant to me. “I see you, Chloe. You’re a good girl at heart, aren’t you? You didn’t mean to be bad, right? You just need to be taught a lesson. Sometimes it takes a few times before you learn.”

I nodded, barely able to move my head with his fingers tangled in my hair.

“Yes, that’s right,” he said, reaching up with his other hand, the hand holding my ripped panties. My ass still stung from the fabric tearing against it. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I whispered, my entire soul shivering with desire. I opened my mouth again, waiting for what I knew was coming.

“Yes,” he growled, slowly pushing the crumpled up panties into my mouth. The pink cotton was rough against my tongue and the further he pushed them in, the more I was forced to open wider.

Tears stung my eyes as I watched pleasure pour into his.

“There we go,” he said, taking a step back to admire his work. He nodded, a self-satisfied, smug nod. “That’ll do.”

I stood naked in front of him, my mouth stuffed with my own panties, my entire body shaking. I’d never felt so vulnerable, so submissive, so controlled. The choker on my neck only served to remind me exactly who I belonged to.

Finally, his gaze met mine and he smiled. I took a long, slow, deep breath through my nose, forcing myself to relax my shoulders.

“You’re okay, babe,” he said, as if reading my mind. He reached out, wrapping an arm around me and leading me down the hallway. “Let’s get you all taken care of. It’s going to be a long night, Chloe.”

His voice was so gentle, so low, so nonchalant, as if he was going to get me a glass of wine or something equally innocent.

The thrill of the unknown shot through me again, the anticipation, the slow grip of fear, the adrenaline rushing through me like a rocket.

I had no idea what to expect.

I had no idea just how easy he’d gone on me the last time.

But I was about to find out.






CHAPTER 12

Smack!

Smack! Smack! Smack!

The hot flash of leather on flesh cracked like thunder. Followed by my low, guttural grunts that I seemed to have no control over, the chorus in my ears was like something out of a nightmare.

My ass burned with the hot stinging rawness of wounded flesh.

Naked and wiggling, I laid over his knee like a restless rag doll. He was still dressed and the denim of his jeans rubbed deliciously against my naked skin.

He was using a different whip this time, leaving the soft tickling one from before hanging on the wall. This one was short and hard and fierce.

Each blow felt like a book was falling on my ass. He hit me firmly, his hands flying over my ass, as if he was on some perverted mission of redemption.

My redemption.

It hurt. A lot more than the time before.

This time, Bear was angrier. Bear’s blows had more force behind them. And that whip was brutally efficient, hitting the fleshy part of my ass fully, leaving not an inch untouched.

Or, at least that’s what it felt like because my entire ass was on fire.

I vowed to never wearing the fucking panties again.

I wanted to tell Bear that, in fact, but I couldn’t because they were still stuffed in my mouth. All I could do was grunt, and moan, and silently kick myself for being so stupidly daring.

I’d done this to myself.

Smack! Smack! Smack!

With each blow, that’s what I told myself. You did this! Smack! It’s your fault! Smack! What the fuck what were you thinking, you fool! Smack! Smack! Smack!

Just when I was beginning to think he was going to go on forever, they stopped.

I froze and turned my head to look up at him.

“Stand up,” he ordered.

I stood on shaky legs, watching, waiting. Tears ran down my face. My ass burned and I felt the welts begin to swell on my thighs.

He reached up and removed the panties from my mouth and I gasped for a huge gulp of air. My breasts heaved as I drank it in.

Bear reached up and pushed my hair behind my ear, his fingers brushing against my cheek.

“Is that enough or do you need more?” he asked, his voice a husky growl.

“That’s enough,” I asked, secretly wondering if he kept going if it would stop hurting at some point or if it would feel so good I wouldn’t be able to take it.

“Are you going to make the same mistake a third time?” he asked.

“No.”

“How can I be certain of that?”

My mind raced for an answer.

“I’ll throw them all out when I get home.”

“Good girl,” he said, raising an approving eyebrow. His eyes gentled and my heart skipped a beat. I’d pleased him. He brushed a kiss across my lips and then reached behind me, rubbing the redness he’d created.

His hand was hot, hotter than the angry skin. I leaned into his heat, inwardly moaning at the deliciousness of his touch.

He pulled me into his arms, my head resting on his chest.

“I love you, Beauty,” he said, stroking my hair.

“I love you, too,” I whispered, melting into him.

“I don’t like doing that to you. Hurting you like that. You understand why I have to do it, don’t you? You know its essential that I’m in control at all times? Until you say it’s too much.”

“I understand.”

“You can always say it’s too much, Beauty,” he whispered, holding me in the silence of the room, the whips and chains and restraints surrounding us as if they were whispering promises of forbidden pleasure. He pulled away, staring deeply into my eyes and reaching up to wipe away the tears.

“Promise me you’ll tell me when it’s too much,” he said. My heart melted as I saw the truth in his eyes. It wasn’t about the pain. It wasn’t about hurting me. This was what did it for him. Just like he said, the control. Why should he deny that? Why should I deny the part of me that needed it, too? Our puzzle pieces fit. There was nothing wrong with it.

The pain radiating from my bottom told me I was alive.

It told him that he was in charge of his own life.

No matter what he’d done, whatever pain he’d inflicted in the name of control, he’d never once humiliated or disrespected me.

I wrapped my arms around him, kissing him deeply before replying.

“I promise, Bear,” I whispered, his name like a song on my lips.

“Good girl,” he growled, as I felt his cock grow against my thigh.

“I need you to fuck me, Bear,” I insisted, staring urgently into his stormy eyes. “I need you to fuck me hard. With everything inside of you, I need you to touch everything inside of me. I’ve never felt so alive than I do when I’m with you,” I whispered.

“I know, baby,” he said, a faint smile on his face, “I feel it too.”

“I need you. Now. Tomorrow. Always.”

“I need you, too, Beauty,” he kissed me, our tongues tangling together in a delicious embrace, searching for the magic that we never failed to discover. “You’re mine. And I’m yours. Nothing will ever change that, my love.”

He carried me to the bedroom, holding me close as he made love to me the rest of the night, our cries echoing through the penthouse like a chorus of bliss and joy and love and raw, sensual lust.

Like stars burning across the sky, our love ignited into an explosion bound for the heavens, the flames fanned by our endless lustful need for each other, our connection never ending and ever lasting…






CHAPTER 13

“Happy New Year!” The crowd erupted in song and the cheers as the ball began dropping.

Fireworks exploded in the sky as Bear grabbed me around the waist, bending me backwards as he kissed me deeply, his tongue the warmest thing I’d felt in hours. I melted into him, my shivering body begging for relief.

Bear, Bruce, Marie and I had been standing in Times Square for over an hour. Each of wore glasses made out of the year 2017 and Marie and I were wearing cardboard tiaras covered in glitter, rhinestones and feathers. I was so glad the ball had finally dropped and now we could make our way back to somewhere, anywhere, warm.

Max was waiting for us nearby and I couldn’t wait to sink into the heated seats. But for now, Bear’s tongue was still down my throat and there wasn’t much else to do but kiss him back and drink in his precious warmth.

I hadn’t seen him since Christmas night and I’d been looking forward to tonight so much. I knew it would be cold, so I’d done my best to prepare, but no amount of planning could have prepared me for the frigid frostiness that had settled into my bones after being out here so damned long.

I had no idea my nipples could freeze like this!

Bear lifted me back up and I opened my eyes. When I saw that Bruce’s mouth was still glued to Marie’s, I rolled my eyes.

Not again, I groaned inwardly.

I couldn’t count the number of times in the past that Marie had claimed a guy in a hot second like this. She never wasted a minute. Bruce didn’t seem to mind, though, so I shot a quick glance at Bear and he just shrugged and kissed me again.

I couldn’t help but smile through the kiss.

Life was good. I had absolutely no complaints.

Mom was busy with her new boyfriend, so I’d still not had to explain my relationship to Bear to anyone but Marie. I was free to enjoy my life as I pleased.

Of course, Marie had just about exploded with excitement when I showed her the ring in the airport. But she accepted it like it was the most natural thing in the world, with no judgement whatsoever. And then when she met Bear, she’d embraced him fully, with both arms and a kiss on the cheek.

Everything just felt so fucking right.

Except for the fucking frigid air that was ripping right through my hat, ear muffs, coat, scarf, two sweaters, jeans, long johns, three pairs of socks, boots and both pairs of gloves!

“Can we go now?” I asked, with a hopeful smile. We’d been waiting for that damned stupid ball to drop for what seemed like hours already.

“Yes!”

“Thank God!” I cried, prying Marie’s mouth from Bruce’s. “Let’s go, y’all!”

I grabbed Marie’s hand and led her through the crowd towards the general direction that I’d last seen Max. Bruce and Bear followed behind us.

“Surely, we aren’t going home yet,” Bruce complained.

“What did you have in mind?” Bear said.

“There’s a killing kittens party tonight,” Bruce said, a mischievous smile spreading across his handsome face, “but we’re all wearing way too many clothes for that.”

“What’s a killing kittens party?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.

Bruce looked over at Bear for approval and he shrugged.

“Sounds good to me,” he said.

“What’s a killing kittens party?” Marie asked again.

“It’s a party for sexy little felines like yourself.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“There’s a silly myth that each time a woman pleasures herself, God kills a kitten.”

“I’ve heard that,” Marie said. “Please tell me there’s no kitten killing involved. Even I’m not that kinky!”

The three of us laughed and Bruce explained further.

“Are you interested in attending a party unlike any party you’ve ever been to?” Bruce asked.

“You mean like a sex party?” Marie asked, her eyes wide as saucers.

“More like a sex club,” he said. “Killing Kittens is a place where the beautiful people of New York go to play. It’ll be fully of the sexiest women in the city, with a sprinkling of eligible bachelors and the two of you will fit right in. I promise there will be no dead kittens.”

“Okay,” Marie said, her smile spreading even bigger. “Let’s do it!”

“I like your adventurous spirit,” Bruce said.

“I like your tongue,” she said, clamping her mouth over Bruce’s and kissing him deeply. Bear laughed and I couldn't help joining in.

“Why don’t we go back to Chloe’s place and shed a few layers?” Bear asked. “Max can drop us off out front after.”

“Sounds great,” Marie said, pulling her lips from Bruce’s, her smile brighter than the Times Square Christmas tree.

“I don’t care what we do as long as it’s warm,” I said.

“Oh, it’ll be downright sizzling, Chloe,” Bruce chuckled, winking at Bear. Bear shook his head like they were sharing some secret joke. I caught Bear’s eye and saw a hint of a familiar storm brewing there and I couldn’t help but wonder what they were up to. A tiny thrill shot through me.

I squeezed Marie’s hand and huddled up to her as we made our way back to the car.

“I hope you ready for anything,” I whispered to her. “There’s no telling with these two.”

“Girl, you know me better than that,” she laughed. “When have I ever turned down a good time?”

“That’s very true,” I said. I wanted to warn her somehow. She knew a little about Bear’s ‘tastes’, shall we call them, but she didn’t know everything. I hadn’t told her how he turned rough sometimes. I hadn’t told her that the thrill of it all scared me sometimes. I hadn’t told her about the welts he’d left behind on Christmas night. I didn’t tell her that so far he didn’t seem to have too many boundaries, and I had no idea just how far he would go.

But maybe she didn’t need to know that.

Maybe I was overthinking things.

When I spotted Max up ahead, I sped up, the promise of warmth like an oasis on the horizon. I threw my arms around Max’s neck.

“Thank you!” I cried, flinging myself into the car.

“Get in!” I called to the three of them. “Hurry! Don’t let the heat out!”

Moments later, we were in my apartment and the guys were pulling off sweaters and hats and coats.

“Max is waiting for us downstairs, ladies, so let’s be quick,” Bear said.

“What should we wear?” I asked.

“Something skimpy. And dressy,” Bruce said.

“Something easy to get out of,” Bear said. My eyes widened, my mouth falling open. He shot me a look and I closed my mouth, turning towards the bedroom.

“Got it,” I said, as Marie and I disappeared.

“Oh, my god, he’s so dreamy!” Marie gushed as soon as the door closed behind us.

“Bear? Yeah, I know…” I teased.

“Not Bear! Bruce, you dork!”

“I didn’t expect you two to hit it off so well. I should have known, though. He’s great.”

“I mean, I’m not looking for anything serious or anything,” she said quickly.

“Oh, Jesus, Marie. You just met, don’t start! Besides, Bear told me he’s a perpetual bachelor, so there’s no chance of anything more.”

“I said I wasn’t looking for that!”

“Which translates to you already naming your babies!” I insisted. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, smiling. “Whatever…”

“Yeah, whatever,” I said, shaking my head and turning to the closet. “Okay, I have a couple of nice dresses we can wear.”

“I brought my own,” she said, pulling a tiny, red string bikini from her suitcase.

“We aren’t going swimming,” I said, eyeing the stretchy fabric.

“It’s a dress! Watch!” She stripped to nothing but her panties and then pulled the red fabric over her head, stretching it over her ample curves until it covered all the pertinent bits and left pretty much everything else on display. It did have a tiny little skirt, which I guess justified calling it a dress.

“It looks more like a bunch of red bandages,” I said, squinting my eyes and trying to figure the thing out, “like it’s the result of a scene from a slasher film or something.”

“Oh hush,” she said, slipping into a pair of black stiletto’s.

“I’ll be wearing a little more than you,” I said. I pulled a tiny black sequined dress from the closet that I’d made myself and put it on the bed then started stripping.

It took a while, but eventually I got everything off. Then I remembered I didn’t have any panties on under my long johns.

Oh well, I thought, it’s not the first time Marie has seen my hoo-ha…

I pulled them over my hips and of course, she didn’t give me a second of reprieve.

“Did you get waxed?” she asked with wide eyes.

I covered my pussy with my hands and shook my head.

“No,” I lied.

Four days ago, I’d spent ninety minutes spread open like a gutted fish while a woman Bear paid good money to violently ripped the hair from my crotch in the most savage act I’ve ever experienced in my life.

Trust me, it wasn’t my idea. I’d been going about my day, innocently sewing the skirt of a new pattern I was trying out, when I received a text message from Bear.

‘You have an appointment with Daisy at Daisy’s Spa on Broadway at 2 p.m. Don’t be late.’

That was all the information he’d given me and when I’d shown up at ten to two, my happy, unsuspecting bush blowing in the wind under my skirt, I had no idea the terror Daisy was going to inflict upon me, or my bush.

Only one of us had survived.

I’d walked out of the salon shell-shocked and bare as a baby’s bottom.

I turned away now, hiding my naked pussy from Marie and pulled the dress over my head. I slipped into a pair of sparkly silver heels and added some silver bracelets and dangly silver earrings before checking my hair and make-up.

“All that complaining about the cold. And now, your pussy is bare as a naked mole rat and you aren’t wearing panties?” Her eyebrow was raised so high, it was in her hairline.

“Shut up,” I said, shaking my head, ignoring the creeping rush of blood to my face.

“The dick must be damn good, that’s all I’m saying. For you to go out naked under your skirt like that, Bear must be sporting a monster between his legs.”

I smiled a secret smile.

“Lucky bitch,” she whispered, watching me in the mirror. “You think Bruce has a big dick, too?”

I rolled my eyes at her.

“I’m sure you won’t waste anytime finding out.”

“Damn straight I won’t.”






CHAPTER 14

“M ax, can you take us to Bowery and Delancy in Manhattan, please?” Bruce asked, as we all piled into the back of the car. The streets were filled with an ungodly amount of people, and the crowd flowed down the sidewalks like a rushing river and horns blared around us as taxi’s and countless cars tried to make it down the street in the New Years melee.

“My pleasure,” Max said. “It might take a while, though.”

“Maybe we should have taken the helicopter,” I said to Bear as he put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close to his side. I was half-serious, but Marie erupted in a fit of giggles. She’d had a few drinks already, hell, more than a few if you counted the flask she’d taken to Times Square.

“Or maybe the yacht!” she said, cracking up at her own joke. Bear looked at me curiously and I shook my head.

“I told her about repelling out of the helicopter,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’re getting drunk, Marie!”

“So what! Here,” she said, trying to shove the drink that Bruce had just poured her into my hands. “Catch up!”

I pushed it away.

“No, thank you,” I said. I was feeling a little queasy earlier and the one glass of wine had made me dizzy. Besides, I wanted to stay sober tonight. Mainly, to be present for whatever Bear had in mind but also to sort of babysit Marie and make sure she didn’t end up lost, alone and dead in New York City somewhere. She was known to just take off on her own, which drove me crazy.

“Chloe,” she said, leaning into my knees, “you need to loosen up!”

“I do, huh?”

“Yes!” she slurred. “Right, Bear? Isn’t she so uptight?”

“Marie!” I admonished her.

Bear and Bruce laughed and Bear nodded his head.

“Sometimes, she is, you’re right,” he said, winking at me, “but I’m working on it, don’t worry!”

“I know!” Marie gushed, pushing past me and grabbing Bear’s hand. “She told me about the butt plug!” She squealed with laughter and I shoved her back in her seat.

“Marie!” I cried, mortified.

Bruce and Bear burst out laughing together and I covered my face with my hands.

“Oops, sorry, Chloe,” Marie said, her words slurring together.

“I can’t believe you,” I said, shooting an angry look at her.

“Oh, don’t worry about, Beauty,” Bruce said. “We’re all friends. Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

I shook my head and grabbed Marie’s glass from her, downing her whiskey ginger.

Everyone cheered and I smiled as I shook my head, doing my best to pretend that little outburst didn’t happen. I looked over at Bear and he winked at me again.

“I like her,” he shrugged.

“I bet you do,” I laughed. “Bruce, tell us more about this party we’re going to.”

“Well, speaking of loosening up,” Bruce said, shooting a conspiratory glance at Bear, “I hope you’re feeling adventurous.”

Bear smiled, nodding slowly.

“Sure, I guess so…” I replied, my stomach quivering.

“It’s a private club,” Bruce said. “It’s hard to get a membership, but I have one. You’ll be my guests. They’re having a huge party tonight. All of New York’s adventurous elite will be there. Right, Bear?”

“Probably,” he replied.

“Sounds good to me,” Marie said, leaning over Bruce to pour herself another drink and shoving her boobs in his face in the process. He didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he leaned forward, smushing his face in them. She giggled and wiggled them even more.

These two are a match made in heaven, I thought. I smiled, vowing to loosen up and have a good time. It’s not like I was her mother or anything. She’d come to have a good time and she deserved to do just that. It was all harmless fun.

It took another ten minutes of watching Bruce and Marie flirt with each other before we finally made it to our destination.

We walked up to a nondescript metal door with the biggest, tallest, widest and yet most beautiful man I’d ever seen guarding it. His cocoa skin was contrasted by his huge blue eyes. His face looked like it was chiseled from marble. I resisted reaching out to run my fingers over his skin, but it was so smooth, so flawless, what I really wanted to do was lick it.

“Mr. Dalton,” the giant greeted Bear and they shook hands.

“Hello, Terrance,” Bear replied.

“Bruce!” the man said, pulling Bruce in for a huge hug.

“T-bone!” Bruce said, patting the man heartily on the back. “It’s been a while, brother.”

“Too long, too long,” Bruce said. The man opened the door, gesturing for us to go in and nodding at me and Marie.

“It’s getting wild in there,” Terrance said, “you folks have a good time.”

We walked into a lobby that was lined with huge mirrors and were greeted by two more security guys who also knew Bruce and Bear. They guided us through a heavy, intricately carved wooden door and then opened a heavy, black velvet curtain that opened up into another room.

The scene was like something out of a movie.

“Oh my god!” Marie squealed beside me. My mouth dropped open as I surveyed the room, trying to make some sense of what was going on. First of all, it was packed and the room was dimly lit, which made it kind of hard to tell what was going on at first, but once I could see through the crowd and my eyes adjusted, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

The room was painted a deep burgundy, with beautiful Victorian-style furnishings everywhere. Lush, low slung velvet couches and chaises were pushed up against the walls, with life-sized oil paintings of naked women hung over them. Dozens and dozens of people in various stage of undress were draped over the couches, trailing through the room, or making out in dark corners. It looked like a parlor room of an old mansion.

If the old mansion belonged to Hugh Hefner, that is.

In the middle of the room was a glass box that most of the people that weren’t making out with someone were intently focused on. We walked closer and the crowd parted, allowing me to see inside for the first time.

My eyes widened in shock.

A woman and a man were inside the box. The woman was on all fours, her entire body covered in a leopard print rubber suit. I spotted the collar around her neck and the leash attached to it, her owner holding the end of it. I reached up, fingering the choker around my neck as a strange thrill shot through my body. The man towered over her, his body criss-crossed with the straps of an elaborate harness that left him completely naked, his cock sticking out of a hole in the middle, fully erect and throbbing freely in the air.

His hard cock bounced as his sculpted arm rose and fell, the whip in his hand landing blows on the woman’s rubber covered ass, the distinct smack of leather on rubber ripping through the air.

My body jumped with each resounding blow. I swallowed hard, my body remembering the feel of leather on flesh, remembering the sting, remembering the delicious pain. Within seconds, I was soaked. I squeezed my own bare thighs together, trying to keep my wetness from trailing down my legs.

Bear was standing beside me, his hand resting lightly on the small of my back. The four of us stood watching the show in front of us silently, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, as if we were watching a movie, or a tennis match, or something else equally as mundane.

I couldn’t help it.

I started to laugh, the laughter bubbling up inside of me nervously, until it burst forth.

“What is going on?” I asked, through my laughter.

“Anything goes, darling,” Bear leaned down, whispering in my ear.

“I see that, but what are we doing here?” I whispered back. “With Bruce? Marie?”

“Lighten up, babe,” Bear whispered. “I don’t have any secrets from Bruce. It’s all in good fun.”

“If you say so,” I said, glancing over at Marie. She was enthralled with the scene in front of us, her eyes glued to the couple. With each blow the man rained down on the woman, Marie’s chin lifted ever-so-slightly, her mouth slightly open, her eyes wide with desire.

“This is amazing,” she whispered.

“There’s more,” Bruce said. “Follow me.”

We trailed through the club and my eyes darted around like a ping-pong ball, drinking in everything I could. Everyone was so different, yet so beautiful. Men kissed men, women kissed women, couples were splayed out on the couches and huddled up in corners together. But they weren’t just kissing. Fingers slid inside waiting pussies, people were fucking on a dark staircase as people stepped over them. There were many closed doors we passed, some of them opening and allowing us a glimpse inside to view the tantalizing scenes inside.

In the first one, a tiny woman was surrounded by six different men, all of them standing around her with their huge hard cocks in their hands. She licked them, one at a time, her eyes cast upwards at them as they towered over her.

Another room held four more men surrounding another man who was tied up on a table on his back, his cock and ass completely exposed to them. I watched with wide eyes as one of the men kept zapping him some sort of electric contraption that looked like a long skinny dildo. With each zap, he cried out, his head writhing around wildly.

We kept walking, stopping when we heard cries of pleasure pouring out of another room. We peeked in, and saw two dwarves, a man and a woman, both being stuffed full of cock, two men fucking each of them as they held hands and kissed each other, their faces thrust into each other by the powerful pounding they were receiving from behind.

“Wow,” Marie whispered.

“I know…” I whispered back. The guys led us further down the hall, and we came to another big room with a stage covered with huge velvet curtains and a bunch of recliners set up in front.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Showtime!” Bruce said, as we stood in the back and watched. The curtains opened and the crowd began clapping. The scene was already set and it seemed to be some sort of medical room. There was a big white leather medical table in the middle with stirrups on either side and a credenza behind it with all kinds of medical equipment on it. Scalpels and oxygen masks and long, rubber tubes lined the counter.

A door on the side opened and out walked three people dressed head to toe in rubber. The first woman was dressed in a rubber suit that looked like a white nun’s habit, with the hood and veil and everything. In front of her, a man on a leash, wearing a black rubber suit that like the rubber dressed people from before, opened only between his legs. His cock swung below him as the nun led him around on a leash.

“What the hell…” I whispered. I heard Bear laugh beside me and he rubbed my back reassuringly.

“On the table!” the nun yelled. The man on the leash scrambled onto the table, placing his rubber covered feet up in the stirrups.

“Very good, slave!” the nun yelled again. The third person trailed behind her, and I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. Their entire head was covered in the rubber suit, even their eyes, and tiny cat ears poked from the top. A long tail stuck out of the back like a cat’s tail. The nun turned to this person and whispered in it’s ear. It sank to all fours, purring and rubbing against her leg.

“Good pussy!” she cried loudly, leaning down and petting its head. She grabbed a long corded wand from the table and flipped a switch, the vibrations so strong I could almost feel them. It almost looked a dremel, with a big rotating head and I cringed when I saw her place it against the slave’s exposed balls.

The slave stayed stoic and still as the nun murmured approval. My eyes scanned the crowd and I saw that everyone else seemed to be just as mesmerized as I was. The nun pulled the vibrator away and the slave whimpered. We all watched as she walked over to the counter, grabbing a long, thin tube of plastic and a bottle of lube. She poured lube all over the slave’s balls, using her fingers to slide it lower, sliding her rubber covered fingers into his ass. His cock twitched wildly as she pulled her fingers out and began stuffing the tube up his ass.

“What the hell?” I whispered again. She pushed the tube up his ass until it was almost all the way up there and I shook my head in disbelief. When she suddenly began pulling it out, fast and forceful, my mouth dropped when I saw his cock explode, the orgasm rushing from his body like a dam had burst.

The crowd cheered and the nun looked out at us and gave a little curtsy.

Marie burst out laughing and I couldn't help but join in.

“Come this way,” Bruce said, grabbing Marie’s hand and leading us away from the show and back down the hallway.

We were bombarded by the musky smell of sex all around us and I couldn’t help but inhale deeply. My pussy quivered as the smell went right to my head, intoxicating me. I’d never watched anyone having sex before, outside of porn, and to see it like this, so wild and unusually and so casually on display for anyone here to see was amazing.

I loved it.

I wanted to watch everything, see every wave of pleasure cross every face, hear every cry and moan, watch every cock push into every hole. I was fascinated at the sights, the sounds, the smells.

It was like I’d walked into a crazy sex dream.

“You okay?” Bear asked, his lips brushing against my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

I nodded, speechless, my nipples hard as rocks.

“Good girl,” he growled. My eyes shot up to his eyes and I saw the darkness I’d grown so fond of staring back down at me. I smiled slowly, nodding. I reached up, fingering the velvet collar on my neck and Bear smiled approvingly.

“That it, Beauty,” he said. “You just relax. We’re going to have a good time.”

Anticipation shot through me. I’d been enjoying watching everyone so much, that I hadn’t really thought about how we might participate until now.

I pushed away the thread of anxiety that was snaking through me and reminded myself of my vow.

My vow to loosen up. My vow to have fun. My vow to say yes.

Bruce and Marie were stopped up ahead and we caught up to them. They were standing outside of a room that had one wall completely made of glass and looking in. The couple inside were fucking, the man behind the woman on all fours.

I watched their faces as the man sped up his thrusts, his breathing becoming shallower and shallower as the woman began crying out, her face wrinkling up in pleasure as she thrashed wildly, a pink blush spreading across her face as she came.

She opened her eyes slowly, gazing out the window with heavy hooded lids and seeing the four of us watching. A slow smile spread across her face and she met my gaze, staring deeply into my eyes, as the man thrust harder and harder inside of her pussy.

He pounded into her from behind, his breath ragged and rough as he thrust harder and harder. With each smooth glide of his cock into her pussy, she cried out, but kept her gaze locked with mine.

I felt hypnotized, her pussy becoming mine, her body becoming mine, and with each hard slam of his cock inside of her pussy, it was my pussy he was fucking. I panted as he began fucking her harder and harder, his cock flying in and out of her, out of me, like a freight train. He slammed into us hard, his cock swelling larger and larger with each second, until he froze, slamming his cock inside of our pussy forcefully as he exploded inside of us. I gasped for breath, my body seizing in pulsing waves of pleasure.

Bear’s hand on my back began moving in slow, warm circles, sending shocks of pleasure straight to my clit and another silent rush of pleasure washed over me as I came again. I looked up at Bear in shock and he nodded. He knew I’d just come by watching two strangers have sex.

A slow smile spread across his face.

“Good girl,” he said, patting my ass approvingly. He reached lower, his hand sliding up under my skirt and between my legs as his fingers brushed against my wet pussy. He slid a finger inside of me and I opened my eyes in shock, stealing a glance over at our friends. Marie and Bruce were still entranced with the couple in the room.

I closed my eyes, relishing in the feel of Bear’s finger inside of me. I was so wet, so ready to be fucked, my body was on fire with desire for him. His finger wasn’t enough, but for now, it was all I had and I leaned back into him, silently begging for more.

He stopped, pulling away.

I shot a hungry look at him and he shook his head.

“Don’t worry, Beauty,” he said. “In due time.”

I nodded and we moved on, following Bruce and Marie as they continued to trail through the club. We ended up in a different area that had been turned into a nightclub. The patrons were wearing more clothes here, a lot of them dancing, and a bar was set up along one wall. Bruce found a table and we all sat down and ordered drinks and looked around.

I couldn’t help but think about everything I’d seen in those back rooms. The woman’s gaze would haunt me forever. I couldn’t believe how real it had felt, as if I’d been transported into her body and I was the one getting fucked by a perfect stranger. My pussy was still wet as I sat there in a daze thinking about it.

I spotted a ladies room across the way and stood up.

“I’m going to the ladies room, be right back,” I said.

“I’m coming with you,” Marie said. The dance floor was packed and it took us a while to trail through it. Once we did, we stood in line, waiting.

“This place is off the fucking hook!” Marie said. “There’s nothing like this back home!”

“Tell me about it,” I said. “I had no idea places like this even existed.”

“I love it!” she said. “Don’t you?”

“I guess,” I said, my voice a little shaky. The thing was, I didn’t know what was coming. Bear was so fucking unpredictable and in a place like this? There’s no telling what he would make me do. I was half horrified and half ecstatic at the thoughts running through my mind.

“Chloe, come on!” Marie insisted. “Relax! We’ll never have an opportunity like this again. Well, at least I won’t. This seems to be your life now, you bitch,” she said, winking at me. “I’m so envious of you! Let’s do it all! Let’s have fun! We have to make the most of it and I can’t do it without you. Porches and tea, remember?”

How could I forget? We always said that in the future, we’d be a couple of old ladies, hanging out on our wrap around porches, wearing shawls we’d knitted ourselves and drinking tea, reminiscing about all the great things we’d experienced in our lives. Every time we experienced something memorable, that’s what we’d say to mark the moment for later, porches and tea.

I looked at my one true friend, thinking back on all the shit she’d done for me, all the times she done whatever it took to make me comfortable and happy. I owed her.

“Okay, Marie,” I agreed. “We can do whatever you want.”

“Awesome!” she threw her arms around me and hugged me tight, hitting a person walking by and knocking their drink out of their hands.

“Oh, sorry!” I said, looking up at them. I froze when I saw those violent eyes staring back at me.

Fuck!

“Zoe!” I said.

“Chloe!” the blonde bombshell cried, stopping and looking me up and down. She was wearing a dress almost as tiny as Marie’s. Her hair hung in loose waves around her shoulders and as usual, everything about her was perfect. I remembered why I hated her so much. “What a surprise!”

Indeed, I thought. Was there anywhere in the city this girl didn’t show up? I was beginning to think she was following us.

“Sorry I spilled your drink,” Marie said.

“That’s all right,” Zoe said, eyeing Marie coolly.

“Zoe, this is my friend from back home, Marie. Marie, this is Zoe. She’s…um, she’s a friend of Bear’s.”

“Nice to meet you,” Marie said, holding out a hand. Uh oh, I thought, sensing impending awkwardness. If I remembered correctly, Zoe wasn’t keen on shaking hands. At least not mine. She surprised me though, shaking Marie’s hand firmly before turning back to me.

“Is Bear with you?” she asked.

“Yes,” I nodded. “He’s with his friend Bruce near the bar.”

“Bruce is here? Oh, fuck, don’t let him near the tequila.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Because he’ll be sticking his dick into everything that walks in the door.”

I shot a glance over at Marie and she shrugged. Nothing bothered this girl.

“I think he’ll be fine, thanks, Zoe,” I said, waving my hand in the air dismissively. Her eyes locked onto my ring like a predator zoning in on its prey.

“Is that an engagement ring?” she barked.

“Oh,” I said, looking down at the beautiful sparkling boulder on my finger. “It is.”

I’d never felt so smugly satisfied in my life. Fuck Zoe and her condescending attitude. She’d been such a bitch to me each time we’d met.

“You’re engaged to Bear?” she asked, her voice full of disbelief and shock.

“Yes, Zoe,” I said, holding the ring out for her to see. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

I smiled at her, the biggest, most fake, plastic smile I could muster and looked her right in her cold purple eyes.

She blinked and shook her head.

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “Bear’s finally settling down. It’s about time. I just never thought it would be someone like…you,” she looked down at me with disdain.

All the breath sucked right out of my lungs. My eyes widened at her words and I felt the sudden urge to punch her again. Luckily, Marie stepped in.

“Hey Zoe, why don’t you go find some strange cock to suck, huh? That’s why you’re here all by yourself, right? Because a girl like you can’t find a real man?”

Zoe looked as if she’d been slapped. She walked away in a huff and Marie turned to me.

“Thank you!” I said, hugging her hard.

“Who the fuck was that cunt?” she cried, patting my back. “Don’t listen to her, I’m sure she was just trying to get a rise out of you.”

“Yeah, that’s what she does,” I said, my head spinning. “I’m so glad you put her in her place. She’s been awful to me a few times now and I can’t figure out why.”

“Because she’s a bitch, that’s why. Fuck her.”

“Yeah, fuck her,” I said, smiling at my best friend. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

“Me, too!” she said.

We made it to the front of the line and walked out. Luckily, Zoe was gone again. She was like a little demon that just made these short appearances and fucked shit up and then disappeared.

The guys were gone when we got back and we sat down to wait for them. I searched the room for them. It was incredibly hard to find anyone, considering the size of the crowd and the darkness in the room. It was so loud, we couldn’t really talk either.

“What a night, huh?”

I turned to my right and saw a man sitting alone at the table next to me. He was young and tall and darkly good-looking, his tailored suit and expensive shoes told me he was either very rich or very gay.

“Yeah,” I nodded, smiling at his friendly face.

“I’m Levi,” he said, yelling over the music, lifting his glass.

“Hi, Levi. I’m Chloe,” I replied.

“Nice to meet you,” he said. “I think Bear and Bruce went to get more drinks. The wait staff in this place is slammed.”

“Oh,” I nodded, “okay, thank you.”

“You come here often?” he asked.

“Me?” I asked. “Oh, no. I’ve never—no.” I shook my head firmly. I heard Marie giggle next to me but ignored her.

Levi nodded slowly, his gaze raking over me hotly.

“So you know Bear and Bruce, huh?” I asked, trying to break the awkwardness.

“Yeah, we all go way back,” he nodded. “Bear and I went to Yale together.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “I see.” I stretched my neck to look for them, but still couldn’t spot them.

“They’ll be a while,” he said. “So how do you know Bear and Bruce?”

“We’re engaged,” I answered.

“All three of you?” he teased.

“Oh!” I laughed. “No. I’m engaged to Bear.”

“Well, I wouldn’t put a three-party engagement past those two. They’ve been best friends forever.”

“Yes, I know,” I said. “But nope. I’m only marrying Bear.”

“Got it,” he said, before falling back into an awkward silence.

“So what do you do here in the city?” he asked.

“Me?” I asked. “Oh, I don’t have a job. I mean, I’m a designer. Dresses, mostly. I’m planning on opening my own shop eventually.”

“You don’t say!” he exclaimed. “I’m in the fashion business, too.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” he said, reaching in his back pocket and pulling out his wallet. He handed me a card and I looked down at it.
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“You work for Armani?” I asked, trying not to squeal.

“I do,” he said.

“Wow,” I said, completely impressed.

“So you have your own line, Chloe?” he asked. “What’s it called?”

“Oh, no, I’m just starting out,” I said.

“Everyone has to start somewhere,” he smiled, his smile disarming me. He moved his chair closer and sat beside me, putting his drink on the table next to mine. “I’ll tell you what. Keep that card. Call me next week and let’s have lunch. I’d love to talk to you more about your work, maybe see a few of your designs. I’m in charge of recruiting new talent for the company, so it’s my job to discover new untapped brilliance.”

“Oh, I don't think you’d be interested in my stuff,” I shook my head. “But I’m flattered, really.”

“Don’t be flattered,” he said. “Either you have it or you don’t. Sometimes you need an unbiased eye, you know? Let me take a look.”

“That’s very nice of you, but—.”

“—But nothing! Call me!” he said. “It’s just lunch, no big deal. If anything, I can give you a few pointers on how to get started in this town. It’s really all in who you know and I know everyone.”

“Okay,” I said, smiling as I slipped his card into my handbag. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” he said, picking up his glass and raising it, clinking it against mine. “Happy New Year!”

“Happy New Year!” I replied, just as Bruce and Bear and Marie all walked up together.

“Bear!” Levi stood up and pounded Bear on the back. Bear bristled and shot me a disapproving look.

“Hello, Levi,” he said, dryly. Bruce greeted him too, a little more warmly than Bear did, but there was still a little something in his voice. Right away, I knew something was up with them. Levi didn’t stick around long, excusing himself to get a drink as soon as the three of them were settled back at the table.

“Was that asshole bothering you?” Bear growled.

“No, not at all,” I said. “In fact, he gave me his card. Do you know him? He’s a talent recruiter for Armani!”

“Yeah, I know him. Stay away from him,” he said, sitting next to me. He handed me a drink and I took it from him, opening my mouth to explain.

“He told me he might be able to help me with my business,” I said.

“Yeah, right,” he said. “Levi? Levi’s a creep. You don’t need his help.”

I wrinkled my brow, completely confused.

What was it between these two? I wondered.

I was about to ask when a woman came crawling over to us. She was on a leash and completely naked, except for the ball gag in her mouth. She was being led around by a very large man dressed in a three-piece suit. She crawled over and sniffed Bear’s leg and then crawled away just as quickly.

We both burst out laughing at the same time.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked, his eyes full of concern.

“Yeah,” I said, grateful for his gentleness. “This is a little overwhelming, but I’m alright.”

“It’s exciting, though, isn’t it?” he asked, putting his hand on my knee. The feel of his skin on mine was like heaven. I nodded.

“Absolutely,” I said.

He bent towards me, brushing a kiss across my lips.

“Have I told you that you look fucking amazing tonight? I’ve never seen you look sexier,” he growled, raking his eyes over my cleavage that threatened to spill out of the low plunge of my neckline.

“Thank you, baby,” I said.

He leaned over, his lips brushing against my ear seductively as he whispered in my ear.

“I’m the luckiest man in the world, Beauty. I get to look at you, touch you, kiss you, lick you, fuck you…”

I shivered at his words.

“And, as if that wasn't enough,” he continued, his breath hot on the tender skin of my neck, “I get to marry you. I get to make you mine. Forever. Do you realize how lucky I am?”

“Bear…”

“Shhh, don’t you dare minimize my blessing,” he growled, leaning into me. He reached over and grabbed my hand, pulling it into his lap. His cock was throbbing and swollen, hard and red-hot. I squeezed gently, smiling into his deep ocean eyes.

“I want everyone here to see how lucky I am, Chloe,” he said, reaching up and caressing my face.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“You know what it means, baby.”

“Bear, I don’t know if I can do that,” I said, shaking my head, “not in front of Bruce and Marie.” I looked over at Marie and she was laying on a couch with Bruce’s hand buried up her skirt and his tongue tangled with hers.

So much for that excuse.

“Beauty, who do you belong to?” Bear asked.

“You,” I smiled.

“Tell me something and tell me the truth.”

I nodded, swallowing hard.

“I want the four of us to go into a room together and take off all of our clothes. I am going to fuck you and I’m pretty sure,” he looked over at Marie and Bruce, “that Bruce is going to be slamming into your lovely friend within moments. We’re here and I want to take advantage of this night with you and share this experience with our best friends. I love you, you know that don’t you?”

I blinked hard, my heart swelling with love for him. He was so gentle and yet somehow knew exactly how to push my boundaries with ease.

“Now, tell me,” he continued. “Are you afraid?”

“Just a little.”

“You’re just feeling shy?”

“Yes, a lot,” I nodded.

“You know what that means, then.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“You’re going to fuck me in front of Marie and Bruce and anyone else who wants to watch.”

“That’s right,” he said, a sexy grin spreading across his face. He bent his head, kissing me, harder this time, his lips hungry.

I smiled, silently submitting to my fate. I looked around at the dozens and dozens of people swirling by us, searching each of their faces, wondering.

Wondering if they’d be the one to see my fiancé's masterful cock sliding into my pussy.

Wondering if they would see me giving in, melting into the magical place that Bear took me every single time, the place where I gave up everything I ever knew about myself and just became…alive.

Would they see me living?

Would they see me on the street later, and recognize the same thing in me? Or would I go back to just another nameless face passing by? Is that connection permanent or fleeting?

I thought back to the woman I’d locked eyes with when we’d first arrived and I knew she’d be with me forever.

I’d never forget her face.

Would she forget mine?






CHAPTER 15

“I ’m a little nervous,” I admitted to Bear after we walked into the room. A huge bed stood in the middle of the empty room and I glanced over at the open window into the hallway. Bruce closed the door and joined Marie on the other side of the room.

“What are you nervous about?” Bear asked.

“What if someone else comes in?” I asked.

“Do you think I’m going to let anyone else touch this body?” he asked, trailing a finger along my nipple. I shook my head, even though I wasn’t sure what he had in mind. Bear didn’t seem like the partner-swapping type. He was so possessive. As if reading my mind, he continued.

“Never,” he said. “I’d never share you with anyone, Beauty. Sure, others can watch. They can stare, they can desire, they can dream…but you’re mine and mine alone. Why do you think I’m making you wear this everywhere?” he asked, reaching up and caressing the choker on my neck.

“To let everyone know that I’m yours,” I whispered.

“That’s right. Good girl. And you’ve been so good, haven’t you, Chloe? You stopped wearing those panties. You’ve been obeying me without hesitation. You deserve a treat tonight, don’t you think it’s time to experience something new? Sex isn’t all about fucking and being rough. It’s also a mental journey, isn’t it?”

I nodded, speechless, trying desperately not to look at the window. I didn’t want to see the peering eyes. I didn’t want to think about who might be watching. But I couldn’t help thinking about them, that was the problem. I couldn’t pretend they weren’t there, just as I couldn’t pretend the man and the woman I’d watched fucking earlier weren’t there either.

When she looked at me, I became her.

I felt her partner’s cock explode inside of me.

The glass separating us didn’t matter. We were connected in a way that surpassed physical boundaries.

That glass was nothing but a false barrier. I knew if I looked up, if I stared into someone else’s eyes, that they, too, would feel what I was feeling. That they would become me. That they would be fucked by Bear just as I hard as I was being fucked by him.

I guess I’d become just as possessive as Bear had.

I didn’t want to share him. I didn’t want anyone else imagining his cock plunging into them. I didn’t want anyone else to know the pleasure I’d come to claim as my own.

But I had no choice. Because Bear didn’t see it that way. To him, he was flaunting his possession and according to the pulsing thickness between his legs, it turned him on greatly. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t have the same effect on me. I was soaked, quivering, shaking and dying for him to touch me again.

I stood in front of the bed and he pulled my dress over my head.

Left naked, wearing nothing but my choker, stocking and shoes, my body shook with nervousness. He reached down to my bare pussy and nodded his approval.

“Remind me to send Daisy a big tip,” he winked. I smiled, nodding as I stared into his beautiful eyes.

He pushed me gently and I fell back onto the bed. Marie was already naked, and Bruce pushed her back from the other side.

We landed together, her head level to my hips and mine level with hers. She reached over, grabbing my hand and squeezing, interlacing her fingers with mine.

“Chloe, this is going to be amazing!” she whispered. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, Marie,” I whispered back, my eyes glued to Bear. Bear and Bruce stripped down as Marie and I watched. I couldn’t see Bruce, but just knowing he was naked now, his exposed cock mere inches away from me, blew my mind.

I kept my focus on Bear, his ripped muscles coming into view slowly as his clothes melted away. He peered encouragingly into my eyes, keeping me close, giving me the courage I needed to get through this.

“I love you,” he mouthed, before crawling along my body, his mouth crashing into mine. I melted into his kiss, hungry for the comfort of his safety, searching for our magical dark place so I could hide there, pretend nobody was watching and lose the nervous butterflies fluttering in my stomach.

He pulled his mouth away, trailing kisses down my jaw, his tongue darting out and licking my neck. I threw my head to the side, moaning at the delicious slide of his warm tongue. He moved down slowly, kissing my collarbone and then licking down to my nipple, his tongue swirling around it as it hardened into a tiny pebble that he bit down onto.

I cried out, reaching up and sinking my fingers into his hair, pulling him closer, wishing he would bite harder. I was still feeling shy and doing my best to keep my mouth shut, to keep the words that were threatening to fall from my lips closed up tight behind my throat. He sucked my other nipple, sending shocks of pleasure thorough my body, waking up every inch of flesh.

Slowly, he crawled down my body, his lips lighting up my skin with each feathery kiss, each stroke of his hot tongue. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t forget where we were.

Marie’s hand squeezed mine and I couldn’t help but open my eyes and steal a glance. Bruce was between her legs, lapping at her pussy and I smiled at the sound of her cries echoing through the room. I looked over at the window and gasped, looking away quickly.

A huge crowd had formed, all eyes on the four of us, their invasive stares like hot beams of sunlight on my skin.

Bear’s tongue licked at the tender flesh on my hips, licking slowly closer and closer to my yearning center. I opened my thighs wider, wanting him closer, deeper.

When his tongue first licked my newly naked lips, I cried out in pleasure. His hot tongue slid smoothly over my bare skin and I couldn’t believe the difference. I’d never shaved my pussy completely before and I’d never before experienced the pure sensual pleasure of his mouth on me like this. When his tongue dipped in, the smooth skin of his face pressed against me, it was like an entirely different world than what I was used to.

He felt closer and that was what I’d been hungry for the whole time. There was nothing between us, just flesh on naked flesh, his tongue reaching inside of me as he fucked me with his mouth, working his skillful magic on my softest, darkest place.

I moaned and whimpered, my body on fire for release. By the slow, sensual slide of his tongue, I could tell he was in no hurry to give it to me. My juices flowed between my legs, his mouth lapping them up as he worked hungrily, licking my pussy with slow, excruciating strokes that threatened to send me over the edge with each lick.

“Bear, please,” I moaned, looking down at him. All I could see were his eyes as he stared up at me, watching every twitch and listening to every moan as he played my body like his own personal instrument. “Fuck me!” I cried, the hunger overcoming me. I didn’t care who was watching anymore. I need him inside of me and I needed it now.

He pulled away from my pussy finally, his mouth glistening with my juices as he slid towards me and kissed me deeply. Our tongues collided, as I licked my juices from his mouth.

He growled, his cock pulsing against my wet pussy. He shifted his hips, the tip of his cock pressing against my entrance. He pushed forward, teasing me with just the tip, his cock head pressing slightly in and then pulling away.

“Please, Bear, please,” I begged.

He teased me, his eyes lighting up with mischief as he pressed the tip in again. I lifted my hips to force him in but he pulled away, shaking his head, his dark eyes admonishing me.

“I’m in control, Beauty,” he growled. “Not you.”

“But Bear, I need you now!” I cried.

“I say when, not you.”

He reached down, gripping his shaft in his hands and rubbing the head of his cock around my clit, pressing down into it, sending shivers of delight through me. I stopped begging with my words, but our eyes were locked together and he knew exactly what I was silently crying out for.

Mercy. Sweet, sweet mercy.

He pushed in again, slowly inching forward more and more, as a smile spread across my face. Deliciously, he inched further in and it took all my strength not to push my hips forward, to let him set the pace, to let him being in control, just as he needed.

Slowly, his cock slid deep inside of me.

 

He went slow at first, pushing all the way in, opening me up entirely, before slowly sliding out, each inch he pulled out seeming like a huge loss. I needed all of him, I needed him deep, hard and fast. I needed to come. I needed to be fucked by the animal that I knew lingered just below his surface. I squeezed my pussy around his shaft as he dove inside, hoping I could push him over the edge before his torturous restraint killed me.

“You little slut,” he said, looking down at me. “Your squeezing your little cunt around me like a hungry little harlot, aren’t you?” He pressed into me hard and I whimpered with delight.

“Yes,” I whispered, squeezing again. He moaned, shaking his head.

“You’re a bad girl, Beauty,” he said. “Such a horny little slut, aren’t you?”

He slammed into me hard and I shuddered as waves of pleasure rushed through me. He reached up grabbing my chin and turning my face towards the window.

“Open your eyes, Beauty,” he said. Slowly, I opened my eyes to a thousand eyes staring back at us.

“You see those people?” he asked.

I nodded.

“They all want you. All of those men wish they were me," he growled, shoving his cock hard into me. “They all want to fuck you. They want to shove their dirty cocks into your perfect pussy. How does that make you feel, Beauty?”

“It makes me feel beautiful,” I said, the words coming out of me before I’d even registered them. It was true though. I felt wanted. Desired. Beautiful.

“Ah, yes, I bet it does, doesn't it?” Bear growled. He leaned down, bringing his mouth to my ear as he whispered to me. “But they can’t have your beautiful, perfect pussy, can they?”

“No, Bear,” I cried.

“Why not, Beauty?” he slammed into me, his cock twitching and swelling.

“Because I belong to you, Bear,” I cried, staring deeply into his eyes.

“That’s right, baby, you’re mine, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Bear!” I cried.

He let go of my chin and wrapped his fingers around my neck as he began slamming hard into me.

“And this pussy, Beauty? Who does that belong to?”

“It’s your pussy, Bear,” I said.

“That’s right, baby,” he said. “Now, open those thighs wider so all those people can see what they'll never have.”

He pulled out and I whimpered in protest. He reached down grabbing my thighs and opening them up wide as he stepped to the side. He looked out at all the people watching and smiled, my pussy spread open wide, glistening under the harsh bright lights on display for everyone to see. He reached down, rubbing my clit in circles.

“Come for them, Beauty,” he said. "Show them how your pussy clenches when you come, how the juices flow out like a lovely little river, how your little clit becomes all swollen, how it twitches all on it's own…”

His words sent me over the edge. The fact that dozens of strangers were watching, the fact that Bruce and Marie were watching, fucking right next to me, it all built up into a huge feeling that exploded inside of me, my body spasming and quivering as I screamed Bear’s name at the top of my lungs, my juices flowing out of me just as he said they would. My cries mixed with Marie’s and I shuddered at hot, heavy waves of pleasure washed all my inhibitions away.

Bear’s cock hung heavy between his legs and his eyes stormed as he watched me come until it was too much for him. He wasted no time, crawling back on top of my body and slamming back into me, fucking me hard and fast and furious right from the beginning.

I gasped for air, clenching Marie’s hand hard as I stole another glance at Marie and Bruce.

He was on top of her now, kissing her, her naked breasts pressed up against his chest as he slid into her smoothly. She gasped, throwing her head back. She was so fucking pretty, so free, so open.

Bruce’s body was magnificent, too. I couldn’t help but drink him in, my eyes trailing over the beauty of the two of them as their bodies worked together. Her thighs wrapped around his hips and he sank inside of her, his ass flexing with every thrust.

Bear’s cock swelled inside of me, his hips flying against me, his moans, Marie’s moans, Bruce’s moans, all mingling with mine as our two gods fucked into us with animalistic abandon.

My awareness of the people watching outside the room faded away as I watched Marie get fucked by Bruce so savagely.

I turned my head and caught another glimpse out the window. They were lined up, some of the men holding their cocks in their hands, everyone watching us with intense hunger.

I stared back, mesmerized and in awe that this was really happening to me.

To all of us.

I was so fucking glad I said yes!

I squeezed Marie’s hand again, feeling each of Bruce’s thrusts as he slammed into her. Bear captured my mouth again and I wrapped my legs around him, losing myself in the moment, letting everything else go, throwing away my inhibitions, my shyness, my self-control.

“Fuck me!” I yelled, my voice low and husky with raw emotion. “Harder, Bear! Harder! Please don’t ever stop!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Marie was chanting, her cries echoing over Bruce’s low moans.

Bear fucked me harder and harder, my pussy flowing over his swollen cock as I came over and over again, one wave of pleasure turning to another, until I was crashing over the edge again completely, my body shuddering and shaking violently. I collapsed beneath him, panting, spent. Like a rag doll, he grabbed my hips and whipped me around, lifting me onto all fours before shoving his swollen, twitching cock back inside of my soaked pussy.

I lifted my head, my eyes landing on Marie’s creamy breasts. Her skin was flushed, her head flailing around as Bruce fucked her hard and fast. I couldn’t help but smile watching my best friend enjoy herself so much. I clasped her hand again as Bear slammed into me from behind. Marie eyes fluttered open and she stared back at me, her green eyes glistening with ecstasy and lust.

“Thank you,” she mouthed, before closing her eyes and throwing back her head again. Her hands reached up and she began pinching her nipples as Bruce fucked her harder. I looked back at him and he was like a machine, pumping into her like his life depended on it.

Bear pounded into me just as hard, his pace quickening until I was crying out, his delicious assault sending me right back over the edge. I cried out and I heard Bear yell at the same time.

“I’m cuming in your dirty little pussy!” he cried. My eyes widened as I felt his cock swell and erupt inside of me, his hot seed searing the walls of my quivering pussy.

“Fuck yeah!” Bruce cried, hammering into Marie hard before freezing, his body overcome by violent shudders that rocked through him as he came. “Fuck! Fuck!” he growled.

Marie’s body spasmed, her nipples tightened and she screamed Bruce’s name and squeezed my hand so hard I thought she’d break my fingers.

I fell back on the table beside her as Bear pulled out of me. The faint sound of applause filled my ears. I looked up at the window and saw everyone clapping for us.

“Oh, fuck,” I said, turning my head.

Marie and I looked at each other and smiled.

“Porches and tea,” she whispered, referring to our old motto.

“Porches and tea,” I whispered back, squeezing her hand.






CHAPTER 16

O NE WEEK LATER

 

My attempt to crawl out from under the mountain of fabric, buttons, ribbon, and scissors and sewing needles was a comedy of errors. First, I slipped on edge of the skirt I was trying to sew, falling to the ground and ripping the fabric right out from the sewing machine. Then, I couldn’t figure out where the ringing phone was located.

“Fuck!” I cursed, trying to scramble to my feet. The phone kept ringing and now that everything had fallen into a heap around me, I couldn’t find it to save my life. I dug through the pile, spotting it and grabbing it just in time to answer.

“Beauty!” Bear’s voice roared through the phone, full of life.

“Hi, handsome.”

“I thought I’d check in on you in between meetings.”

“That’s nice of you,” I replied. “Everything is…,” I paused, glancing at my chaotic studio, “going great!”

“Have I told you lately how proud I am of you, Chloe?” his voice was velvet to my ears.

“You tell me everyday,” I smiled, holding the phone close, wishing he was here. He’d gone back to work after the New Year, jumping full swing into meetings and more meetings and well, whatever else he was doing. I wasn’t quite sure. I didn’t understand that world and I couldn’t be more relieved that he had let me bow out of it so graciously.

“Well, it’s true. Opening your own store is a huge endeavor. There’s lots of little details to work out. Things you don’t realize you need until you get there. It can drive a person a little crazy trying to keep everything straight. So, don’t hesitate to ask for help as soon as you need it. If you need help, you just let me know.”

“I know, babe, you tell me that every day, too,” I said, hoping he could detect my smile through the phone.

“I just want you to know you aren’t alone. I know I’m busy but I’m only a phone call away if you need me.”

“I love you,” I said. “I have a lot of work to do before I can even think about looking for a place or hiring help or anything like that.”

“I love you, too. I’ve got to run, my conference call starts in a few minutes. I think I have a guy who wants to run the fishing lodge on our island.”

“That’s wonderful!” I cried, remembering the magical time we’d spent there.

“It is! I hope it works out. I’ll keep you posted. Alright, Beauty, I’ll talk to you later tonight.”

“Bye, my love.”

“Chloe,” he paused, lowering his voice, “You should be receiving a delivery in a few minutes at the apartment. Follow the instructions and then text me to let me know you’ve done so.”

“Oh!” I replied. “Okay, sure.”

“Good girl,” he said, his voice a low, private growl, just for me.

The call ended and I stared down at the phone.

Right away, I knew whatever was coming was something sexual. He seemed to know how to create just the right amount of anticipation, as if he knew it would get my juices flowing just imagining what it might be.

He was right.

“Evil bastard,” I whispered to myself, shaking my head. He made it hard to concentrate on anything but him. I felt scattered and disorganized, and the chaos in my studio only reinforced that feeling.

I set about making a list of everything I needed to do, just to make myself feel better. The tasks were swimming around in my head, I might as well let them out and write them down. Maybe then I could think clearly.

First, I needed to finish the dress I was working on. At this point, all I had were the dresses I’d made that were a part of my own wardrobe and a few mock-ups of my new designs. While the finished product was close to completion, it wasn’t quite polished yet.

The one thing I did have going for me was my portfolio. I was proud of it. It was filled with beautiful sketches, all of my ideas brought to life on the pages so that I could share them with other people. Soon, each of those sketches would become real dresses, but in the meantime, my portfolio was the one thing reminding me that I had a vision and the skill to pull it all off.

There was only one problem.

I wasn’t sure my creations were ‘New York’ enough. Everyone here was so sophisticated and fancy and serious. My dresses were casual and breezy and not serious at all. Sure, it’s New York and anything goes supposedly, but after being here for a little while, I grew less and less certain everyday that what I was doing fit in to the culture here.

The thing was I’d not shown my stuff to anyone here yet. Not even Bear. He’d just assumed I knew what I was doing and that I was good at it. He was much more interested in taking clothes off of me than paying any attention to anything I was wearing. But besides Bear, I’d not really spent time or connected with anyone else.

Other than Bruce and Marie and Matilda, that is. I’d barely seen my Mother, actually. She was still wrapped up in her job and new boyfriend that I’d been let off the hook completely to any expectations of spending time with her.

Marie had left not long after our risqué New Year’s Eve with a newfound love for the city and a healthy appreciation for Bruce’s cock and wild sex clubs. She’d promised to come back right away and I believed her. Not only was I here, but she and Bruce had taken quite a liking to each other.

Bear’s warning to me that Bruce was a perpetual bachelor had been faithfully passed on to her and she had assured me that she was an adult and could handle any repercussions from her newly developed crush.

If there was anyone I knew who could handle it, it was her.

Unfortunately, now she was gone. And with her absence, I was left devoid of friends.

“You’ve got to venture out, go talk to people, just show them your portfolio and see what they say, no big deal,” I said to myself in the empty room, just as the doorbell rang.

I signed for the package and tore into it.

I rolled my eyes when I saw it was another butt plug. I opened it up and shrugged. It wasn’t anything special. Just a plain, black rubber plug. I opened up the letter inside and smiled when I saw Bear’s handwriting.

 

Hello, Beauty,

It’s time to spice things up a little, don’t you think? Insert this into your perfect little ass. Download the app from the attached instructions onto your phone. Make sure you enable your GPS feature. Text me and let me know you’ve done all these things. It’s going to be a very exciting day!

Love,

Bear

 

“Download an app?” I wondered out loud. “Why?”

I shrugged and set about following his instructions. I grabbed the lube from my bedside table, grabbed my phone and laid on the bed. The plug went in with a smooth pop and I smiled, amazed at how far I’d come. It wasn’t long ago that the idea of wearing a butt plug made me blush.

Now, it was just another day in my life.

My weird, crazy, sexy life.

After the wild night I’d had at the sex club, I was up for anything now. I’d broken through all kinds of barriers that night and I was ready to experience anything and everything.

I downloaded the app on my phone and texted Bear to let him know.

 

“All set.”

“Good girl.”

“What does this thing do?”

“You’ll see. Very soon.”

 

I laid back on the bed and felt a tiny zap.

“Oh my god!” I screamed, jumping about ten feet off the bed.

Zap! Zap! Zaaaaaaaaaaaaap!

I shuddered, an orgasm ripping right through me at the unexpected jolt. This thing was coming alive on its own!

‘How was that?’  Bear’s text pinged my phone.

‘Did you do that?!?’ My fingers flew across the buttons furiously.

‘I did! From all the way across town! Pretty nifty, huh?’

Laughter bubbled up from inside of me.

‘Who uses the word nifty these days?’ I teased.

Zap! Zap! Zapppp! Zapppppppp!

‘Don’t be so sassy!’

I fell back onto my bed in a heap of giggles and joyful spasms, the vibrator keeping me right on the edge of coming.

‘This is insane. How long do I have to wear it?’ I texted back.

‘All day. Don’t take it out until I tell you to, Beauty. Or else.’

‘But I was going out to run errands in a little while!’ I protested.

‘Even better! I have to go I’m in a meeting. Enjoy your day, Beauty!’

“Evil bastard!” I cried, still laughing as I threw the phone to the side.

Within seconds, he started up again.

Zap! Zapppppp! Zaaaaaaaaaapppppppppppp!! ZAPPPP!!!

“Ahhhhh!” I screamed, my body writhing around as the vibrations ripped through me like lightening, another orgasm shaking my body.

I laid back on my bed with a smile on my face until the sensations subsided and then got up to go back to work.

It was weird being my own boss.

I had a plan, sure. But there were no deadlines, nobody to answer to but myself. Nobody to hold me accountable. Even Bear, who was so demanding and domineering, had taken such a hands-off attitude with anything to do with my business.

My store.

My business.

I still didn’t even know what to call it. I spent years dreaming about all of this and I felt woefully unprepared.

Decisions. I needed to make decisions!

I also needed connections, and opinions, and well…courage.

A butt load of courage. But then I remembered what my butt was really loaded with right at this very moment, and I decided that, in itself, was a symbol of my strength.

If I could do all these things I’d done with Bear, if I could have sex with dozens of people watching, I could do this, too.

I grabbed my computer, spent a half hour doing some research, wrote down a few addresses and headed to my bedroom.

I changed clothes, slipping into one of my own creations. Made of wispy maroon silk, the dress had a scalloped sweetheart neck, a tapered waist and a full knee-length skirt with deep pockets on the side. It was simple and classic. I paired it with a pair of low black pumps, a long black wool coat and matching cranberry scarf and gloves.

I grabbed my bag and my portfolio and one other dress that was tucked away in a garment bag, and headed out. An hour had passed since I’d last heard from Bear and I’d almost forgotten the butt plug was even there.

Until I was in the elevator with three other residents and it went off.

Zap!!!

I jumped as the jolt shot through me, a faint sharp buzz breaking the silence in the tiny elevator. The others turned to look over at me, their eyes following the sound all the way down to my ass.

I cringed, twisting away from them.

“Sorry, it’s my phone…,” I said, shrugging and helplessly trying to control the blush spreading across my face, as I held up my portfolio and garment bag. “My hands are full.”

I’d never been more grateful for the ding of the elevator.

I rushed out first, leaving their suspicious glances in the dust.

Cold bursts of air blasted my face as soon as I stepped onto the sidewalk. The usual river of bodies flowed around me as I pulled out my phone. I hadn’t told Max I was going anywhere, so he wasn’t waiting for me. I was on my own in the big city and it was up to me to figure out where I was going.

I’d planned well, though.

I took a taxi to the first place I was going. I’d selected three different stores to go to. I figured I’d just walk in and ask to speak to their buyer for a few minutes. I certainly didn’t expect anyone to buy anything, I just wanted to see their reaction and hear their opinions. I’d tell them I was interested in opening a store soon and ask for any advice they might have. It all seemed so easy and simple and straightforward.

The first store was called Cacique, and I selected it because it fit the style I was going for. Simple and classic designs, nothing too elaborate or flashy or fancy. My eyes glittered with envy when I walked in. It was all cool mauve walls and gold finishes with dusty pink accents. Everything hanging up seemed to be made of either expensive silk or the finest lace. There were two women working in the store and they look like they just walked out of Vogue. Blonde, statuesque, perfectly manicured.

They ignored me completely, even though there was only one other customer in the store. Instead, they fawned over the other customer. I could see why. The lady must of been at least sixty and she was completely covered in diamonds and fur. She flicked through the racks with disgust, her ruby tipped fingers flying through the air, as she dismissed every item.

“Who’s the buyer for this store?” she complained, her voice a high squeal. “This is dreadful. I was here last year, and your inventory was so much superior.”

“I’m the buyer, ma’am,” one of the blondes replied cooly.

“Well, you’re doing a terrible job!”

“Ma’am, we have some other inventory in the back that isn’t out yet. Perhaps you’d be interested in taking a look at that?” she replied, smoothly kissing the old lady’s ass.

“Well, why didn’t you say so!” she huffed.

“Right this way, ma’am,” the blonde smiled the fakest smile I’d ever seen. The woman bristled, but she followed her into the back anyway, leaving me alone in the front of the store with the other perfect blonde. She took one look at me and turned away, walking back behind the counter.

Here’s my chance, I thought, squaring my shoulders as I walked over to her.

“Hi,” I said. She was on her phone, her face staring down at it.

“Hello,” she muttered, not looking up.

“I’m Chloe,” I said, “Chloe McDonnell.”

She raised her head slightly, looking up at me through long, black fringed lashes.

“And?” she asked, arching a condescending eyebrow.

“I’m a designer,” I began, realizing way too late that I should have prepared some sort of script for myself. “I just moved to the city and I’m going to open my own store soon, but I was hoping to show my designs to you, just to see if you’d be interested.”

She raised her head fully, her grass green eyes trailing over me with disdain.

“No.”

“No? You won’t even look? I have a dress with me, and my portfolio and I’m even wearing one of my own dresses.” I sat my portfolio and the garment bag on the counter and began to unbutton my coat.

“No!” she said, going back to her phone. “I’m too busy. Get out!”

I stared at her perfectly groomed exterior and pondered just how black her heart really was. Was it just a dark shade of grey? Or maybe a faded black denim shade of black? Or, was it as I suspected? A pure, darkest of nights, black hole type of black?

It didn’t matter. She was obviously a bitch that wasn’t going to give me the time of day, so I grabbed my things and turned to walk out, feeling like a modern day Pretty Woman.

I turned back to her, determined to get the last word, just to make myself feel better. I mean, damn, she didn’t have to be so cold, did she?

“You know what?” I yelled once I was near the front door. She looked up at me, the expression on her face filled with complete and utter disgust for me. “You didn’t have to be so rude. You’re going to regret not looking at my designs someday! Mark my words! I’m Chloe Mc—aaharghhghhh!”

ZAPPPPPP!!!!! Zap! Zap! Zap!

The vibration interrupted any words from successfully passing my lips and my knees buckled, sending me lurching for the door handle to keep from falling at the same time that an ungodly sound escaped from me; it was half pleasurable moan and half nervous laugh and another half a death gurgle, the result of being totally mortified.

I scampered out of the store like a quivering cat, pretending I didn’t hear the laughter of the ice queen in my ears. Walking away on shaky legs, I couldn’t help but laugh.

Bear sure had interesting timing.

Okay, so the first place was a disaster, but I wasn’t about to give up.

The second place was called Mix and was only a few blocks away. I found it easily with the GPS feature on my phone. It was a little less fru-fru and a lot more minimalistic. I walked inside and immediately felt colder than I had outside.

There were a grand total of three racks in the store. And on each rack was a total of three dresses. I looked around for more inventory or even an employee but I was all alone in the store. I walked around, gingerly looking at the few dresses on the racks.

They were all exactly the same.

They were even all the same size.

I’d seen the minimalistic look on their website, but I didn’t realize it was this extreme. I turned to walk out of the store when a man walked out from the back.

“May I help you?”

I turned back to him and smiled.

“Hi!” I said, walking over to him with an outstretched hand. “I’m Chloe. Chloe McDonnell.”

“Hello,” he nodded, stoically. “I’m Stuart Harding.” Silver hair framed his bronzed, chiseled face. His suit was perfectly tailored Italian silk and I couldn’t help but notice the flashy Rolex on his wrist. There was no way he was just an employee of this store.

“Is this your shop, Mr. Harding?”

“It is,” he nodded, his lips pressed together firmly.

“Wonderful,” I said, happy to be talk to an owner. “I’m a fashion designer. I’m going to be opening my own store soon and I was hoping I could talk to you for a few moments and show you my designs.”

“Whatever for?” he asked, wrinkling his brow.

“Oh, well,” I said, stumbling over my words, “I was hoping to get some opinions on my designs and ideas.”

“Seriously?” he asked. “What makes you think I have time to help someone else?”

“I see,” I said, grabbing my things and turning to walk away. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

“Come back, young lady!” he said. When I turned back, he was smiling. His smile transformed his face and he suddenly a jolly old silver haired man. “I was only kidding. I’d love to look at your designs, dear, I’m bored to death here!”

“Oh!” I said, a big grin spreading across my face. “Thank you!”

“Of course! Of course!” he said, gesturing me to come back. “Show me what you’ve got.”

“I’d love to!” I said, opening my portfolio and handing him my sketch book. He took it from me, placing it on the glass counter and hunching over the book.

“Hmm,” he said, studying each drawing carefully, slowly turning the page to gaze at the next one. Nervousness quivered in my stomach as I waited, watching him purse his lips and nod here and there. Suddenly, he slammed it shut and turned back to me.

“What have you got there?” he asked, pointing at my bag. Hurriedly, I unzipped it and pulled out the dress. It was a long lilac chiffon cocktail dress, with a simple bodice that flared out into a fluted skirt.

“Hmmm,” he said, taking it from me and inspecting it. He lifted up the edge, studying the seam and then turned it over, looking at the tiny pearl buttons that ran up the back.

“I also have this,” I said, unbuttoning my coat and pulling it open to show him the dress I was wearing.

“Take off your coat, let me see the back,” he said. I took off my coat and laid it on the counter, swirling in a circle for him.

“That’s lovely,” he nodded, putting his hand on my book. “And these are nice, too.”

“Thank you!” I gushed. “Thank you so much for looking.”

“My pleasure,” he said.

“Can you give me any advice on opening up my own store? Once I have the inventory, I’ll begin looking for space and everything.”

“Dear, you can’t be serious.”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“About opening a store. Of course, these are nice dresses, but they’re certainly not on a professional level.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You need to learn more. You still have a few years ahead of you before you’ll be good enough to sell anything.”

My bubble of happiness burst. At first, I felt sad. Then defiant. Then, defensiveness wormed its way ahead of everything else and I lifted my chin.

“Thank you for looking,” I said, pursing my lips together before I said anything I might regret.

He was nice enough to look, I thought. That’s all I wanted.

“Don’t be upset, little one,” he said. I cringed when he called me that, realizing he only saw me through his misogynistic lens. To him, I was an inexperienced little girl. A man like him would never take me seriously.

I looked around his store and remembered that he only had one dress and felt a little better. At least I had some variety to my designs.

Walking out, I chuckled when I saw the name of his store again - Mix. How ironic, I thought, considering there was nothing in there to mix with anything else.

I walked around for a little while, trying to collect my thoughts and not give his words too much weight in my mind. My designs weren’t for everyone, but I was pretty sure they were for someone. I just needed a few more thousand someones to get on board and I’d be good.

My stomach growled and I realized it was time for lunch. I spotted a tiny cafe and walked inside, the sounds of Chopin twinkling through the air. After sitting at a tiny table in the corner, I ordered a glass of red wine and a plate of pasta and sat back sipping my wine, watching the people stream by outside, everyone focused on their individual lives.

I fingered the ring on my left hand, dreaming of what my life was going to be like. I was sure I’d look back on this day and laugh someday. All of this worry and nervousness and uncertainty would be behind me. I’d look back and laugh at the girl I was now.

I thought of Bear and how amazing it was going to be to be his wife. I’d grown quite accustomed to our little arrangement, and even though lately he’d been so busy with work, we’d not seen each other as much as I’d hoped, I knew that would change too. Peaks and valleys.

This must be what it’s like, I thought. Two people, going through life together yet separate, each of them pursuing their own goals and dreams, supporting each other. And yet, there were so many adventures that we’d get to enjoy together.

My pasta arrived and I had a forkful halfway to my mouth when I felt the sharp zap again. I dropped the fork and tried not to cry out.

ZAP!

That was it—just one hard, fast zap. I jumped, then braced myself for more. My stomach growled and I eyed the fork-full of pasta on my plate. I’d skipped breakfast and I was starving now. The fact that I’d had a few sips of wine before eating anything at all for the day didn’t help.

Gingerly, I reached for my fork, bringing it to my lips, the spaghetti dangling below it. It slid between my lips, my eyes wide with anticipation as I carefully pulled the pasta from the fork and swallowed it. I took a deep breath and tried to relax.

Maybe he just butt-zapped me, like a butt-dial, I thought. I laughed out loud, as I shook my head. I couldn’t remember any of the book boyfriends in my book ever having a remote control butt plug. Bear was so much more adventurous and exciting than any of those toe-curling fantasy men I’d read about.

He was mine.

And I was his.

It was truly beautiful and magical. The fact that it was completely untraditional and he was unlike any man I’d ever known just made it even better.

I managed to get two more bites in my mouth before he zapped me again.

ZAP!!! ZAPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP! ZAPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP!

“Oh!” I cried out loud, jumping from my seat, the force of the vibrations literally projecting me upwards. All eyes turned my way and I sat back down quickly, wincing as the plug pushed further inside of me.

Dammit! I thought, as I cast my gaze downward to avoid the curious glances. My pussy was pulsing, the sheer force of the latest zaps waking up every inch of my body. I thought of Bear, of his amazingly skillful cock, his mouth, his fingers, his everything, all over me, inside of me, kissing me, caressing me and I was suddenly on fire. I grabbed my cell phone and sent him a quick text.

‘You’re killing me!’ I texted.

I took a few more bites of pasta and tried to avoid the eyes of everyone else in the restaurant. A few minutes later, he replied.

‘You love it, my little slut!’

My pussy pulsed in pleasure when I read his words. He knew how to get to me.

‘I want the real thing.’ I texted back.

‘This will have to do for now, Beauty.’ he replied.

I frowned and was just about to text back when I felt the vibrator go off again.

Zap! Zap! Zap! Zaaapppp! Zappppppppp! ZAPPPPPPPP! ZAPPPPPPPPPPPP! ZAAAAAAAAAAAAPPPPPPPPPPP!!!!!!!

“AH!” I cried out loud, an orgasm ripping through me again like a freight train. I gripped the table, my body taking over every sense of decorum that I may have possessed.

“Ohhhhh!” I shuddered, my head falling back as my eyes rolled into the back of my head. I panted, gasping for breath as the vibrator kept going.

ZAPPPPPPPPPPPPP!!!! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP! ZAP!!!!!

I lost it completely, practically melting into my seat as I squirmed, my pussy soaked, my juices flowing down my leg since I was never allowed to wearing fucking panties again. If I hadn’t felt so fucking amazing, I would have silently cursed Bear for all he was doing.

I sat frozen in place for a few moments, willfully ignoring everyone around me. I pretended I didn’t hear the murmurs and giggles and took a deep breath before finishing my pasta and wine.

I paid my bill and walked out, holding my head high the whole way.

I didn’t care one bit what anyone thought of me. I was going to be Mrs. Bear Dalton and that was the only thing that mattered. I walked past the whispering patrons, avoiding their accusing glances.

I was three steps away from the door when he zapped me again.

ZAPPPPPPPPP!!!!!

My knees buckled again but I managed to stay upright. A passing waiter grabbed my elbow, helping to steady ma’am.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m excellent,” I said, flashing him a shaky smile on my way out.

The third shop was called Vixen and it was too far away to walk so I took another taxi. This time, the taxi ride took a while and I sat in the back, discretely wiping the wetness from my legs before getting out.

By the time we arrived, I was fresh and dry once more, and I hoped like hell I could make it through this visit without Bear zapping me again.

I should have known better.

Vixen was in a very upscale neighborhood. Everything was white, except the merchandise which seemed to be all pink and black. I felt like I’d walked into a box of candy or something. I was standing in the middle of the store, taking it all in, when I realized that the design of the store was just as prominent as the fashion and it had been that way with the other two stores, as well.

I didn’t want my store to be about that. I wanted the focus to be on why you were there in the first place—the clothes. I made a vow to do just that as I made my way around the store, pulling out random shirts and skirts and admiring them.

When I saw the price tag on a dress, my heart skipped a beat. It was a plain, wrap-around cotton dress and they were asking forty-six hundred dollars for it. I pushed it back on the rack quickly, hoping I didn’t have any pasta sauce left on my hands.

I walked up to the front of the store and was greeted by a fashionable older lady. She looked a little like Anna Wintour with her huge glasses and long scrawny limbs.

“Hello, dear,” she said, looking down her nose at me. She was at least six feet tall and she towered over me. Her thin lips were leaking red lipstick down the cracks that seemed to spread more when she smiled at me.

“Hello, ma’am,” I replied.

“Can I help you with anything?” she asked, her frosty smile reminding me of my mother.

“Yes,” I said, reaching out a hand. “I’m Chloe McDonnell.”

“Hello, Chloe, aren’t you a lovely girl?”

“Oh, well, thank you,” I blushed. “Is this your store?”

“Oh, heavens to Betsy, no,” she said. “I just work here.”

“I see,” I said. “I was hoping to talk to the owner or a buyer. I’m a designer and I was hoping to show them some of my work and get some feedback.”

“You must be new to town,” she said.

“Yes, I am,” I said.

“I can tell,” she said, eyeing me up and down. “Darling, where are you from? Kansas? Oklahoma?”

“No, ma’am, Oregon,” I replied.

She nodded knowingly, arching a brow. “Same thing.”

“Actually, I’m from Portland,” I said.

“Portland, huh? Home of all those stoned hipsters who only eat organic kale?”

“Something like that, I guess,” I smiled. I hated the stereotypes that had recently popped up about my hometown, but it was hard to deny them at the same time. If I had a nickel for every time one of my friends refused imbibing anything that wasn’t free-range, organic, or vegan, I’d be as rich as Bear.

“So you’re a designer, huh?” she asked, determined to sink the knife a little deeper. “Do you only use vintage, recycled fabrics, too?”

“Well, yes, I favor recycling and upcycling, as well,” I nodded. “Nothing wrong with trying to save the Earth,” I said, raising a hand in a little fist pump.

She paused, staring at me thoughtfully.

“You’re cute,” she said, “I like you.”

“Thank you?” I said, the words coming out a question. I wasn’t sure about this woman. She was frosty at first, but she seemed to be warming up to me. Maybe I would get some better feed back from her. “Maybe I can show you my designs?”

“Me? Why?” she asked.

“I’m always seeking feedback,” I said. “And you seem to be pretty savvy.”

“Savvy, huh?” she said, laughing. “Okay, what have you got?”

“Thank you!” I said, pulling out my portfolio. She took it from my hands, looking it over carefully.

“These are good,” she said. “Really fucking good.”

My eyes widened to hear a woman like her use profanity. It made me like her even more.

“How long have you been at it?” she asked.

“A few years,” I replied. “I’m hoping to open my own store soon.”

She looked up at me and squinted.

“Darling, you know how expensive that is?” she asked.

“Yes, but…I have an…investor,” I said, raising my chin. It fell when she looked at my ring.

“You mean sugar daddy?” she asked, lifting a weary eyebrow.

“No!” I cried, blushing.

“How old are you, Chloe?” she asked. “Early twenty-five, twenty-six?”

“Yes,” I said.

“And you’re married?”

“No, engaged.”

“Too soon,” she said.

“What?” I asked, my eyes wide.

“It’s too soon. You’re too young to be getting married. You’re too young to be opening your own store, even if your rich, probably very controlling hubby is paying for it. You have to get out! Live a little! Enjoy your youth!” she said, lowering her voice to a conspiratory whisper. “It’s fleeting, let me tell you!”

“I know,” I nodded. “But I don’t think I’m too—.”

“—Yes, you are!” she insisted, handing me my book back.

“Go get a job, love,” she said. “Work your way up the ranks, just like we all have to. Make it on your own, don’t depend on a man to hold you up because, darling, they’ll always let you down.”

I was stunned. Speechless, I nodded, grabbing my portfolio and dress and turning to walk out. I made it to the door before she yelled after me.

“Come back and see me sometime, Chloe!”

I nodded and opened the door, rushing out into the cold, my hands shaking. I stopped outside the door, reeling inside.

Her words had cut right through me.

Was that what I was doing? Depending on a man? Was I too young? Was this too fast? It was certainly fast, there was no denying it.

I wanted to be angry at her. I wanted to go back in and yell at her but I felt like she’d ripped the clothes right off of my back and exposed me completely.

No, I thought, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about. She’s wrong. I love Bear. Bear loves me. I’m not depending on him. He’s not controlling me at all.

I made it two steps away from the door when I felt the jolt.

ZAPPPPPP!!!






CHAPTER 17

L evi’s eyes were the lightest brightest green I’d ever seen. Little yellow flecks shimmered like gold in them. His long, dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of his neck, curling around the collar of his shirt. He was dressed casually, in dark jeans and a button down black suit shirt that was rolled up at the sleeves, exposing his muscular forearms. The curl of a tattoo peeked out, leaving me wanting to pull his shirt up to see what it was.

But I didn’t.

Because this was business.

And I was taken.

And despite the fact that I’d not mentioned to my fiancé that I was having lunch with another man, a man he wasn’t too fond of, I was still a good girl.

That didn’t keep me from fantasizing a little, though.

I’d have to be dead to not notice how handsome and sexy Levi was. And, as Bear had so wonderfully shown me, I was far from dead.

What I was, was motivated.

More than I’d been yesterday, when I’d gone to those shops. I’d left the last one plagued with confusion and self-doubt once more. Thankfully, those feelings had passed, quickly growing into indignation and righteousness and then sweet, sweet motivation.

I’d Show Them!

That was my new motto. I’d put Just Say Yes on the back burner and had graduated to more of a ‘I can do it’ attitude. So far, so good.

I’d called Levi when I got home, full of gratitude when I heard his reassuring voice on the other end. He’d agreed to meet me for lunch the next day and here we were.

Vinnie’s Deli was near my apartment and we’d been lucky enough to grab a quiet booth in the corner.

“I’m so glad you called,” he said, leaning over and putting his hand over my mine. I shivered at his touch. Immediately, I felt guilty, but I pushed it away as fast as I could. This was business.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” I smiled. “If it’s okay, I’d like to show you my portfolio.”

“Of course!” he said, his smile lighting up his face. “I can’t wait to see them.”

“I know you must be so busy,” I said.

“I am, but I always have time to look at fresh talent,” he said.

“That’s very nice of you,” I said. “I hope you like it.”

I began unzipping my portfolio to pull out my sketch book.

“Wait, wait, Chloe,” he said, shaking his head. “We have plenty of time for that. First, I want to get to know you.”

“Me?” I said.

“Yes, tell me all about you. All I know is that you are a designer, who,” he looked at my ring, “is engaged to Bear Dalton, of all people. Surely there is more to you than that.”

“Oh,” I said, searching my mind for something else to tell him. I came up empty. “I’m from Portland…” I said, my voice trailing off.

“And?”

“And, um, I have a degree from Portland State,” I said.

“And what brings you to New York?” he asked.

“I came because—well, I was, um…”

Shit! I’d not expected these questions. I had no idea how to answer them without the answers seeming completely scandalous.

I came here because Bear forced me to?

I came here because I was following the hottest, sexiest, most fulfilling and skilled cock I’d ever come across?

How was I ever supposed to answer that?

“My mother!” I blurted out, something respectable finally popping in my head.

“Your mother?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, my mother was moving here and she asked me to join her.”

“Oh, how nice. So the two of you must be really close?”

“Sure,” I lied, nodding and hoping the smile on my face didn’t look just like Mom’s.

“I’ve never been to Portland,” he said. “I’ve heard it’s beautiful.”

“It is,” I nodded. Suddenly, I wanted to hurry this up. I wanted to show him my designs and get back to the isolation of my apartment, where there wasn’t anybody asking questions I didn’t know how to answer.

“Where are you from?” I asked.

“Born and raised right here,” he said. “Why are you marrying Bear?”

I blinked at his question. But that was an easy one to answer.

“Because we love each other.”

“Love?” he asked. “How noble. I didn’t realize Bear was capable of love.”

“No?”

“No. He’s not the type to get pinned down, if you know what I mean.”

“I’m not planning on pinning him down in anyway,” I said, my chin rising defensively.

“That probably explains it,” he nodded.

“Explains what?” I said.

“The fact that there’s a ring on your finger. Up till now, Bear’s not been the marrying type.”

“I’ve heard,” I said, thinking of Zoe and cringing as her words ran through my mind again.

Bear Dalton will eat you alive.

“So,” Levi said, digging into his meatball sandwich, “how long have you been designing?”

I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized the interrogation about my personal life was over.

“A few years,” I said, pulling out the portfolio once more.

He took it from me, thumbing through quickly.

“These are really great,” he said.

“Thank you,” I smiled. I took a bite of my minestrone soup and watched him look through them. He seemed genuinely pleased and it thrilled me.

“Lovely stuff,” he said. “Have you shown these to anyone else?”

“I tried, yesterday. I tried going around to some shops, but I didn’t get the best reception.”

“Well, they aren’t your usual New York fare, but I think there’s something special going on here.”

“That’s so nice of you to say,” I replied. “Eventually, I’ll open my own shop, but I am just trying to build up my inventory first.”

“Your own shop?” he asked.

“Yes, Bear’s going to help me.”

“What does Bear know about fashion?” he asked.

“Well, nothing, but he’s helping in other ways.”

“Oh, he’s giving you the money, of course, I see. You’re getting married, of course he’s giving you the money.”

“Well, yes, but I know that this isn’t just about the money. It’s a lot of hard work, and like you said the other night, it’s who you know. That’s why I wanted to meet with you. I was hoping you could give me advice on how to get started and if I should go in a different direction.”

“I may be able to help you in another way.”

“How so?”

“Have you thought about joining up with an already established, well-known label? It’s all the rage these days for old fashion houses to take on some young, unknown up and comer and give them their own lines.”

“Well, goodness, no, I hadn’t thought of anything like that. I was thinking much smaller than that. Just a tiny store with my own creations.”

“You should dream bigger,” he said. “If you went with a bigger house, then you wouldn’t need help from your fiancé.”

I paused, taking a deep breath.

“Well, I don’t think any big house would be interested in my stuff.”

“I do.”

“That’s very nice of you to say, Levi, but I don’t—.”

“—It’s my job, Chloe,” he said, putting his hand over mine. I felt that same shiver return again and I pulled away. “I pride myself on the ability to recognize good stuff. That’s why they pay me the big bucks!”

“Well, thank you,” I said, trying not to blush.

“Tell you what. Let me take your designs to my boss at Armani.”

“What?! No, Levi, you don’t have to…” I shook my head in protest.

“Hush!” he said. “I like your stuff. It has great potential. It’s young and fresh and hip and unique, but still clean and classic at the same time. It’s everything I’m looking for, honestly.”

“Levi…” I shook my head in disbelief.

“I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t believe in you, Chloe.” His eyes peered deeply into mine and I felt a familiar stirring between my legs.

Dammit! I thought, my body betraying me.

“Thank you,” I said, nodding. I wanted to get away from him, but I didn’t want to screw up this opportunity either.

My own line? At fucking Armani?  It was too good to be true. But as far as I could tell, he was genuine. I wasn’t entirely sure if he was trying to get into my pants or not, but that didn’t really matter to me, because it was never going to happen.

The last thing in the world I would ever do is betray Bear. I loved him with all my heart and I couldn’t wait to tell him about this new development. So maybe Levi wasn’t his favorite person, but I was sure he’d still be happy for me.

Not that anything was a done deal, at this point. It was all just talk right now.

But a tiny spark of excitement was born and I couldn’t help but practically skip back to my apartment. I’d left my portfolio with Levi and he’d said he would get back to me as soon as he talked to some other people. Sure, I dismissed the way his hand lingered on the small of my back after he hugged me goodbye. It didn’t mean anything unless I let it mean something. I wasn’t about to do that.

I made my way home feeling much better than I did yesterday.






CHAPTER 18

“What’s wrong, my love?” Bear asked. He’d called me as soon as I texted him canceling our dinner date. I’d been feeling sick about an hour after I left my lunch with Levi this afternoon.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I think I ate something that didn’t agree with me.”

“That’s too bad,” he said, his voice sweet and concerned. “Do you need me to come over? Do you need anything?” I smiled, in spite of the queasiness in my stomach. He was so fucking sweet, it almost hurt.

“I’ll be okay, babe,” I said. The last thing he needed to do was worry about me. He had enough on his plate. “How did your meetings go?”

“They were successful. The guy I told you about has agreed to invest in the fishing resort at the island, and you know how happy that makes me. My vision is finally coming to life! I can’t wait to go back there with you, Beauty.”

“I can’t wait, either,” I said, smiling into the phone. Our time at the island was something I’ll always treasure, and it warmed my heart knowing he felt the same.

“How’s the business progressing?” he asked. “Is it time to start looking for a retail space yet? I’ve been emanating to tell you that I own a building on the West side of Central Park that has a nice spot that’s open. I think it could work well. You should take a look at it.”

“Okay, thank you, I will,” I said. “Everything’s progressing, even if it’s slower than I wanted. It’s hard doing everything yourself.”

“Of course,” he said. “It takes longer. Surely there are some tasks you could hire someone else to do? Or, are you a control freak when it comes to business like me?”

“That’s not the only place you’re a control freak,” I teased.

His laughter was like dessert to my ears. I loved knowing I’d made him laugh, that I was able to return all the good feelings he gave to me.

“That’s a good point,” he said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do, love.”

“You say that every day.”

“I mean it every day.”

“I know, thank you,” I said. I was stalling. I wanted to tell him about my lunch with Levi, but for some reason, I was holding back.

This is silly, I thought, just spill it.

“Hey, babe,” I said, keeping my tone light and casual as possible. “You remember the guy I met at the club the other night?”

“No, what guy?” he asked.

“Levi Valenti, from Armani.”

“Oh, right. Yeah, what about him?”

“Well, he told me to call him, to talk about fashion, he wanted to see my designs.”

“You don’t need Levi Valenti, Chloe,” he said. “You have me.”

“Well, of course. But I did call him just to see what he had to say and we had lunch today.”

“What?” he said, a twinge of anger lowering his voice. “Seriously? You had lunch with Levi?”

“Yes, I’m serious,” I said. “And he liked my designs, Bear! He’s going to show them to his boss.”

“Oh, that’s absurd,” he said. I frowned at the phone. This was not the reaction I was expecting. He’d been so supportive up till now.

“Why is it absurd?” I said, defensively.

“Levi is a nobody. He only got that job because he was fucking Georgio Armani’s cousin. He weaseled his way in and everyone knows it. He’s so far up Armani’s ass, it’s ridiculous. Georgio told me he wishes he’d never hired him.”

“You know Georgio Armani?!” I asked, my voice rising.

“Of course, Beauty,” he said. “I know lots of people.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” I asked.

“Who cares?” he asked. “Listen, sweetheart, you don’t need anybody. Not even Georgio Armani and certainly not Levi Valenti.”

“But they’re one of the biggest fashion houses in the world, Bear! You can’t discount that.”

“I’m not. Chloe, listen to me. All you have to do is put in the work. I’ll give you all the money you need. You can build your own house, Beauty. Then, if you do that, nobody else can tear it down.”

I tried to muster a smile, but it was hard, because all I was thinking was that he could tear it down if he was the one financing it.

He’d definitely burst my bubble, even though he was trying to build me up. I understood where he was coming from. He had a different perspective than I did. He’d always done everything on his own. It was a part of what made him who he was.

But I wasn’t him.

And to be perfectly honest, I was starting to feel a little uncomfortable with the idea of him financing my career one hundred percent. I hated thinking about it, but marriages crumble and ours wasn’t exactly built on a solid foundation.

What happened if we didn’t make it? What happened to my business that I was going to work my ass off for?

“What happened between the two of you?” I asked.

“Who?”

“You and Levi. Why don’t you like him?”

“He’s a hustler,” he said, exasperation filling his voice. “He grew up in the Bronx, got a scholarship to Yale. His girlfriend took a liking to me and Levi never got over it.”

“So, you stole his girlfriend?”

“No, Beauty. I don’t have to steal anything. If something is for the taking, I take it. There’s a difference. If she wasn’t available, I never would have touched her. Levi wasn’t taking care of her, so she left him. I didn’t steal her, she came willingly. It was for the best anyway.”

“I see.”

“Are we done talking about that prick? Can we talk about yesterday?”

“Yesterday?” I asked, the old woman’s warnings echoing in my ears.

“Yes, you never told me how the remote control toy worked out. Next time, I think I’ll have you wear a camera so I can see your reaction.”

“It was an adventure, that’s for sure,” I said. I couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t want to be upset with him. It was irritating that he was letting a past transgression with Levi get in the way of something that might be good for me, but he was incredibly hard to be angry with.

“I had a wonderful time, imagining what was happening. It was a really powerful feeling knowing I could give you so much pleasure without even being in the room. We’ll have to do it again very soon.”

“You got me good a few times,” I said. “Unfortunately, I was sitting in a restaurant at the time.”

“That’s absolutely awesome,” he laughed.

“I’m glad you had fun,” I said.

“I’d have more fun if I could see you tonight,” he said, the sexy growl resurfacing in his voice. “You sure I can’t bring you anything?”

“I’m fine, babe, thank you,” I said. “I’m just going to drink some tea and go to sleep. I’m sure I’ll feel better tomorrow.”

“Okay, Beauty,” he said, his voice a warm blanket on my heart.

“I love you, Bear.”

“I love you, Beauty. Forever and ever.”






CHAPTER 19

TWO DAYS LATER…

T  echnically, I lied.

But in reality, I was just avoiding the truth till a later time.

Bear called me that morning to check on me after I’d spent the better part of two days in bed with what I’d decided now was some strange virus. I told him I was going to run to the grocery store and pick up some other things and run a couple of quick errands and coming right back home to bed.

Which was true.

I just happened to leave out the fact that I’d agreed to have dinner with Levi tonight.

He called me twenty minutes before Bear had, telling me he had some good news for me. I couldn’t resist agreeing to meet him.

I’ll just hear him out, I told myself.

But now, here I was, all dressed up because the place he’d told me to meet him had a fucking dress code for fuck’s sake. It was a far cry from our lunch at the deli. I’d have much preferred meeting him in his office, but I had no choice. He’d already made reservations, he’d told me.

The hostess led me to his table and my breath caught in my throat when I saw him spread out in a booth, looking as relaxed in his tailored suit as he had in his jeans days ago. He was incredibly handsome and the hostess winked at me as she turned away, leaving me there with him. His hair was down tonight, flowing around his face in loose waves, bordering his gorgeous face.

“Chloe!” he greeted me, standing up and pulling me close as he hugged me then planted a kiss on my cheek. The smell of his cologne wafted over me and I couldn’t help but inhale a little deeper. Heat rolled off him and I resisted leaning into his warmth.

“Hi, Levi,” I said, sliding into the booth across from him.

“Have you been here before?” he asked. I looked around, taking the place in. Sushi Azabu was located in Tribeca and tucked underground. It was dark and intimate, with only a few tables lining the walls and three tiny booths in the back, one of which we were sitting in. Levi sat across from me, but we were very close to each other, our knees touching under the tiny table.

“No, I haven’t,” I said, eyeing the enormous sashimi rolls at the next table. I was starving. I hadn’t eaten much in the last few days, because every time I put something in my mouth, I felt like it was going to come right back up. I was hoping for better luck tonight.

“They serve the best sushi in town. You do like sushi, don’t you?”

“I love it,” I said, smiling at him.

“Excellent,” he said. “Sake?”

“Sure,” I asked, as he poured sake in a teeny tiny cup for me. I sipped it, the bitter rice wine hitting my tongue. I put it down, reaching for my water instead. So far, it was the only thing that didn’t make me feel like I was about to lurch up my intestines.

“So, you have news?” I asked Levi.

“Yes, I do. And I think you’ll be very pleased.”

I looked over at him, blinking, waiting, but he just smiled at me, not saying a word.

“And?” I said, finally.

“Oh! C’mon, Chloe, you know I like to keep business for the end. Let’s eat first, and then we’ll talk. It’s much easier to enjoy your food that way, don’t you think?”

“Sure, I guess,” I said. I picked up the menu and scanned it, looking for the blandest thing I could find. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much that qualified. I finally settled on a few simple rolls and some miso soup.

“So, how’s Bear doing?” he asked.

“Bear’s fine,” I smiled. “Very busy with work.”

“Yeah, that guy’s a workaholic, isn’t he?”

“I guess a little. It takes a lot of work to be that successful.”

“Sure does,” he nodded. “He’s made a lot of sacrifices.”

I nodded, not sure what he was referring to but wishing that he would stop talking about Bear because I still felt guilty about not telling him I was here with Levi.

“He’s a strange bird, isn’t he?” he asked, not letting up.

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, he’s always been a bit of a domineering ass, to be honest.”

“Levi, listen, I don’t know what went on between the two of you, but I don’t need to get in the middle of it. It doesn’t have anything to do with me.”

“What went on?” he asked, laughing. “What did he tell you?”

“He didn’t tell me anything really,” I replied.

“That means he told you something,” he said. “I bet he told you about Zoe, didn’t he?”

My ears perked up at the sound of Zoe’s name.

“Zoe Rothchild?” I asked.

“You know her then,” he said.

“I’ve met her a few times,” I said, trying not to clench my teeth at the thought of her.

“Zoe and I are old friends.”

“I see.”

“We were from opposite sides of the city. I was poor. She was rich.”

I nodded politely, wishing I didn’t have to hear anything more about Zoe.

“We met at Central Park one sunny afternoon in the Spring when we were teenagers. We fell in love. She was everything to me, but we were still just kids. Still in high school. Her parents hated me, for obvious reasons. They wanted her to date someone with a pedigree, well-heeled. Someone like Bear.”

I nodded again, not sure where this was going.

“We all ended up together at Yale. I worked my fucking ass off to get a scholarship so I could be with Zoe. It worked. Things were great.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said, sipping my water. I’d abandoned the sake completely.

The waitress arrived and we ordered. She left quickly and he dove back into his story.

“Bear grew up getting whatever he wanted handed to him on a silver platter. He had a bad habit of just…taking…whatever he wanted, with absolutely no consequences whatsoever.”

He stopped, gulping his sake down and filling his cup with more.

“If Bear wanted a good grade, he just had to be nice to the teacher. He was charming, I’ll give him that. Still is. He could charm the pants off the most stern professor and have them eating out of his hand in no time. Everyone loved him. That’s why they let him get away with things that most people wouldn’t. He was a like a snake that bit you while he was smiling at you, you know? You didn’t even feel the bite till he was way out of sight.”

I nodded again, completely clueless how to respond.

“Zoe fell for his charms. My beloved Zoe.” My stomach sank when he said that. I knew there was more between Zoe and Bear than just a friendship. I wished again that he would just stop, I didn’t really want to know all the gory details.

“The girl I’d done everything I could to impress, the girl I’d fallen head over heels in love with. The girl who I thought loved me too. And you know, that was the hardest part of it all. I do know she loved me. But, it was like Bear put her under some sort of trance, where all she could see and think about was him. Not long after she met him, she left me, kicked me out of her life completely.”

“That’s awful, Levi, I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks,” he nodded, his eyes clouding over. “It was really hard back then. I’m over it now, of course. It’s been years. And they didn’t last long at all. She came running back to me after a while, but the damage was done. I could never trust her again. We’re friends now, but that’s all it we will ever be.”

“I see,” I said, nodding. “Maybe that’s the way it was meant to be?”

“No,” he shook his head firmly, “it wasn’t. Bear changed everything. He changed the course of Zoe’s life. He changed the course of mine. We had all these plans. Marriage, kids, all of that. It was like he bulldozed over us and then just went on with his life like nothing had ever happened.”

I stared across the table at him, once again unsure how to reply. Bear had made it sound like his beef with Levi was no big deal. Obviously, to Levi, it was.

“Anyway,” he said, sensing my discomfort, “let’s not talk about all of that unpleasantness.”

I nodded, smiling across the table at him, agreeing. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about this. I didn’t like thinking about Bear and Zoe together, but now I couldn’t help it. She’d told me she’d just had sex with him once, that first time I met her in the bathroom. Now, it seemed like their relationship was much more involved.

I pushed it all away, convincing myself that it was all in the past and none of it mattered anymore.

Our dinner came and we dove in, talking about New York. He told me about all his favorite restaurants and the best places to shop in my neighborhood. Bear wasn’t mentioned again the entire night, and I was thankful for that. I felt bad for Levi. Obviously, the whole situation had affected him greatly and even though I didn’t want to talk about it, I still felt bad for him.

Finally, after our plates were cleared, he changed the subject to business.

“Okay, so I showed your designs to my boss. Technically, I’m the one who recruits new talent, but it’s a concerted effort with my team and we all have to agree on something before moving forward. There’s always a lot of push and pull in these situations and nothing is ever set in stone before a contract is signed, but this is how all this starts out.”

“Okay…”

“So, I showed two people your stuff and they loved it. In fact, they’re over the moon about it. Sara, my assistant, can’t wait to meet you. And, I’d love to get my hands on anything you have completed so we can show them to everyone.”

“Sure, of course,” I said.“I have several pieces at home.”

“Perfect,” he said. “I think this could really go somewhere, Chloe. We’ve been looking for someone like you for a long time.”

“Someone like me?” I squeaked, my heart pounding in my chest.

“Yes! An unknown name is very valuable in this game, if you can believe it. People are always looking for something new and fresh. New and fresh are synonymous with hip and trendy, you know?”

“Sure,” I said. I didn’t know, but if he said so, I believed him. “They didn’t think my designs were too ‘West Coast’?”

“No way,” he said. “Everything can be adapted. We can change fabrics and colors and make it more sophisticated, if that’s what you mean. Everything is so casual on the West Coast, isn’t it?”

I nodded again, my head spinning.

“So what are you saying exactly?” I asked.

“I’m saying, get me more stuff to look at. You’re in the running for a job at Armani. If all goes well, we’ll bring you in, give you space and time, and let you work your magic with an entire team supporting you in every way. We’ll make you the next face of the Armani’s women’s line, Chloe!”

“That’s huge,” I said. “Levi, this is crazy! I can’t thank you enough.”

“No thanks necessary, love! You’re the one making my job easy by being so talented. And you practically fell into my lap! I should be thanking you!”

He reached over, grasping my hand and squeezing it, the heat rolling off of his palm shooting right through me.

A wave of queasiness washed over me.

“Excuse me,” I said, sliding out of my seat and racing to the ladies room.

Breathe through your mouth, breathe through your mouth, I told myself as I ran inside. I ran into a stall and sat down, putting my head between my legs. My legs were shaking and my palms were sweaty and I was fighting to keep my food down.

I should have stayed in bed, I thought to myself. Raw fish probably wasn’t the bed thing to be eating right now.

After a few moments and a lot of deep breaths, I felt a little better. I made my way back to the table and explained to Levi that I wasn’t feeling well. Like a complete gentleman, he escorted me outside and after I refused a ride all the way home, he hailed me a cab and gave me a gentle hug goodbye.

I promised to be in touch soon and half an hour later, I was at home.

My bed had never felt so comforting. I sank into the soft downy comforter, my head melting into the memory foam pillow, the mattress enveloping me in warmth and softness.

I feel asleep hard and fast, dreaming of Bear’s kisses, his masterfully sculpted abs, and his perfect cock that I hadn’t felt inside of me in way too long. If I didn’t feel better soon, I was surely going to die from missing him.

And that cock.

That perfect, skillful cock.

I missed it like I’d never missed anything and I awoke the next morning, finally feeling better and desperately needing to see the love of my life.






CHAPTER 20

Bear’s voice was thick with sleepiness when I called him early the next morning.

“Beauty,” he growled. “Good morning, babe.”

“Good morning,” I said. “I can’t take this anymore. I need to see you.”

“Are you feeling better?”

“For the most part. When can I see you?”

“I’m swamped at the office all day. Dinner tonight?”

“Okay,” I said, disappointed that I had to wait so long.

“Sorry, love. Pick somewhere to go, okay? Maybe sushi?”

“No!” I cried, my stomach churning at the thought of last night’s dinner. “I think I need something simple.”

“Okay, whatever you’d like, love.”

“Thank you. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, babe. Everything okay?”

“Yes, I just miss you. I can’t wait to see you tonight, babe.”

“Me too, Beauty,” he growled. “Have a wonderful day, love.”

“Thank you, you too,” I said, hanging up the phone.

I started my morning with a cup of tea, the nausea hanging on but a little better today. I ate toast and jam, which thankfully stayed down, but only made me even hungrier. By the time I’d cooked eggs and bacon, I was ravenous. I devoured my breakfast and then set to work.

I finished the dress I was working on by noon, feeling ecstatic about the progress I was finally making. I started another one, hoping to finish it within days, so I could take it to Levi. I wanted to give him something new, something I’d just done, to show the level I was working at now.

Tonight, I’d tell Bear about my dinner with Levi. I knew he wouldn’t be too happy about it, but I didn’t want to keep anything from him. Besides, the news was so big there was no way I’d be able to keep it from him. I was bursting to tell someone.

Marie, I thought, grabbing the phone and calling her.

She answered right away. I hadn’t talked to her since she’d gone back home and a wave of emotion hit me when I heard her voice. I missed her so much.

“Chloe!” she answered. “Hi, baby!”

“Hi, there!”

“How’s New York?” she asked.

“Cold. Still cold.”

“I don’t know how you can be cold when you have that big hunk of man to keep you warm.”

“I’ve been kinda sick. I haven’t seen him in a few days. I’m definitely cold.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. Just a virus or something, I guess. I’m feeling a little better today. We have a date tonight.”

“I wish I was there,” she said.

“Me, too,” I replied.

“I’ll come back and visit again soon. I can’t wait to experience more of New York.”

“I think you got the best part already,” I teased, referring to our little sexcapade.

“You might be right,” she said. “May be hard to top that.”

“I’m sure Bruce will give it a try,” I said.

“Fuck, I hope so. Did you see that man’s cock?” she asked.

“I did,” I said. “It’s huge.”

“Well, he’s no match for Bear. That’s guy’s sporting a monster between his legs. No wonder you’re so enamored.”

“I love Bear for his personality, not for the size of his cock, Marie,” I said.

“Oh, please, you know the love of the cock came before the love of the man!”

I laughed, unable to stop myself.

“Stop,” I said, finally, clutching my queasy stomach. “I called to give you some news.”

“Oh, yeah? Tell me!”

“Well, do you remember that guy Levi from the club? He works at Armani and he wants to show my stuff to his team. I might be the face of the next women’s line at Armani, Marie!”

“Armani! Are you fucking kidding me?” she exclaimed. “That’s incredible!”

“I know!”

“Wait, I’m confused, though,” she said. “I thought you were going to open your own store? And aren’t you supposed to be planning a wedding, too? Oh, my god, did you even tell Matilda yet?”

I rolled my eyes.

“No, I haven’t told Matilda. Bear and I are going to tell her together. She’s busy with her new job and boyfriend, she doesn’t care what I’m doing. Typical Matilda, right?”

“I guess,” she said.

“Anyway, the wedding is on hold. Well, not on hold, but we haven’t even set a date yet. It’ll happen. We’re going to have a long engagement, I think. We’ll see.”

“Have you even talked about the wedding since he asked you to marry him?”

“Well, no, but he’s been very busy.”

“You went to a fucking island together for a week, Chloe. You didn’t talk about it then?”

“No! Marie, God, can you just stop interrogating me? Fuck.”

“Okay, okay, sorry,” she said. “It’s hard to keep up, there’s so much going on with you. Now, what about the store?”

“I haven’t decided. I mean, yes, I’m opening my own store, but then I met this guy and this Armani thing just happened and now I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place.”

“How so?”

“Bear wants me to keep going full steam ahead with the store. He’s not too fond of Levi.”

“Levi? That dreamboat you met at the sex club?”

“Yes, that’s what I just said! Pay attention, Marie!”

“Well, for fuck’s sake, look at him! He looked like he just stepped out of GQ or something. Of course Bear doesn’t want you hanging around him. Even men like Bear get jealous. Especially men like Bear!”

“Hmm, you may have a point. They do have a bit of a history together. They’re definitely not friends.”

“Sounds like you’re playing with fire to me, Chloe,” she said. “Be careful.”

“Shit, I hope not. It’s fucking Armani, for fuck’s sake.”

“So what? Wouldn’t you rather be your own boss? Have complete creative control?”

“Yes, but…”

“But what?”

“Well, the thing about opening my own place is that I’ll be totally financially dependent on Bear for everything.”

“So what? Aren’t you already? He pays your rent, your bills, takes you out, buys you things. He’s going to be your husband, Chloe.”

“That’s very nineteen fifties’ of you, Marie.”

“Oh, fuck that. Listen, if you can work for yourself do it. Forget all that independent woman bullshit. Let Bear help you. You’re fucking great, Chloe. You’ve got mad skills. Use them. Believe in yourself. Pretty soon you’ll be doing so great, you won’t need anyone else, even Bear.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re the best friend in the whole world?”

“Once,” she replied. “Seems like it’s been forever, though. If only I could remember who said that…”

“Oh, hush. I love you. I gotta go now.”

“Okay, love you too. Tell Bruce I said hello.”

“I’m sure you can tell him yourself. There is a thing called the telephone!”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “You know I like to play hard to get.”

“Play being the operative word. You’re the easiest girl I know.”

“I don’t think you have much room to talk, Beauty,” she said.

“Yeah, yeah,” I laughed, hanging up the phone and feeling much better now that I’d talked to her. I was even more confused, but I felt better.

One out of two ain’t bad, right?






CHAPTER 21

“C hinese or Pizza?” Bear asked. I was snuggled up on his couch next to a roaring fire and he was looking through takeout menus.

“Chinese,” I said, smiling over at him.

It was so good to see him, to just be near him. I knew I missed him but I hadn’t really realized how much until he showed up at my front door tonight, looking like a dream. He looked amazing, he smelled even better and when he kissed me, I thought I might die of happiness right there at his feet.

“Chinese it is, then,” he said. He picked up the phone and began ordering in Chinese and my eyes widened as I listened. When he hung up, I whistled.

“I’m impressed,” I said.

“I spent a summer in Beijing,” he shrugged. “I picked up a little Mandarin while I was there.”

“What else don’t I know about you?” I asked.

“Oh, I’m sure there’s lots of things,” he said, sitting on the couch next to me and pulling me close. “Good thing we have the rest of our lives for you to discover them, huh?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding emphatically. “Absolutely.”

“I’m glad you’re feeling better tonight, love,” he said. “I’ve been pretty lonely around here without you.”

“I’m glad, too,” I said, leaning into him. He felt so real, so solid, so strong, and yet every time I was with him, it was like I was suspended in a dream. Some fantasy come to life that hadn’t fully formed and taken residence in my brain just yet. Like I had to keep convincing myself that this was all real, that it was really happening.

“How was your day yesterday? Are you learning your way around town now?”

“For the most part,” I said. “My GPS helps.”

“Ah, yes, the joys of technology. Amazing, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I said, growing quiet. “So, I have to tell you something.”

“What’s that?” he asked, brushing a kiss across my lips. I wanted to melt into him, let him sink into me, lose myself in his embrace for the rest of the night, but guilt was gnawing at me and I needed to make it go away before I could get on with my night.

“I know you told me not to give Levi’s proposal any weight, but I had to at least hear him out.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked. I was still leaning into him and I felt him tense, but I soldiered on.

“He told me he had good news, a proposal of sorts.”

“And what did he propose?”

“He told me he had some people that were interested in seeing more of my stuff. To maybe give me a position. He said I could be the next face of the women’s Armani line.”

I’d said it a few times out loud by now but this time, it all just sounded funny to me.

“You’re kidding, right, Chloe? Tell me you aren’t serious.” Something about the tone of his voice bothered me.

“I’m not kidding, and yes I’m serious.”

“Chloe, we talked about this already. There’s no reason for you to get mixed up with Levi. You’ll better serve your career by doing things yourself. You don’t need to pay your dues, you don’t need to learn from some old, outdated company. And I’m sure he’s all talk anyway.”

“He already showed my stuff to some people who like it. It’s not just him, Bear. I’d be doing business with other people in the company, too. I’m going to finish up a couple of pieces I’m working on and have dinner with him again next week to give them to him. It’s worth seeing what they say, don’t you think?”

“What did you just say, Chloe?”

“What?”

“Did you say you were going to have dinner with him? Again?”

“Well, yes, I—.”

“—When did you have dinner with him the first time?”

Fuck! Didn’t I mention that at first?

“Last night,” I said. “Sorry, I thought I said that.”

“No, you didn’t. You told me you weren’t feeling well yesterday and that you couldn’t see me. Instead, you had dinner with Levi?”

“I’m sorry, Bear, I meant to tell you—.”

“Hush!” he said.

He stood up quickly, pacing around the room, walking back and forth in front of the fireplace. The crackle of the flames behind him was the only sound in the room. My heart skipped a beat as he stopped and stared down at me.

Slowly, he shook his head.

“Beauty, you know what this means, don’t you?” he asked, his eyes peering straight into my soul. I saw everything in his. He was an open book.

He was angry. He was disappointed. I’d lied and he caught me. He wasn’t pleased.

I guess I understood. We’d not seen each other for days and I was out with someone else. Another man that he despised. Of course, he would be angry, right?

When I saw him looking at me, when I heard his question, I knew the answer. Of course I would be punished. But my heart skipped a beat with the anticipation of the pleasure that would come after.

I nodded slowly, rising to stand in front of him.

God, I’d missed him. I’d missed his touch, his kiss, his smell, but most of all, I realized I’d missed that fiery look in his eyes. That darkness that ripped through me every single fucking time, melting everything in its path.

“Yes, I know what this means,” I said, lowering my head, my nipples hardening in anticipation.

“Go,” he said. I nodded, walking out of the living room and down the hall, past the abstract paintings and past the normal guest rooms until I reached his room.

His secret room that I’d grown to love and lust for all at the same time.

I couldn’t wait to feel the slap of his hand on my naked flesh.

I couldn’t wait to shudder at the sound of the blow.

I couldn’t wait to feel his cock grow against my belly with each resounding smack.

He grabbed a heavy, thick whip from the wall. The smell of leather washed over me and I inhaled deeply, the heady aroma had quickly become an aphrodisiac for me.

“Strip!” he said, turning to face me. Pleasure washed over me as he sat down, silently gesturing for me to lie on top of him.

I stripped off my clothes quickly, letting them fall in a heap at my feet. I was disappointed to see he didn’t take his off, but I didn’t dare say a word about it. He wouldn’t look at me, he stared straight ahead with an angry grimace and my stomach flipped as I realized he was truly angry this time.

“Bear, I’m sorry…” I muttered, as I crawled onto his lap.

“Shut up!” he barked. I jumped, my legs wiggling as I closed my eyes, bracing myself for the blow.

Silently, he began, using the whip right away.

One. Two. Three. Four.

I held my breath, the leather slapping against my bare ass like a snack bite. I cringed with each blow, stiffening against him.

Five. Sex. Seven.

I cried out, the last blow hitting so hard I felt it ricochet into my brain. He kept going.

Eight. Nine. Ten.

“Bear!” I cried, whipping my head around to look at him. His gaze was focused on my ass and he wouldn’t look up at me at all. Tears streamed down my face.

Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen.

My head fell back down, and I clenched my eyes shut, trying to melt into the pain, waiting for it to turn into pleasure like it always had before. But instead, it just kept hurting more.

Fourteen. Fifteen.

“Stop!” I cried. “Please! I’m sorry!”

Sixteen.

“Bear!” I screamed.

Seventeen. Eighteen.

“Peaches!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Peaches, goddammit! Peaches! Stop!”

He stopped, suddenly standing up as I fell in a crying heap at his feet.

“Bear!” I cried, tears streaming down my face. He looked down at me, his eyes a violent storm of anger and pain.

The man I loved wasn’t there.

The darkness was too dark this time.

We’d gone too far.

He walked away, leaving me there on the floor crying, his shoulders stiff and tense.

“Bear!” I cried. “Don’t leave! Bear!”

He didn’t even look back.






CHAPTER 22

I  was pretty sure my eyes were swollen shut. I tried to open one at a time, but the light pierced them painfully and I finally gave up, keeping them half-shut and feeling around my room until I made it to the bathroom.

I’d come home last night after the terrible scene with Bear and cried myself to sleep. He’d gone to his bedroom and never come out. I took a cab home, leaving without saying a word to him.

I couldn’t believe the way he’d reacted. The way he’d hit me like that, without putting any love into it.

God, it sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it?

But last night had been punishment for punishment’s sake and I wasn’t into that.

That was just violence.

I was willing to go along with so much, as long as the love was there, as long as there was an element of play to the game.

Last night, whatever it was, wasn’t a game.

He’d been legitimately pissed off at me and he’d taken it out on my ass.

He’d never done that without talking to me before. Without gently rubbing my ass now and then. Without turning it into a sexual thing, fingering me, pinching my nipples, whispering dirty words to me. He’d always turned into a sexual game.

Last night was anything but sexual.

He’d not even undressed.

He’d disciplined me like a child and I was absolutely mortified and angry. I was angry at him for doing it, but I was angry at myself for letting it happen.

Should I have seen it coming? Maybe.

It all seems so obvious now, doesn’t it? Like, where did I think it was leading? Didn’t I realize I might be in over my head the first time he’d ‘punished’ me for wearing panties?

But no. I thought it was all fun and games.

I don’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t stopped. I’d used my safe word for the first time and he’d respected that, and I had to at least give him credit for that. But it was like he was a robot, a zombie, a man possessed by something else.

My beautiful, gentle, loving, yet demanding man, was gone.

I don’t know what was there in his place, but I didn’t want any part of it.

I jumped in the shower and tried to wash it all away, but it wasn’t dirt. There wasn’t anything I could do to change things, to go back and make last night different. There wasn’t anything either of us could do or say to take it all back. I couldn’t wash it away.

Last night was one of those nights I would never forget, no matter how much I wanted to. Like a bad disease, I was stuck with it.

The hot water poured over me, mixing with the hot tears that had begun as soon as I’d stepped under the water.

“Fuck!” I yelled. “Fuck!”

What the hell happens now, I wondered?

Will he ever even talk to me again?

Did I even want him to?

If he got that upset because I had dinner with someone, no wait—if I lied to him about having dinner with someone—what else would he get upset about? And what would he do then?

Did he not trust me? Did he think I was going to fuck, Levi? Didn’t he realize how much I loved him? What I would do for him? What I had done for him?

I’d given up everything I’d ever known, left my home just because he told me to, left my friends, all for him. I’d taken him deep into places that I didn’t even know existed before he came along, and now…what were we left with but two fractured pieces of something that I thought was whole and true?

Had I been wrong all along?

I contemplated calling him, apologizing, but my pride wasn’t about to let that happen. He needed to apologize to me. He was the one who’d gone too far, he was the one that had gotten out of control. He needed to come to me first. I wasn’t about to go to him. And I wasn’t sure I was going to forgive him.

My head was spinning and my heart felt like I’d been stabbed a million times. I had no idea if we’d ever be able to heal this.

Time. Maybe we just needed time.

The wounds were still fresh.

Surprisingly, my ass was in pretty good shape, considering the abuse he’d heaped upon it last night.

It was my heart that was broken into a million pieces now.






CHAPTER 23

O NE WEEK LATER

 

The damned ring reflected off of everything as I tried to work, catching my eye every time I moved my hand. I couldn’t take it off, despite the fact that I hadn’t heard a peep from Bear in a week.

At first, waiting for him to call was like doing a fast.

Usually, we texted each other all day and his sudden absence was like I’d suddenly stopped drinking wine. Which I had, because just the smell of it seemed to make me nauseous these days. I felt stone cold sober now. My life without Bear was like waking up from a hard bender, reality crashing down around me in the starkest of wake-up calls.

I had no idea what I was going to do without him in my life. My entire existence in New York was built around him. I’d barely seen or talked to my mother. Hell, she didn’t even know about my relationship with Bear in the first place. I’d bailed on the one chance I had to tell her, hiding my ring in my purse. I couldn’t go to her now. Not with this.

I’d talked to Marie almost nonstop and ignored her advice completely. She thought I should just call him, or go see him, talk to him. I was all up for talking to him, because it was time I got more answers from him, but I wasn’t about to make the first move.

Marie thought I was being stubborn and maybe she was right. But I felt so weird about the whole thing, I didn’t understand why he’d done what he’d done—everything was so out of character, but in a way, I guess it wasn’t.

Had this all been leading to this awful place and I’d just been incredibly naive?

I sighed as I closed the seam on the dress I was working on.

I should have known.

I should have known.

It was all right there in front of me the whole time.

I was convinced now that it was the intoxication I felt when I was with him that allowed me to get to that other place. It was a game. I wasn’t to blame.

So, I hadn’t thought he would take it to that level, but I’d participated in what I’d thought was something entirely sexual.

Apparently, to Bear, it went further than that.

And to me, that was too far.

I wasn’t about to accept violence for punishment’s sake. I would gladly tell him that, explain every thought and feeling I had, too.

If only he’d fucking call.

But he didn’t.

So I didn’t.

And, here we were. Or, rather, here I was.

Alone. Confused. Hurt.

But after a week of lying around and nervously twisting my hair around my fingers and staring off into the distance, my eyes swollen from constant crying, unable to keep anything down— at this point, I was just tired of being love sick.

I picked myself up, took a shower, ignored the nausea, ate a good breakfast and made myself get to work.

I reminded myself that I had other options.

My entire life didn’t have to be based around Bear.

I still had a career. Or, at least a dream. And that wasn’t dead yet.

Maybe my engagement was, I still wasn’t entirely sure, but my dream was the only thing that got me out of that bed and propelled me into the shower and to the sewing machine and then, finally, to the phone.

Levi had left me messages all week that I’d ignored completely. I just couldn’t talk to him at first. I had no idea what to say.

At first, I didn’t want to piss Bear off any more than I had already. I figured he would call me the next day, or the day after that, or the day after that, and we would make up.

But after all this time, what’s the point of trying not to piss him off?

I walked out of that shower this morning determined to live my life, with or without him. I’d done nothing wrong and I had nothing to apologize for. If Bear couldn’t be man enough to come to me, then fuck him.

Or not.

I pushed away all my yearning for him—closing off my heart and turning off my body, because that was the only way I could get through the day.

Levi had been happy to hear from me. I’d agreed to meet with him again tonight and I was determined to hear him out, ask a lot of questions, and do what was best for me. I vowed not to let the situation with Bear sway me in any way.

I stared down at the ring on my finger, remembering that moment in the airport that he’d put it on. I’d taken the choker off as soon as I’d gotten home after that horrible night and I reached up now, brushing my fingers against my naked neck. I stood up, walking out of my messy studio and into my bedroom. I opened the top drawer of my dresser and slid the ring off my finger, letting it fall onto a pile of scarves, right next to all of my chokers.

I closed the drawer, my heart heavy as tears fell from my eyes.

The first lurch caught me off guard and I ran to the bathroom, everything I’d eaten this morning coming up in a flush of release that felt like I was expelling every emotion I’d ever felt, all of the pain, all of the torment, all of the sadness, it all came up with my breakfast.

I sat back on my heels afterwards, a slight sheen of sweat on my forehead, trying to catch my breath.

I’d been nauseous for over a week, my heart so full of pain, and the sudden rush of relief felt like I’d been cleansed, in a way.

I took another shower and brushed my teeth and later, as I was getting ready to have dinner with Levi, I almost—almost—felt like my old self.






CHAPTER 24

“I  can’t believe you showed my portfolio to Armani!” I said, my eyes wide with disbelief. Levi was beaming across from me and I was sure I was too. “That’s just unbelievable. I didn’t think you’d show it to him personally.”

“We were in a meeting together,” he shrugged, as if being in a meeting with Armani was something he did every day. “I had it with me and I figured why not.”

“Tell me again what he said,” I insisted, my eyes bright with excitement. He’d already told me the story three times, but I couldn’t hear it enough.

Levi smiled, his sexy grin growing into a low chuckle that made his broad shoulders shake.

“He said your designs remind him of Donna Karan’s early work,” he said. It was like music to my ears.

“Seriously, she’s one of my idols. Her simple lines, her bold shapes…I couldn’t be more flattered.”

“Well, I’m glad,” he said. “You should be proud of your work, Chloe, it’s good.”

“Thank you,” I said, smiling across the table at him. “That’s very nice of you to say. You’ve been very kind.” I reached up, brushing my hair behind my ears. His eyes locked onto my finger and he squinted.

“Where’s your ring?” he asked.

“Oh,” I said. “I took it off.”

“That’s too bad,” he said, his green eyes warm and tender. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said, raising my chin. “I am. Bear and I had…a fight…I guess. I thought we might work things out but I haven’t heard from him in a while, so I guess it’s over.”

“I see,” he said, reaching over and putting his hand on mine. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks,” I said, biting my lip. I felt a tad guilty talking to him about it. I hadn’t even talked to Bear about it, but what did it matter? If he wanted to talk to me, he’d call. “It is what it is.”

“That’s true,” he said. “I think you’ll be pretty busy soon and won’t have too much time to think about it.”

“Do you really think I’ll get a job there?” I couldn’t believe what he was saying.

“I think there’s a very good chance. Armani took your portfolio. He told me he’s got a few other candidates that he’s considering bringing on as consultants for his summer line and he wanted to look at your designs a little closer. That sounds to me like you’ve got a great chance.”

“It’s such an honor just having him look at it.”

“I’m glad you’re happy, Chloe,” he said, his hand still on top of mine. “You’re a wonderful woman. You deserve to be happy. Bear’s a stupid man for letting a girl like you go…”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m not sure where we’re headed, to tell you the truth.”

“Well, he’s a complicated guy.”

“That’s for sure,” I said, sighing.

I turned and scanned the restaurant. We’d met at Forlini’s, an Italian joint on Baxter St. that had high backed red-velvet booths and sparkling chandeliers. It was beautiful and I was happy to be sitting here with Levi.

The waitress brought out our food out. We’d both ordered spaghetti and meatballs and we dug in. I was ravenous and hoping like hell I could keep this down. I couldn’t believe how sick I was from this break-up. It was like I’d been run over by a train and all the damage was concentrated in my gut.

Breaking up with Harlan hadn’t affected me physically at all. In fact, I’d felt lighter after leaving him, as if a great weight had lifted from my life. This thing with Bear had my stomach in knots and my heart feeling like it was suffocating me at every moment. Even after this mornings purge session, I still felt sick.

“You sure you’re okay?” Levi asked, his fork frozen in mid-air.

“Yes,” I said, nodding, pretending, “I’m fine.”

“Chloe, I want you to know I’m here for you. I know we’re going to have a great professional relationship and I can’t wait to see where it all goes. But I want you to know I’m here for you personally, too. It can be hard to make friends in the city, and if you need anything, you can always call me. Even if it’s just an ear.”

“Thank you,” I replied, smiling. “That’s very sweet of you. I might just take you up on that. You do have great taste in restaurants!”

“I hate to cook,” he said. “I think I’ve eaten in every restaurant in Manhattan by now.”

I laughed, shoveling more spaghetti in my mouth, trying to shove all my feelings down with it. I was constantly on the verge of crying and even now, in the midst of getting the best compliment of my professional career, I still felt like a huge chunk of my life was missing.

Time, I told myself again, looking across the table at Levi, time will heal all wounds, they say.

Maybe having a friend in the meantime wouldn’t be so bad.

“Thank you,” I said, reaching across and grabbing his hand. “I do need a friend.”

“Well, you’ve got one right here,” he said, his grass green eyes sparkling under the warm light of the chandelier.



“When will it stop snowing?” I asked, as Levi and I walked down the sidewalk.

“Maybe in a month or so, perhaps a little more,” he said.

“I might freeze by then,” I replied, sidestepping a huge puddle of who knows what. I held my breath as I passed by, determined not to be assaulted by the deluge of the constant street aromas. I shivered in the cold, shoving my hands inside my coat.

I’d eaten way too much and now that we were out in the cold again, my stomach was clenching up from the cold, causing me to feel even sicker than before I’d eaten. I took slow, even breaths to keep the nausea at bay.

“Where do you live?” Levi asked.

“Not too far,” I said. “I can make it on my own, you don’t have to walk me all the way there.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “What kind of gentlemen would I be to not walk you home after dark?”

“Okay, thank you, Levi,” I said, trying to smile through my chattering teeth.

“So when do you think you’ll hear anything?” I asked after a few minutes.

“It could be a while,” he said. “A few weeks, maybe more. Georgio doesn’t do anything in a hurry.”

“I see,” I said. I needed to start making plans. My savings was dwindling, I didn’t want to use Bear’s money to get by and I didn’t want to ask my mother for help either. I needed a job of some sort. I probably needed to find a new place to live, too. The thought of it was overwhelming and yet I just didn’t see things going any other way. I’d feel better once I was on my own and independent, though.

This was exactly what I was afraid of before, being dependent on Bear and then having everything stripped away. I was beginning to feel glad that it hadn’t gone on any further, despite the intense pain I was feeling. Maybe it was for the best. Maybe after all the bad feelings went away, I’d be whole again.

Right now, I’d settle for not feeling like my tits were going to fall off from the freezing cold and that I wasn’t going to puke all the time.

We turned the corner near my apartment building and a wave of nausea hit me like a mack truck. I froze, hunching over as I lost it.

All of it.

And by all of it, I mean all the spaghetti and red sauce I’d just ravenously consumed came rushing out of me and onto the sidewalk, splashing up and hitting not just my beautiful black Frey boots, but Levi’s very expensive Italian loafers.

I tried to wave him away, but I couldn’t see much through the tears that seemed to think right now was a good time to start flowing down my face. I puked for what seemed like hours, but was probably only a moment, but what it lacked in time, it made up for in volume and color.

I’d never been more embarrassed.

“Oh, Chloe,” Levi said, handing me a handkerchief. If I hadn’t been so embarrassed, I’d have been charmed by the fact that a man in the year 2017 was actually carrying a handkerchief. I grabbed it from him thankfully and wiped my face.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, finally standing up.

He shook his head, his brow wrinkled in concern.

“Don’t be,” he said, putting an arm around me and guiding me down the street, my dinner left behind on the sidewalk, “let’s get you home.”

I nodded, leaning into him as he led me all the way to my apartment.

He rode up the elevator with me and I couldn’t help but remember riding it with Bear.

Images of the past swam through my head. The excitement I’d felt when he’d first shown me the apartment that first day. The day we’d come back from the airport together, the ring heavy on my finger, my heart bursting with joy from the fact that I was going to be his wife.

I wonder how long I’ll drown in these memories, I thought. I looked over at Levi, grateful for his friendship. At least I wasn’t completely alone.

“Thanks for walking me home,” I said. “This is my floor. Come on in and let me clean up your shoes.”

“That’s what friends are for,” he said, smiling. Levi was so sweet, so kind, so gentle, so undemanding and all he wanted to do was help me. He’d not asked for a thing in return and I was incredibly grateful for that. I wasn’t sure I had anything left to give.

I cleaned his shoes while he took in the view and afterwards, after a quick hug and a promise to keep in touch, he was gone.

I wondered why Bear didn’t like him again, because he seemed like such a great guy. Maybe they were too different. Maybe they never got over the competition thing with Zoe.

Whatever it was, I guess it didn’t matter anymore.

My life would be different now. I wasn’t sure where it was going, or how things would work out, but that was the joy of it all, I guess. At least that’s what they say, right?

They also say you should follow your heart, but which way do you go when your heart is broken into a million pieces?






CHAPTER 25

T  he doorbell rang and my heart jumped into my chest.

It has to be Bear! I thought.

Levi had been gone over half an hour and I’d been lying as still as possible on my sofa, drinking tea and eating crackers, like a sick toddler.

I felt like a complete fool and I hoped like hell he wasn’t coming back.

I couldn’t face him again after puking on his shoes. He’d been a complete gentleman about it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he never called me again, either. Violently covering one’s shoes in an expensive dinner they’d just paid for wasn’t the best way to get a job or keep a friend.

I walked to the door full of hopeful trepidation, my heart pounding, my head spinning about what to say to Bear after all this time. I vowed not to fling myself into his arms and let him talk first.

I smoothed my hair and took a gulp of water before flinging opening the door.

“Oh!” I said, my heart sinking. “What are you doing here? Go away, Harlan!”

Harlan shoved his hand in the door as I tried to close it, forcing it open and walking inside.

“Harlan, what the fuck are you doing? Get out!” I said.

He walked all the way in, heading straight for the sofa and sitting down.

I closed the door and walked over to him.

“What do you want?” I asked. He sat hunched over, his head in his hands. Slowly, he looked up at me.

“You, Chloe, I want you,” he said, his face crumpled in pain.

“Harlan, give me a break,” I said, rolling my eyes. “How long has it been? It’s over. You’ve got to get over it.”

“I know it’s all my fault, Chloe,” he said, “but I can change, I can.”

“Harlan, I don’t care if you change. I don’t want to be with you. You need to just leave me alone and go on with your life. For fuck’s sake, I can’t believe you’re here again!”

“That’s because you’ve never loved anyone, Chloe. Not the way I love you. That’s why you can’t understand,” he said, standing up and walking over to me. Harlan was tall and he knew how to use his height to intimidate people. He used to do it to me all the time.

But not anymore.

“Leave.”

“Chloe, just listen to me.”

“I don’t want to listen to you,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Chloe, I can change, I can. I can’t give you everything that rich prick Dalton can give you but I can give you love.” His eyes were wild and searching and I turned away from him. I couldn’t bear to see the pain there. To know that I’d caused it somehow.

But no! I didn’t cause it. He did. By hitting me.

“Get out!” I turned back to him, pointing at the door. “Now!”

He started crying and I shook my head. That was exactly what he’d done after he’d slapped me in my apartment in Portland. I wasn’t afraid of him. I didn’t feel sorry for him. I didn’t feel anything for him.

“Just go,” I said. “You can’t fix this.”

My words stung. He blinked, squaring his shoulders and shaking his head.

“No,” he said, wiping his tears, “I loved you, Chloe. My love isn’t broken.”

“For fuck’s sake, Harlan, don’t make me call the cops,” I said, my mind frantically trying to remember where I’d left my phone. I turned my head to look around the apartment for it.

I moved towards the door and grabbed my purse, rummaging through it and finding my phone. I turned back to face Harlan but he was gone. I spun around and saw he was out on the balcony and beginning to pull himself over the railing.

“Harlan!” I screamed, running towards him. “No!”

My stomach lurched, my heart jumping into my chest as fear gripped me. I grabbed him before he could get over the railing, pulling on his arm as hard as I could. He landed hard on the floor.

“Fuck, Harlan!” I screamed. “This is ridiculous!” I reached down, grabbing his arm again and pulling him back inside the apartment, using all my strength to support him.

“Chloe, I love you,” he cried, his voice a pathetic whimper as he leaned into me. I pushed him towards the front door as anger rushed through my veins. I was so weak and so tired and so sick, I had no energy or time for his bullshit.

“Harlan,” I began, my voice low and angry, even as I felt all the energy drain from my limbs. “What we had is over. There’s no need for this kind of drama. I’m in love with someone else, and I need you to accept that. Please.”

His eyes widened and he straightened to his full height.

“I can’t let you be with anyone else, Chloe,” he said.

“I’m not with him!” I shouted, the reality of my situation becoming clear.

It was just me now. Bear wasn’t here to take control. Bear wasn’t here to make everything all right. Bear wasn’t here to save me. He wasn’t hear to charm everyone and make everything okay.

I was all alone.

“What are you trying to say?” Harlan asked.

My head spun.

“I’m not with you, I’m not with him, I’m not with anyone!”

Suddenly, everything I’d lost flashed in front of me—Bear’s stormy ocean eyes, his movie star smile, his warm, strong arms, his laughter, his huge, loving heart…I’d held it all in the palm of my hand and now in a flash—it was all gone.

Bear was gone. No matter what, I was on my own this time.

Being alone was the last thing I wanted. It sounded like a death sentence all on its own. My life without Bear had been dull and colorless. His touch had brought me to life. Without it, my existence would be empty. What was the point? The point of going back to the bland person I used to be? How would I ever be happy again?

“Are you okay?” Harlan asked with concern in his voice.

My stomach quivered as small beads of sweat popped up on my forehead. The pieces of my heart that were left dissolved into nothingness, leaving a huge empty wound bleeding pain into every corner of my tortured soul.

I tried to look back up at Harlan, but my head spun and I found myself falling to the floor at his feet, the pain was mercifully disappearing as I floated away into delicious, blissful blackness.






CHAPTER 26

T  he darkness was like water. Floating around me, I drifted through it, letting it slide through my fingers like locks of hair, burrowing into it as it surrounded me with its velvety warmth. Soft, smooth, sensuous like a lover’s caress, it enveloped me.

It loved me.

It knew me.

It saw me.

And still, it surrounded me. Embracing my flaws, accepting the cracks and licking at the wounds tenderly.

It mothered me.

I sank into its comfort, let it sink in.

I wanted to swim there forever, but there was this light.

In the distance.

A speckle…a crack in my delicious armor and I was doing everything I could to pretend didn’t exist.

The darkness was like the sweetest candy.

Pure. Untouched by pain.

The darkness was my home now and I wanted to make it my home forever.

But something else was calling me, too—a young voice, a little girl. I swam towards her angelic song, searching for her in the darkness. But there was so much water.

Too much to get through. It went on forever, shielding me from the pain of the light above. I turned away, avoiding the crack, rejecting the pain of its beautiful flickering flame.

Other voices threatened to break through, too, but I pushed them away, burrowing deeper in the softness, burrowing deeper in the dark, swimming my way back home.

I needed this, the darkness, the reprieve…

The release.

The little girl sang again, a whisper in the darkness that pierced through the pain.






CHAPTER 27

T  he harsh smell of antiseptics woke me up.

My eyes fluttered open and I smiled at my Mom’s worried face.

“Hey you,” she whispered, squeezing my hand, smiling. “You gave us quite a scare there.”

“Mom,” I said, my voice a squeaky croak. “Where am I?”

“At the hospital, darling. You’re going to be okay. You just fainted.”

“I did?” I asked, my mind spinning as I tried to remember what happened. I remembered Harlan showing up at my apartment and him trying to jump over the balcony and…

My head was spinning and the light was blinding me. I remembered nothing after I’d fallen over. “Where’s Harlan?” I asked.

“He’s out in the waiting room. I must say, I was surprised to see him here, Chloe. I thought you two were finished.”

“We are!” I insisted. “I just fainted? That’s all? Really?”

“Yes. That’s all. The doctor’s think you were just dehydrated. They did some blood tests just to be sure.”

“Oh, okay,” I said, nodding, wondering what the hell Harlan had told them. The last thing I wanted to do was get him in trouble. I knew deep down Harlan was harmless.

“Can I leave now?”

“No,” she said, putting her hand on my arm to keep me down. “Not yet. They want to keep you here overnight for observation.”

“Seriously? Mom, I’m fine,” I protested, sitting up. My stomach heaved and I fell back into the pillows.

“Seriously,” she replied, her mouth a firm, motherly line.

I smiled and shook my head.

“Fine. Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I really am fine though. I’ve just had a little virus or something the last few days.”

“Of course you’re fine, sweetheart,” she said, patting my hand. “Now, I’m going to go down to the gift shop and get you a few of those romance books you like. You like the one’s with the bad boys, right?”

I blushed and nodded. The last thing I wanted was to read about the latest toe curlers.

“Yeah, Mom,” I said, not having the heart to tell I’d never read another book like that. She walked to the door right as a nurse walked in.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

“Hey Mom?” I called.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for coming,” I said, as I realized how happy I was to see her.

“Of course, Chloe,” she said. “You’re my daughter.”

I smiled and took a deep breath.

I was alive.

Harlan hadn’t shot me.

Whatever else life threw at me, I could handle.

The door closed behind Mom and the nurse put some paperwork down next to me, as she sat on the side of my bed. Tiny spectacles perched on the edge of her button nose, her grey eyes peering out from them. Her greying black hair sprouted from her head like wires.

“How are you feeling, dear?” she asked.

“I’m okay. A little dizzy, I guess,” I said.

“Your boyfriend sure is worried about you,” she said with a smile.

“My boyfriend?” I asked, Bear’s face flashing in my mind.

“The tall, skinny guy pacing in our waiting room? He rode in the ambulance with you.”

“Oh. Harlan. Right.”

“Yes,” she said, patting my leg. “Must be nice to have someone love you like that. I remember young love, you know. Seems like so long ago, but my Frankie and I are still together, thirty-two years later.”

“That’s a long time,” I said.

“It is, isn’t it?” she asked, beaming. “I’m proud of it, you know. Took a lot of hard work. I don’t know how many times we broke up, or threatened to. Hell, sometimes, we’d go weeks without talking to each other, but you find a way to work things out, you know? You give in a little, you try to see things from their perspective, even when they’re wrong. And they’re wrong a lot, aren’t they?” she said, winking.

“Yeah, I guess,” I smiled.

“It’s hard, but you still have your youth, and that’s important. Make sure you take care of yourself. You’re going to need your strength.”

“I am?”

“Yes, darling. Didn’t the doctor come in? He must have told your boyfriend while you were sleeping.”

“Told him what?”

“Oh, sweetie, you don’t know?”

“No…”

“You’re pregnant, honey. That’s why you were so sick. Just a few weeks along, but it affects some earlier than others.”

My jaw dropped and all the blood drained from my face.

“I’m wh-what did you say?”

“Yep. Preggo!” she cried, patting my hand.

“What!”

“You know, hon…knocked up? Bun in the oven? Expecting? Eating for two? Harboring a fugitive? With child? Baking a baby? In the family way?” she winked.

“Okay!” I said. “I got it!”

“Isn’t it wonderful? Well, I’ll just let you get some rest now, darling. You just push that button right there if you need anything, now, you hear? I’ll send your boyfriend in to see you in a minute…”

I fell back onto the bed, clutching my stomach and staring down at it, feeling like I’d just been hit by a tsunami.

“No…” I whispered, as the door closed behind the woman.

Bear’s face flashed in my head and huge hot tears fell down my cheeks. I cried out, throwing myself back on the bed and turning on my side, my body convulsing with violent wracking sobs.






CHAPTER 28

BEAR


M ax drove like a bat out of hell. As soon as I’d gotten the call from Harlan, I rushed out of the meeting and had never been more thankful for having Max waiting for me at all times.

“It’s Chloe,” I cried, as I flung myself into the back seat. “She’s at Beth Israel, Max, get me there fast!”

Max wasted no time. It wasn’t long before I was rushing into the lobby. I saw Harlan at the end of the hall and I ran up to him.

“Where is she?” I demanded. “What happened?”

“She fainted, man, she’s going to be okay, she’s with her Mom right now,” he said.

“What do you mean she fainted? Where?”

“At her apartment.”

“Why were you there? I thought you left town?” I asked.

“Bear, I’m sorry,” he said, his scraggly hair hanging around his face. He looked skinny and stricken, his eyes sad and guilty. “I fucked up. I came back. I’ve just been so upset. I love her so much. You understand, don’t you man? She’s amazing.”

“What did you do?” I demanded, resisting the urge to punch him.

“I showed up and we argued. I got upset and I was going to jump off the balcony, but she pulled me off. She’s fucking incredible, man. She could have run. She could have bolted. She could have called the cops, but she didn’t do any of that.”

“What else happened?”

“I lost it. I broke down. She tried to get me to leave but I wouldn’t. Then she fainted.”

“What!” I yelled, grabbing him by the shirt and pushing him against the wall.

“She’s okay, man!” he yelled, throwing his hands up. “She just fainted!”

“What do you mean she fainted?”

“She just fell out, like one minute she was standing there and the next minute she was unconscious.”

“Jesus!” I said, pushing him away and walking away from him. I needed space between my fists and his face.

“I called an ambulance right away. They brought her straight here. The nurse and doctor said she’s gonna be just fine. Like I said, she’s in with Matilda, but you can see her soon, I’m sure…”

I closed the distance between us again, rage rushing through my veins, as I threw him against the wall again.

“Listen to me, Harlan. Listen very fucking carefully. The only reason I’m not going to kill you is because you called an ambulance for Chloe, do you understand? Otherwise, you’d be dead right now. Do you hear me?”

“Y-yes-yes, thank you,” he muttered, his eyes wild with fear. I tightened my grip on his shirt and lowered my voice.

“Now, are you still listening.”

“Yes,” he muttered. He was sweating profusely by now. He had no idea how close he’d coming to dying today.

“You’re going straight to the fucking airport and you’re going to get on the first flight out of here. I don’t care where you go, just fucking get out of New York and don’t ever fucking come back, do you hear me?”

“Y-yes, I do, man, I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t care about your apologies, now fucking go—.”

“Bear?” I turned to the sound of a voice and came face to face with Matilda.

She stared at me with wide eyes, her gaze darting back and forth between me and Harlan quizzically. I let him go and turned to her.

“Matilda, hello,” I said. “How is Chloe?”

“She’s going to be okay,” she said. “She just woke up, she’s going to be fine.”

“That’s wonderful!” I cried.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her eyes filled with confusion.

Fuck this, I thought. I’m tired of keeping secrets. I’d let Chloe put off telling her mother about us for way too long.

“Harlan called me,” I said, turning back to him. “You wait here, I’m not finished talking to you.”

He nodded and slumped against the wall.

I turned back to Matilda and flashed her a smile.

“Can we talk?” I asked.

“Of course,” she replied. I led her away from Harlan as I searched for the best words.

“There’s something you need to know,” I said.

“There is?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Chloe and I have grown close, Matilda,” I said. “I know it might come as a shock and we should have told you sooner. I wanted to tell you right away but Chloe wanted to wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“To tell you about us. We’re engaged.”

“What? Engaged? Are you kidding?”

“No, Matilda, I’m not. Like I said, I know it must come as a shock, but I think you’ll get used to the idea.”

“I don’t understand,” she shook her head.

“What’s not to understand? Chloe is a wonderful woman, Matilda. I never came into this expecting to fall in love. I promise I’ll take wonderful care of her and treat her with all the love and respect she deserves.”

“I can’t, I don’t… this is a lot to take in,” she said, shaking her head.

“I know, Matilda, I’m sorry to tell you like this, but I think it’s best that you know now,” I said.

“This is a lot to process,” she replied, searching my eyes. “I know you’re a good man, Bear, I’ve known you for years. I’ll need some time, but thank you for telling me. I wish Chloe didn’t think she needed to keep things from me.”

“I think the fact that I’m your employer had something to do with it.”

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll have more to say but… right now I think it’s best if I gather my thoughts. As soon as the nurse leaves, you can go in to see her. She’s in room 305. She’s awake now.”

“Thank you,” I said, pulling her close for a hug. I’d never hugged Matilda before and I wasn’t quite sure she wouldn’t break in half, but she didn’t. She’d taken the news a lot better than Chloe had imagined. I wasn’t worried in the slightest.

I just hoped Chloe would still have me.

Matilda walked down the hall and I turned back to Harlan.

“Now go, and remember what I said. Don’t come back. She’s done with you. Do you understand me?”

“I understood before you got here.”

I turned away, my eyes on the door at the end of the hall.

I had no idea what I was going to say to Chloe, but I had a lot of explaining and apologizing to do. I could only hope she’d forgive me.

I’d fucked up royally.

I knew I’d spend the rest of my life making it up to her, if she’d let me.

I was halfway down the hall when Harlan called after me.

“By the way… Congratulations!”

I turned back to him.

“For what?”

“You’re going to be a father.”

He smiled and waved, turning and walking down the hallway, leaving me standing there in the hallway with my mouth open.

Slowly, I turned back, walking towards Chloe’s room and straight into my future.






CHAPTER 29

T  he door squeaked opened and I waved him away.

“Go away, Harlan,” I mumbled through the tears.

His footsteps fell heavy and slow, coming closer, despite my plea.

A hand landed on my arm and I flinched, jumping away and turning back to him.

“Don’t touch me!” I snapped, before looking up.

I gasped when I saw it wasn’t Harlan. It was Bear.

My Bear.

“Bear!” I cried, the tears falling even harder.

“Beauty, Beauty,” he murmured, pulling me into his arms. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I whispered, my face pressed into his chest, my salty tears and snot smearing all over his shirt. “Why are you here?”

“Harlan called me,” he said. “I’m so sorry he bothered you again. I should have been more forceful the first time. I don’t think he’ll be coming around ever again.”

I nodded, leaning into him, my head spinning. I couldn’t think straight. There was so much to say to him, so much to sort through, and I had no idea where to start.

He pulled away, peering into my eyes.

“Chloe, I owe you the biggest apology. I am so sorry for what I did to you. You didn’t deserve that and I’m completely ashamed of taking it that far. I will never touch you like that again, I promise. It will never happen again. That’s not the way it’s supposed to be.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice shaking, everything inside of me melting. I’d waited so long to hear those words.

“I mean it, babe. I’ve never done anything like that before. But I’ve never loved anyone the way that I love you. I’ve never felt anything this strong in my life. Something about you makes me feel like I’ve finally found a home, the kind of home that I’ve always searched for, one where I can be me, where I can nurture the parts of myself that nobody has ever understood. But you did! You understand me. When I found you, Chloe, it was a miracle.”

My heart raced as I drank in his words.

“I could have anything in the world I want, Chloe. I have more money than I’ll ever be able to spend. I could buy the companionship of a million women, who would let me do anything I wanted to them, say anything I wanted to hear. But that’s not what I want. That’s never what I’ve wanted! There’s something so unique about you, the way you fit with me, in a way I never imagined I’d fit with anyone. It’s you. Only you.We were made for each other. Don’t you see?”

“No, Bear, I don’t, why? Why me, Bear?” I cried. It was the question I never could understand the answer to. I’d asked it before and I still didn’t get it.

“Because my heart tells me it’s you.”

“Oh, Bear,” I sighed.

“It’s that simple,” he said, his eyes shining bright blue love right into mine. “I love you, Chloe. There’s nobody else like you in the entire world and there never will be, Beauty, don’t you see? We can’t buy this, we can’t recreate it with anyone else, there is no formula that you can follow over and over again. This only comes once in a lifetime. I never should have touched you like that, and I never will again, I promise you.”

“You stopped when I used my safe word,” I reminded him.

“I did, but I took it too far. You can have dinner with anyone you want. You can take whatever job you want. It’s not that I didn’t trust you, it’s that I was afraid of losing you, don’t you see? You’re everything to me, Chloe. I’m nothing without you. The penthouses, the cars, the business, even our island. You’ve touched everything, babe. Every part of me. I’ll never be the same without you. Please, please forgive me, Beauty. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you, if you’ll allow it.”

“Oh, Bear,” I whispered, tears shimmering in my eyes, my heart so full of love I thought it might burst. “Of course, I’ll allow it.”

“I love you, Chloe,” he said, kissing me gently, his lips melting into mine.

“Wait, I have to tell you something,” I said, pulling away. “It may change your mind.”

“What is it, love?” I said.

“I—I can’t believe this I’m saying this,” I said, my voice shaking. I bit my lip, holding my breath before I let the words fall out in a rush. “I’m pregnant, Bear.”

“I know! Isn’t it wonderful?” he exclaimed gleefully, his eyes shining down on me with pure love.

“How did you know?” I asked, my eyes wide.

“Harlan congratulated me, right after I threatened to kill him if he ever came near you again,” he shrugged.

I burst out laughing.

“Do you even like kids?” I asked. “We’ve never even talked about it.”

“I love them,” he said, the beautiful blue eyes that I’d fallen helplessly in love with beaming at me.

“This is all so fast,” I said, shaking my head. “I haven’t even told my mom yet…”

“I already took care of that for you,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“What!” I cried. “Really? How did she take it?”

“Really well, actually. She didn’t hit me or quit, so I think we’re in the clear.”

I laughed, shaking my head.

“I thought we were over, Bear,” I whispered, my heart swelling with joy. “I thought I might never see you again.”

“We’re just getting started, Beauty,” he said, pulling me close again, his warm musky scent enveloping me.

“Well, what do we do now?” I asked, the comfort of his arms soothing all the worry away, my tears disappearing, my smile spreading across my face.

“We live, we love. We get married, we raise our baby. We make our fairytale come true…”

“It already has,” I whispered, leaning into him, his words an enchanting lullaby of beautiful promises, placing me under trance that I couldn’t wait to swim in for the rest of my life.

“I think it’s a girl,” I said, the voice that called to me in the darkness singing softly in my head again as his arms tightened around me.

“I can’t believe you’re real, Beauty,” he whispered. “And you’re mine.”

Those were the words I so desperately wanted to hear, but I never could have expected what would happen next…
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OWNING BEAUTY PREVIEW CHAPTER 1

CHLOE

“I guess there are perks to being pregnant,” I said, as Bear’s Jeep hugged the curves of the rugged roads leading to his cabin.

“Admit it, Beauty. You loved repelling out of that helicopter,” he teased, referring to his usual method of traveling to his rustic Upstate hideaway.

“Sure,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm, “I can’t wait to have this baby so I can do it again. Hey! Maybe next time, I can do it with our baby strapped to my back, or something.”

“Why not? It’s important to start kids early these days,” he replied, his sapphire eyes twinkling with mischief, “make sure they aren’t afraid of anything, you know? It’s like throwing them in the deep end of the pool right away.”

“Remind me to never let you take our child swimming,” I said.

He laughed, throwing his head back as the corners of his eyes crinkled up. I stared over at him, my heart bursting with joy.

I’d never expected everything to work out so well.

Sure, it was lightening fast, but so what? I’d come to accept it. Especially now that I was pregnant. There’s no turning back at this point, you know?

Not that I would. If you’d told me six months ago that today I’d be pregnant and engaged to my drop-dead sexy billionaire boyfriend, I’d have laughed in your face.

And yet, here I was, my hand engulfed in his as we raced away from the city for the weekend, our attempt to get away from everyone and everything to regroup.

It was going perfectly so far and did we ever need it!

My mother, Matilda, was shocked by the news that Bear and I were in love. When we told her I was having his baby, I thought her eyes were going to pop out of her head. She couldn’t wait to get me alone, and once she did, just as suspected, she laid into me.

She couldn’t believe how irresponsible I was. How could I do something like this? And with her boss, of all people! She’d gone on and on about how much I’d ‘disappointed her, how I’d embarrassed her, how she’d be the laughing stock of the company now and nobody would take her seriously, that my pregnancy would somehow delegitimize her position at Dalton Enterprises’.

I’d let her go on. And on. And on…

Once I was sure she was finished, I very quietly and very calmly, laid everything out.

“Mom, no matter what you feel, no matter what you think, no matter how harshly you judge me, it won’t change anything. You can harp on about how horrible I am as much as you want, but that won’t change the fact that in a few short months, you are going to be a grandmother. Now, you can embrace that and be a part of your grandchild’s life, or you can be an unhappy, lonely woman. It’s your choice. I’m marrying Bear. I’m having his baby. That’s all there is to it.”

To my surprise, she stopped bitching, admitted I was right and wished me luck. And then, she’d hugged me. I almost fell out of my chair.

I’d never felt like more of a grown-up than I did at that point.

Somehow, knowing there was a child growing inside of me, that it was entirely up to me to take care of her, to nurture her, and that I alone, was completely and utterly responsible for her, had allowed me to grow stronger.

My confidence was soaring.

I was done questioning my relationship with Bear.

I was done dwelling about my past and being indecisive and unsure if this life was for me, or wondering what I’d done to deserve it all.

What’s done was done and this was happening.

The ultrasound pictures were in my purse.

I’d heard the heartbeat.

I’d seen her moving around inside of me.

I was sure it was a girl. It was too soon to tell but the dreams I’d had, the whispered song of a little girl that wouldn’t leave my head when I’d fainted, those feelings had stuck with me. I was sure it was my little girl that day, trying to tell me to be strong.

For her. For us.

For all three of us.

I’d never felt stronger in my life.

The queasiness had subsided and after staying overnight in the hospital and getting rehydrated, I’d been released after being told to ‘take it easy’.

Bear promised the doctor he would make sure that happened and he took me home.

Home.

Our home.

I’d moved in with him that night. He’d gone and picked up a few things from my apartment and sent Max to get everything else the next day. He’d barely left my side since then, making sure I had everything I needed, making sure I was comfortable, making sure I was happy.

He’d kissed me, and my belly, about a million times and I couldn’t get over the gleam in his eyes. He looked like the happiest man on Earth and he was contagious.

It was like all the bullshit had completely disappeared, leaving nothing but a clear view of our future. And it was glorious.

We’d spent a few days holed up in the penthouse, talking for hours about the baby.

I told him I was positive it was a girl and he said he felt it, too.

We talked about where she would go to school, contemplated a hundred different names that neither of us could yet decide on. I wanted something exotic and unusual and he wanted something simple and wholesome. I knew we’d find a happy middle eventually.

We imagined what she would be like, which one of us she might resemble and he insisted that she never, ever go out on a date and maybe should join a convent at some point. Of course, that was where I couldn’t resist reminding him of our own sinful date at Christmas Mass and that would just turn him on and we’d end up making love all night long again.

It was an enchanting cycle.

Once he realized I wasn’t a fragile doll made out of china and that he wasn’t going to hurt me, or the baby, we started making love again.

He was so careful, so heartbreakingly gentle at first, that I had to assure him that it was okay to use a little more force.

Not only was I feeling stronger than ever now that I was pregnant, but I was also feeling hungrier for him than ever.

I couldn’t get enough of his body, his hands, his mouth. All my inhibitions were gone and I pounced on him every chance I could get. He seemed to be enjoying the fact that I was taking the initiative finally and any sense of shyness that I’d possessed seemed to have packed up and hit the road.

I’d become as hungry as a wild cat in heat.

I wanted it in the car, in the kitchen, on the stairs, on the terrace, on the couch, by the fire, in the shower, hell, I even wanted it in the elevator.

Luckily, I had a man that could deliver.

Once he realized he wasn’t going to hurt me, he gave me everything I asked for and more.

And right now, what I wanted was his cock—again.

The trees whipped past us, as I reached over into his lap, cupping his package like a prize in my palm.

“You’re insatiable,” he said, shaking his head.

“It’s your fault. You’re dripping pure sex. How do you expect me to react?”

“Don’t worry, Beauty,” he growled. “I’ll take care of you as soon as we get to the cabin.”

“I don’t want to wait,” I cooed, scooting over to him and kissing his neck. He smelled like a spicy, musky heaven that I wanted to roll around in. He groaned and pushed me away.

“We’ll be at the cabin soon enough,” he said.

“But it’ll take forever. And we’ll end up drinking with Bruce all night and I’ll have to wait hours until I get you alone again. Let’s pull over.”

“It’s late. Bruce will be asleep already, because he never misses being on the slopes before sunrise. We’ll see him tomorrow when he gets back.”

“Does that mean I don’t have to wait?” I smiled.

“Don’t worry, baby, I’m going to fuck you until you’re begging me to stop as soon as we get there.”

“Good luck with that,” I laughed. “I never seem to want you to stop these days.”

“Well, then maybe I’m not doing my job,” he said, winking at me. “I’ll have to fuck you a little harder.”

“Promises, promises,” I said, smiling over at him.

It was already dark, the sun completely faded over the horizon, the tall pines dancing in the breeze overhead as we whipped up and around the curves, the headlights of the Jeep the only light around for miles.

“I’m so glad we’re doing this,” I said, leaning back in my seat.

“Me, too, Chloe.” Bear reached over, grabbing my hand and intertwining his fingers with mine.

“Do you think Bruce will be shocked about the baby?” I asked.

“No,” he said, thoughtfully.

“You don’t think he’ll think we’re going too fast?”

“No, he knows how much I love you. He won’t care about that. He’s not that kind of person.”

“Marie seems to really like him.”

“Everyone loves Bruce, it’s impossible not to,” he said.

“He’s really special,” I said. It was true. Bruce was everyone’s friend, the kind of guy who accepted you without question. He’d welcomes me into their life with wide open arms.

“He is,” Bear said. “There haven’t been a lot of men like him in my life. He’s been my one true friend, the only person I would trust with anything.”

“It’s good to have a friend like that,” I said, thinking of Marie.

“It is,” he said. “I actually think he’ll be thrilled. He loves kids. He loves you. It really couldn’t be more perfect.”

He pulled my hand up to his lips, brushing his warm lips across my fingers. I beamed over at him, my heart bursting with joy.

This is my life, I thought.

My wonderful, beautiful life….




 

OWNING BEAUTY PREVIEW CHAPTER 2

BEAR

I woke up with my arms wrapped around Chloe, her head lying peacefully on my chest, her long black waves covering half of her beautiful face. I bent my head, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair, just like I’d done everyday for the last week.

I’d insisted she move in with me, partly just so I could smell her hair every single morning for the rest of my life and partly because I couldn’t bear to be away from her.

I’d become addicted to her.

I loved everything about her. The way she smelled, the way she laughed, the way she talked, the way she moved…the way she moved on the end of my cock.

The thought of it made me hard instantly. Or, maybe I’d woken up that way. Either way, it was suddenly all I could think of and I was filled with pure need. A need that could only be fulfilled by her body.

I was still trying to wrap my head around all of this. In my usual manner, I was obsessed with why.

Why I reacted so strongly to her.

Why I continued to need her more than I needed air.

Why it was her, and only her, that could make me feel this way.

There were so many reasons, all of them perfectly valid, but I couldn’t help but contemplate the pure craziness of it all. It had all gone so fast, even for me, the king of fast decisions and even faster deals.

I’d learned to strike while the iron was hot, but my feelings for Chloe had even made my head spin a little.

I didn’t mind it, though, it made everything that much more exciting.

I was in awe of the fact that she’d gone along with everything. She’d had every opportunity, and probably every reason, to slap my face and demand that I never come near her again.

But she hadn’t. She’d been a little scared, at first, I’d seen it in her eyes.

But she’d also been brave. Braver than any other woman I’d let in before.

I know I’m a lot to handle. I’m not like other men. I have these needs that consume me, it’s like an aching inside of me that won’t go away unless I…well, you’ve seen it. You’ve seen how I get.

I can’t help it.

And yes, I’ve tried. I’ve tried to suppress the rage, the darkness, as Chloe calls it, and you know, it works for a hot minute. But all I’m doing in those instances is shoving it down, letting it build up until the need is even stronger and hotter and I just…explode.

It’s best to let the steam out a little at a time, you know?

I can control it better that way. It doesn’t get out of hand.

Not like before.

I was still filled with regret and shame for the way I’d acted because she’d lied about having dinner with Levi. Fucking Levi. He’d been trying to sabotage every relationship I had since Zoe had become infatuated with me.

It wasn’t my fault, but I’d been paying the price ever since.

Well, okay, maybe it was my fault a little, but it was a long time ago and he should have gotten over it by now.

But none of that mattered any more. Levi wasn’t a problem for me, he never was. I just didn’t want him anywhere near Chloe, because Chloe wasn’t just any woman.

She was the woman.

She was different from all those other women I’d dated. That’s why I’d lost my shit so badly. In retrospect, I should have gone over to Levi’s place and taken care of things like a man, taken out my rage on his face. Instead, my emotions had gotten all mixed up and I’d taken it out on Chloe’s beautiful, perfect ass instead.

I’d never fucked up like that before and I’d never felt as horrible as I still did about it. I would never make that mistake again.

She’d graciously forgiven me, but I knew I’d spend the rest of my life making it up to her. She deserved nothing but the best out of life and I intended to give it to her.

Starting with this raging cock between my legs.

I inhaled again, drinking in the scent of her like a sweet ambrosia, before moving my shoulder slightly in hopes that she would stir.

It worked.

She moaned, her eyelids fluttering before she graced me with those sparkling green lights of pure love.

“Good morning, Beauty,” I said, my voice husky with desire for her.

“Morning, babe,” she said, her sleepy whisper only making me harder.

“I’m so glad you’re awake,” I growled.

“You are? Why?” she asked, pushing her hair out of her face.

“So I can do this,” I growled, gently rolling her on her back as I rolled on top of her, my aching, hungry cock sinking into her warm, sweet softness easily.

I moaned, closing my eyes, the wave of delicious relief washing over me as I felt her thighs wrap around my hips.

I rocked into her, over and over, wrapping my arms around her writhing body, melting into her sweet pussy as I pulled her as close as I could, my tongue diving between her lips, the pure love bursting through me and exploding out of my cock, causing my entire body to shudder with violent, perfect pleasure.

***

“Bruce’s truck is still at his cabin,” I yelled over the shower door. “He must not be on the slopes yet. I’m going to go over and say hello to him.” Chloe was bending down and washing her leg, her soapy silhouette visible through the steamy glass, tempting me to take her again.

Later, I thought, we have the rest of our lives together.

“I’ll be out in a few minutes,” she called.

I walked out of the bathroom with a smile on my face. I stood at the large windows of the great room, gazing out at the picturesque view of the Hudson Valley. It never failed to take my breath away and this morning was no exception. I was envious of Bruce getting to enjoy this every single day.

He’d put in his dues, that was for sure, and he deserved to live amongst such beauty. I was glad I could provide a place for him to get away from everything after all the shit he’d gone through.

His old job as the District Attorney had weighed hard on him. The cases were rough and the work load was unbearable. He’d gone into that job a completely different man than he was when he’d come out. He’d been out of the game for two years now and I was happy to see that Mother Nature was having the effect we’d hope it would have. He was quickly returning to his happy, easy-going self.

I couldn’t wait to see his face when I told him I was going to be a father.

Turning away from the view, I put on my boots and jacket and walked outside, breathing in the cold, fresh, morning air.

Bruce preferred to live in the smaller cabin on the property, even though it wasn’t nearly as nice as the main cabin. But he insisted it was much easier to clean and more comfortable for him, so I didn’t argue.

I trudged through the snow, walking down the slippery trail that led from one cabin to the other. His beaten up red Ford truck was parked in the driveway and I looked up at the small log cabin, surprised there wasn’t smoke coming from the chimney. The only heat in there was from the wood-stove and it was usually the first thing he lit in the morning.

He probably slept in, I thought.

I knocked on the door and waited a few beats before trying the knob.

It was locked.

That’s weird, I thought. Bruce never locked the door. I knocked again, waiting a few minutes before I pulled my keys from my pocket and unlocked the door, slowly opening it and calling out.

“Hey Bruce, it’s me,” I called.

Silence. Darkness.

I flipped the light switch and waited.

“Bruce!” I called his name again.

Silence.

I walked into the bedroom and saw him lying in bed, faced away from me.

“You’re still in bed? You must have really tied one over last night,” I said, walking around the bed.

I froze.

His eyes were open wide, his mouth wide open, blood streaked across his face, his body stiff.

“Bruce!” I ran to him, my heart racing, my hands shaking as I tried to shake him awake. His head fell limp onto his chest and that’s when I saw the bullet wound, going through his right temple.

A gun lay on the blanket, next to his side.

“Bruce! Bruce!” I yelled, my head shaking in disbelief.

I let him go, backing up from the bed, my heart shattering.

“No, fuck! No, noooo….” I screamed.

I scrambled to the phone in the living room and called 911, trying to control the shaking in my voice.

“I need an ambulance!” I barked, sinking to my knees.

“Now!”

 

Can’t wait to find out what happens? I promise there will be HEAT, ROMANCE, and plenty of suspense! Click right here to be the first to get your hands on OWNING BEAUTY, the thrilling climax to the Taking Beauty series!

 




 

JOIN THE WILD LIST!

For a limited time, EVERYONE who signs up to the WILD LIST will receive a free exclusive romance novel from Nikki Wild that you can’t find anywhere else!

 

The Wild List will send you exclusive updates from Nikki Wild and you can be among the very first to receive part 3 of the Taking Beauty series!

 

Click here to subscribe now!




 

NOVELS BY NIKKI WILD

BAD BOY FIGHTERS:

KNOCKOUT (A Bad Boy MMA Romance)

 

BAD BOY BIKERS:

ROUGHNECK (A Dark Biker Romance)

Saving Landon (A Bad Boy Biker Romance)

Saved by the Bad Boy (A Devil’s Dragons Biker Romance)

Pride and Pregnancy (A Devil’s Dragons Motorcycle Club Romance)

Rough Rider (Outlaw Kings Motorcycle Club)

Hard Rider (A Bad Boy Biker Romance)

 

BRITISH BAD BOYS:

Royal Prick (A Bad Boy British Romance)

Arrogant Brit (A Bad Boy British Sports Romance)

Rock Hard (A Bad Boy British Rockstar Romance)

Played (A Bad Boy British Romance)

 

BAD BOY ROCKSTARS:

Double Treble (A Twin Rockstar Romance)

Illicit Behavior (A Bad Boy Rockstar Romance)

Rock Hard (A Bad Boy British Rockstar Romance)

 

BAD BOY STEPBROTHERS:

Lust (A Bad Boy Stepbrother Romance)

Richard (A Bad Boy Stepbrother Romance)

 

BAD BOY BILLIONAIRES:

Taking Beauty (Book 1 of the Taking Beauty Series)

Claiming Beauty (Book 2 of the Taking Beauty Series)

Owning Beauty (Book 3 of the Taking Beauty Series)

Pretend Married (A Billionaire Romance with a Twist)

Protect And Serve (A Bad Boy Billionaire Romance)




 

BONUS #1: ARROGANT BRIT!






PROLOGUE


O f course I’d be running late for the most important banquet of the fucking month.

I scrambled to check myself in the mirror. The makeup was a thinly veiled hack-job, and my hair was barely kept in line. Image was the name of the game, image and proper representation… but I knew that I didn’t have the time to prepare myself any better.

At least my makeup covers the bases.

It wasn’t going to win me any awards.

But I’d leave a good enough impression.

With a slice of toast between my teeth, I quickly darted down the stairs and hopped in my ancient piece of junk Honda. No time to be cute and civil now, and I was starving. I could touch up my makeup at a red light…of which I anticipated there would be several because, you know, I was running late, and why the fuck wouldn’t there be red lights all the way there.

Twisting the keys in the ignition, I listened as the engine sputtered to life and ignored the obnoxious chime of the check engine light – the constant death knoll was ritual by now.

Moments later, I was on the road, a cavalcade of excuses and apologies whirling through my head. I didn’t know what I was going to say to the others when I arrived.

Forty-five minutes and a minimum of eight red lights later, I finally pulled to a halt in the parking garage, six floors above where I needed to be. I raced to the elevator, frantically punched the button, and rode it down the chasm towards the lobby. It was only halfway down that I realized I probably could have slipped down the stairs faster.

The Marines’ banquet was already starting by now, probably. All eyes were going to be on me as soon as I walked in.

Fantastic.

As I stepped out into the lobby, evading eye contact with absolutely anybody, I marched straight through the doors and to my people. There they were, standing in procession around our portly, impatient leader as his furious gaze fell down upon me.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me…I need to speak with one tardy Clara Campbell.”

Everyone’s gaze fell on me, and I felt small.

“You’re late,” Arnold told me after pulling me aside. Even with his whispered tone, I could see the others judging me as they paraded around the room. “I thought I could count on you to never be late. Where’s my Clara? I don’t see her here, just this tired, tardy young lady.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied truthfully. “It won’t happen again. Traffic was–”

“Don’t let it happen again,” he cut me off.

I nodded quietly, knowing that there would be no further discussion. All those halfhearted explanations in my head fell to the wayside, and I knew that he didn’t care to hear a single syllable.

Arnold cast me one final, judgmental glance before turning to the others, who collectively pretended to be occupied with their own devices.

“Very well then. Places, everybody!”

I grabbed a drink tray.

Oh. Wait. You thought I was going to be in the banquet, didn’t you?

Nope.

I‘m not the plucky romantic lead in a book, fawning over my billowing attired and preparing to take the arm of a sexy, rugged Marine. I wasn’t wearing a nice dress, although I did have a fetching black bow tie beneath my collar.

I bitterly adjusted my bow tie and waistcoat.

That’s right.

I’m on the fucking serving staff.

This was my place in life. My role was to work in the trenches while other people got the nice, glamorous lives. Being a banquet server meant working behind the scenes and making sure nobody saw what was really going on beneath our careful, manufactured smiles and in hidden corridors around the event rooms.

Spreading crisp, flawless tablecloths over ancient, folding wooden tables…

Stepping through concealed staff entrances into dank, filthy hallways, refilling ice pitchers and returning mountains of discarded plates…

Lining up in an assembly line of servers around a massive kitchen – marked with years of use and old appliances – to whisk out huge black trays of carefully plated entrees…

I saw the muck behind the charm.

It was my job to make sure they never did.

I’d never be the beautiful princess, or the intrepid reporter, or the esteemed socialite. I was just Clara – a working-class server, part of a freelance banquet and bartending crew that rounded out local hotels, sports games, and catered events. Being anything more than that just wasn’t the world that was in front of me.

Or so I thought.






CHAPTER 1


“T  hat’s right, love. Just like that. Make my throbbing knob swell with pride.”

My strong fingers threaded deeper through her curly hair. Her full, rounded lips hungrily bobbed up and down on my rigid scepter. Of course, she couldn’t take it all in, even with her professed lack of a gag reflex – which we both knew by now had been a complete lie.

They never could.

It occurred to me, as I forced her to suck me down deeper, that I didn’t quite remember her name. She was just some quick draw from the club, a pretty face that went red with pleasure the moment she caught my rich accent. I knew she couldn’t remember my name, either, but she was going to ask for it again by the end.

They always did.

Even if the English thing didn’t drop their knickers, the ex-military angle usually pried even the most resilient ankles apart.

The combination?

Killer.

It just so happened that I was also going to be the predominant heir to the esteemed Carlyle Fortune. Fortunately, I hadn’t needed to lean on that one to drop a pair of slickened panties just yet, but it always helped speed along the process.

“Oh baby, come for me,” she moaned, withdrawing my cock to lap away at the underside. She ran her tongue along it, cradling my huge balls with one hand and stroking me valiantly with the other. “Come in my mouth, babe. I know you want to.”

“Wrong.”

She looked up at me, confused.

“When I cum… it’ll be in that trembling pussy of yours.”

I flipped her backwards on the bed, climbing atop her body. She shifted around on her back to get comfortable, and I slid her ankles apart with my own. Within seconds, a condom was torn free from its wrapper in my teeth, and I slid the snug sheath smugly over my pulsing cock.

“Oh God…” she whispered.

I pressed my lips to her neck. “Quiet now.”

Firmly grasping my latex-wrapped weapon, I guided it where it needed to go. I knew that her pussy had been ready since the moment she’d whipped out my huge, throbbing cock.

It was just as I thought. Drenched.

In one heavy, powerful push, I was already halfway into her slick chasm. God, she was tight. I mean, they were always tight with the caliber that I was always packing, but it still drove me wild every time.

Well… usually.

The last few months, every last lay had left me an embittered, hallow husk of a man.

Sure, the sex had always been good.

Decent, at any rate.

But it was just a chemical fix now.

No substance. No empowerment.

She was gliding her hips against mine, rolling her pelvis along my thick, unyielding tool.

I thought about asking how flexible she was… but then I just decided to figure that out for myself. With a deft move of my arms, I’d slipped her ankles up over either shoulder; my strong hands rigidly clamped around her hamstrings, and I held her in place against me.

“Oof,” she murmured with satisfaction as I dove deeper inside her. With each fast, massive thrust, my throbbing cock pushed further into her quivering body.

I had grown to hate how mechanical sex had become for me. At this point, it was essentially just empty stress relief; the fluid exchange kept me off edge. It was doing real wonders for the rigors of post-military life, that’s for certain.

Her legs were starting to hurt, so I flipped her onto all fours and mounted my prize from behind. Grasping a thick handful of her lush hair as if it were a rein, I controlled my partner from behind as I passionately rode her ass.

“Oh god, that feels so fucking good,” she half whispered, half groaned. “Fuuuuck. I love your hot cock inside me…”

“It loves being inside you, too,” I murmured into her ear as I dragged her up by her hair, her hips still locked against mine. With her lips trembling from the painful pleasure, her back brushed lightly against my chest. “Do you want to be a good girl and cum for me?”

The stranger nodded, and I tightened my grip on her hair, digging the fingertips of my free hand deeper into the soft flesh of her hip. “That’s right. You’re such a good girl, making my cock feel so great… such a tight little pussy on you, too. You want to cum? Is that what you want to do?”

She nodded again.

“I don’t think I’m convinced…”

Quickly, I gave her a controlled thrust. Her sweat-slicked body trembled with pleasure that oozed like the sweetest honey off of her small, involuntary gasp.

“I wanna to cum,” she murmured.

“Do you now…?”

“Yes please,” she nodded again. “Please make me cum on your huge cock. I need it.”

“You need it, do you? Well…” I smiled wickedly, guiding her back down onto her hands and knees. “What kind of man would I be to turn down such a sexy request like that…?”

She looked over her shoulder with a flirtatious little smile, and I began to absolutely pummel her pussy from behind, digging the fingers of one hand into her hip and the other into her shoulder.

“Oh god, don’t stop, please don’t stop…”

“Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “Ride this fucking cock, babygirl. Ride it until you can’t fucking take it anymore…”

She braced herself against her headboard as I ramped up the pressure, hilting myself over and over against her thick hips until she began to shiver against me.

“Oh god, I’m coming, I’m coming…”

I started fucking her harder now, feeling her entire body whiplash against me with pleasure until she was an incoherent, babbling mess… but one still wrapped around my fierce cock.

This was one of the few things I derived pleasure from anymore. I’d grown to accept that I was pretty much just going through the motions of my life at this point, at least for the next few years. But when the Carlyle Fortune was mine and I was free to do whatever I wanted…

I’d sucked it up for eight years and learned some valuable life skills along the way – along with a nice fat stack of change that sat in my bank account, just as a soft back-up plan.

But it was nice to know that, despite how stale and robotic the sweet art of hardcore fucking had grown, I could still derive some pleasure from watching and feeling a woman reduced to convulsions against my body.

She held herself taut as I felt her body undergo a nice long string of shuddering orgasms. Groaning with eyes tightly shut and her lips wide open, I watched the young woman ride out every last drop of pleasure until her strength left her wobbly limbs.

Satisfied that she was done, I kicked things up to the highest notch, intent of taking my own one-way ticket to Climax Junction. It was time that I got my own quick fix of brain chemicals.

After all, I’m a gentleman; ladies always come first.

With a few last bucks against her hips, digging into her so deeply that I knew the marks would be there days later, I let loose a great, throbbing burst of milky-white release. Neatly caught within the condom, I roared with passion and emptied my great, big balls deep inside her exhausted body.

Just once, I’d love it raw, I thought to myself.

But I played it safe every time, and I trusted nobody else… especially not during sex.

A string of heavy pants of air later, I tugged my cock free of her slickened, satisfied chasm.

“Oh, that was so good,” she murmured, slumping down to the mess of sheets and covers beneath us. “You’re so fucking hot in bed…”

I almost chuckled when I noticed her roll onto her back to make room for me. Of course, I wasn’t sticking around.

Instead, I stepped up, wandering to her adjacent bathroom to drop the condom down the drain. After flushing the toilet, I briefly showered, drying myself quickly and leaving the damp towel on the counter.

To her apparent confusion when I stepped back into the room, I didn’t dive into bed to discuss our feelings. Instead, I merely began to tug on my boxer briefs… followed by my folded slacks and my button-up, which I was now deftly clasping back together up my chest.

“Wait, where are you going?” My latest lay asked, glancing up at me sadly. The woman had a distinct layer of But what about the cuddling? plastered all over her face.

Sliding my watch around my wrist, I took a quick glance at the time. I could still make it.

“Banquet.”

She leaned up from the bed, confused. “You’ve got a banquet to go to? How awesome is that? Can I come?”

Before I had a chance to answer, she was leaping up out of the bed, diving into her overflowing closet to rummage up something. It was almost endearing, maybe, how this latest conquest clumsily tried to include herself.

“No,” I answered, cutting her off as I slipped on my shoes and tied the laces. “I’m afraid it’s an exclusive thing… and besides. This was fun and all, but you’re definitely not accompanying me to a banquet. You’re not the right material for that.”

The girl’s jaw dropped. “You’re a real asshole.”

“You knew what you were getting into,” I smiled sardonically as I slipped on my blazer. “But that’s okay. This was fun. I’d say I’d call you sometime, but… you know.”

With eyes full of venom, she quickly tugged around in her closet for a shirt and a pair of panties. I wound up being the quicker dresser, and I was already diving into my shoes and closing the door behind myself as she prepared to slap the shit out of me.

I heard the door rip open, but I was already descending the stairs and around the corner.

“Dammit, Dalton!”

I grinned to myself. My latest lay apparently didn’t want to make a half-naked scene in her apartment complex. Even if she tossed on a pair of jeans, my power-march was going to keep me out of sight all the way to my car.

It was only when I kicked on the ignition and glanced at the time that the warning bell in my head finally went off. I looked back at my Rolex. I’d failed to notice that it had stopped earlier, roughly forty minutes ago… Goddamned old world technology. I must have forgotten to wind it.

Aw, shit. I’m gonna be late after all.






CHAPTER 2


We’re never really told upfront what these banquets are actually for. The only things I knew about this particular event were the following: (A) it was a late evening affair, (B) the event was going to fill the room with a whole bunch of marines, and (C) apparently it was sort of a big deal.

That’s why I was plenty surprised to find out that they had only put twelve of us on the payroll for the shift. I’d expected something kind of small, given that server count. Most of our banquets were under a hundred people. Our usual ratio was one server to every ten guests, waiting on them hand and foot.

But this event seated over four hundred misogynistic Marines, half of them lecherously watching our asses as we strolled around.

Oh boy, did they love keeping us busy.

We were divided up to take roughly thirty-two Marines apiece, seated in groups of eight at large round tables. They’d specifically requested female servers, which hadn’t struck me as anything I’d necessarily label a good omen.

But, you know, whatever. It’s a gig. Another couple of hours’ pay in my back pocket, although I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the cleanup phase. I wasn’t expecting to get out of here until midnight.

Not like I have a life, anyway.

At least it took some stress off of me about visiting my Mom. She had met this guy something like half a year ago, and they’d really hit it off. I’d spoken to him over the phone awkwardly a few times, but this was the big one. This was the part where I had to go physically meet him, him and his son.

I wasn’t exactly looking forward to that. Moving into the city for school had successfully put an hour between us, and I’d been enjoying the degree of separation.

I mean I had lunch with her all the time.

Well, every two or three weeks.

Did I say weeks? I meant months.

Point is, I liked not having her stress over every facet of my day-to-day life, or following me around the house and venting about the most inane shit I could fathom.

Living on my own had been stressful and terrifying in its own right, but it seriously helped that I lucked out with the best roommate in the world – my rich bitch (I say that affectionately) best friend, Natalie. Her parents had put her up in a high-rise condominium apartment that gave her a stunning look over the river, under the condition that she not live alone. Natalie, through virtue of being my friend since late junior high, offered it to me first.

Reluctantly, I said yes. I wasn’t exactly comfortable with the arrangement and didn’t want to take advantage of her kindness, so I spent a lot of my free time keeping the place spic and span from top to bottom.

In fact, that’s pretty much what I’d spent my morning doing while she was out trying on new clothes and shopping with her rich friends. There was a distinct parallel to the way my work life lived… always getting to see that world, but never interact with it.

Sure, I lived in a nice apartment with a great friend who came from a super wealthy family… but none of that really belonged to me. It just wasn’t my place in the grand scheme of things.

While I raced around to accommodate my guests, I started to grow flustered. The Marines were running me completely ragged, although I couldn’t fault very many of their requests… it seemed like they were just particularly needy.

From the start, I noticed that there was a conspicuous missing person from one of my tables. As I filled a few glasses of water at their side, I snuck a peak at the tri-fold placeholder on the table:

LCpl. Dalton Carlyle, 184th Steel Division.

“Lieutenant Corporal Carlyle should be joining us shortly,” the disgruntled leader of this table’s cozy little wolf pack told me. “He appears to be running late.”

“Maybe a little bit,” I replied, topping off his glass with the most professional grin I could muster. “Your man’s already twenty minutes behind.” I expanded my attention to the rest of the table. “Your salads will be out shortly. Does anybody need anything else?”

“No, ma’am.”

“No, thank you.”

“Negative.”

“Very well then,” I nodded politely, scampering off to fill up other water glasses with one hand, and sweet teas with the others.

I’d lucked out with most of my Marines. There were a couple of randy types, checking me out or watching me as I strolled away, but nobody had openly engaged me in harassing dialogue.

Even with that false sense of security…

I really should have seen it coming.

It was while I was handing out salads that he strolled in, his suit slightly rumpled and a bounce in his step. The late Marine looked startlingly handsome, with a broad build and strong jawline. Other tables paused to watch as he confidently sauntered towards my area, taking his seat nearby with a chirpy smile.

I tried to keep my eyes off of him as I focused on dispensing salads, but we made eye contact right before his ass hit the chair. It’s when he opened his mouth that my knees almost quivered.

“Hullo, love. Sorry I’m late.”

His rich English accent was music to my ears. Sophisticated, gritty, and yet somehow smooth, I could practically feel my panties moisten at the very sight and sound of him.

“Lieutenant Corporal Carlyle, I presume?” I asked, trying to keep my voice straight.

“In the flesh,” he smiled coolly, watching me with a faint mixture of amusement and arrogance. “Does my reputation precede me?”

“That, or your name card. I’ll let you decide which,” I indicated politely enough as I handed him a modest house salad.

“Thank you… Clara,” he replied, preparing to dive into the bowl.

“Wait. How do you know my name?” I asked. My thoughts went erratic as I watched him glance up, a cruel smile crossing his handsome face. Oh god, does this guy know who I am?

Dalton merely chewed as he pointed vaguely towards my breasts. I glanced down in confusion. There it was… my silver nametag, pinned against my chest, with my first name spread across in invisible tape.

“I always forget I have this thing on,” I chuckled nervously. “Anyway, do you need anything else for the moment, before I tend to the others?”

“Yeah, actually,” Dalton smiled. To my horror, the other Marines at the table started to sigh, some of them smiling at each other and shaking their heads. “Got a menu?”

“This is a closed-course meal,” I answered mechanically, not liking how they were apparently waiting for something.

“Well, that’s a shame. I was going to ask for something sweet… Something that would melt in my hands and taste delicious… Can you think of anything you have that might satisfy my cravings?”

My smiling façade cracked for a second. Who does this guy think he is?

Dalton continued: “You’d realize what I really wanted… We’d have this great, big laugh and you’d find it really endearing, and in a few hours you’d be fucking me.”

The Marines burst out in laughter. While one of them smacked the table, I cleared my throat and squared my shoulders up. “Right. Well, if that’s all for the moment…”

Dalton half-smiled at me. “Lighten up, love. Take a bloody joke. I’m good.” He glanced around the table. “You boys don’t need anything, do you?”

They all shook their heads, composing themselves, and I drew in a deep, calming breath before turning on my heel… but not before accidentally making eye contact with Dalton again. He was looking at me curiously, his half-smile still plastered across his face.

What a prick, I thought to myself as I tended to other tables. Dalton was an absolute dick. I couldn’t fathom how I found him attractive at all when he strutted into the room…

Except, he was always looking at me when my gaze went in that direction. I could feel his smoldering gaze on my back as I raced around, taking care of my guests.

Soon afterwards, it was time to line up and dispense the main courses to the guests. For the banquet, the organizing party had established sautéed salmon, grilled asparagus stalks, and a hearty helping of garlic red-skinned mashed potatoes. The chefs were running frantic in the kitchen, determined to keep the presentation as stellar and spotless as possible.

“Move along, ladies! Once this is over, the hard part’s done!” Arnold rang out, quickly making minute modifications to the placement of details against the plates as he swiftly racked up six or seven entrée plates to a large, black, oval dinner tray. His primary foodrunner was helping servers shoulder them between running plates and opening tray stands for us in our sections.

Unfortunately, the seating meant that we perpetually left a couple of Marines at the tables without food until returning a few minutes later, but they seemed to understand that we were doing the best we could.

If anything, it appeared that they enjoyed the additional opportunities to watch our asses strut along as we power-walked back and forth across the banquet hall.

Out of pure self-interest, I left Dalton’s table last in the dropping off of entrees for my section. I could deal with him ogling me after seeing to it that everyone else was satisfied.

“Is there anything else I can get you gentlemen for the moment?” I asked his table politely, sliding the final entrée plate to one of his seated companions.

“No, ma’am, I think we’re all good here,” the leader of the table smiled. “That’ll be all.”

“Actually, there’s something else you can do for me,” Dalton piped up.

I flashed him a smile, but my eyes said it all.

“Sure. What can I get for you, sir?”

Dalton’s whites showed. “Well, I’ve taken a few bites of this, and it’s quite good. It’s missing a little something, though…”

He patted his thighs under the table.

“Why don’t you come sit on my lap and give me a second opinion, hmm? Take a few bites. Tell me what can be done to give it a little kick.”

I’m about to give YOU a kick, you smug son of a bitch, I muttered in my head.

“That… won’t be possible, I’m afraid,” I hastily but cordially answered.

“Oh, go on, humor me. I don’t bite. Unless that’s your fetish, that is…”

I started to grow red.

“So, you like the biting, huh? Nice little nibble into your shoulder while you’re in the throes of love?”

The other Marines were snickering again, looking backwards and forwards between us. Only the leader was letting out a sigh, palming his face with his elbow against the table.

“Lieutenant Corporal Carlyle…”

“You can bite me too, if you’d like,” Dalton smiled wickedly. “But only if you’re being a bad little girl. And the thing about bad little girls is that, well… they get punished.”

I swallowed my anger and gave him a curt little smile. As much as I wanted to retort back… I couldn’t let him get to me, particularly not at work.

“Enjoy your meal,” I replied, turning on my heel and strolling back towards the kitchen. I was done with that jackass.

“Actually, I could use a little salt!” Dalton called after me.

With an exasperated sigh, I whipped around, snatched an unused shaker from a nearby table outside my section, and slammed it down beside his wrist. To my surprise, he actually flinched, and Marines at surrounding tables looked up from their meals.

“Your salt, Lieutenant Corporal Carlyle,” I muttered furiously between gritted teeth. “Will that be ALL for you now, SIR?”

He looked into my venomous eyes with his usual confidence, only tempered now by surprise. “Yes, I believe that will do nicely.”

“Very well then.”

I started to pull away when his voice piped up one last time.

“On second thought…”

I turned back, staring at his beautifully chiseled face. I didn’t know if I wanted to punch him or kiss him.

Probably both.

In that order.

“Pepper?”

Taking a second to get myself under control, I reached back out and grabbed a pepper shaker, setting it down calmly.

“That’s a good girl,” he said before smiling coyly, his hand just barely brushing mine as I stepped away from the table.

I hated to admit it to myself… but I enjoyed his antagonization. It was a break from the usual hum drum routine. He was effortlessly making my blood boil, but I had to concede that his hot body and total fucking arrogance was kind of exciting for me… what can I say?

Pissed me off, but it was working for me.

The rest of the night went off without much of a hitch. Dalton left me alone after my brief snap, although I could still feel his eyes on my back – or my ass, more accurately.

That’s why I was a little confused when I swung back by a little later on to pick up discarded dishes, only to find out that half the table had already left – including him.

Before I could focus on that, our serving team was whisked back away from the chamber so that they could have their little post-banquet award show, or whatever they were doing. All I knew was that the lights were dimmed, the stage was lit up, and we were banned from entering until afterwards.

We made use of our hour-and-a-half of free time by cleaning up the kitchen. We went ahead and started closing up everything in the hidden corridors – racking up the sodas, cleaning out the tea urns, breaking down refresher tables, cleaning and stacking the small, black, rounded drink trays, cleaning and breaking down our equipment, and generally just willing the night to finish out and let us all go home.

When the banquet was finally over, we were only barely notified. Most of the Marines disappeared without a word, and we were left with a huge room that needed to be disassembled and cleaned.

Luckily, the closing sidework went quickly. The other servers were apparently just as anxious to get out as I was, and we quickly scrambled around to rip up the tablecloths, help the couple of maintenance guys roll the closed tables backstage, and rack up all the glasses and silverware.

We still had an hour of polishing glasses and wiping and rolling silverware to look forward to, but hopefully that would go quickly enough.

“What a night, huh?” One of my coworkers, Beth, quietly asked. I didn’t know her all that well, but she was one of the friendlier, more down-to-earth servers on our little freelance brigade.

“Yeah,” I nodded, wiping the sweat from my brow. “That was way more trouble than I thought it would be.”

“You’re telling me. Seriously, he only scheduled ten of us? What the fuck was Arnold thinking? We’ve never handled more than ten people apiece, let alone three dozen…”

“He wasn’t thinking,” I grumbled, glancing around to ensure that our boss wasn’t around. “If Arnold’s going to keep stacking us with hotel work, he’s gonna have to figure out how to either pay us better, or put more people in the trenches…”

“No shit,” Beth nodded. “Tonight was not worth ten freaking dollars an hour. Twelve, maybe thirteen would have been a bit more acceptable…”

“Preaching to the choir.”

We shut up and focused on wiping down soaked, steaming drink trays as Arnold pushed through the swinging doors into the kitchen area. With his usual air of controlled dignity, he quickly summoned everyone’s attention and clasped his hands together.

“Excellent job, everybody. The event was apparently a hit, and we can look forward to additional jobs here in the future.”

Those of us in the room stifled a collective groan. We hated hotel gigs.

“I hope you’ll all forgive me for the short staff tonight. I had planned additional servers, but I needed to cut an operations costs deal with hotel management. Since we performed to our typical high standards, they’ve agreed to allow the morning staff to handle everything from here... an arrangement that will extend to all future events here. You’re all dismissed.”

A tired cheer rang out from us all. We had never left a gig early, and all of a sudden Arnold went from incompetent villain to heralded hero.

The servers began flocking to notify everyone else still in the banquet chamber. Before I could join them, Arnold threw me a meaningful glance, and I reluctantly dragged myself to his side.

“Clara, we need to talk about your performance for a moment,” my boss told me when all others were out of earshot.

“What’s the matter?” I tried to sound less exhausted than I was.

“There’s the matter of your tardiness tonight,” he replied coolly. “That, and I am led to believe that you engaged were in, uh, misplaced banter with one of the guests?”

“I’m… not following, sir.”

Was he talking about that ass-hat Marine?

Arnold sighed briefly. “I’m going to be frank with you for a moment. I don’t know why you were late earlier, and quite honestly, I don’t care. But it pains me when this happens…”

I braced myself.

Am I getting FIRED?

“I knew our crowd was going to be either incredibly polite and restrained, or a bunch of wild animals. Military types tend to go one way or the other. I have it on good authority that you comported yourself with grace tonight, and I wanted to commend you for your professionalism.”

“I’m afraid I’m still not following.”

What the hell is he talking about?

“One of your guests, the, ahem, other tardy party,” Arnold clarified. “A few members of his table apologized to me on his behalf, and another server clarified that he had been engaging in harassment against you. I wanted to tell you that I appreciate your care in representing us under that kind of attention. I hate to put you people in a room with crude animals like him.”

“Oh. Why, thank you,” I replied awkwardly. I’d already kind of moved past that, and didn’t honestly expect that it would wind up in his ear.

“Try to not be late again, Clara,” he told me, a sincere smile on his lips. “And thank you. I value your contributions to this team, and I want you to know that you have premiere call for future events. I’ll be adding you to the mailing list when I’m in my office tomorrow morning.”

The way Arnold handled things was to organize catering or serving events, then blast out an email of the week’s openings every Sunday morning. Premiere call was his phrase for the four or five servers who were able to cherry-pick shifts in advance on Saturday, before the other forty servers had any clue of the coming work opportunities.

This meant better shift opportunities, and as much work as I could possibly want. It was a distinction for only the most veteran or competent servers, neither of which I thought were particularly applicable in my case.

“I… thank you, sir. I appreciate this.”

“Keep up the good work,” he nodded kindly. “Anyway, that’s all. You’re dismissed.”

With a quick, respectful nod, I excused myself from his presence. What a weird turn, I thought to myself. But it wasn’t all that surprising that he’d taken that attitude. Arnold could be a huge stickler for presentation and rules, but he took care of his crew, and he didn’t tolerate mistreatment of his staff.

Still, this freed me up for another hour, and I decided to celebrate the occasion. While walking to my car, I thought of the bar just down the street. I’d been a few times and liked it, even if they had the occasional shitty bartender.

With a small grin on my face, I quickly changed into a shirt and hoodie I’d brought along. Figuring the parking was going to be awful, I left for the time being, strolling casually towards the bar with a bounce in my step.

I had no idea that destiny awaited.






CHAPTER 3


A fter ditching the banquet once the food was done, some of my Marine buddies briefly considered strolling to the nearby bar for an afterparty. When they all pussied out, I decided to go on without them, prowling around and scoping out the women. I hadn’t been to the local spots in this part of town before, so I was paying closer attention to the details than my usual approach.

That was how I spotted her.

It was after my third or fourth round of pool that I noticed Clara stood at the bar, dispassionately pushing strands of her hair back behind her ear. Although she had traded in her waistcoat and bowtie for a jacket and graphic tee, it was still unmistakably her.

The world smiles down on me, I thought to myself quietly as I casually sauntered that way. There was an open chair beside her, and I was determined to make use of it. So much so that I glared down some greasy snake of a guy who was just placing his hand on the back, eager to sit down beside the little vixen.

Not today, motherfucker, my eyes subtly communicated. Without a word between us, he got the message and backed off, off to chase other tail.

“Lousy service, huh?” I asked Clara, leaning against the counter beside her.

When she glanced up at me, her beautiful eyes were filled with surprise. That didn’t last long, as they quickly turned defensive.

“Little bit,” she replied coolly.

I nodded towards the bar. “What are you having? It’s on me.”

“I’m a big girl. I can order for myself.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I shrugged apathetically. “Just being friendly.”

“Just like earlier, right?” she muttered, rolling her eyes. When she turned back, she narrowed them, smiling sweetly at me. “Why don’t you go be friendly somewhere else?”

I smiled inwardly. The game is on.

“Prickly little firecracker, aren’t you?” I chuckled. “Sorry to say, I happen to like my women on the sharp side. I thought you could handle it.”

“Is that so.” Clara glanced over towards the bartender again, growing visibly frustrated. When he clearly wasn’t noticing her, she started looking around – choosing an escape route.

“Your name was Clara, right?”

The server sighed. “So you can remember nametags, but you can’t pick up obvious social cues. Why don’t you get lost? I’m way too tired to deal with your shit right now.”

“My shit, love?”

“Don’t call me love. I’m not your love.”

“It’s an English thing, love,” I grinned cockily. “Can’t help it. You have your Sir and your Madam, and I have my guv’nah and my love.”

Clara gave an exasperated sigh. “This is just my night. One long, miserable banquet, I get some good news and I get to leave early… and now I’ve got this walking fucking stereotype, pulling from the shittiest book of pick-up lines in print…”

I made eye contact with the bartender, flashing him a look with my eyes. Between that and realizing the girl beside me had been here for possibly ages, he immediately flew over.

“Whiskey neat, Jameson,” I commanded. “And for the lady… long island iced tea.”

“Coming right up.”

Clara glanced up at me with mild amusement. “How’d you know I liked long island iced teas?”

“Lucky guess,” I chuckled, withdrawing my credit card. I handed it to the bartender between two fingers, keeping my eyes on Clara.

“And your ID, miss?”

He took it, briefly scanning the card with his eyes before returning it to her.

“Open tab?”

“Of course.”

As soon as he was out of earshot, I chuckled and shook my head at her. “He’s a terrible bartender. That’s the fakest card I’ve seen in a while.”

“Excuse me?” Clara muttered.

“Your ID card, it’s a fake. You’re definitely not twenty-one years old. Hell, I don’t honestly think you’re a day over nineteen.”

“Flattering, but no, the card’s real.”

I reached out the same two fingers, wiggling them briefly. “Show me.”

With a disgruntled sigh, Clara handed me her ID card. Of course, I didn’t really think it was a forgery. I just wanted more information on her. She was distracted, so I figured I could get away with the request.

Clara Renee Campbell, I observed, pretending to fiddle with the edges of the card as I scanned her identification. I checked out her address, noting that it probably wasn’t more than maybe ten minutes from my rental house. Convenient…

As I handed her the card back, my thumb slid along the stony glare of her photo, and I smiled with validation. Well, what do you know…?

“You’ve got a corner of this card slightly peeling up, and there’s a subtle laser engraving on your name at the top,” I chuckled. “I’ll be damned, it actually is a fake!”

“Say it a little louder for the people in the back, why don’t you?” Clara snarled as she slipped it into her pocket.

She opened her mouth to follow that up, but the bartender returned with our drinks. We gratefully accepted them, turning to regard each other carefully.

“Cheers,” I grinned cheekily, clinking the lip of my tumbler to that of her highball glass. It had been a bold move, but it usually worked… and I was surprised to actually sniff out a fakery. Ballsy girl, I thought to myself.

“Cheers,” Clara disdainfully replied, watching me coolly as she took a large sip from the straw. It was clear that she was attempting to sum me up.

“Why don’t we get a table?” I asked, motioning towards the various high-tops. “I’d like a little more room, honestly.”

“I’m actually waiting on somebody,” Clara chirped up. “Boyfriend’ll be here any minute.”

“Boyfriend,” I nodded thoughtfully.

“That’s right. Big guy. Bigger than you.”

“Is that so? Is he a former Marine, too?”

“Oh yeah, definitely,” Clara smiled. “He’s way more handsome too. Doesn’t need to try and win me over with cheesy pick-up lines or anything.”

I grinned playfully, taking another sip of my iced whiskey. “Hey, I almost take personal offense to that one, love.”

“I told you not to call me that.”

“And I told you that it’s a cultural thing,” I reminded her. “It’s just how we greet beautiful women. Part of the deal.”

“You’re starting to lay it on thick.”

I began to retort, but it turned out that she was half telling the truth. A moment later, another young lady about Clara’s age strolled up to us, brushing long blond bangs back to expose expensive gold earrings.

“Hiya, Clara. Who’s this guy?”

Oh good, here comes the cavalry.

“Just some guy from the Marines’ banquet I had to work tonight. He’s kind of a total misogynist jackass. Where’ve you been, Nat?”

“Sorry, girl! I was tied up with Jared for a hot minute there!” She smiled unabashedly, leaving zero subtly in the implication. Her smile faded as she turned to me. “You can go ahead and leave, though. I’ll take it from here.”

“Classy,” I grinned. “Tell your friend you’re late because you were riding dick and dismiss me in the same burst of air? What else can you do with all that lung power?”

Nat, as Clara had called her, planted her hand on her hip and gave me that classic simmering bitch face that I knew all too well.

“Look, Tiger, you’re barkin’ up the wrong tree if you’re trying to bring my best friend home tonight. She’s already got enough to worry about without some smarmy, arrogant fuck bothering her.”

Just to send the point home, she waved lazily at me with a wrist in the dismissed motion. “Now, piss off.”

I laughed, taking a swig of my whiskey. “I’m sorry, I just thought we let our friends make their own decisions… Clara, if you want me to go, just say the word.”

She turned to me with a sweet grin. “I’ve told you to buzz off a few times now, remember?”

I grasped at my chest. “You’ve wounded me.”

“I’m sure you’ve experienced worse than that… Marine.”

For a brief moment, I had a flashback to a knife fight in the Afghani dust. Within seconds, I could practically taste the dust in my throat, blinded by the hot, unforgiving sun as a foreign voice shouted indecipherable taunts. I could feel the hard rubber of the hilt in my hand, and knew what I had to do…

“Well, I was in combat zones for a few years, so that’s fairly accurate,” I replied angrily. “Thank you for reminding me of my wonderful, feel-good time in the bloody, blistering desert. Now then, ladies, if you’ll excuse me…”

I stepped away from them, swallowing the fury that curled up in my throat like encroaching flames. What was THAT? I’d never really experienced any heavy flashbacks like that before, and to do so now of all times…?

Warm skin fleetingly brushed against my arm. Turning on my heel, Clara was at my side, looking at me with eyes filled with concern.

“Are you ok?”

I snapped out of it, shaking my head and looking down at her sparkling eyes.

“Look, that might have been a bit far. I’m really sorry… You just came off like a dick earlier tonight, and I was giving it back... You’re not going to give up on me now, are you?”

“You’re gorgeous when you open up like this, Clara.”

Clara blushed briefly, clearly caught off-guard. I could see her friend back at the counter, ordering a drink and looking over at us with confusion.

“I’m sorry… look, your name was Dalton, right? It’s been a frustrating night, and you had me a little off center… I was trying to forget you existed.”

“Well, I exist, and you got my name right,” I answered mechanically, trying to gauge where this was going. “I’m Dalton Cparlyle, of the 165th Steel Division in Afghanistan. Youngest member of the Carlyle Family of Southern England.”

“Sounds very distinguished,” she smiled. “Listen, would you like to get out of here, maybe? I could use some air.”

Ah, she’s remorseful now. Now she feels like she needs to overcompensate. I didn’t mind this particular trajectory anymore. Still, there’s the small matter of…

“Your friend,” I reminded, glancing over her shoulder again. Nat, likely short for Natalie, had affixed her attention onto flirting with the bartender as he mixed her up a cocktail.

“Oh, she’s probably fine,” Clara clarified, following my gaze. “Natalie knows I’m in a bit of a vulnerable position, so she’s always on the defensive for me… I mean… wait. Don’t read into that.”

“Don’t worry,” I reassured Clara. “I’m English and a former Marine. It’s not really in either code of ethics for me to be anything less than a cordial gentleman… Tonight notwithstanding, at any rate.”

“What, do you get a manual or something?” Clara teased playfully.

“With the Marines, yes, something of a field handbook. For the British side, it’s more of an ancient, leather-bound tome, really…”

“Kept in some dusty old monastery?”

“You’ve seen it, then,” I chuckled. “Surprised the Elders let you through, usually you have to submit to a thumb-prick to establish proof of your bloodline…”

We shared a brief laugh, redirecting ourselves to a nearby bar top. While making brief small talk, Clara drank over half her beverage and I finished off my whiskey.

“So, what do you do? Besides the banquet serving, I mean,” I asked her.

“That’s pretty much it. Thrilling stuff,” Clara answered with a noncommittal shrug. “I start school back up Monday morning, and that’s going to suck away all of my free time.”

“The university here in town?”

“None other than.”

“I see. I’m enrolled for the semester, too.”

“No kidding,” Clara raised an eyebrow.

I noted that she was going through her drink kind of quickly... an interesting observation.

“Would have figured you to be already done. I mean, you’ve gotta be twenty-four, twenty-five, right?”

“I’m twenty-six,” I replied with amusement. “I did eight years. Two back-to-back enlistments, and now I’m getting back to reality. How old are you, now that I know that you’re not twenty-one?”

“Don’t worry, I’m eighteen,” she smiled, taking another long sip from her drink. “Sounds like Uncle Sam’s working out pretty well for you, then. What brought you to the States?”

“My father,” I told her. “He’s a chemical engineer and his company sent us stateside to work on a collaborative project with an oil corporation here. I’m afraid I’m not privy to any more detail than that, but we’ve been here for about a decade now.”

“A decade?” She gasped with muted surprise, just as I knew that she would. “What kind of project takes a decade?”

“The kind that’s sort of ongoing, features a lot of internal bureaucracy, and involves this particular engineer deciding he quite enjoys the States,” I answered, watching her fight to keep her eyes glued to me. “But the details are not particularly important. All you need to know is that, here we are, and have been for quite some time.”

Clara nodded slightly. Just as I was observing that inhaling her liquor was making her more than a little tipsy, she popped open her gob, asking loudly: “Why the Marines?”

“It was supposed to straighten me out,” I chuckled… Didn’t hurt that I couldn’t spend much money if I was tied up in combat, and I knew that I could get a decent education pretty much anywhere in the country.”

There was also the small matter of the Carlyle Fortune, although I wasn’t interested in divulging the future multimillionaire aspect of my backstory to this admittedly attractive stranger just yet.

“Sounds like you made the right move,” she nodded. “You’re a smart man, Dalton. Pretty handsome, too…”

Clara slid towards me, a dopey smile crossing her face as she drew near. Instinctively, I reciprocated, drawing her into a delicious, liquor-stained kiss.

The room faded away from us, its bustling entertainment a complete afterthought. This young lady was ripe for the picking, blushing and starting to stumble over her words. She would be molding clay in my hands; with the right push, I could have her home with me, her fingernails clawing into my back or gripping my shoulders all night long.

But I had a rule.

They can only be slightly drunk.

I don’t bed drunk chicks.

There were two reasons she would have already started to feel a buzz this strong: either this girl was a lightweight, or the bartender had fucked up. He could have mistaken my smirk for make this drink strong or, somewhat more likely, he’d just fucked up the ratio of alcohols.

I suspected they were both probably true.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I pulled back. She was clearly toasty, grinning toothily and giggling a little.

“I’m good. How are you?”

“Never better,” I chuckled. My cock was straining against my slacks, but I quickly repositioned it and drew up from the bar table. “Listen, give me your phone. I’m gonna put my number in there. Can I have yours?”

“Suuure,” Clara replied, handing me her smartphone. After reminding my new friend here to plug in her passcode, I added myself as a contact and called my own phone.

“Good. There, now we’re in contact,” I thought aloud, handing her the phone back. “Listen, let’s get you back to Natalie. You could probably use a chaperone…”

“No, I’m good though,” Clara insisted.

“Alphabet backwards,” I commanded.

“Ugh. That doesn’t even work right.”

“Z-Y-X, W, V-U-T…” I chimed out in tune. “S, R, Q, P, O-N-M-L-K…”

“That’s… that’s not fair,” she slurred.

“Alphabet backwards, Clara.”

“I… I can’t do it,” she replied. When I didn’t budge, she finally sighed. “Z-Y-P, Q, L-M-N-O-P…”

“Yeah, we’re going to get… who was it, Natalie? We’re going to get Natalie for you,” I smiled. “I can’t take you home like this. You’ll regret it in the morning.”

“I’ll totally have sex with you,” she grinned.

“And I believe you,” I countered, furious that I was turning down willing, beautiful pussy on a silver platter. “But it wouldn’t be right. Now, just wait right here a moment…”

I parted through the crowd, looking for that familiar blond hair with gold earrings. I eventually spotted her, dominating the bartender’s time – to the chagrin of a few other girls, who looked bored and thirsty.

“Hey, Natalie… your friend’s feeling pretty good,” I tapped her on her shoulder.

She whirled around, a grin still on her face from the flirtations. “Where is she? What did you do?”

“Not a thing. But rather than bring her to my place, I think you might need to be put on babysitter duties…”

Natalie glanced around me to spot Clara, who was smiling to herself and swaying slightly in her chair.

“Oh good lord, girl, that was one drink… Clara must not have eaten anything at all tonight with that banquet. She was always really terrible about holding her liquor…” She turned back towards the bartender. “And he’s cute, but he doesn’t look like he really knows what he’s doing.”

“You see my predicament. Do you need a hand with her, or are you okay?”

Natalie sighed. “Nah, I’m good.” She looked up at me with a slight grin. “Very noble of you, though. She’d have probably fucked your brains out, and here you are, doing the right thing. Not a lot of guys like that around here.”

“I’m not a bad guy,” I shrugged.

“Yeah… I guess maybe not.” She paused, fiddling with her words in her head. “Look, sorry if I came off a bit strong earlier, she’s just… been going through some stuff lately. Kind of a hang-up from a few months ago.”

“Perfectly fine. You were just sticking up for your friend. I get it. Listen, I traded numbers with her, but unless you need anything, I think I’m going to head back home.”

“Nah,” Natalie shook her head, pretending to roll up her sleeves. “I’ve got this shit from here. You have a good night, and I’ll be sure to let her know about her Good Samaritan. After all, I make a hell of a wingwoman when I’m working with someone who’s not an unrepentant prick…”

“Glad to hear it. I’m in her phone under Dalton if she gets to be a bit much to handle.”

“Cool beans. See ya.”

With that, I paid out my tab with the bartender and started walking out of the bar. The placement of things put me walking straight past Clara's table, and I wound up strolling through her strike zone.

“You leaving?” She asked morosely.

“I’m afraid so. Long night. I’m in your phone though, and Natalie’s coming straight over. You take care now. See you soon, maybe?”

She grabbed me by the tie and pulled me into a deep, passionate kiss. I was temporarily stunned by the fervor she threw into it, and I couldn’t help but return the intensity, steadying myself against her table.

“Goodbye, Dalton,” she sultrily whispered as we separated lips.

“Bye, Clara,” I huskily replied back.

After that, I walked outside, letting the brisk air clear my head from what just happened.

What DID just happen? I asked myself.

When no answer came, I sighed quietly, shook my head with an amused grin, and began to whistle my way back towards the parking garage. Whatever just happened, I wasn’t even mad that I wasn’t bringing that fine plate of pussy home with me.

Which meant that I probably liked the girl.

Well, I chuckled to myself. That’s new.






CHAPTER 4


T  he following morning, I woke up with only a mild hangover. As I pulled myself out towards the kitchen, I spotted Natalie on the couch. Sitting cross-legged with a bowl of cereal, she was lounging in pajamas that were probably more expensive than my entire bedroom.

Even after a few weeks here, I hadn’t gotten over how nice Nat’s apartment was. Even if she insisted that it was ours and not just hers, I couldn’t pretend to own any of this opulence.

The far wall was a seamless sheet of glass, overlooking the river. I had a fantastic view of the distant suspension bridge, the city park below, and several nearby, aesthetically pleasing buildings.

The floor across the entire apartment was a rich, polished green tile, which worked well with our premium black kitchen appliances, stone white countertops, and concrete walls.

As for our living room itself, a large, black sectional couch with matching ottoman and chaise dominated the area, facing away from the back bedrooms. Front and center was a wall-mounted flat-screen smart TV, perfectly suited for her fixation on binge-watching her streamed shows.

Rounding out Natalie’s other major vice was a corner bar area, close to her bedroom (naturally). It featured glasses that were tucked away neatly with a discreet wine cooler.

Finally, the kitchen ran alongside the living room, stretching out directly in front from my bedroom door. The left side became a long island between two pillars, whereas the other side boasted the appliances. All in all, the culinary amenities were modern, professional, and probably cost tens of thousands of dollars.

“Heya, Claire-bear,” Natalie grinned chirpily, glancing at me over her shoulder. “You’re up late. Feeling alright?”

“We’ve been over this a million times, Nat,” I sluggishly groaned as I shuffled towards the island for support. God, I feel terrible. “That pet name of yours doesn’t work when my name’s not actually Claire.”

“Yeah, well, suck it up,” my best friend chuckled, turning her eyes back to the television. “Anyway, don’t you, like, have a thing with your mom today?”

Recollection snapped me to alertness. I stumbled towards the clock on the oven and cursed myself for oversleeping.

“Oh shit, I’m gonna be late!”

“You’re making a bad habit of that!” She rang out in a singsong voice, before chomping down on a spoonful of cereal. “And here I was, about to invite you to Netflix the shit out of some shows with me. When’ve you gotta be there?”

“Two hours,” I moaned self-piteously.

“What? You can totally make that.”

“It takes an hour and a half to get there, and I’m a total mess at the moment, if you couldn’t tell…”

“So what? Skip the shower. Slap on some makeup. Brush your teeth. Put on pants. The problem practically solves itself!” She threw her hands up in mock exasperation. “Do I need to figure all this shit out for you, or can you be a functioning adult for, like, one goddamn day?”

I couldn’t help but grin. Her friendship was a definite blessing to me.

“One day I’m gonna strangle you, you smart-ass,” I chuckled groggily. “But I’ll need that shower to wake me up… so, you know, enjoy your Netflix boyfriend. Gonna make that Jared of yours jealous.”

“It’s true, Netflix is bae,” Nat cheerfully announced. “Jared knows his place. He buys me shit. He gives me the dick, but Netflix? Netflix is where my heart goes.”

“I thought that was pizza,” I retorted.

“Netflix and I have an open relationship with pizza. It’s working out pretty well.”

“You’re hopeless.”

“And you will be, too, if you don’t get your ass in gear. Shower if you’re gonna, bitch!”

Shaking my head, I followed her advice. I really hated showering any less than half an hour, but time was of the essence. After a quick, begrudgingly utilitarian rinse, I stood under the faucet and let the steam cloud my senses for a few minutes.

One hair-drying session, a brisk bit of makeup, and a fresh set of presentable clothes later, I was traipsing towards the door.

“Hey, have you heard anything from your Good Samaritan yet?”

“My what?”

“Uh, Dalton, I think he said his name was,” Natalie clarified, pausing the television. “Dude from the bar. It was weird – you hated him one moment, and then you were practically hanging on his every word the next. But he turned out to be pretty chill, all things considered.”

“Did he?”

The memories slowly drifted back. I faintly remembered the conversation we had. Dalton told me about his chemical engineer father, about being in the Marines for two terms, and some other things that were slipping my mind.

“Yeah. He could have dragged you to his place, or at least tried. I was keeping an eye on you and making sure nothing funny happened. But then he walked right up to me and put you in my care instead of trying to fuck you.”

“We wouldn’t have fucked.”

“Oh Clara, you would have definitely fucked him. You should have seen the look in your eyes. After you warmed up to him, you would have rode that dick all night long.”

“Ugh,” I grunted. “Was I that bad?”

“You weren’t bad, per se, but it was a bit of a fight to get you back here. You kept trying to call the poor guy in the middle of the night.”

“Wow,” I shook my head. “Wonder what got into me.”

“Well, to be fair, he was definitely into you, too. And he was handsome as fuck. You two would have had extraordinary sex, and I’d have been cheering you guys on from the other side of the wall.”

“Vote of confidence, that quickly? What if he turned out to be an axe murderer?”

“I’d have taken that chance. Let’s tally it up, shall we?” Natalie grinned, hopping over the arm of the couch and leaning on the other side of the island.

I shook my head in amusement as she leaned forward, counting off of her fingers.

“(1) Dude’s a Marine. Or was. Either way, it’s awesome, and he’s still a total hottie. (2) That English accent. It’s to die for, really. He sounds so dignified! (3) He didn’t try to take advantage of you. I can’t really stress that one enough. How often does that happen these days? Borderline never.”

“You’re trying to hook us up, aren’t you?” I asked coyly. “Natalie, I just met the guy.”

“Hey, all I’m saying is you need someone to help you get over that total jerk-stain of an ex. Why not some big sexy arrogant marine?”

“Lets not talk about Jeremy.”

“Of course I’m going to talk about Jeremy,” she said. “This guy’s, like, the total opposite of him. Total dreamboat, with the whole consent thing down. You should go after him.”

“Jeremy didn’t do anything without consent.”

“No, but I think psychological coercion is sort of a gray area when it comes to the whole ‘consent’ thing… and this guy? He seemed to be pretty legit when the opportunity to take advantage rolled his way.”

“Well… it’s true that I can’t remember the last time you’ve ever really approved of anyone I’ve been with,” I thought aloud.

“Clara, this might come as a surprise, but you have really shitty taste in guys. When the good ones come around, you’re never interested! I just think you should give that guy a shot. You never know what’ll come of it, right?”

“I’m going to remind you, potential axe murderer.” It was supposed to be halfway serious, but my widening grin totally ruined it.

“Look, you can’t keep a straight face. But anyway. You’re already late. Think about it! Text that guy when you’re back, alright? If he’s a total tool, then no love lost, but he already plugged his number into your phone and everything.”

Oh yeah. I forgot about that.

“Alright, alright, fine. I’ll text him when I come back and thank him for his gentlemanly ways.”

“There you go, girl!” Natalie cheered. “Now get out there and get this stupid family thing over with so that you can move on with your life!”

The huge, stupid smile stayed smack across my face as I walked down the hall, took the elevator to the lobby, crossed over to the parking garage elevator, and wandered towards my car.

As I left the city, I put Tove Lo’s album on and headed down the interstate. Ever mindful of the time, I went roughly ten over the limit most of the way – keeping my eyes peeled for any parked squad cars and speed traps along the side.

Luckily, fortune favored me today. My haphazard driving made me barely able to arrive in time for lunch. As I arrived, my eyes fell upon two unfamiliar vehicles outside Mom’s house – an expensive gas-guzzler of a truck, and a worn but highly serviceable motorcycle.

I reasoned that the younger one probably had the motorcycle. Oh good. Not only is the kid old enough to drive… he’s old enough to be comfortable on a motorcycle.

Mom stepped outside to greet me as I parked beside the other vehicles. She met me at the front patio, drawing me into another one of her warm, loving, but mildly suffocating embraces.

“Hello, dear! It’s been so long! I’m so happy to see you again,” she cooed, holding me at arm’s length after the hug to scrutinize my appearance. “Are you eating properly? You look like you’ve lost weight!”

“I’ve been eating a little better, yeah. The banquet serving job keeps me running ragged too, so there’s that…”

“Well, we need to put some more meat on those bones!” Mom chortled happily.

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I’d been coming back from an eating disorder I’d developed while at home. Mom, who was naturally a wider woman, had always been obsessed with my appearance. She looked down on “skinny bitches” and liked to keep me “fattened up”.

Oh yeah.

It took a few therapy sessions to fix that.

“So, where are they?” I politely redirected the topic as I followed her inside. “Have you killed them already?”

“Oh, heavens no!” Mom chuckled haughtily. “They’re both in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on lunch.”

“They both cook?” I grinned slyly. “Sounds like a dream come true for you. Two grown men, taking care of all your meals…”

“For a Brit, William knows his way around a spice rack, that’s for sure.”

I was about to comment on that coincidence when we turned the corner into the kitchen… and my heart practically stopped on the spot.

Oh no. This CAN’T be happening.

The two gentlemen had their backs to me, but turned when we came into the room. I recognized the younger one instantly, and a faint look of surprise flickered across his face as he took me in.

His father was the first to say something.

“Clara! I’m William. It’s great to finally meet you!” The older man exclaimed cheerily. He was the spitting image of his son, but with light gray fringing his hair and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses over his eyes.

“Hi, William,” I responded as politely as I could muster. My eyes immediately slid to the other one, though.

How. How is this happening?

“And allow me to introduce my son, Dalton.” He motioned towards the marine from last night, who stepped forward to reach out his hand.

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Clara,” Dalton smiled warmly. “I’ve heard good things about you.”

Temporarily rendered speechless, I hastily swallowed as I shook his hand.

“Yes… you too.”

“Oh?” Mom asked, taking interest in this. “Are you familiar with Dalton? I don’t remember ever saying anything about him to you on the phone…”

Shit.

“Yeah, Mom, you totally did,” I nervously insisted. “You mentioned something about him being in the Marines, right?”

“No, don’t believe so,” she shook her head. “Hell, I didn’t even know about the Marines until a few days ago, isn’t that right, Will?”

William shrugged. “I can’t remember how long ago that was. A week? Two? A month? Regardless, it doesn’t particularly matter, does it now?”

Mom pursed her lips but conceded the point. She had a bulletproof memory, and hated to not be completely correct. That’s why, when she answered, “No, I suppose not,” she turned to me with a curious look.

“Anyway, why don’t you two sit down and acquaint yourselves, hmm?” William gestured towards the hall. “Go get seated. Sarah and I will wrap up things here, yeah?”

“Sounds good, Father,” Dalton nodded cordially before disappearing into the hallway.

Confused and alarmed, I followed him out of their sight, cornering him as soon as we arrived at the dining room.

“What the hell? Is this some kind of sick joke?” I demanded, halfway accusing him.

“Kind of what I was beginning to wonder,” he replied apathetically. “I mean, what are the odds? We run into each other last night, you want me to fuck your brains out, and now we’re sitting across the table from one another as our parents prepare to tell us all about how they met…”

“I was not going to fuck your brains out,” I snapped quietly, thinking back to Natalie’s words.

“You said about that much.”

“I was drunk.”

“And that’s why I didn’t bring you home with me,” he replied casually. “There’s no way you could have consented in your state. You got yourself plastered last night. Off of one drink! One!”

“The bartenders suck at that bar,” I groaned. “The guy probably fucked up the alcohol ratios and handed me the strongest long island in history.”

“Which somehow evaded your notice…?”

“I was tired.”

“Tired,” he scoffed, summing me up with a glance. “You were tired. That’s what you’re going with? Look, I understand that you’re upset about this, but–”

Dalton lowered his voice and took his seat as we heard footsteps. After a moment, our parents came into the room, setting various pots and dishes down on the placemats.

“Why don’t you sit down, Clara?” Mom asked politely. “We’ll be back in a moment.”

I did as I was told, and the two of them disappeared back to bring out more food. The moment that they were gone, I rounded my furious gaze back to Dalton.

“I’m just weirded out,” I hissed. “This is obviously a sign that we weren’t meant to happen.”

“What do you mean, ‘weren’t meant to happen?’” Dalton asked, looking just slightly bothered by my wording. “You know, we saw each other before we knew about any of this. I don’t necessarily see that as being wrong.”

“Are you being serious right now?” I asked with mild disgust. “You can’t be being serious. Not at all.”

“Look, we can talk about this later,” he remarked. “They’ll be back in a second.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I insisted, crossing my arms. “We almost had sex, but we didn’t, and now our parents have revealed to us that they’re dating. Case closed.”

A look of anger flashed across Dalton’s face. He was opening his mouth to retort when Mom and William popped back into the room, setting the last few pots down and taking their seats with us.

“Alright, kids, dig in!” William chuckled, rubbing his hands together. Sarah complimented the men on the food, and Dalton flashed me a knowing look.

And so begun the most awkward lunch of my entire fucking life.






CHAPTER 5


A fter that rollercoaster of a weekend, I was grateful to have a solid distraction. However, I couldn’t help but feel personally cheated and slighted by the cruelty of fate.

If we’d just fucked and I’d gotten it out of my system and cast her aside, it’d probably have been completely different.

Well, it would have been a bit weirder than usual since I’d see her at family reunions, but it would have still gotten her out of my system. I wasn’t used to mentally marking a sexual target and having the opportunity ripped from my clutches on a technicality.

I had begun to think that Clara had a point.

She was determined to nip whatever we might have had in the bud. I couldn’t help but admit that us having something while our parents had something was a bit… strange. I knew it wasn’t incest because we weren’t related, but Clara clearly thought along those lines, and maybe she wasn’t wrong to shut everything down before it started.

However…

I always hated to turn down a challenge.

All of this had to go on the backburner for the moment, though. Just one day later, before I was ready, Monday morning was here. That meant something that I’d been putting off for over eight years now.

School.

You might have gotten the impression, correctly, that college was kind of a complete afterthought to me. As a Marine with eight years of service under his belt and a massive inheritance on the way, I wasn’t particularly interested in giving even more of my life away.

There was one slight problem with that…

And it was named Raleigh and Riana Carlyle.

My elderly, posh grandparents were the rightful wielders of the Carlyle Fortune. After they skipped my father and lost their daughter, I was the only remaining heir to the bloodline. They only had a few rules, but their firm expectations were airtight:

1. Never disgrace the family.

2. Earn a place of societal standing.

3. Obtain a dignified higher education.

I wasn’t interested in kissing ass up the societal chain, so I discussed the option of joining the active military of my resident country. To my favor, I had several dignified ancestors who had served as officers in the British Army, and my grandparents were surprisingly lax in caring which country I served, so long as it was a “relevant” one.

Of course, I didn’t do it just to get their money, even if we are talking about a fiendishly large quantity of it. There were a lot of overlapping factors involved in that decision.

For one, I did it for me. I wanted the discipline, the prestige, and to essentially drown in pussy for the rest of my life. Call me selfish, because it’s true, but I’m a particularly forward thinking brand of selfish.

Secondly, I wanted to make an effort to please my father, who was perpetually afraid of me following in the footsteps of his former life. At the bare minimum, I knew he’d be pretty fucking proud of me.

Finally, by being smart about my expenses for eight years, I walked out of the service with over $150,000 in cold, hard cash. It meant significantly less beer than I would have liked, but it also meant I had options.

After all, if fate intervened and the Carlyle Fortune was ripped from my hands, like my father before me, it left me in a reasonably good financial position without it.

I could still buy a house or travel the world with well over a hundred thousand dollars.

So far, my grandparents loved me. I never felt pressured under their expectations, particularly since it wasn’t difficult to keep my sexual exploits away from their ears. That’s pretty much the only thing I could think of that might jeopardize my claim, since they were apparently the biggest fucking prudes on the planet.

However, I wasn’t exactly interested in scrimping on the sex for years, especially without the inheritance being a done deal.

Despite not particularly giving a rat’s ass about the degree, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to at least try. I was actually looking forward to the next step on my quest for the Carlyle Fortune when I walked into my first class of the semester, Psychology 1001.

I was just in time, and I spotted an empty seat up in the small, stadium-style seating. Unfortunately, I didn’t even get two minutes of peace before I realized that fate was going to be a prissy little bitch after all.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I grunted to myself when I glanced down and saw Clara a few rows below me, tentatively awaiting the professor’s appearance.

What is it with this goddamn girl?

Clara had been everywhere I’d turned since the beginning of the weekend. Everything from the Marine banquet, to the bar afterwards, to Father’s little family get-together…

I realized the seat next to her was available, and a sly smile crossed my lips.

Fine. Challenge accepted.

Narrowly, I squeezed into the seat before some other guy could snag it. Clara quickly glanced up, her breath catching in her throat.

“Hullo, love,” I grinned knowingly.

“What. The. Fuck.” She trembled. “Are you, like, actually stalking me now? Why can’t I fucking get away from you?”

“Yes, you’re absolutely right,” I conceded mockingly. “I specifically called you in to work my banquet, trailed you to the bar, hooked our parents up, and somehow got your schedule and put myself in your class.”

“Ugh. Actually, that last one is me,” Clara sighed. “I transferred into Psych at the last second. I wasn’t on the attendance until this morning.”

“See? It’s destiny,” I told her.

“Destiny?” She looked at me like I was crazy.

“Of course! Either you and I are the butt of some cruel, cosmic joke… or something really wants us to give each other a chance. You can’t deny that this is pretty bizarre.”

“The only bizarre thing about this is that our parents are dating,” she spat out in a hushed tone.

“So you’re fine with us, then,” I countered without skipping a beat. “It’s just our parents that are the problem. Good to know.”

“No, that’s not what I said at all,” she insisted.

“You said, and I quote, the only bizarre thing about this is that–”

“I know what I said.”

I smiled, watching her grow more flustered by the second. Clara shook her head at me, the very picture of exasperation; valiantly, she tried and failed to hide a faint smile, hinted at the corner of her lips.

At that moment, the profession stepped into the room. A thin, gaunt figure with thick, snow-white hair and a matching, magnificent beard, he set down his briefcase on the podium and glanced up at us through thick, black-rimmed spectacles.

“Good morning, students, and welcome to Psychology 1001. My name is Doctor Thaddeus Pritchard. You may call me Professor Pritchard or Doctor Pritchard; either will do. Now then, I’ll be guiding those of you here next week for the following several months. Please pull out your textbooks and flip to page 108 while I call roll…”

“Shit,” Clara whispered. “I totally forgot to pick one up.”

“No need,” I replied casually, pulling out a thick, heavy copy of The Realm Inside: A Beginner’s Psychology Guide. “We can share this for the moment.”

She bit her lip and raised an eyebrow, but couldn’t overlook that this book was, used, still over a hundred bucks. “Just for today.”

“Oh, of course,” I shrugged. “Just today. You’ll get your own copy after that, assuming you stick out the class, that is.” I let my slight smile carry the tone as I challenged her. “I hear this guy’s kind of tough, after all. You might not hack it.”

“Is that so?” Clara replied, slipping a few strands of hair behind her ear. She was watching me with an eyebrow raised. “We’re assuming, of course, that you won’t be intimidated by him either. A guy like that looks like he belongs behind a podium at Harvard, not here.”

The professor smacked something loud against the podium, drawing our attention.

“I’m sorry, is your flirtation more important than my class? If that’s the case, feel free to excuse yourselves,” Doctor Pritchard airily cut in.

“Apologies, Professor,” I replied with dignity. “I was merely offering to help a fresh transfer with reading materials for today.”

“English, hmm?” Doctor Pritchard observed keenly. He adjusted his glasses against his nose and peered towards me. “What part of England are you from?”

I was surprised by his sudden interest.

“Uh, South London.”

“I see,” he murmured. “Interesting. I spent a decade teaching in London. Awful food, too much drinking, but it was, overall, a pleasant experience.” He turned to Clara, who seemed amused by this assessment. “Is it true that you joined in the last twenty-four hours?”

“This morning, actually,” she answered.

“Better last minute than a week late,” he nodded with a tentative smile. “What’s your name? You won’t be on my attendance sheet unless I pencil you in.”

“Clara Campbell,” she answered.

I smiled privately. Alliterative. I like it. Also, not a far cry from ‘Clara Carlyle’…

With a brief moment of horror, I banished the thought away. There was no reason to have thoughts even remotely like that… until I realized that, if our parents married, that could possibly wind up becoming her name, anyway…

Once he made the corrections, Doctor Pritchard continued the roll call, leaving me plenty pleased with my thoughts. Well, maybe he’ll be a little easier on me with the grade.

The rest of the class wound up fairly straightforward. This professor didn’t employ casual starter days – we were already reviewing material and assigned homework at the end of the session.

It was hard to stay committed to paying attention to him with Clara right there. I felt myself enamored by the way she focused on the material, biting her bottom lip when she was heavily concentrating or perplexed.

She was so effortlessly beautiful.

That’s when I knew I had to take things seriously with her… that I had to try. I could have just written her off, but honestly? All that destiny stuff I had told her?

I believed it.

It was weird to me that I’d seen so much of her in such a short period of time. We were definitely supposed to be paying attention to each other, and the more that I did so, and the longer that I watched her out of the corner of my eye, the more I felt a little something tug inside me for her.

It was small and easily overlooked, but from that small flicker in my heart, I could build the foundation of something much bigger.

I knew my soul could burn for her if I let it.

That’s why, when class was over, I followed her outside and redirected her towards the nearby overhang. It was a covered seating area; other students mostly filled the available tables, so I leaned against a pillar instead.

“Yeah? What did you want?” She asked impatiently. I could see that she was slightly on edge, nervously looking around and absentmindedly sliding her hair behind her ear… something that only encouraged me further.

“You and I need to talk,” I told her.

“I, uh, we don’t need to talk.”

“We definitely do,” I smiled softly.

“No.” She was trying to put her foot down here, but her hesitance gave her away. Sure, she knew what I was going to say… but she wanted me to say it.

“I’m just going to go out and say it,” I sighed, choosing my words very carefully. “Clara, you’ve had my attention since the moment that we first met, and I want to see where that goes.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’ll remind you that when we first met, you were publicly humiliating me in front of your Marine friends, and making horrible sexual passes at me.”

“So I came off the wrong way,” I shrugged. “I know that I fucked up. You were only going to be a harmless little bit of amusement, but then I ran into you immediately afterwards, and you seemed so…”

“So what?” She asked with feigned apathy, poorly disguising how she was clutching onto my every word.

“So… wildly attractive,” I conceded. “Seeing you there by yourself, outside of your banquet serving attire, as just a girl trying to buy a drink… it compounded inside me. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of you. I had to get to know you.”

Clara scoffed. “So, you see me in my street clothes, and suddenly everything changes? Real smooth, bucko.”

“That’s not what I meant,” I insisted. “Once we were alone and back in our elements, we clicked. Sure, you pushed me away a little, but I deserved that. And once we got to talking, I felt a spark grow.”

“A spark? You’re a real walking cliché, you know that?” She muttered, shaking her head. Her hair falling forward didn’t hide the smile that I saw developing across that beautiful little face of hers.

Testing the waters, I reached down and lifted her chin. Instead of flinching or recoiling, her eyes went wild with fear, gazing deeply into mine like a frightened animal… but Clara didn’t dare move away.

“I know you feel something between us,” I whispered, stroking her cheek with the backs of my knuckles. “I know it’s happening fast, and it doesn’t make sense to either of us… but I know you do, because I can feel it too.”

Clara sucked in a small gasp of air, clearly filled with conflict. “But it’s wrong,” she huskily replied. “And we only just met. We can’t. You know we can’t…”

“We can,” I pushed her, staring deep into her eyes with every ounce of conviction I had. I just have to break down this barrier between us. “We’re not related… our parents are only dating… time is on our side. I just don’t want to kill this thing we feel before it starts.”

Clara’s face was growing flush; her chest was visibly rising and falling with mounting intensity. “Maybe that’s for the best,” she tried to concede, although I could see her grasp slipping.

“I don’t think so,” I nudged caringly, “and I know you don’t really believe that, either.”

Her eyes slid open, half-rimmed by her heavy eyelids. When she spoke, her silky voice was like honey to my ears. “Then, what do you suggest?”

“You know what I suggest,” I replied calmly, tracing the shape of her cheek with my thumb. “We take the plunge. We see where this goes. If it doesn’t work, then it doesn’t work… but I can’t let it end without trying.”

When she nodded involuntarily, drawn into the rising sexual tension between us, I knew that I had my moment.

I pulled Clara Campbell close.

My hungry lips met hers.

And for that heated, magical moment, all was right with the world.






CHAPTER 6


L ife grew far more complicated the second that Dalton kissed me. It was so hard to look back on that instant as a fleeting moment of weakness when it just felt so right.

While my senses heightened with pleasure, it was as if a garden of butterflies released into my stomach. I felt blood rush to my face while a tiny jolt of pleasure slipped down to my toes, filling my body with warmth.

Is this what a kiss is really supposed to feel like? I wondered to myself. This isn’t like any kiss I’ve ever had before, not even with my ex-boyfriend…

The Marine pulled back slightly, his warm lips still so achingly near. As his eyes briefly searched mine, I grasped onto his shoulders and pulled him back into another passionate kiss.

This feels good, I thought to myself. This feels appropriate… it feels right.

The voice of reason inside my head was struggling to be heard, shouting about impropriety, my parents, the age difference between us, anything at all that could dissuade me from continuing this. But that voice couldn’t be heard through the thick fog of pleasure that dulled my mind now, killing any interjecting thoughts.

All that mattered was the taste of him.

But we both had follow-up classes, so Dalton and I separated with a smile and headed towards our prospective directions. All the while I walked that way, I had a beaming smile on my face.

I didn’t understand it, but I didn’t think that I really needed to. It wasn’t exactly quantifiable. The feeling was something mysterious to me, a sensation that kissing him, and being near him, brought me a happiness I hadn’t experienced in a long time… maybe never.

Natalie is going to want to hear all about this.

After Psychology 1001, I was scheduled Math 1001, Sociology 1028, Physical Science 1001, a late lunch period, and Mathematics 1001. It was a pretty rough workload, but luckily none of the succeeding professors assigned any homework or expected us to have our textbooks already.

Unfortunately, Dalton wasn’t in any of my other classes, although that might have been too much of a distraction for me.

This could have easily been a more stressful day. Everywhere I turned, I could see fledgling Freshmen stopping upperclassmen and asking for directions, looking like lost little lambs. Most of them didn’t really know where anything was, and I stopped and helped a few when time permitted.

Luckily, I’d come prepared.

One of my last days of high school was a meet-and-greet day with the university, where I’d been introduced to my advisor, chose my classes early, and got to know the general layout of the campus. Although the classes hadn’t been specifically assigned rooms at the time, I knew the halls now, and I easily navigated around and found everything I needed.

When I finished up my last class, I checked my text messages. It was only when I noticed one from Dalton that I remembered again that we had each other’s numbers.

> Hey, just wrapped up. Are you done yet?

It was marked an hour ago, so I knew now that he left earlier than I did.

> Just getting out my last class now. Did you schedule a lunch break, or do you have five back-to-back classes?

I started walking towards the car, eager to get home and make some headway into my first batch of psychology homework... luckily, it involved online reading, and not the actual textbook. As I was twisting the key into the door lock, his response came through:

> Nah, I’m rocking five classes. Don’t really need the lunch break. Would rather save that hour for later.

Well, that was one way to do it, although I didn’t think I had the mental stamina to punish myself with five straight blocks of classes like that.

Forty minutes later, I was letting myself into Natalie’s apartment. She wasn’t in, so I dropped my bookbag off at the foot of my bed and made myself a sandwich to eat for a quick snack.

While I turned on the television and watched some mindless program, it was hard for me to keep my mind off of Dalton.

He’d come out of literally nowhere, and getting into anything with him came with strings… strings that involved our parents. It wasn’t precisely ideal.

But, even though I’d been horrified to see him at our little family luncheon… honestly, it was only because I already sorta liked the guy. More than I was willing to admit to myself.

Sure, he’d pissed me off at the banquet.

Yet, even when he was pushing my buttons, the antagonization had pleased me in small ways. That was still fresh on my mind when I saw him at the bar, and although I wasn’t open to his company at first… he’d endeared himself somehow.

Truth of it was, I wanted to see where this could go, just like he did. As for the details, well… maybe those could sort themselves out. After all, it’s not unheard of for people to break up, even at our parents’ age.

With that understanding in place, he and I began to see each other. It certainly gave me something to look forward to every morning, as no matter how exhausted or disinterested I might be in my earliest class… I would always see Dalton there, brightening up my day.

I occupied myself with homework at night, evening shifts with the banquet staff, and hanging out with Natalie when she was available. Although she wasn’t in school and didn’t really need a job, she was pretty preoccupied socializing with friends, making connections, and currying further favor with her parents.

Honestly, I preferred the life that I had over the one she led. While she had her simpleton boyfriend (although he apparently came with quite the cock on him), she was bound by formality when she wasn’t home.

There was always someone important to her family to see, or another social event that demanded her attention and presence, or another crazy demand from her parents. They gave her this apartment and plenty of spending money, and Natalie had never worked a real day in her life, but she was definitely kept on a tight leash.

And she made sure to remind me sometimes.

“Whatcha doing, Claire-Bear?” Natalie asked one afternoon, dropping her keys off on the counter as she strolled in and spotted me at the dining room table.

“Buried under homework, unfortunately,” I mirthlessly explained as I sipped more coffee. “What about you?”

“Oh, another stupid little gala,” she muttered. “It’s like, come on, people. How many fucking galas do you folks need? I swear, they’re just goddamn bored. All the freaking time. They do this just to piss me off.”

“That’s right, Nat,” I smiled and shook my head. “They have little council meetings where they decide to spend vast sums of money and time in the exclusive pursuit of interfering with your life.”

Natalie shot me a dirty smirk. “It’s a conspiracy, I tell ya, a damned filthy conspiracy. They’re out to get me.”

“How do you think they dress when they’re plotting your imminent demise? Long, purple robes, like wicked monastery monks?”

“You’re right on the money,” Nat chuckled as she poured herself a glass of orange juice and leaned against the counter. “Probably a dozen of them around some ancient stone table, consulting a dark and mysterious prophecy. It probably rhymes. All the good prophecies rhyme.”

Before I could respond, the bathroom door popped open, and Dalton wandered over to take back his seat at the table.

“Hiya, Natalie,” he grinned chirpily.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite British bar dude,” she crossed her arms with a grin. “Goes without saying now, but welcome to mi casa.”

She flashed me a sarcastically aggravated look, and I returned it with a cheeky grin.

“Were you saying something about the rigors of the wealthy life?” He asked, taking his seat beside me and rubbing his palm across my upper back. “Must be exhausting.”

“Yeah, yeah. You might joke about it, but it comes with strings,” Natalie shrugged. “I have to jump through a lot of hoops to keep this gig going strong, and that means keeping up to date on the latest fashions, the latest beefs between my family and others, cordial appearances, galas… it can be exhausting.”

“Oh, no, I wasn’t being condescending,” Dalton looked serious for a moment. “There are, uh, rich people in the family. I heard a lot of stories about that kind of thing while I was growing up. I can only imagine how stressful that must be for you.”

I turned my head. “You’ve got wealthy relatives? And I’m just hearing about this now?”

“Yeah, well, they’re a little on the distant side,” Dalton laughed, but I noticed the edge to his voice. “I haven’t seen them in something like eight years, at least…”

“Weren’t you in the Marines?” Natalie tilted her head. “For, what was it, two terms? Then that would line up pretty well… I mean, hell, you can say you haven’t seen anyone in something like eight years…”

“Yeah, well, they were never really a big part of my life,” Dalton responded with measurably less warmth than usual. “I don’t particularly care to dwell on them all that much.”

I wanted to push him a little more on the topic, but he was clearly trying to deflect it, and I didn’t want to corner him while we had company.

Natalie caught my eye. With the kind of understanding that only close, old friends have, she switched gears and laughed off the tone.

“Well, I know what that’s like. I have relatives like that too. I’d rather break a heel than deal with them, any night, so you’ve definitely got my sympathies there, Dalton.”

She stepped away from the counter and reached for her keys. “Anyway, I’m afraid I can’t stay long, I’m supposed to be meeting that dull boyfriend of mine for dinner or something. If I leave now, I might be able to squeeze in a little shopping first…”

Dalton looked visibly relieved that the topic had shifted away, and I rose up to give her a quick hug. “Say hi to Jared for me,” I told her.

“Like I’m reminding him that other girls are out there in the world, are you insane? Can you fathom the leash I have to keep this boy on?” She chuckled on her way out the door.

We resumed the homework, but I couldn’t keep my mind off of the previous topic. It was clear that he was uneasy about it, but what was more telling was that he was clearly hiding some of the details.

There was something he wasn’t telling me.

We made it through the rest of the hour before I finally couldn’t take it anymore. He apparently sensed this coming, because he was growing more and more agitated.

“I’ve gotta ask,” I started to say. “You have–”

“Don’t.”

I tried to look him in the eyes. To my surprise, there wasn’t any warmth there. He was staring quietly at me, his gaze just slightly not meeting mine.

“Dalton, my best friend is rich. You don’t have to worry about money becoming this big deal for me, or anything like that. I just want to know.”

He sighed heavily. “It’s not the right time.”

“It’s not the right time,” I echoed with disappointment. “That’s kind of a big deal for me, though. You can’t just sit on that.”

Dalton laughed. “I knew I shouldn’t have opened my mouth. The second I started talking about that, I knew it was a mistake.”

“Look, if you don’t want to talk about it, then that’s fine,” I hesitantly told him. “But… I don’t like the thought of you hiding things from me, okay? If there’s something big there, I just want you to feel like you can talk to me about it.”

“Okay,” Dalton muttered. “But not now.”

“Not now,” I repeated again, nodding. I regretted bringing the topic up again, and I knew that I couldn’t let him leave with that thought weighing heavily on his mind.

“Listen… we’re about done here, right? With the homework?” I indicated our textbooks, and waited for him to nod. “Why don’t we just curl up on the couch and watch some television for a little bit?”

“Television is pretty much all that you do, isn’t it?” Dalton grinned. Before I could respond, he had closed his book and was crossing over to the couch.

I followed after him; soon, I was comfortably curled up beside his large, warm form. “Why don’t you choose?” I asked him. “Let’s see what you’re interested in…”

“Alright,” he grinned, reaching for the remote. “My tastes are pretty eclectic, though. Kind of come with the territory of swapping countries, jumping into the military, and already having a rebellious streak straight up my arse beforehand…”

He cycled through some options, hovering over a few documentaries and action series, before selecting a stand-up comedian I hadn’t heard of.

“Oh, this is one of my favorite guys,” he chuckled. “Hope you enjoy it.”

“I’m sure I’ll enjoy myself,” I grinned, and we nestled up a little closer together. That’s how we spent the rest of the evening – pressed against one another, his arm around my shoulder, and laughing hysterically at a string of fantastic comedians… with some leftover takeout on the coffee table.

As far as home dates go, it was pretty great.






CHAPTER 7


C lara and I were just falling into a routine as a text out of the blue caught me by surprise. Even as I made eye contact with my father, sitting halfway down the bar with a few empty stools surrounding him, I couldn’t fathom why he’d contacted me.

> Need to talk. Drinks tonight?

I brushed past a few bar patrons as I made my way over. To my surprise, instead of being the life of the party, my father was apparently deeply lost in thought. Taking my seat beside him, I reciprocated his warmth as he firmly clasped his hand against my opposite shoulder blade.

“Thanks for joining me on such short notice, son,” my father greeted me happily. He seemed to be glad to be free from whatever thoughts were in his head. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Whiskey neat,” I answered.

“Alrighty then.” He clicked his fingers a few times for the bartender, ordering me the drink. We sat in silence for a moment, watching the man quickly pour my refreshment before sliding it to my hands.

“So, what’s gotten you rattled?” I asked politely, preferring to get straight to the matter of things.

“Little blunt there, aren’t you?” He chuckled mirthlessly. “Don’t you want to catch up a few minutes, first?”

“Dad, I just saw you maybe two weeks ago,” I reasoned. “I figured that we were essentially past the small talk stage again…”

“Hogwash,” he replied in a half-mutter. “We were visiting together for the first time, all of us as a family. It was different. This is more about you and I.”

“I was under the impression that you and I were good,” I told him, sipping my drink. “Is there something new that I’m not aware of?”

“No, no, everything’s fine between us,” my father deflected calmly. “It’s just that… I wanted to know where you’re going in life, now that you’re out of the Marines and you’re in school.”

“This is an odd time to ask that question. I’ve been out for the entire summer, after all. Only been an hour’s drive away.”

“I know, son,” he groaned, ignoring his beer for the moment. “I’m sorry that I’ve been a bit distant, it’s just that I haven’t seen much of you since your days in high school, and I’ve… forgotten, maybe, how to be a better father to you.”

Oh, it’s this again.

“You’ve been a great father,” I told him. “I know we didn’t see eye-to-eye all the time, but you did the best you could with raising me. I know that you’re busy with work, and with your girlfriend. I’ve been tied up too. I could have picked up the phone myself, so it’s not just your fault.”

He looked like he wanted to say something, but then didn’t. “I understand. I just… I still feel bad about things. I wish I could have been better. That I could have given you more.”

“It’s not your fault,” I retorted.

“Yes, it is, son. I made a mistake. That mistake cost me a great deal.”

“You learned from your mistake. It’s not your fault that the Carlyle Fortune was ripped from your hands. I have never held you responsible for that.”

“Right,” Father nodded, sipping from his beer again. “Well, it’s just that…”

Things suddenly clicked.

“You want to know my plans for the future? Is this because of the money?” I asked, trying to determine where he was going with this. “Are you hard up for cash?”

“What? No, of course not!” He replied almost indignantly. After a second, the anger calmed down out of his eyes – the last vestiges of his former self, sometimes threatening to resurface out from his calm and pleasant demeanor. “This has nothing to do with the money… for me. I’ve made my own way, and I’m lucky that my career has paid as well as it has.”

“You were robbed of it,” I contested.

“Be that as it may… I want to know what your designs for your inheritance are. As you’re aware, you’ll receive it on your 30th birthday, assuming that you’ve fulfilled your grandparents’ criteria. You’re 26 years old now. What are you doing until then?”

I was taken slightly aback by the question, but I drank from my glass and answered anyway.

“Seeing as I’ve done nothing to diminish the family name, not that they’re aware of, at any rate, I’m certain that I’ll be–”

“The whoring around?” He cut in, questioningly. I knew that he meant it as an innocent question, and not an insult.

“–Yes, they’re none the wiser. This leaves my place of standing in society, and my higher education. It would appear that things lined up properly. Eight years in the marines, a veteran of the Iraq War, and now four years of college until I obtain my degree. All of that, just in time to have my 30th birthday and win my birthright – the birthright that should have been yours.”

“So that’s the plan, then? No surprises?”

I felt suddenly compelled to mention Clara, but banished the thought. Why on earth would I do something as stupid as that?

“If there are any surprises, they’ll be as much to you as they are to me,” I replied coolly, taking another sip of whiskey before the ice began to melt in earnest. “Being preoccupied with these things means that I wouldn’t have the time to get into too much trouble.”

“Wise choice,” he nodded approvingly. “What are you pursing for your degree?”

“Haven’t quite decided,” I mused aloud. “I’d like to say something practical, just in case I manage to piss off my grandparents before the inheritance kicks in… but honestly, I’m thinking something easy. I think I’ve got this in the bag.”

My father took a deep swig, watching me carefully over the tip of his beer. “You realize, of course, that dearest Mum and Dad have incredibly high standards... what makes you so sure?”

“Simple,” I shrugged. “The worst thing I’ve done is fuck a lot of women, a detail that they won’t ever need to know. They’ve already accepted my Marine career as meeting their needs. School is literally all I have left to do… that, and bide my time.”

“And what will you do with all that money?” He asked curiously, clicking his fingers to request another beer for himself. “What happens when you earn your birthright?”

“I give you yours, and I travel the world.”

“No, son, my time’s passed,” he shook his head. “That’s all yours. I have enough money to live happily. I can retire in ten years and call that that until the end of my days.”

“Yeah, but Dad… you shouldn’t have had to work,” I countered.

“Originally, no,” he conceded. “But I made do. I made my own way in the world, without their support or their money.”

“And where has that gotten you?” I asked, growing weary of his tone.

“Happy,” he explained. “Once I understood the ramifications of losing the inheritance, it was just William Carlyle versus the world. I made do. I survived. Nay, I persevered. And from that perseverance came my life now, with this wonderful woman, a well-paying job, and a son who has proven me proud.”

“I don’t think I understand where you’re going with this,” I stated bluntly, taking another deep swig of the whiskey.

Father sighed tiredly. “You’ve always been so focused on the bloody money. Every major decision you’ve ever made has included your grandparents. Your entire life since adolescence has been run by their expectations. Don’t you wish you had freedom? Don’t you want to know who you are without that in your future?”

“I can have my freedom when it’s mine,” I grumbled through gritted teeth. “When I can do whatever I want for the rest of my life.”

“That’s not technically true,” he replied.

“Excuse me?”

My father paused, choosing his words carefully. “You realize that there are stipulations, right? Ways to lose access to the Carlyle Fortune?”

I didn’t know that, and my stunned expression seemed to convey the point.

“What, did you really think that you could play the game and just wait out the clock?” He chuckled condescendingly, with a heavy shake of his head. “Don’t be stupid, boy. The inheritance has passed down the family line for generations. How, do you think, it has managed to keep itself together, instead of being completely blown on the first gluttonous maniac to wield it?”

Anger started to boil up inside me.

Why am I hearing about this NOW?

Father watched my reaction for a few seconds before he continued. “I’m not surprised that they didn’t explain that part to you. If I’d known, I would have done so years ago… you can’t do whatever you want with the money. That’s foolhardy, and it compromises the succession. You can only use so much of it a year, and you have to inject some money back into it. That’s how they’ve held onto it all these years.”

“But what about their extravagant lifestyle?”

“Extravagant lifestyle?” Dad laughed riotously. “You must not know your grandparents well. They barely spend any of that godforsaken money. They’re always obsessing over keeping their little dignified nest egg safe – particularly your grandfather.”

“What about the house? The servants?” I asked, thinking about the prized Carlyle Manor, high in the hills.

“The house is part of the inheritance, and the servants are paid out of the interest earned by the family investments,” Dad shook his head. “I’m quite flabbergasted that you didn’t know all of this.”

“Your parents are somewhat lax on the details, it would appear,” I bitterly remarked.

This wasn’t part of the plan. I was supposed to just inherit a vast sum of money and cruise on it for the rest of my days. I wished I had been allowed to discuss it with my father – he might have filled me in on some of the details if I had bothered to ask. However, Raleigh Carlyle was very specific in that I should only talk to them if I wanted to know more… and I hadn’t wanted to come off as too eager.

They didn’t exactly favor eagerness, when it came to inheriting their wealth.

“There are responsibilities; inherit the Carlyle Fortune, and you’ll find yourself caught between the binding chains of succession. To fail to meet the ongoing criteria is to forfeit the fortune to the next in succession – and to be legally barred from ever receiving any of it, unless you want to risk their birthright to it as well.”

“This is bullshit,” I grumbled furiously.

I’d planned for the contingency, but if what he was telling me was true… then taking the money was to submit myself to a lifelong screening beneath their standards.

“Your ancestor, Reginald Carlyle, was very particular in his wishes,” Dad muttered. “His will was signed by the reigning King of England, and cannot be overturned by a successive will. His rules dictate when his wealth should be stripped of an inheritor and proceeded down the chain.”

“And what happens when there are no successors?” I angrily asked. “What if you drop dead and I never have a child? I’m the last Carlyle in the chain. Can I dictate where the chain goes next?”

“What you have to remember about Reginald is that he became fiercely determined to restore the family name to glory, no matter the consequences,” Dad grunted. “Upon demise of the family name, the entire Carlyle Fortune returns to the Crown.”

“The monarchy takes it all,” I realized with horror. “If there’s no direct blood successor, it gets piled into the endless coffers of the King and Queen.”

“Precisely.”

We sat in silence for a moment.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All of this was complete, utter bullshit. It had never really occurred to me that I’d ever turn down the Carlyle Fortune. The inheritance apparently came with a plethora of binding strings…

All those strings would be attached to me.

It’s not fair. This wasn’t the plan.

“So, did you just call me down here to rip away my dreams and send me back into the night, or was there some sort of ulterior motive to requesting my company?” I asked bitterly.

“Ah, yes,” Father remembered. “I hadn’t even meant to really broach that topic. But you will have all the time you need to question Raleigh Carlyle, so long as you act quickly…”

“What do you mean?”

“Your grandfather is growing old,” he replied, taking a final swig from his beer. “You can’t really tell, just looking at him, but his health is vastly deteriorating. According to Mum, he’s not expected to last the end of the year.”

“Granddad is dying?”

“He is, the old bastard,” Father nodded, his eyes lost straight ahead. “The two of them will be here in the States shortly. It’s likely that this will be your last chance to see him before he finally keels over and slides back down into whatever pit of Hell he first crawled out from.”

This was all a lot to process.

But I wasn’t prepared for the real bombshell.

“What’s bringing them stateside? I don’t recall ever hearing about my grandparents flying our way.”

Dad looked at me with surprise, before finally curling his face into a warm smile. “Oh, that’s right, neither of you know… Sarah wanted it to be a surprise, after all. She’s not telling Clara for a week.”

“Sarah wanted what to be a surprise?” I asked, feeling fear mount in the back of my head.

My father flashed the backs of his knuckles, revealing a modest silver band. “As much as I might hate your grandparents, I wanted them to be present – both of them, alive to see it, and how far I’ve come without them.

“You see… I proposed last night.”






CHAPTER 8


I  grew concerned when Dalton didn’t answer my texts all weekend. It wasn’t like him to ignore me, and I was beginning to think that something was really wrong.

It was Sunday night when he finally rang. On misguided principle, I almost didn’t answer.

“Hello, stranger,” I greeted him bitterly.

“Clara,” he replied over the phone. Something was wrong with his voice. “I’m sorry that I’ve been distant the last few days, I’ve just been… dealing with something.”

“Oh? What might that be?”

There was a pause over the line.

“My grandfather is dying.”

Regret instantly panged inside my heart. Here I was, furious that he hadn’t been in touch since leaving early Friday night, and he was grieving the coming loss of his grandfather?

Way to fucking go, Clara.

“Oh my god. I’m so sorry, Dalton. Is there anything that I can do?” I asked tenderly, trying to quickly kill the residual frustration inside.

“I want company. Can you come over?”

I paused. This was a big step.

“Are you… are you sure that’s what you want?” I asked, swallowing my hesitation. I had a faint idea of the kind of comforting he’d want if I drove over there, and I wasn’t quite prepared to give that. “I mean, I just don’t want you to be disappointed or anything…”

“You’re right. Forget it,” he replied tersely.

Second time I’ve fucked up today.

“No, Dalton, I didn’t mean it like–”

“I said forget it,” he insisted. “Anyway. I’m going to just watch some TV and go to sleep. Have a good night. I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

With that, he hung up.

I stood there, holding the silent phone to my head like an idiot for a couple of minutes. All sorts of thoughts spiraled through my head – How could I be so cold? What would really happen if I went? Would he even open the door if I did?

Lowering my phone, I stumbled out into the apartment like an emotionally drained zombie. Natalie was lying on the couch with her boyfriend, Jared. Her head was in his lap, and he was absentmindedly stroking her hair while they watched something together.

As if she had some sort of Super Roommate ESP, she bolted upright as I came out.

“Hey. What’s the matter?”

“Oh, nothing,” I replied apathetically, glancing up at her.

Her eyes slid from mine down to the phone in my hand. “You finally got him on the line, didn’t you? And you heard something you didn’t like?”

“He, uh, his grandparents are dying. I mean, just his grandfather, I guess,” I responded mindlessly. “He asked me to go over, but I didn’t think it was a good idea. When I said that, he got mad at me.”

“Of course he’s mad at you, you big, dumb oaf,” Natalie chuckled, shaking her head. “Look, so you’re not exactly the most comforting chick on the block. Whatever. You know where he lives, right? Go see him.”

Jared nodded quietly, trying to contribute to the conversation in some way.

“But he’s angry.”

“So what? He’ll be fine when he sees you. Maybe not immediately, but if you work some of your feminine charm on the guy… eh, he’ll come back around.”

“You want me to sleep with him?”

“You do you, girl,” she smiled cheerily. “If that’s what you want, then yeah. Just don’t do anything you’re not comfortable with. I don’t think he’ll exactly be ready to totally jump your bones if this is still sinking in.”

“That sounds reasonable,” I agreed.

“Good. So, get out of here and go to him.”

“You just want me out of here so that you two can fuck,” I grinned sort of slyly, placing my hand on my hip. “Because you guys are. Loud. As. Fuck.”

“If fuck had a volume, I guess it would have to be pretty loud,” Natalie nodded to herself. “But the loud sex is how you know it’s great sex. You’re totally right, though. I want to take this beautiful, stupid boy to Pound Town until the night’s halfway gone.”

“Did you just call me stupid?” Jared raised his eyebrow at her.

“Oh, baby,” Nat replied with a high, cooing voice, caressing his cheek. “Of course I did. Honey, you’re as dumb as a burlap sack of crap. But you’re cute, and your cock fits so good inside me…”

“I am not listening to this,” I loudly reminded.

“You sure as fuck are if you’re not getting pretty and hopping in that rust-bucket car of yours!” She replied airily, turning towards me and ignoring Jared’s contemptuous look. “Go forth, young padawan. Your man doth require thy supple, womanly figure! Fulfill thine destiny and fuck until the sun rises!”

“I’m not fucking him tonight!” I declared, covering my ears and retreating from the room.

Natalie was loudly continuing her awful old English accent and reciting pseudo Shakespearean gibberish, but I playfully muffled out the noise as I changed into something more flattering than loose pajamas.

Confident in my selection, I modeled it off for her beside the couch.

Natalie responded in her most outlandishly regal voice, accentuating practically every syllable: ““Oh, darrrling, you look magnificent.”

After a smug, countering smile, I snatched up my keys and bid them goodnight. As far as I was aware, I was coming back, but I didn’t want to make any presumptions about the night.

Especially when Dalton was mad at me.

Pulling up the directions on my smartphone, I kicked my car into drive and navigated into the streets. It was awfully convenient that he didn’t live very far at all. Even with some congestion, it was insisting that I could be knocking on his door within a tentative fifteen minutes.

After a few red lights, some jackass almost sideswiping me to get into my lane, and a flock of pedestrians stalling traffic for a moment, I was pulling in front of his home.

Dalton appeared to be renting a small house, located on the edge of the city. There was enough room for maybe two cars in the driveway – I could see his motorcycle, as well as a car I didn’t recognize. Makes sense that he has one of each, I figured to myself.

Instead of trying to fit in there, I found a spot a couple of houses down and parallel parked out in front.

My confidence wavered for the first time since leaving my apartment. Confronted with actually seeing him again within a matter of seconds, I wasn’t precisely sure what I was going to say to him.

Way to think this through, Clara.

I double-checked the address twice before knocking on his front door. His house was wrapped in white wooden siding, with his front patio receding beneath the overhang of the roof. There were a couple of windows, with the curtains drawn, but I could see light filtering out.

A shadow moved. The curtain drew apart slightly, and I couldn’t make out who was behind it. But the silhouette moved back into place without greeting the door.

Oh great, I thought to myself. I’ve gone through all this effort, and he just doesn’t want to see me at all?

Swallowing my frustration, I knocked again. This time, the silhouette moved out of sight, and there came the sound of creaking footsteps from just on the other side of the door.

I noticed the peephole, and stepped back from it to give a better look, although I fully expected to be recognized.

“Hi?” I heard from the other side of the door. The voice belonged to someone else – a guy, somewhere between both our ages.

“I’m here for Dalton?” I replied, guessing I was speaking to a roommate. “Do I have the right house? This is where he said he lived.”

I heard the sound of the door unlocking, and it creaked open enough for a grimy face to peer out. The stranger was clearly trying to grow out a beard, but he wasn’t getting anything more than a thick, scruffy mess. His eyes were jittery, and he could stand to wash his face off.

“For Dalton? Who’re you?”

I sighed.

“My name’s Clara. Is he here?”

The guy looked at me suspiciously before shouting over his shoulder. He conspicuously kept his eyes glued to me, as if I were the shady one here.

“Hey, Dalton? Some girl’s here for you. Clara? Ring a bell? Want me to make her go away?”

A muffled response came, and the guy looked over at me with a half-sneer. “Uh, come in, I guess. Make yourself at home. Don’t touch my stuff.”

“This is my first time here,” I told him in barely-covered exasperation. “How am I gonna know what things are yours?”

The strange roommate froze, apparently contemplating that. “You know what? Don’t touch anything then. My stuff is mine. Not yours.”

“Duly noted,” I replied crisply, following him inside. He pointed me towards the couch as he took up residence in a comfortable recliner, snatching up the remote. He turned the volume back up on a TV that practically dwarfed even our own, and I glanced around at my surroundings.

The house was decorated sparsely, but it was surprisingly clean for a place where this character lived. Clearly, I didn’t have to worry about touching any of his things… there’s no way that any of this belonged to him.

The furniture was nice and reasonably expensive, with the exception of the filthy chair that the stranger occupied. There were some throw pillows on the couch and a folded blanket, lying over the back; it seemed like it had been bought without much consideration, just to fill the space and look good.

The walls were a soft opaque tan color, which worked well with the furniture selections and the sprawling Persian-style rug. It seemed that the whole house bore beautiful hardwood floors, which probably meant that it was going to be chilly as fuck when the winter finally came.

As for mental stimulation, a nearby bookcase carried a number of interesting books, including a lot of literary classics and authors: Mark Twain, Stephen King, Anne Rice, Isaac Asimov, and a number of others whom I barely recognized.

While I remained seated, glancing around my new environment and taking in a few pieces of art on the walls, I heard a lazy clamoring from deeper into the house.

A door opened, and heavy footsteps brought someone our way until Dalton’s face finally peered in around the doorway.

“Pete, I thought you said Clara was–”

He looked surprised when he saw me on the couch. “Wait. Clara, why didn’t you just come back here?”

“I, uh, was pointed this way?”

His face settled on his roommate. “Look, Pete, the next time I tell you to let someone in and send her my way, I’d like you to actually let them in and send them my way.”

Pete shrugged, his eyes glued to the screen.

Covering his face and sighing, Dalton motioned for me to follow him. He led me down a long hallway and towards the light of an open door, presumably his bedroom.

“You’ll have to forgive my, uh, guest,” Dalton replied tersely.

“Is he your roommate?” I asked.

“For a little while, I guess,” he conceded. “This place is mine alone, but Pete is an old marine buddy of mine. He’s suffering from some flashbacks from his days in the service… something I can sympathize with.” He paused a moment, changing his tone. “Pete’s getting back on his feet, and I told him that he could stay here a month or two. Turns out that he’s a bit skittish of unfamiliar company, I guess.”

“He was giving me the third-degree, that’s for sure. Ignored me when I knocked. I thought that was you peering at me through the curtains.”

“It was that bad?” He sighed. “Alright… I’ll have a word with him about that. I don’t need my weird friend scaring away the company and not opening the door for guests…”

Dalton held his door open for me, and I stepped into his bedroom. A large king-sized bed dominated the space. The walls bore a couple of posters – mostly models, sexily strutting for the camera. In the corner, there was a desk, set up with a computer; a display nearby had some awards on it, along with what looked like his Marines graduation gear.

There was another flat-screen TV on an entertainment stand, facing away from the bed. Although smaller than the living room set, it was still almost as big as our own television in Natalie’s apartment. He had it paused on some sort of nature documentary.

“I know it’s not much, but with this whole house to myself, I never know how to fill the space,” Dalton shrugged.

“No, I mean, it looks nice.”

He smirked. “Yeah. Nice. This looks nice. I’d hate to see what you think bad looks like. Anyway, what are you doing here?”

“I wanted to apologize for earlier,” I told him quietly. “Sorry if I came off a bit rude. And I just wanted to see you.”

“You wanted to see me, huh?” Dalton chuckled, although his eyes told me that he was pleased to hear this. “Come on over, then. The bed’s warm. Hope you don’t mind a little Meerkat Manor.”

“You’re watching Meerkat Manor?” I asked, amused. I didn’t really know that much about the show. From what I recalled, it dramatized the lives of a pack of meerkats in the Serengeti.

“Totally. This is my jam when I need a pick-me-up,” Dalton smiled. He kicked out across the huge bed, his back up against the wall. I settled down beside him, keeping just enough distance between us.

“This is so plush,” I thought aloud as I got comfortable on his bedding.

“Memory foam,” he chuckled.

“You’ve got a rental house, expensive TVs, and memory foam mattresses? What kind of crazy inheritance do you have?”

Dalton coughed involuntarily.

“Oh, I just have a big bank account, thanks to eight back-to-back years in the Marines,” he answered. “I mean, yeah, I probably splurged a little much, but I figured I’d treat myself now and get it all out of the way.”

“I see that,” I replied, looking around briefly.

The computer in the corner didn’t look particularly impressive, and besides some nice furniture and the televisions, it seemed like everything else was just here to fill the space attractively. Even the vehicles outside weren’t too crazy, although I was guessing now that the car probably belonged to his roommate.

“So, what do you wanna do?” Dalton asked, peering at me from the corner of his eye.

“I dunno,” I answered truthfully.

There was no way that I’d come here to fuck him, especially with the complication between us… but here I was, seated beside him in the most comfortable bed I’d ever beheld. We were watching some nature show together, the silence between us already starting to crackle with desire.

“Well, I’m fine with us just continuing to watch this for the moment,” he shrugged, letting the next episode queue up.

“Okay. That sounds good.”

The show continued on, and I found myself questioning what I’d hoped to get out of the night. This was my first time in his home, and I was here in his bed… pretending that I didn’t want his strong, handsome arms around me.

But we haven’t been seeing each other for long, I tried to reason to myself. And then there’s the matter of our parents… no reason to fuck THAT up.

No matter what, my logic couldn’t stand up against the feverous craving that was building up inside me… the yearning need to take things further.

Although he thought he was being coy, I could tell that he was watching me more than the show. His eyes kept subtly tracing my body, and I knew that he was itching to pull me up against him.

“I’m glad you came,” he quietly told me.

“You know, I’m glad that I came, too,” I nodded. My lips started to betray me when they continued: “I’ve been dying to see you.”

“Is that so?” He subtly dragged the words out.

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s been on my mind all weekend. That’s why I didn’t understand earlier… I just wanted to be around you again.”

“You’ve been on mine too,” he confessed, pulling me a little closer. “And there’s something I’ve been wanting to do that entire time…”

“Oh yeah?” I asked, feeling my cheeks go flush with pleasure. “What might that… be…?”

I let the words drift as he tenderly gazed into my eyes, leaning forward. He pulled me into a deep, passionate kiss that felt as if it was setting off every last nerve ending across my skin, and my arms wrapped around his neck as he pushed me down into his comfortable bed…






CHAPTER 9


K  issing Clara again proved to me that the sensations I felt the first time weren’t just some fluke. I felt alive when my lips were on hers, in a way that I hadn’t experienced before… not with previous girlfriends, flings, or one-night stands.

It was real.

The moment that I realized this, pulling her down into the bed with me, I felt significantly both better and worse about not telling her about the proposal. I wanted to get everything out of this that I could, regardless of what our parents did or didn’t do.

Yeah, it was selfish. But guess what?

You might have noticed that I’m actually kind of a selfish guy.

I didn’t push any further moves on her that night. Time wasn’t on my side; there was no way I was going to scare her off before she found out about the impending wedding.

We simply enjoyed ourselves together, keeping all of our clothes on and basking in their collective warmth and the emotion of our bodies. I tasted her mouth, nipping her bottom lip between my teeth and sliding my tongue along hers, biting at her earlobe...

When daylight streamed through the crack in my curtains, pouring along my face, I realized that we had fallen asleep together. Clara was nestled up against me, her ass pushed into my hips as I woke up spooning her.

I realized that I was nursing one hell of a morning erection. Oh, what I would have given to rip her jeans off and plow that rockhard pillar of demand straight into her wet, willing pussy…

Instead, I struggled to will that bad son of a bitch down, focusing on how angelic she looked in the semi-darkness. Her chest was slowly rising and falling with her deep slumber, and with every exhalation came a very subtle, almost inaudible groan of air.

Tenderness overcame me. Feeling the pressure of her sleeping body, and the delicate sound of her breathing… it was all casting a spell over me.

I feared that I was falling in love with her.

Fate be damned, I can’t let this girl become too important to me, I thought to myself. But it was no use. As it just so happened, I loved every stupid little fucking thing about Clara Campbell.

She didn’t come willingly into my presence, and she clearly wasn’t going to put up with any shit from me. To someone used to effortless pussy on a platter, whenever I wanted it… I reveled in the unexpected challenge.

Besides that, she was diligent, clever, and rather intelligent. As we’d talked into the night, she’d told me about the stresses and complications of her banquet server job; I’d related a few old war stories to her from my days in the service.

It had been an eye-opening night for the two of us, and when we did slowly drift to sleep, we had great, big, stupid smiles on our faces. We had peered into each other, learned about one another, and were only pushed closer together by what we had learned.

From one perspective, that was scary.

From another… it was empowering.

Either way, I couldn’t just watch her sleep all day, no matter how much I really wanted to. Reluctantly, I nudged her awake.

“C’mon, sleepyhead. Time to get up.”

Clara looked up at me groggily, stifling a yawn. As she slowly came to, alertness gripped her.

“Wait – Dalton? Where am I?”

“My bed,” I replied with amusement.

“What? I fell asleep here? What time is it?”

“I don’t know,” I answered, growing slightly annoyed now. “My phone’s on the charger. Why, is something wrong?”

Clara rolled onto her back and fished her phone out of her pocket. Flicking it on, the time blared brightly into the room, temporarily distorting my vision.

“Hey, could you give me a little warning next time, love?” I asked with aggravation, shielding my eyes with a hand.

“Oh fuck, I was supposed to pick my work shifts last night!” She grumbled loudly. “Great. I completely fucking forgot about that, and now all the good ones are taken… I can’t believe this happened…”

“Clara, look, it’s not a big deal,” I muttered. “Just pick them later. You want to grab a bite to eat or something?”

She jumped up from my bed, grabbing her keys and wallet up off the floor. “I’ve gotta get going,” my guest unceremoniously muttered as an afterthought.

Before I could respond, she was darting out the door and down the hallway.

Well, that’s fucking great, I growled inwardly.

I wasn’t going to let her bullshit cloud up my day, so I climbed up and locked the front door, noticing that her car wasn’t out front. Wow, she left in a REAL hurry there, I bitterly thought to myself. Traipsing back towards my room, I swiftly made my bed before turning on the faucet and stepping into the piping-hot shower.

What the fuck was THAT all about?

I wasn’t a fan of taking long showers. By the time I’d rinsed the traces of oil and grease out of my hair, scrubbed my entire body down, and begun toweling off, I was still plenty furious with her. The wound was fresh, but it was also irritating that I’d let her damage my typically bulletproof ego.

There was no getting around it: Clara’s sudden departure had rattled my cage more than I’d anticipated. But when I threw on some jeans and a casual tee and lifted my phone up off the charger, I noticed a text from her.

> Sorry to leave so quickly. Work stuff. Had a good time with you.

“Work stuff,” I murmured to myself angrily. “Well, no shit, Sherlock. I still think that could have probably waited…”

I tossed the phone onto my couch and started picking up after Pete. While I was questioning why I let him stay with me for free, I scooped up the forgotten bag of potato crisps, the half-empty can of Rockstar, and the dishes he’d left on my coffee table.

At least his mess is always centralized, I thought to myself. If he’d been one of those people to make a disaster zone of the entire house, I’d have him out on his ass faster than you can say Semper Fi.

Focusing on his bullshit took my mind off of Clara, and when I finally wiped my hands clean and started wondering about her again, I realized that my subconscious had done that little trick with problem solving.

You know how, when you’ve got a problem, and you distract yourself with something else for a little while, when you come back to the problem it’s sort of worked itself out?

Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.

My gut reaction had been to just ignore her for a few days, intentionally this time. Put her on the defensive. She knew she’d fucked up, given the apologetic text she’d sent.

But I reminded myself: time isn’t on your side.

That’s why I sauntered back over to my phone, snatching it up off the couch as I flicked the living room set on. I queued up some mindless drivel from my personal list of saved shows for some background noise as I contemplated how to word my response:

> Not gonna lie, it kinda pissed me off.

It was a bit of a gamble, but I remembered how she felt about learning that my grandfather was on the way out. A few minutes later, her response came through:

> I know. I’m really sorry. I think I just freaked out over waking up with you. Is there any way that I can make it up to you?

I smiled to myself slyly, although the longer I thought about her message, the less confident I grew in my intended response.

Throwing caution to the wind, I typed:

> I want you to meet me again tonight. But you’re going to have to be okay with us. There’s no telling how soon our parents will take things to the next level, and I want one solid night with you. I want both of us to ignore them, ignore the future, and just share one awesome night together.

I hesitantly hit send, and let the phone clatter to the couch. That was one hell of a dice roll that I was taking on her, and I knew that, in all likelihood, I was just shoving away my only chance at something with her before she got the news…

When she didn’t respond, I dedicated my time to some history homework. Being in school was useful as a distraction, and a little more engaging than sitting in front of the screen and slowly losing muscle mass.

It was after I knocked out my assignment that I noticed that she’d responded. Although my phone had been off of vibrate, I must have missed the ring of the notification.

> Okay.

Relief flooded my veins.

Okay? I thought to myself, letting a triumphant grin crawl across my face. Oh, I can DEFINITELY work with ‘Okay.’

With victory growling out from my throat, I thrust a punch into the air. The hard part was over… and now I just had to set the mood for the evening.

You only get one shot at this, I told myself. Hell, Father or Sarah might ring her up and break the news beforehand, anyway…

I brushed the thought aside.

Well, if that happens… then it happens, I shrugged. There was no point in focusing on that right now, not with this opportunity bared out before me.

I didn’t want to come off too strongly, so I paused for a little while and collected my thoughts. I took stock of the house and realized bitterly: This place is a fucking pigsty.

Luckily, Clara hadn’t spent much time out of my bedroom while we’d been together, and she’d darted straight out when she’d left.

I’m going to have to have a word with that guest of mine, I thought to myself with vexation. After I’d made up my mind about my afternoon, I whipped my phone back out and fired off a reply.

> Cool. See you tonight. 7ish?

A few minutes later, she replied:

> Sure thing. I’ll text you later so that we can figure out the details. See you then.

With that groundwork laid, I focused my attention back on cleaning up the mess that had become my rental house. He’d only been around a collective several days out of the last month, but he’d been surprisingly present the last couple in a row.

I got to work, putting my military cleaning regiments to good use. Arming myself with bleach, disinfectant, rubber gloves, and some solid washrags, I gave my house the entire drill from top to bottom: sweeping, dusting, mopping, vacuuming, scrubbing, polishing, soaking, buffing…

It ate up a couple of hours, but the place had never been any cleaner. Although I was a little lax for someone who had once scrubbed floors with toothbrushes, I still expected – nay, demanded – clean surfaces and minimal dust. Still, it was funny to me that it took the combination of a grimy guest and a cute girl to properly kick my ass into gear on the home cleanliness front.

After a brief break in front of the television with a well-earned cup of tea, I noticed my phone ringing to the side.

It was Clara.

I wasn’t really feeling a phone call, so I let it ring to voicemail. Whatever it was, she could either leave a message, or just text me.

When it rang again, I filled with dread. Something’s wrong, I thought to myself as I hesitantly answered the phone.

“Clara?”

“Dalton, we, uh, need to talk…”

I didn’t like the fearful tone of her voice.

“Oh yeah? Is something the matter?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. By the time she responded, I already knew what she was going to say.

“So… apparently, our parents are engaged.”

No, I thunderously growled internally. No. I was SO FUCKING CLOSE. Don’t you DARE rip this away from me, right at the cusp of victory…

“Is that so,” I replied as impartially as I could.

“Yeah,” Clara answered. “Mom just called me a little while ago and excitedly told me the news. She said that she was going to wait until tomorrow to tell me, but she was too thrilled to sit on it.”

If only you’d kept your fucking mouth shut one more day, I bitterly thought about my future stepmother.

“Well… that’s not exactly great.”

“No, not really,” Carla commiserated. “You want to know the really fucked up thing, though?”

“What’s that?”

“Apparently, they’re on some sort of crazy deadline. Because of your grandfather, they want to do this thing fast.”

“…How fast are we talking?”

“Uh, Tuesday?”

If there was ever a time that I could physically feel my spirits fall, it was that moment. The weight of my soul came crashing down upon the jagged rocks of fate, writhing in startled pain until there was nothing but hallow emptiness left.

“Tuesday. This Tuesday? But it’s Saturday,” I grumbled furiously down the phone. “What the hell are they thinking? Why are they rushing this?”

“From what it sounds like, your grandparents being present is sort of really important to your Dad,” Clara elaborated sadly. “It’s a done deal. Plane tickets have already been bought. She says she picked that day because we’re both out of school, and apologized if that screws with any plans either of us had…”

Oh, it definitely screws with my plans. But it wasn’t TUESDAY that I was particularly worried about…

I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Alright. So, we’re going to be in some slapped together little wedding on Tuesday, then,” I grumbled to myself. “This isn’t fucking fair. Why? Why couldn’t they have let us have this one fucking night together?”

Clara remained quiet on the line.

“I’m sorry,” I replied, relinquishing my pride. “It’s just… tonight was important to me… really important. Now it’s gone.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” she replied hesitantly. “You see, Mom got off the phone about fifteen minutes ago, and that’s all that’s been on my mind since… I kind of came to a decision that’s better for the two of us.”

Great, I morosely thought to myself.

“We should do it.”

Wait.

What?

“You… did I hear that correctly?” I asked, hanging on her every syllable now.

“Yeah. I thought it over, and I asked Nat for a second opinion. She’s with me on this. It’s fucked up that we can’t do anything about our attraction with our parents going way ahead of schedule… and you’re right. It’s not fucking fair at all.

“So I decided that I’m okay with it. I want to see you. Let’s make it a night to remember. We don’t have much time, so going slow isn’t really a factor anymore… I can’t and won’t promise you anything, but I still want to spend the night with you.”

Like a phoenix from the ashes, my inner Dalton furiously burst up from the unforgiving, jagged rocks. My spirits rose up high, swelling with rejuvenation, power, and unstoppable tenacity.

YES, I thought to myself.

JUST. FUCKING. YES.

I struggled to keep my voice even, as if the night hung tenuously in the balance. “If you’re okay with it, then I’m okay with it.”

“I’m okay with it,” Clara promised.

“Alright then,” I replied, attempting to shove every ounce of excitement back down into my core. “I’m really happy to hear that. Since we didn’t eat together this morning, do you want to maybe start with dinner?”

“Dinner actually sounds kind of nice,” Clara responded. “I’m still kind of full from a sandwich a little bit ago. When did you want to meet?”

I pulled my phone down and glanced at the time. It was mid-afternoon… plenty of time to make some arrangements.

“How about seven o’clock?”

She thought on it. “That could work.”

“Awesome. What do you want to eat?”

“Something delicious.”

“Heh. Well, there’s that new seafood place in town… the one over on Haverty Avenue. I hear that they actually do a surprisingly good fish and chips, although it’s kind of hard to fuck that up…”

“Seafood at seven. Sounds like a plan.”

“Awesome. I’ll see you then.”

As I hung up the phone, I felt completely invigorated. Not only was the night still on, but Clara was understanding of the possible consequences… and I no longer had to try and hide our parents’ engagement from her.

Although, I hadn’t expected them to already schedule the wedding… and my grandparents were going to be flying in shortly.

My grandparents, I thought with trepidation.

The thought of encountering them again put a terrible taste in my mouth. I didn’t fear them, either of them… but they held the keys to my destiny in their back pocket.

A night with Clara…

Our parents’ wedding in two days…

It was a lot of new information to process. Things were escalating quickly, and they were forcing my hand when it came to the girl that I wanted. With anyone else, I would have been fine with moving things along at this brisk pace… but I was afraid of pushing her too hard and shoving her away forever. The stakes were higher than I liked – a lot higher.

My fists clenched at my side.

I’d have to play this one close to the chest.






CHAPTER 10


T  he restaurant Dalton had mentioned was this new place called La Villa Peche. It was a smaller spot, fitting for a college city like ours, but I’d heard that it served exquisite food priced higher than the hipsters and students could reasonably afford.

Although we didn’t discuss it, I still classed myself up for the occasion. With Natalie’s help, I chose a slimming black ensemble, even doing my hair and makeup for over an hour.

“You look marrrrvelous,” she cooed in that silly regal accent again.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you glam up,” Jared mentioned when I stepped out into the open den. “You look, like, really good.”

The surprised look on his ordinarily dull face told me he was being sincere. As if I needed any secondary gratification, Natalie quickly tugged at the back of his hair.

“Now, now, remember that I’m literally right here,” she chuckled in faux jealousy. “But yeah, my girl cleans up well.” She looked up at me with a smirk. “She should do it way more often. You know you can make yourself freaking amazing without going to dinner with some older British army dude.”

“I never really have a reason to,” I shrugged. “It’s time consuming. The only time I ever really put makeup on is for work and, well, I know I’m just going to sweat half of that, so I barely bother.”

Natalie jokingly rolled her eyes. “Hopeless. Hopeless, girl.” She turned to her boyfriend, her hand on her hip. “Do you see what I’ve gotta put up with here?”

Jared was blatantly checking me out again, and she sighed dramatically. “Alright, buddy. No blowjobs tonight.”

“Wait, what?” His eyes finally snapped back off of me. “I was just admiring her! Platonically! You can’t do that! Can you?”

My best friend and I shared a knowing look.

“Keep that attitude up, and this,” she motioned up and down her curves, “is all going on lockdown. We are talking ‘joining a nunnery’ levels of sexual deprivation. I’ll see to it that my downstairs is drier than a cinderblock if you keep digging this hole of yours. A desert will be wetter than I am tonight…”

“But you’re insatiable,” I teased her. “How the fuck are you planning on pulling that one off when you can barely keep your hands off of him?”

Natalie laughed with mock glee. “Oh, you spunky little bitch, don’t you dare undermine me in front of my boyfriend! He doesn’t have to know that!”

Jared looked confused.

“Wait. Does this mean we’re having sex?”

Natalie and I shared a look again.

“And you say I’m the hopeless one,” I replied, shaking my head as I grabbed my keys.

As I closed the door behind myself, I heard her shout after me: “THAT’S IT, CLARA, I’M FUCKING HIM SIDEWAYS IN YOUR BED. BOOM.”

That’s why I was still grinning like an idiot as I sat down in the outside waiting area in front of the restaurant, even if there was a significant line in the lobby and an hour-long wait.

Dalton arrived on his motorcycle not more than a couple of minutes later, kicking down the stand and stepping free from his throttling ride. As he spotted me, he crossed the parking lot dressed in an ensemble of casual clothes, complemented by dress shoes and a sleek blazer that surprisingly worked with his outfit.

“You look… absolutely stunning,” he murmured, checking me out before glancing down at his own clothes. “Maybe I should have consulted you before I threw this on…”

“Don’t worry about it,” I replied warmly, standing up from my seat. “You look really good too, all things considered. Now, let’s grab ourselves a table. I put us down, but it’s… going to be a while.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that,” he smirked. “I called hours ago and set a reservation. We should have something ready in under five minutes.”

I admit it; I was just a little impressed.

We sat down together at an intimate table, and our waitress was over shortly to introduce herself and take our drink orders. I didn’t miss that she was having a hard time taking her eyes off of Dalton – especially as soon as he opened his mouth and let that rich accent pour out.

I wasn’t all that jealous. It was just a nice little reminder that, despite the complications of our lives, I was seated at dinner with one of the hottest guys around.

I ordered the blackened tilapia with steamed garlic vegetables, and Dalton requested the fish and chips with tentative anticipation. While we waited on the food, we made small talk, asking about homework assignments and expressing surprise at our psychology professor’s commitment to immediately presenting challenging assignments.

Despite how busy the place was, the ticket times were on point. We were just wrapping up our salads – a house salad for myself, and a Caesar salad for him – when the foodrunner stepped over, whipped open a tray rack, and began dispensing plates. I spotted other dishes on the tray; after ensuring that we were fine for the moment, he whisked them away, several tables down. I glanced over and spotted someone I hadn’t expected:

Jeremy.

We made eye contact briefly, and I instantly turned away. I’d almost completely forgotten about him by now, with Dalton’s presence in my life. What the fuck is my ex-boyfriend doing here? I cursed my vicious drop in luck.

Dalton seemed to notice that I was bothered, and his eyes slid over my shoulder. After a second, my heart collapsed in my chest as I realized why.

“Clara? Oh, I thought that was you!”

Jeremy was standing behind me. I stole a horrified glance up at him. He was still overly tanned, built broadly with a surfer’s body and a pair of glasses that previously made him look dignified and intelligent… but now only made him look like a creeper.

“Hullo,” Dalton smirked confidently. “You a friend of hers?”

Jeremy clasped his hand onto my shoulder, and I flinched. He laughed haughtily at my reaction before withdrawing his touch.

“Yes, this is my ex-girlfriend. I’m Jeremy, by the way. Sorry to interrupt, I just thought I’d swing by and catch up for a moment…”

“I’m afraid we’re kind of busy at the moment,” Dalton raised an eyebrow. “I’ll have to insist that this happen at another time.”

I made the mistake of turning back to Jeremy. His eyes burned down into mine, peering deep into me with that razor-sharp perception that he’d always had.

I always hated when he did that.

It made me feel like I couldn’t keep any secrets from him… because he always saw right through me, straight down into my core.

“Yes, yes, sorry to bother you on your, uh, date,” Jeremy smiled, although nothing in his eyes was grinning. “I just wanted to swing by and tell you that I’m glad you’ve moved on. You deserve to be happy. Why, after that nasty business before, I was afraid you’d never date again… but, that’s not my place.”

He turned to Dalton with a smug smile and shrugged. “Anyway, enjoy your meal. I’ll see you around, Clara.”

“No, you won’t,” I gritted my teeth.

“I think I will,” he promised quietly before turning on his heel and sauntering back to his table. I glanced over my shoulder at him, noticing that he never looked back.

I sensed Dalton stiffen up behind me.

“Okay… who the fuck was that?”

With an exasperated sigh, I turned back to him. “That’s my, uh, ex-boyfriend,” I replied. “We dated for just under two years. He’s not exactly a high point in my life.”

“How long ago did you two break up?”

“I’m not talking about this right now,” I told him, trying to keep the edge out of my voice.

Dalton silenced himself, staring at me with a mixture of surprise and irritation. I could already sense the night slipping away from me, and it was all thanks to that absolute asshole.

Why the fuck did he have to be here?

“You’ve lost your appetite,” Dalton observed, watching how I wasn’t touching my food. “It’s because of him, isn’t it?”

“I said I’m not talking about it,” I replied angrily. “But yeah. I’m not hungry anymore. Can we just go? I don’t want to be here.”

Dalton looked hurt, and I realized that it wasn’t Jeremy who was fucking up the night… it was me.

“Wait, no, I didn’t mean–”

Dalton was already getting the attention of our server, who had chosen that moment to pass by the table. “The check, if you’d please.”

“Oh, of course,” she replied, glancing at our plates. “Was everything alright? Do you two need boxes?”

“Everything’s fine, we’ve just had a change of plans. And yes, boxes would be grand.”

“Very well then,” the waitress nodded, subtly checking him out again before scampering off towards the nearest terminal.

“We can stay here,” I tried to backtrack. “I just… it was a knee-jerk reaction. Tonight doesn’t have to end like this. I’m sorry that I overreacted, it’s just that that guy–”

“Don’t worry about it,” he replied dispassionately. “Anyway, the night’s not over. So what if dinner didn’t work out? We’ve still got the rest of the evening.”

“What’s… the rest of the evening?”

Dalton chuckled. “You’ll see.”

He paid the waitress as I boxed up our food. After we were done, he pulled me close and whispered into my ear: “Follow me.”

I did as I was told as he led me outside. Despite my best intentions, as we crossed towards the door, I couldn’t help but glance towards the bastard who’d thrown a kink into my entire evening.

Jeremy was watching me over a glass of wine, sipping quietly with a slight, mischievous smile on his face. There were a couple of other people with him – friends of his, who were all following me with their snarky, insidious gazes.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried my hardest to ignore the looming pit in my stomach.

“Alright, we’re not going too far from here” Dalton indicated once we’d stepped outside. “Like I said, just follow me. If a light cycle separates us, I’ll just pull over. Fair enough?”

“Fair enough,” I confirmed.

“Good,” he smirked. “Right this way…”

I climbed into my faithful old car as he mounted his motorcycle. Twisting the key in the ignition… nothing happened.

No. Not now. Don’t you dare do this now.

I gave it a few more twists. Silently, I prayed to whatever entities were listening, and vehemently cursed the car with each breath.

“Is everything alright?”

I looked up, and saw that Dalton was wandering back over. No, don’t embarrass me NOW, I rapidly thought to myself.

“Yeah, everything’s good! Car’s just giving me a little bit of trouble. I shouldn’t be any more than a few more seconds…”

He didn’t look convinced as he paused outside my door. Steeling myself, I put my energies into one final twist of the keys. Come on, you piece of shit car! Don’t fail me now! Surprisingly, it kicked into gear – just in time for me to spot Jeremy stepping outside to smoke a cigarette, his eyes somehow finding me with a glance.

Goddammit all to hell, I thought to myself.

“You’re good?” Dalton asked.

“I am. Let’s get out of here.”

He shook his head with amusement and wandered back over to his motorcycle. A few moments later, he was revving the engine, I pulled out of park, and we were on the road.

Of course, Jeremy appeared to watch me drive off, following Dalton’s bike.

Dalton’s mystery locale took us down the major roads, but I couldn’t particularly tell where we were going. For a moment, I thought he was driving us towards the nearby mall – but he made a crucial last turn before the road pointed us straight to the parking lot. Instead, it wrapped through a neighborhood nearby, redirecting us towards a nearby, major shopping avenue.

I was starting to get amused with this.

After all, I had no idea what he had in mind.

A few moments later, he made a turn down a small road. I followed him, realizing that it extended back behind all the stores and the local cinema, taking us towards the new, lavish hotel that had been built back there.

Oh, this is going to be interesting, I smirked.

We parked in the massive parking garage, and he led me towards the elevator. We barely spoke a word to each other until the lift was moving downward towards the lobby.

“…A hotel,” I observed.

“What, is that a problem?” He raised an eyebrow. “Not a fan of hotels?”

“It’s a bit… forced, isn’t it?”

“Just wait,” Dalton chuckled. “I don’t think you’ll have a problem with the arrangements I have in mind, even if they were a bit last minute…”

I bit my tongue, sincerely interested to see where he was going with all of this.

We stepped off at the lobby, wandering over the front service desk. A young, cheery clerk with fluffy ginger hair and cute makeup greeted us.

“Checking in?”

“Yes. The reservation’s under Dalton Carlyle,” he casually remarked to her, as if there was some special weight to this that I just didn’t understand.

The front desk clerk ran the name. After a second, her eyes bugged out. “Ah, yes. You were our last-second reservation, weren’t you? My boss mentioned something about this… could you possibly wait a moment? I want to check on this before I hand the keys over.”

“Certainly,” he replied, clearly unperturbed by her surprise. Personally, I wasn’t sure I knew what was going on, and I kept drifting my attention from one of them to the other.

“Excellent. If I could have you step aside, I just need to make a quick call…”

We did as we were asked, in case other guests were to come up behind us and require immediate attention. Meanwhile, the clerk lifted a telephone receiver and dialed in three buttons, waiting for the line to pick up.

“Yes, I’m calling about the Carlyle reservation from today… yes, they’re here now… I see… are you sure?... No, I understand, I just wanted to… mhmm… yes… okay. Thanks. I’ll let them know.”

She disconnected the call and waved us back over. “Right. Sorry about that, I just wanted to check on the preparations first. I’m afraid that they were running a little behind schedule, but I’ve been given the all clear to let you through. Let me assign you your keys…”

The clerk took a moment to run our door keys through the system, and quickly assembled a folder of reading material, hotel rules, and assorted information for us.

“Now then, you’ll be in Room 4B. Let’s see… I’ve got the wifi password right here, written up here at the top…” She quickly pointed out the information with a fingertip, “and beneath that is the code you type in to request room service. If you have an emergency, please type in Pound Sign, One into the phone, and wait three to four seconds. That should be on a sticker on your phone but, you know, just in case…”

We quickly signed the liability and reservation forms she presented to us, and the clerk smiled chirpily at us.

“Excellent. Welcome to the Rasidion Hotel, Mister Carlyle and guest. I hope that you do enjoy your stay, and please don’t hesitate to contact us if you need anything at all.”

“Splendid,” Dalton smiled, taking the folder. “You’ve been a delight. I apologize for any inconvenience in my reservation tonight.”

“I’m just happy you managed it,” she shrugged happily. “It was canceled early this morning. You usually need to book that a month in advance, unless you’re one of our Premiere Club guests…”

“Maybe it’s my lucky day,” he smiled, and we departed off down towards the elevator. After a moment, he keyed in the top floor, and we began the ascent.

“What did you do?” I asked curiously, peering at him. “That didn’t seem like any old hotel reservation to me…”

“Tonight is meant to be special,” he casually shrugged. “I called around to see if I could land a room befitting the occasion, and it just so happened that this one was open.”

“What kind of room?”

“You’ll see,” he smiled warmly.

We rode the rest of the way in silence. After a moment, the doors pinged open, and we stepped out into a particularly extravagant hotel floor. It was as if Natalie had just decided to talk her parents into buying part of the hotel. The crown molding alone looked like it went for a premium, and the décor seemed to favor crystal.

“Whoa,” I murmured to myself as I took in my environment.

“A little better than you were expecting, isn’t it?” Dalton smugly whispered into my ear. “Just wait until you see our room…”

He led me down the hall, looking for the right place. There were only a couple of rooms up here – maybe half a dozen, maximum. I could barely keep my eyes off of how the lights bounced off of the crystal and the silver, filling the entire area with a sort of otherworldly glow.

Finally, we stopped at a door marked 4B. Grasping his keycard, he squeezed my hand and slid it down the reader alongside the doorknob.

“I just want you to know that I understand what you told me over the phone earlier,” Dalton smiled. “No promises. I get it. I didn’t do all of this to break that… so, keep that in mind when you see everything.”

I nodded hesitantly.

Dalton opened the door, motioning for me to step inside… and my jaw practically dropped straight to the floor.






CHAPTER 11


What I had walked into wasn’t just some decent guestroom in the middle of a nice hotel. This was the most hysterically lavish room that I’d ever been in. This was the kind of room I thought belonged in the middle of some Northern European palace, and certainly not anywhere near where I lived.

The room was decorated from top to bottom in lavish tapestries, premium antique furniture, pristine crystal décor, and lush carpeting that was soft to the very touch.

The king-sized bed that dominated the center of the main room bore a lush mattress that was probably more expensive than half of Natalie’s apartment…

A premium wine cooler, tucked away neatly into the fully featured kitchen, came stocked with ample red wine of a particularly historic vintage, at over a hundred years old.

It even came stocked with all the amenities. The luxurious, oversized bathroom hid a large hotel shower chamber, with glass walls and a stunning array of showerheads in all directions.

But perhaps the most stunning aspect of this incredible hotel room was the view. Much like the apartment I shared with my rich best friend, the far wall offered an incredible view. However, the differences were that a) the wall was a solid sheet of glass, with expensive drapes ready to draw together for privacy, and b) the view was much better, giving a jaw-dropping glance over the city, the park, and the river nearby.

“How… how did you do this?” I asked him, barely able to coherently string thoughts together, either in my head or aloud.

“I pulled a few strings,” Dalton chuckled, watching me take in my surroundings with warm and reflective affection. “I had to pay a little more for this one, but as soon as the opportunity was available… I knew I had to have it.”

“Do you do that often?” I asked slyly.

“What’s that?” He asked, setting our to-go plates of dinner into the premium refrigerator. He quickly withdrew a bottle of red wine and a pair of wine glasses from the attached wine cooler.

“Take opportunities as they arise.”

“I don’t like to let things pass by,” Dalton shrugged, setting the glasses on the counter as he began to uncork the wine. “Call me what you will, but even before the Marines… I acted on instinct. Followed my gut. It even saved my life a few times.”

“Is that so. Like when?”

Dalton went quiet, staring into space. For a moment, I thought he was thinking about how to answer the question, but then I realized that the bottle of wine was being to shake slightly…

I took it from his hand, setting it beside the glasses, and took his trembling hand in both my own.

“Dalton? Are you okay?”

He blinked a few times.

“What? Yeah. I’m fine.”

I wasn’t convinced. “Are you… sure?”

“Yeah, just a, uh, a flashback,” Dalton chuckled as he shook his head. “Lately, I’ve been having a few flashbacks to a particular moment during my time in the desert…”

“Do you want to talk about it? I asked.

He looked strained for a moment. As he resumed uncorking the bottle, he poured us a pair of glasses of wine. “I was a ground trooper in the United States Marine Corps, placed into combat zones in the Iraq War. There are things that I’ve had to do … things that I’m not necessarily proud of, and things I’ll take to my grave. But never, ever have I done something unless it was to save my life or those of others.”

I nodded carefully, taking the glass of red that he handed me.

“One particular time, there was this insurgent… I was trying to save another member of my platoon, an older Marine by the name of Darren. Darren was wounded by mortar fire. I was trying to drag him out of the rubble of a building when an enemy trooper got the jump on us… he knocked my gun away, but I managed to keep him away from it. It came down to him versus me, both reduced to our combat knives, and I was just trying to save my friend…”

“You don’t have to say any more,” I reassured him, running my hand along his. “Whatever happened out there, it doesn’t matter to me. You were saving a life. Did he make it?”

Dalton looked up.

“Yeah. He made it. He retired a couple of years later. We got him to medical, patched him up… lost a leg, but he wears that prosthetic proud now.”

“Then you did the right thing,” I told him.

He nodded. “Yeah. Sorry about kind of zoning out about that.”

“No! God, no. Don’t apologize for a thing,” I whispered, setting the glass of wine down and throwing my arms around him. “Listen, Dalton… you were in war. You had to fight for this country… and you had to save your people.”

“That’s right,” he nodded thoughtfully.

The thought of him out in the desert with a knife, protecting wounded warriors, tugged at my heartstrings… but it also made him look even tougher, ever stronger than ever.

It ignited something deep inside me.

I took him by the hand and led him towards the bed, then tried to weakly push him down.

“Oh, is that how it’s going to be then, huh?” He chuckled, amused by my reactions. “Didn’t know war stories did it for you.”

“Shut up and get into the stupid bed.”

“Yes ma’am,” he winked, kicking off his shoes and climbing backwards onto the bedding. I did the same, curling up next to him, feeling the lust begin to burn deep inside me.

I knew then that I had to have him.

Dalton pulled me up against himself, his fingers threading into my hair to pull me into a deep and passionate kiss. I submitted to his demands, returning his zealousness with my own – I tugged his bottom lip between my teeth, slid my nose across his as I slightly adjusted my positioning, and flicked his lips ever so lightly with the tip of my tongue.

He grinned into this last part, and our lips parted together to allow our wet tongues access to one another.

I loved the strength and the cunning of his tongue against mine. With the warmth and power of his broad body pressed up against me, and his fingers tenderly stroking the contours of my jaw and my throat, I lost myself in that deep, carnal kissing of ours.

There was no denying it.

This just felt so absolutely right.

I don’t recall exactly how my dress came off, but soon I was in just my bra and thong against him, tugging off his blazer and diving for the buttons to his button-up.

As I slowly revealed his abdomen, I gasped in surprise; not only was he built broad and strong, but he bore a panty-drenchingly firm six-pack under his clothes.

“You like what you see, huh?” He cockily asked, grinning confidently.

“Duh.” I shook my head, taking in his heavily sculpted build. “Good god, you’re buff.”

“Yeah, it turns out that a few years in the Marines will do that for you,” Dalton shrugged. “I was already in fairly good shape before, but all those drills and marches really helped me hone my physique…”

“You’re telling me,” I nodded. I wanted to lick the contours of his abs…

Instead, I settled for kissing along them, feeling the taut skin beneath my lips. Whatever resistance I might have still put up to this idea was now long gone. The rest of the world was an afterthought… it was just Dalton and myself, alone in this lavish room with the stunning evening view of the city…

His shirt came off, leaving me in my underwear and him in his jeans. I could already sense the frustrated erection beneath, but I wasn’t ready to make that move yet.

Sensing this, Dalton didn’t skip a beat in shifting me onto my back into the bedding. His hungry lips found their way to my throat, and I slipped my arms around his neck as he began kissing beneath my jawline, eliciting a string of quiet moans from me.

I felt the chill of nervousness glide down my body, but I did my best to ignore it. The anxiety crept up slowly, gradually working its wicked magic against my pleasure.

He must have picked up on that, because he pulled back after a moment.

“Is something wrong?” Dalton asked hesitantly, watching me carefully. After a moment, recognition flared across his eyes. “Is this your first time?”

He started speaking at a thousand words a minute, his English accent blending his words together. “If we’re going too fast, it’s fine, I mean we can slow things down a little, I just don’t want you to be hurt—“

“It’s fine,” I smiled serenely, sliding my hand to palm his cheek. “This isn’t my first time, it’s just that… well… I didn’t have so great of an experience last time, is all.”

Dalton bit his tongue, but I pushed him on.

“Go ahead. Ask, if you want. We don’t keep secrets from each other.”

Quietly, he pressed: “Were you raped?”

My palm paused against his cheek. “No, nothing like that,” I answered calmly. “But the guy was… controlling, in a lot of ways. Some were subtle. Some… weren’t.”

He remained quiet, listening to me.

“Jeremy, the guy from the restaurant earlier… he was my ex-boyfriend. I spent two years with him. He was my first… everything. And I gave him that, willingly. He seemed like such a sweet guy.”

“What happened?”

“Well, I caught him cheating on me,” I shrugged. “People were telling me that he was, but I just didn’t want to believe it. He was always so convincing. I wanted to take him at his word for everything he said, and he started pitting me against my friends… which is why I don’t really have many of them anymore.”

“So, what broke the spell?”

I smiled in recollection. “He tried that shit between Natalie and me.”

Dalton chuckled knowingly. “Yeah… I can see that going belly-up for him. The two of you are incredibly close.”

“Right. That’s when I realized what was happening, and I found the strength to kick him out of my life. I hadn’t seen him since, not until tonight…”

Dalton slid his thumb against my chin, his index finger curled beneath it. He lifted my eyes to meet his.

“And he’s not here now,” he smiled. “Only me. You don’t have to worry about him now. But I’m glad that he didn’t hurt you… not physically, at any rate.”

“No, Jeremy was all psychological,” I clarified. “But you’re right. You’re the one who’s here… and the one I want to spend my entire night with.”

I leaned upwards and planted my lips against his again, murmuring softly as I tasted him.

All the way down to my bones, I could feel it:

I’m ready for this, Dalton. For you.

I let my eyes communicate that thought as my lips pulled away, and I bit my lower lip slightly, relaxing myself beneath him. He took the hint, rubbing his palm along my shoulder as he gazed deep into my eyes.

Dalton’s lips met my throat again, and his hands began to wander. I let the rising and falling of my chest draw out with satisfaction as his hand cupped my breast under my bra, squeezing the soft, supple flesh.

Already, I could feel that my nipples were starting to peak, driven by pleasure and anticipation. His toughened fingers brushed against them, rubbing the rising nubs as they began to stand at attention, demanding his touch.

Answering their call, he lowered his lips and took one of my nipples into his mouth. With just the right amount of pressure, he tugged at the sensitive nub between his teeth. Letting his tongue flow across the erect peak, he cupped my breasts with his large, strong hands, squeezing the supple flesh and tantalizing me further.

“Oh, Dalton…” I moaned, closing my eyes and relaxing beneath his touch. I couldn’t complete the thought aloud, because he switched to the other nipple, squeezing tighter, biting harder, and mixing just the right amount of pain into the pleasure.

Leaving his hands where they were, he redirected his lips downward, kissing his way along my abdomen. I felt him glide his hungry, lustful pecks down towards my glistening sex, and the anticipation began to mount higher than before. Instead of going straight for the prize, he began to kiss along the seam of my hip instead, planting his lips along my inner thigh before switching to the other.

Meanwhile, his hands nimbly pleasured my bosom. His fingers tweaked my nipples, rolling and squeezing them between his fingers as he played me like an instrument.

Finally, I felt the pressure of his mouth against my thong. I pushed upwards, eager for his attention, and he pushed downwards to meet the intensity of my need. He began to suck against the fabric, sliding his tongue along it to tantalize me, even tugging at the lining with his teeth. I didn’t want him to stop kneading my bosom…

So I unclasped the bedding at either side and began to slip off the final layer of resistance between us. After a moment, I was finally bare for him, completely vulnerable and naked underneath his powerful, hungry body.

“This isn’t fair,” I told him.

“What’s not fair?” He whispered, kissing into my thigh.

“All of my clothes are off, but you’ve still got half of yours on…”

“We can fix that in a moment,” he chuckled.

Before I could retort, he descended.

Dalton’s warm breath cascaded over my bare sex as he slipped his lips back down, parting my wet slit with that delicious tongue of his. As he shouldered my thighs and dug his fingertips into the fleshy softness, I felt his tongue slide up a line over my chasm, quickly zeroing in on my swollen clit.

“Oh…god…” I murmured, clenching at the pillows on either side as he flicked the bead of my passion with his wet mouth. “Dalton… fuck, that feels so goddamn good…”

He continued to taste me veraciously, his fingernails digging into my skin as he held my thighs shouldered around his neck. By skillfully varying the pressure against my clit, sometimes slipping down to fill my chasm with his eager tongue, he constantly propelled me to new heights.

British? Yes.

Military? Yes.

Arrogant? Yes.

Skilled with his tongue? FUCK YES.

My fingers threaded through his hair as I rode his face, feeling the throes of my first orgasm begin to build up in my core. Between my moans and hushed commands to keep going, I threw my head back into the pillows and gasped with growing, impending satisfaction…

My limbs went taut as my body was racked with pleasure. I rode out that incredible climax as he pressed down into my sex, without a single complaint about my fingers clenching his hair as tight as they could. My lips trembled as I gasped out that crushing ride, until finally the strength was sapped from my bones and I dropped down to the bedding.

It was honestly the most absolutely impressive orgasm I’d ever had.

As I lied there in bliss, coming down from that powerful orgasmic high, I vaguely sensed Dalton stripping his jeans off, and dispensing of his boxer briefs. I glanced up to see the largest cock that I’d ever seen. Dangling between his legs, the thing had it all – surprising length, thick girth, and a powerful, bulbous crown at the end.

“Oh my god…” I murmured, gazing at it.

Dalton lifted the condom wrapper to his face, tearing it free with his teeth. Soon, he was sheathing his large weapon, descending back into bed over me, his lips pressing into mine…

“Are you clean?” I asked.

“Yes, are you?”

“Of course.”

“Well… that’s fine, but I’m not doing this without protection,” Dalton shrugged. “I’m not really interested in kids at this exact moment in time.”

“That makes two of us,” I smiled, “which is why I’m on birth control.”

He side-eyed me for a moment. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, it keeps my cycle regular,” I grinned, wiggling my eyebrow. “So, if you want to do this without that layer of rubber between us, that’s actually a possibility…”

Without another word, he’d ripped the sheath free of his cock, discarding it over his shoulder with the clothes.

Instead of going straight for the sex, he ramped up the foreplay a little more – just how I liked it. His strong lips peppered hungry, meaningful kisses along my body as he explored my curves with his tentative fingers and his strong, capable hands. Tenderly, he met my yearning lips with his own, kissing deeply and passionately as his wandering touch only steeped the fire in my core hotter than ever.

“I’m ready,” I murmured.

Dalton smiled into another kiss, grasping his throbbing weapon in his fist. He rubbed it along the outer lips of my slick, wet pussy, teasing me with his burning crown for a moment. I could feel as much as hear his cocky chuckle against my lips before he finally pushed himself inside…

And my lips parted with an involuntarily, heavy gasp of passion.

I’d seen his incredible girth, but I still hadn’t been prepared for the way that it stretched my inner walls. He had to tackle his approach in stages, pushing forward only to tactically retreat a few inches, but always pressing deeper into my body.

I tried to relax as best as I could, but my fingers were wrapped around his shoulders, and my nails were digging into his flesh as I groaned.

“Oh god, you’re so big…”

“Cor blimey, Clara,” he muttered between groans, “you’re so fucking tight. You sure you’ve done this before…?”

With my lips pressed against his neck, I nodded. “You’re so huge, it’s like I’m being taken for the first time again…”

At the sound of that, he pushed in one last time, finally hilting himself completely against my hips. I shivered with pleasure, trembling beneath his rugged, heavy form as I ran my hands up his strong biceps.

Pulling his hips back, his lips crashed into mine. We desperately kissed as if there was no tomorrow, and he brought all of his might down into a deep, penetrating thrust that drove me wild.

I could barely concentrate as he set to work, his fingers entwining with mine and holding my wrists up on either side. My ankles wrapped around his huge calves as he powered into me, again and again, his lips a frantic storm against my mouth, my neck, my ear lobe, my clavicle…

“Dalton…” I whispered, losing myself in the passion of what we were doing. “You feel so good inside me…”

“Given how fucking great you feel beneath me… I can only imagine, love…”

He ramped up the tempo, rolling his hips into mine as he repositioned his arms. Hooking them beneath my calves, he stretched me out, forcing me into a partial split as he held himself above.

That’s when he started to utterly jackhammer me into submission, slamming his hips into mine with uncompromising fury. In the semi-darkness of the hotel room, I could see the flattering, endearing grit of his teeth, and the way his eyes rolled back just ever so slightly…

But it was hard to focus on that when my own eyes did the same, until I finally just closed them and surrendered all control to Dalton Carlyle.

I rocked against his body as he fucked me in this ludicrously amazing bedchamber, loving how he absolutely dominated me.

After a few minutes, he pulled me onto my knees, pressing my hands against the headboard. I was all too willing to comply, and I glanced over my shoulder as he began teasing his crown against my slick opening again, one hand on his cock with the other clenched into my hip.

“Eyes forward,” he commanded as he noticed my lustful little smirk.

“Make me,” I coyly responded.

In a flash, Dalton was doing just that, his hand around the back of my throat, fingers on either side. He held my head forward as he plunged his thick cock into my pussy from behind, guided with his free hand.

“Oh fuck,” I moaned, my legs quivering.

“As you wish…”

His hands wrapped around my waist, tugging me back onto the uncompromising size of his weapon. I cursed out another expletive as his dominance forced me to take him entirely inside in the blink of an eye, our hips crashing together with a thunderous clap.

With those same hands, he pushed me forward again around the waist, then back, forward, back, building up an intense rhythm as our bodies collided over and over. Just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, he released the grip of one hand, only to firmly clutch a fistful of my hair and tug my head backwards, holding me as if on a rein.

Sometimes, just to prolong my pleasure and my anticipation, he restrained himself a moment, holding me just far enough off of his cock that it was still inside… only to bring me crashing backwards around it again.

Dalton would do this a few times in a row before continuing to pummel me into submission against him.

I could barely contain myself against him. Another mind-numbing orgasm was on the way, and I knew that it was only a matter of time before it complete overwhelmed me again…

“Don’t stop,” I begged, and he listened.

Dalton released my hair, focusing on holding my hips in both hands and jackhammering me further into inescapable, carnal nirvana. His knees between mine pushed outward, stretching me wider and tighter as he fucked me into total bliss.

My body seized up as I came, groaning out every last drop of satisfaction when he fucked me to the edge. The climax completely eclipsed my mind, heightening my senses but stripping me of my sense of self… nothing else mattered, nothing at all.

I crumpled down to the bed, spent with pleasure. Dalton guided me onto my stomach, laying my limbs out, and I felt him mount me from above.

His hand clamped around my mouth as he pushed into me, allowing his weight to trap me beneath him. His ankles pushed outward, spreading my legs, and he leveraged his limbs against mine to keep me pinned down.

Once his improvised bindings were in place, he shoved himself deep into my body, completely dominating me like never before. All I could do was weakly push my ass up as Dalton rode me, asserting his complete mastery of my body against his own.

“I think it’s about that time,” he murmured in my ear, tugging the lobe between his teeth. “Are you ready?” He moved his palm to allow me to speak, clenching my wrists with both hands and holding them bound down.

I hazily nodded, a lustful grin crossing my lips. “Do it, Dalton…. come inside me.”

With my permission granted, his movements became more erratic. Smashing his hips against mine harder than ever, pushing himself deeper into my slick chasm… he was about to lose control of himself. I could already feel a deep, simmering growl from down in his lungs as he punished my body, thrusting again and again…

With a long, strained grunt, his cock took every millimeter it could, forcing itself deep down and unleashing his scorching-hot seed inside. We both groaned with satisfaction as he pumped me full, his fingernails digging into my flesh as he released everything he had into me.

After one final groan, he rolled off of me, sliding down into place beside me. I flipped over to nestle up beside him, feeling his massive chest fill and disperse with precious air.

“That was fucking amazing,” he murmured.

“Yeah, it seriously was,” I replied quickly. “I’m so glad that we did this. This was perfect.”

“You think so?” He turned to face me.

“Of course… it’s been a fantastic night.”

“Night’s not over yet, love,” he smirked. “I just need to recharge for a few minutes, but I plan on keeping you up until sunrise…”

And so he did.

By the time we collapsed for the last time, the better for half of a dozen orgasms under my belt, I was fulfilled in ways that I’d never dreamed possible. As the sun’s earliest rays tried to penetrate the drawn drapes against the glass, I felt completely assured that, even if we couldn’t have any more than this one night…

…It was a night that would raise the bar forever.






CHAPTER 12


T  he dreaded union of our parents hurtled towards us with a vengeance, and soon we were standing across from each other at a small altar in a quiet church.

The wedding itself might have been small and relatively meager, but I couldn’t overlook the fact that our parents just looked… happy together.

Privately, I was thoroughly disgusted that my grandparents were present. They were seated in the front pew, the very image of distinguished, posh irritation. It’s said that the English people keep a stiff upper lip – Raleigh and Riana Carlyle embodied that stereotype to the end. They were both dressed as if they had been kidnapped from some sort of regal, high-society event, and the quiet disdain on their faces shamelessly echoed that suggestion.

My father should have been able to treat his blushing bride to a lavish wedding, wherever in the world that she wanted. Unfortunately, his uppity, self-serving parents excelled at holding grudges, and so Father wasn’t eligible to the Carlyle fortune.

It’s not like it was even his fucking fault.

People make mistakes.

William, if anything, had proven himself worthy by pulling himself back from the brink of self-destruction. But it was clear that they would never, ever see it that way.

Thoughts for another time, I told myself as Dad walked down the aisle with Sarah on his arm. I plastered a forced grin across my face, glancing over at Clara.

Sarah looked beautiful in her rented bridal dress, but Clara was the real winner here. With a modest dress that accentuated her beautiful features and stunning shape, I could barely keep my eyes off of her.

The maid of honor wouldn’t meet my gaze, but I caught her checking me out, too – particularly in how my three-piece suit tightly hugged my broad, built frame.

“Dearly beloved, we gather here today to honor the unions of William Carlyle and Sarah Campbell…”

The minister, to his credit, performed the ceremony as if they were being wedded on a mega-yacht cruise liner beneath the beautiful, open stars. An older gentleman still clinging gracefully to his youthful prime, he remained jovial and concerted throughout the entire proceedings.

Dad and Sarah had elected to write each other vows, which they recited:

“William, I never thought I’d love again until I met you. You’ve brought a light to my life that I thought extinguished by time, circumstance, and horrible life choices…” She glanced over at Clara, apologetically, but her daughter merely shrugged with a smile. “But I can’t say I regret those choices, given the wonderful girl that they’ve brought into my life,” she turned back to her groom, “I know now that whatever decisions I have to make… you’ll be there by my side, guiding me with your love and your selflessness. I can’t picture a better man to stand across from me now, and I promise you that I’ll see you through every burden that comes your way until the day I breathe my last…”

William, who was more human than both of my grandparents combined, was moved slightly to tears by her words. He took a deep breath before giving his own vows:

“This life I’ve led hasn’t always taken me down the right paths. It’s been hard, sometimes, keeping myself on the correct road, ensuring that I don’t fall astray again… but ever since meeting you, I’ve known in my heart that you are my guiding light now. I never believed in love at first sight, not until I met you. It was some foolish concept that hormone-driven youngsters championed, some false dichotomy that wasn’t really there… but you showed me something else. With your love and your adoration, I grew to trust you, to trust this, and I just want you to understand how much I love you. I can’t fathom a life without you now. Until my dying gasp, I will provide for you, take care of you, and dedicate myself to relieving your stresses…”

The two gave beautiful sentiments in their small speeches. All the while, I couldn’t keep my eyes off of Clara, who returned my gaze with an unwavering, silent stare.

Whatever emotion that was running through her head, I couldn’t tell what it was; however, it spoke volumes to me that she couldn’t break our fierce, mutual gaze.

I presented the rings, and they placed them on each other’s fingers. In their haste, I realized, they hadn’t even bothered with engagement rings to begin with.

They made their final promises.

And with a kiss, our parents were wed.

The marriage document was signed, and the two of us were the dedicated witnesses. Raleigh and Riana merely sat to the side, watching the proceedings without the hint of shedding a tear. To her credit, my grandmother looked fairly pleased at least, although her husband had the approximate emotional reaction of a brick.

There wasn’t any budget for a wedding reception, apparently, but that didn’t stop them from redirecting things back to their house, citing “caterers” on the way.

Clara and I rode in the backseat of their car, as we had on the way there. We sat at opposite sides, staring out our own prospective windows.

There was so much to say.

I didn’t like the gulf that had developed between us since that night. She was all I could think about now, but we’d barely spoken since checking out that following morning.

It was plain as day to see what she was doing.

Clara was having second thoughts.

If it wasn’t a mountain of doubts over the things we had done together with the world outside none the wiser, it was over our relationship to each other now.

Of course, we were now officially stepbrother and stepsister… something that threw a distinct wrench into my hopes to pursue things with her.

I couldn’t get a read on Clara. Although she was only a few feet away, she felt like she was miles, maybe even worlds apart from me.

It’s not like we could talk, with our parents upfront and jovially celebrating as they drove us back towards their home. For the moment, they’d decided to settle into Sarah’s house, since William’s apartment in the city wasn’t exactly the more attractive option.

“You two look like somebody died!” Sarah chuckled after apparently watching us in the rearview mirror. “This is a happy time! I want to see some smiles on those faces!”

“Oh, leave them alone,” William graciously smiled. “I can only imagine that they’re just a little drained. We did spring this on them at the last second, after all. Let’s let them have their space.”

I was never more grateful to my father than in that moment.

Sarah glanced over at him, confused, but let the sentiment drop. “Oh well. There’s plenty of good food that’ll be available shortly after we arrive. Personally, I’m starving!”

I let the two of them fade away from my attention as I reached into my pocket, withdrawing my smartphone. I wasn’t sure if Clara had hers nearby, given the dress she was wearing, but I went ahead and texted her anyway:

> Maybe we should talk.

A few seconds later, I heard the faint sound of her text tone, and she withdrew her phone from her purse. I was afraid she was going to ignore me, but she responded before switching on the vibration setting.

> Talk about what?

I frowned grimly. This wasn’t good.

> About this. About us. You’re being distant. I don’t like it.

Clara stared at her phone for a few moments, shaking her head. She still wasn’t looking at me. Finally, she started typing.

> There’s nothing to talk about. We had our night together. That’s over now. That was it. I had a great time with you, but that’s in the past now. It’s time that both you and I move on.

I was quietly furious, but I knew that she was convinced of her point. There had to be some way to get through to her, to keep this fire of ours burning bright…

> I know you feel that way, but I don’t. You can’t deny that there’s something great between us. This attraction… you don’t want to give it up. Neither do I. Let’s just see where it goes, okay? I don’t want to lose you.

Clara looked up from her phone, and I got my wish. She finally looked at me… but her look was filled with a mixture of disappointment, anger, and bitterness. After a second, she typed in a final response and tossed her phone back into her purse.

> That’s enough.

My spirits collapsed for the second time since I caught wind of the wedding date.

She’s closing me off, I bitterly thought.

It was arguably lucky that I didn’t have to spend too much time in the backseat with her after that point. The roads became familiar again, and within a minute we were pulling up to Sarah’s driveway.

The last time that I was here, I came face to face with destiny. Clara, that seemingly harmless little infatuation of mine, came face-to-face with me as we met each other’s parent. At that moment, this was all some sick, cosmic joke, but it was a joke I wanted to see through to the end.

Now that I was here, I realized that I didn’t find the punchline particularly funny.

As soon as we were parked and the ignition was dead, Clara jumped out of the car. Following her lead, my father stepped out, crossing around to Sarah’s side and helping her out.

“Such a gentleman!” She cooed.

I excused myself out the back, snatching up Clara’s purse. In her haste, she’d apparently forgotten it. As our parents strolled towards the door, I caught up to her, stuffing it into her hands.

“You forgot this,” I remarked.

“I left it in there on purpose,” Clara replied.

“What, so that I’d grab it and bring it to you? A little cliché, don’t you think?” I smiled warmly, happy to make a little banter.

Clara leaned in and, whispering under her breath, she maintained eye contact and verbally twisted the knife: “No, you idiot, I left it in there so that you couldn’t bother me over text messages for the rest of today.”

Dad and Sarah were at our side within a moment, unlocking the front door and preventing me from responding. Clara whisked a few strands of hair out of her face and firmly put her back to me as she followed them inside, leaving me outside alone.

I thought that was as bad as it could get.

A car I didn’t recognize pulled up behind us, and I glanced over my shoulder. To my immediate vexation, my grandparents climbed out of the backseat, glancing at the house with veiled amusement.

Oh, not this shit now.

“Dalton, we didn’t get much of a chance to speak,” Raleigh Carlyle greeted me as he approached, his wife on his arm. “I daresay you look the very image of dignity.”

Suppressing the disgust in my throat, I curled my lips up into the most sincere smile that I could muster. Ancient, indignant windbag that he was, Raleigh was still family… and he still held the Carlyle Fortune in his gnarled grasp.

“Pleasure to see you again, grandfather,” I cordially addressed him. “And you as well, Nana. How were your travels overseas?”

“Dreadful,” he answered haughtily.

“I’m quite sorry to hear that.”

“Yes, well… certain things can’t be helped, I suppose,” he sniffed, surveying the neighborhood under his discerning eye.

“How about you, Nana?” I asked my stiff but otherwise polite grandmother. “Did you find the journey agreeable?”

“Given how low I set my standards for commercial flights, it was reasonably acceptable,” she replied crisply. “Thank you for asking.”

“Of course. Shall we go inside?”

“Not just quite yet,” Raleigh answered, lifting his chin. “This is the first time we have seen you in a number of years… I’d like to hear where you are in life, and what your plans are for the future. Of course, the moment we walk through that door, we’ll be subjected to the carnival that is that swift, thoughtless marriage…”

Raleigh… your failing health is why they escalated the timeframe, you bitter, old sod.

Instead, I bit my tongue on the matter.

“As you’re aware, I’ve concluded eight years in military service,” I reminded them. “Of which I was released just a few months ago. I’m twenty-six years old now, leaving me four years until my thirtieth birthday. I’ve enrolled in higher education, and the date will coincide with the completion of my graduate degree.”

“Very good,” he nodded. “Very good indeed.”

I chose my words carefully. “Grandfather, Dad has revealed to me that there are certain… stipulations to inheriting the Carlyle Fortune. Stipulations that I wasn’t aware were there. Could you elaborate on this concern for me?”

The two of them stiffened visibly.

“What has William said to you?”

“Nothing concrete. He merely hinted that there were rules in place to continue the longevity of the inheritance… to keep somebody foolish from wasting it all away.”

Raleigh’s face set into stone.

“It was not his place to say anything of the sort. Dalton, I command you to forget all of whatever foolish notions that man put into your head. Continue focusing on your education for now – the rest will be explained in time.”

“So there are strings attached,” I replied.

It was too late to retract my sentence, given how dark their faces grew.

“I gave you an order. Don’t defy it.”

“Of course, Grandfather,” I answered impartially. “Forgive me. It’s just that the events of today have… surprised and distracted me.”

They looked sympathetic for a moment.

Coming from them, that was never good.

“I can sympathize with that,” the thin old man replied. “Trust me, it came as a great surprise to your grandmother and I, too… a particularly unpleasant one, I’ll add.”

She looked at him briefly, the stonewall crumbling for just a moment, but within the instant she was just as impartial and statuesque as him.

It occurred to me that my grandfather was too proud to tell anybody that he was dying… which left her to break the news. Otherwise, my father would have never known, particularly given the estrangement between them.

I gazed upon my grandmother. Interesting.

“I’m sure that they’re all wondering where we are,” I replied calmly. “Shall we go inside? It’s not going to be to your usual tastes, but I’ve heard that they hired some caterers for the afternoon.”

My grandparents chuckled.

“Very well then,” Raleigh answered. “Let’s get this pernicious shit-show over with.”

And just like that, I followed them inside, walking straight towards a night that was going to change absolutely everything.






CHAPTER 13


Unfortunately, my new grandparents-in-law looked like they would rather be dangling above a volcano than watching their son celebrate his new marriage.

Regardless of that little detail, my parents’ makeshift wedding reception was actually pretty decent, even if it was hosted out of their home. They’d even hired really good caterers – specifically, my catering staff.

“Wasn’t expecting to see you here!” Beth chuckled as I whisked a few hors d’eovres off of her tray. “Is this your event? Do you live here?”

“It’s not mine, no… it’s my parents. They just got married. And no, I have an apartment back in the city.”

“Oh, really? Your parents are just marrying today, huh? How neat!”

I laughed when I saw her confusion. “No, I mean, Mom just married this guy. He’s not my biological father. Now, I get a stepfather and a new stepbrother out of the mix.”

“Is that him over there?” She quietly asked, pointing out Dalton. Of course he stood out, dressed as nicely as he was.

“Yeah, that’s him alright,” I replied with some regret. “What, do you want me to get his number for you?”

“Oh my god, could you?”

She looked absolutely ecstatic over the idea. Luckily, before I could respond, Arnold appeared in the distance, waving both of us over.

“Beth, I’m going to need you to be more attentive to the guests, and not specific ones,” he admonished her. “And you… stop distracting my employees, Clara.”

We both apologized profusely.

Our boss sent her away but kept me near. “It’s fortuitous that I see you here, because I’ve been meaning to reach out to you. I couldn’t help but notice that you failed to indicate any premier call shifts.”

“I’m sorry, there was a distraction that night, with the wedding and all that…”

“Perfectly acceptable, given the circumstances,” he replied nonchalantly. “But if you wish to retain those privileges, you’re going to have to take them a little more seriously. I was under the impression that you were happy to be given that status. Did I make a mistake?”

“No, not at all!” I reassured him. “I’m sorry, Arnold. You’ll forgive me for being a little, you know, preoccupied with the arrangements here.”

He glanced around, unimpressed.

Of course he was unimpressed. Arnold was used to catering large wedding receptions, football games, banquets, and hotel galas… not little rinky-dink, makeshift post-marriage document reunions.

“See to it that you do not become unreliable,” he replied quietly before banishing me from his side. “I have work to do. I’ll see you tomorrow night at Prince Hall.”

“Prince Hall?”

Arnold raised an eyebrow.

“Oh yeah! Prince Hall!” It was one of the shifts I’d picked up. Thanks to missing my chances both Saturday night and early Sunday morning, I’d lost the opportunity to snag anything meaningful in the week. Joining the six-member crew working at Prince Hall for Wednesday and Thursday had been pretty much the only decent shifts left.

I just hoped my homework wouldn’t be too bad with my time eaten up like that.

Arnold looked at me sourly as I left, apparently unconvinced in my commitment to his catering and serving team. Today has just been a complete pain in my ass, I thought to myself.

At least Dalton caught the hint and left me alone after my quick little retort outside the front door. He stayed out there a while – long enough to make me wonder how much I’d affected him.

A sneak peak out the window earlier in the reception had shown me that he was talking to his grandparents before they came inside, so I felt assured.

I knew that he wanted things to continue between us. That much was obvious from just the way he looked at me, although the texts really underlined the point.

Luckily, between family and friends coming by to join the festivities, the catering staff making polite conversation during small lulls, and Dalton’s clearly intentional distance.

I wondered all night if I’d made the wrong choice after all.

It was true. I couldn’t deny the energy that I felt, crackling between us any time we were close. When our parents were giving their vows and we couldn’t take my eyes off of each other, I was imagining doing the same thing with him one day.

Such a stupid thought.

No, I needed to focus on what was important. Dalton and I were stepbrother and stepsister now, and although the taboo was sort of artificial – we weren’t related, after all – there was still the sort of lingering wrongness to it.

What we had done together the other night had been absolutely magical, and I wouldn’t trade it away for a single thing.

But it had been just that:

Wrong.

Yet… it felt so absolutely right.

After a couple of hours, it was time that we went our separate ways. I was halfway expecting a small string of text messages from him. Almost disappointingly, he had obeyed my wishes.

So, why was I unhappy about that?

I climbed into my ancient car and turned the ignition. To my complete lack of surprise, the engine failed to roll over, so I tried it again.

And again.

And again.

“Come on, now. Don’t do this to me.”

The ignition continued to do nothing. I muttered obscenities under my breath and tried it one more time, putting every little ounce of magic in my body behind it…

Nothing.

My car had apparently broken down, stranding me here at this awful place, with both the parents who had inadvertently ruined my love life, and the lover whom I could never have.

Well, this is just fucking fantastic.

“You’re having engine issues again, aren’t you?” Dalton asked, almost aloofly.

“Yeah,” I groaned, climbing out of the cabin.

“Want me to take a look?”

“Only if you can be bothered.”

Dalton reached inside, popped open the hood, and took a look at the engine. He came back around and tried the ignition again, then checked some of my fluids.

“Hmm. I can’t really tell what’s going on with this. Maybe it’s just old age by now. Listen, do you have a reliable mechanic?”

I groaned. “I have neither that, nor the money to replace this stupid thing, or anything that breaks on it. This is just my fucking luck.”

“Well, when’s the last time you took this thing for an oil change? A tune-up?”

“I don’t remember. Ages ago.”

“Wait, you’ve been skipping oil changes?”

“Hey, don’t give me the third degree here,” I grumbled. “So what if I missed a few of them? They’re optional, anyway.”

Dalton closed the hood and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Thinking that oil changes are optional is exactly what got you into this mess,” he told me in exasperation. “No wonder this thing’s giving you trouble. You’ve probably totally fucked the engine up.”

“Well, that’s just perfect,” I threw my hands up in disgust. “I rely on this thing to get home, to get to work… what the fuck am I going to do now? This piece of junk car is all I had left!”

“Listen, this might be salvageable. I know a guy in town who works at a reputable auto shop. I can have this towed there, and you can assess the damage after he takes a look. Sound good?”

“Do you remember the bit where I don’t have any money?” I reminded him tersely.

“Forget about the money. It’s on me.”

“Oh, no it’s fucking not.”

He flashed me an angry look. “Clara. You can suck up whatever bullshit is running through your head, accept my help, and get back on your feet… or you can cling to your pride and watch your life crumble around you.

“Personally? It’s your choice.”

I was livid, but he was right.

“You know what? Fine.”

“Fine is not how you convince me to shell out for towing fees and an estimate on repairs,” Dalton told me, crossing his arms angrily.

“…Would you please help me?” I relinquished.

“Of course,” he replied, letting his crossed arms sag against his chest. “I’ll make a couple of calls now, and get you set up.”

“Alright,” I nodded. “And… thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” he shrugged.

With that, he stepped aside and pulled out his phone. I decided to venture back towards the festivities, pretending to have changed my mind from a “lack of plans.”

About twenty minutes after I’d rejoined the group of people, Dalton pulled me aside with the good news.

“Tow truck’s on the way. Your car’s being left in good hands. It’s late on a Tuesday, so you’re going to have to wait until later tomorrow afternoon to find out the damage.”

“But… what about school?” I muttered. “How the fuck am I supposed to get to school like this? And I’ve already signed up for banquet shifts, out of town…”

“You’ll need to consider cancelling those,” he answered. “No telling what the consensus will be, thanks to your maintenance plan… or lack thereof. But I can get you to school and back.”

“With what, your motorcycle?”

“Yeah,” he shrugged. “I keep a spare helmet around that’ll probably fit you. We have the same first-hour class anyway. How late in the day do you stay?”

“Until about 4 o’clock.”

“Cool. I get out of my last class an hour before then, so I can just stick around in the union for the meantime. Sound like a plan?”

Begrudgingly, I agreed.

It was pretty rock-solid… but I’d already decided to cut my ties with this guy. The last thing I needed was to be relying on him, not only to get around, but also to solve my vehicular problems for me…

Maybe he was right about that ‘destiny’ stuff.

I tried to kill the thought before it could finish, but it was too late. We’d been thrust together, him and I, and now that the fun and games were over and I decided to leave…

Something cataclysmic happened to drive us back together, no matter what.

With everyone focused towards the back patio and the kitchen, nobody noticed the tow truck pull up in front and scoop up my shitty little car. It also helped that everyone was drinking copious amounts of wine and liquor. Even Dalton’s grandparents seemed to have lowered that tremendous stick up their collective asses just a few inches.

When Dalton had paid the tow driver and the car was gone, we went into the back and said our goodbyes to everyone. Nobody seemed to find it strange that we were leaving together… nobody except his grandparents, who looked at us curiously for just a moment.

Dalton didn’t seem to notice that, thankfully.

When we were done, we walked back around to the front. With great care, he guided me onto his motorcycle. It felt strong and untamed between my legs.

“That’s right, squeeze it with your thighs,” he instructed me, watching how I grew comfortable on it. “I’m going to be in front, so just hold on around my abdomen. I’ll drive safely. Here’s hoping nobody pulls us over…”

After a moment, he was seated with his back to me. I wrapped my arms around him as Dalton revved the engine and kicked up the stand, pulling us onto the road.

Riding behind him was incredible. I loved how the wind filtered through my hair, and the sounds of the road as we navigated towards the main highway, took some turns, and wound up meeting the interstate.

But it wasn’t just that. Holding him close, practically clutching onto his body, sent a shiver down my spine that I couldn’t completely attribute to the wind.

His muscles were hard beneath his clothes. Dalton had arrived in his suit earlier, only pausing to remove his helmet and straighten his attire after parking his motorcycle. This meant that there wasn’t any thick leather or bothersome layers to come between us.

My stepbrother was built broad, tough, and with powerful muscles that lined his entire body. I’d known this as a fact when I’d straddled him during our night together, but I’d tried my hardest to push that aside.

It was hard to avoid being reminded, over and over, for the entire hour that we were on the road.

Part of me expected Dalton to try and bring me to his place. I wondered how I’d react to that… and decided, ultimately, that I’d be okay with it. After all, we had school in the morning. It made more sense for me to sleep on his couch or something.

Instead, he didn’t make the appropriate turn, and he brought me back towards Natalie’s apartment. Dalton didn’t bother killing the engine as he parked, letting me unwrap myself from around him and climb down from the throttling beast.

“So, this is goodnight, huh?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I’ll be back in the morning. You’re not far, so I don’t have to get up too much earlier. When do you need me?”

“How about seven o’clock?”

“Don’t you think that’s cutting it a little short?” He questioned, tilting his head.

“Okay. A little earlier than that.”

Dalton shook his head. “Be down here at a quarter to seven,” he instructed. “Think you can do that?”

“Sure,” I replied, quietly admonishing myself for choosing a class so early in the day. What the hell was I thinking?

“Alright. See you in the morning,” Dalton muttered offhandedly, sailing off on his ride towards the falling sun.

“Yeah… in the morning,” I sadly, quietly responded after him. He hadn’t bothered to wait up, or to even try to convince me to come home with him.

But that’s what I want, right?

Of course it wasn’t.

I knew it even then.

Rather than try and summon him back or wallow self-piteously in the encroaching darkness, I plugged in my key code, entered the building, and took the elevators up.

To my surprise and disappointment, the lights were off as I arrived. I’d been looking forward to Natalie’s company after such a strange and stressful day, but she wasn’t here – instead, she was probably out drinking with other friends, or hanging with her boyfriend.

I was alone.

Changing out of my dress, I took a quick shower to clean up and shed the light makeup. I took it long and hot, standing with my back and shoulders against the beating heat of the water for upwards of an hour.

When I finally dragged myself out and toweled off, no happier than I’d been before, I ran my hair drier and checked my text messages.

Nothing.

I was pretty full from all the food earlier, so I didn’t feel like snagging anything meaningful to eat. There was also some homework to do, but I didn’t particularly care about it right now.

Instead, I grabbed my emergency pint of chocolate ice cream from the freezer, huddled down with a blanket, and parked myself in Natalie’s usual spot on the couch.

I hadn’t made it more than an episode or two into some mindless sitcom when the door finally opened. Natalie slid inside, her boyfriend’s lips all over her as she let them both inside. He was pinning her wrists up against the wall and kissing her neck when her eyes fell on me.

“Heya, girl… don’t worry, we’ll drag this back to the bed… room…”

She recognized the pint of ice cream on the coffee table, and pushed her hands against Jared.

“Fighting a little tonight, huh?” He asked huskily, diving in for another kiss.

She took his cheeks into her hands and looked him in the eyes. “I’m afraid I’m gonna have to skip this one, babe.”

“Wait, what? Why?”

She nodded her head towards me. “Babygirl’s pulled out the emergency ice cream. I’m afraid that tonight’s not Sexy Night anymore. Now it’s Roommate Night.”

He looked disappointed, pulling back and running his fingers through his hair. “Okay. Alright. Fine. Goodnight.”

Jared threw a nasty look my way and stormed out, throwing the door shut as he left. I felt my spirits crumple into dust at the display of anger over my emotional state.

“Ignore him,” she sighed, shaking her head.

“I’m sorry for ruining your night,” I muttered, moving my legs as Natalie dropped to sit down beside me on the couch.

“Nah, you didn’t ruin anything,” she reassured me. “Honestly, you might have just done me a favor.”

“How’s that?”

Natalie blew at her bangs in exasperation. “He’s cute, and he knows how to handle that dick of his, but good lord, is he a complete idiot,” she chuckled. “After that little stunt there… I’m pretty sure whatever I saw in him is gone now.”

“Well, at least there’s that. I’m gonna be frank, I’m not really sure what you ever saw in that guy.”

Natalie gave me a smirk. “Yeah, well, hey! Silver linings! I haven’t been single in ages. Maybe it’s time to get my slut on, you know? I could totally pull off a revolving bedroom door. I wonder if I can call Daddy’s contractor to get a literal one installed…”

She paused when she saw my expression.

“What, too much?”

“You’re too much,” I smiled, pulling her into a big hug. “Look, you can call him back. I’ll be fine.”

“No, dude. You’ve gotta tell me what’s…” Natalie paused, her face falling. “Oh shit, it’s the wedding. That was today. Okay, yeah. I’m gonna dock myself some points for misplacing that vital piece of information and bringing my guy home–”

“Nat, it’s okay,” I reassured her.

“Oh yeah? I’m not convinced,” she replied, letting her eyes trail towards the melting pint of ice cream. “Anyway. Give me a minute. Let me change into something a little more comfortable, and then I’m coming back out here, ordering a pizza, and we are talking it out.”

“I’ve already eaten,” I shrugged.

“First off, okay, but it’s fucking pizza,” she laughed. “It’s like dessert. There’s always room for it. Secondly, if you insist, that’s just more for me, but I’m starving.”

Natalie jumped up, whipping out her smartphone. I could hear her placing a pizza order in her bedroom as she changed, and she finally walked back out in expensive, silky pink pajamas as she hung up the phone.

“Cool. It’s on the way.”

She slumped down onto the couch, her back against the armrest, and looked at me with the most endearingly sincere eyes I’ve ever seen.

“Alright, Clara. Tell me everything from the top…”






CHAPTER 14


When I arrived the following morning, Clara was waiting for me in the spot where I’d left her the previous night. I’d connected the spare helmet at the back, and I handed it to her as she walked up towards me.

“See if that fits,” I instructed.

She slipped it on. “It’s not exactly snug, but it’ll definitely do,” she told me, before eyeing me curiously. “Who exactly does this belong to?”

“It’s my old one. I outgrew it eventually.”

“Really?” She sounded impressed. “Must have been ages ago. How long have you been riding?”

“Since long before the marines,” I answered.

Apparently satisfied with this, she climbed onto the back and put her arms around me again, straddling the seat tightly. Once I decided that she was properly secure, I kicked off.

Clara was surprisingly close that morning. I don’t mean that just physically, with her arms actually wrapped around me, but emotionally, too. As we sat in Psych class, still working off of my textbook, her cold exterior seemed to have melted away somewhat.

She laughed at the jokes I made, didn’t shy away from eye contact, and didn’t make a move when I scooted my chair a little closer to her (under the guise of easier book sharing, of course).

“Okay, what’s gotten into you?” I asked her after class, guiding her to the side once we left the building.

“What do you mean?” She tilted her head.

“Yesterday, you were full-on ice princess, but today… you’re acting as if everything’s perfectly fine between us.” I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “What changed?”

Clara sighed. “It’s just… a combination of things, really.”

I crossed my arms boldly. “Enlighten me.”

“Well…” Clara bit her lip tentatively, gazing up at me. It had the distinct effect of making my cock twitch in my jeans, although I tried to ignore its sudden alertness. “Look, all that destiny crap you fed me last week… I couldn’t help but think that you maybe had a point.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I mean, we had our night together, and I loved every second of it. But then our parents were getting married, and I needed to extract myself from you. Then, they actually got married, and there was no way you and I could have a future together. But no matter what, I just can’t get rid of you, can I?”

“I’m not following…”

“The car,” she reminded me. “The whole reason why you’re bringing me to school, right? I have the perfect opportunity to cut you loose and let that just be the end of that, and then this happens. Now, I’m stuck in a position wherein I have to rely on you… which I don’t like, but it conveniently keeps us together.”

“That’s true,” I thought aloud. “So… what does this mean, then? As far as how things are going between us, at any rate.”

Clara smiled softly. “It means that… I think I want to keep seeing you.”

“You spoke to that friend of yours, didn’t you?” I grinned. “Your roommate. The girl from the bar.”

“…She did have some compelling arguments, yes,” Clara wistfully explained. “We stayed up half the night talking about stuff. I went to bed feeling way better about everything.”

“Remind me to buy that woman flowers,” I grinned like an idiot. “When she told me that she made a hell of a wingwoman, I didn’t know the half of it…”

“Yeah, getting my best friend on your side from the start is sort of a plus,” Clara laughed. “But look… just like that night we shared together, this doesn’t mean I’m promising you anything. I need you to understand that.”

“No, I get it,” I nodded, scratching the back of my head. “We’re just taking it slow for now, right? No need to complicate things any further than they already are…”

“That’s right.”

The tone of Clara’s voice was relatively noncommittal, but her face was saying it all. She was positively beaming.

We realized the time, and that we were both going to be late for our prospective following classes. Parting with a strong hug and a quick kiss, we separated away from each other, reinvigorated with energy for the day.

Unfortunately, bad news came later on. My buddy at the auto shop rang me back while I was in the student union building, seated in comfortable furniture and gazing out the large, glass wall over the campus. I was waiting on Clara’s last class to wrap up, and my mechanically minded friend didn’t exactly have anything reassuring to tell me.

“Alright, let’s hear it,” I started. “Have you got anything good to tell me?”

“Wish I did, dude.”

He sounded exasperated.

I frowned tentatively. “It’s that bad?”

He took in a sharp breath of air. “Yeah… the way it’s looking now, the engine’s totally fried. Her oil was not only really low, but filthy as shit. Did she miss some oil changes or something?”

“Yeah, I think she might have mentioned that…”

He chuckled with exasperation. “Should have stayed on top of that shit. Whole engine’s gotta go. Now, this being an old clunker, she might want to consider just getting a new car altogether.”

I sighed. “I don’t think she’s not going to be able to take that option.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll tell you what I tell everybody when I see an impending mess as bad as this one: tough shit. I’ll try and pull some strings because it’s you, but even if I found a used, compatible engine that wasn’t going to absolutely crucify her bank account, this thing’s gonna die from something else. I give it half a year… maybe a year, tops.”

“So, it’s either spend thousands on an engine and buy some time, or spend at least that on a newer vehicle. Either way, she’s out of pocket a substantial little sum.”

“Sure looks that way, bro.”

“Alright, Kevin. Thanks for everything you’ve done. I’ll talk to her, and we’ll sort it all out.”

“Later, dude.”

I hung up the line angrily.

As soon as the problem had happened, I’d known that it was going to take a miracle to fix it. Unfortunately, having her come back around had apparently filled the miracle quota for today.

I was still trying to figure out what to do when Clara came into view. She was climbing the wide steps outside, ducking into the union building and scanning for me. As she spotted me in the seating area, she stomped towards me with a look of clear, overwhelming stress painted across her face.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

Clara slumped down in the chair to my side. “Just… unreasonable teachers,” she muttered. “Couldn’t they just consult each other on the homework front? Instead of bombarding us with it, all at once?”

“Pretty sure that’s not how it works,” I chuckled lightly.

“Guess not,” Clara muttered before pulling herself to an upright, seated position. “Alright, so, have you heard from your guy yet?”

My face immediately fell.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” she groaned, slumping back into the cushions. “Goddammit! Why is this turning out to be such a bullshit day? Everything’s been going downhill since I saw you last…”

“Well, what can I do to make it up to you?” I asked her. “Surely there’s something…”

She caught my eye and chuckled. “Maybe not tonight. I’m going to be buried under assignments for the next day or two anyway…”

“Oh, you’ve got plenty of time before then,” I smiled. “You seem stressed. Just give me an hour or two of your time to help you unwind, yeah? Wouldn’t you enjoy that?”

Clara glanced over mischievously.

“Well… I suppose that could work for me.”

I made sure that it did...

Two hours later, after an incredible simultaneous orgasm that left us both completely spent. We were laying together in bed. She and I were just the way I liked us best – grinning together, drained from great sex, without a stitch of clothing on us.

I was already on my back again, and my lover was curled up against my chest. Absentmindedly, my fingers played with the hair on the back of her head.

“God, Dalton, that was just as incredible as before,” she murmured softly.

“Oh yeah? Satisfied, love?”

“Am I ever…”

With a satisfied groan, I glanced over at my alarm clock.

“Huh. It’s later than I thought.”

“Is it?” She asked, lifting her head.

“Yeah, it’s already half past five.”

“Half past five, huh…” Clara murmured. “That’s strange, I feel like there’s something important that I’ve forgotten, something like…”

Her eyes widened.

“Oh no. Oh fuck. No. Please no.”

“What? What is it?”

Clara was leaping up from the bed, clearly frazzled. I didn’t like how stressed she was getting, all of a sudden.

“Oh god, it’s work,” Clara finally groaned.

“Work?” I asked. “Wait… you didn’t…?”

She’d forgotten to contact her boss.

“Yeah…” She held her face in her hands. “I can’t believe it. I completely fucking forgot to email Arnold last night, when I came home… and I stayed up talking to Natalie. I was supposed to be there over an hour ago.”

Clara dove for her phone and practically went catatonic when she saw her notifications. “Oh shit. Oh shit, I’m in trouble…”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I told her. “Look, just apologize to him, and everything will be okay.”

“That’s not how this works,” Clara lashed out. “Look, my car’s a mess that’s apparently broken down, now I’ve been totally distracted from my job, and for what? Sex?”

I didn’t like where this was going.

“Clara, look. I’m sorry. I’ll help you.”

“I don’t want your help,” she muttered.

“Be that as it may… I know that you’ve had a rough time of things lately. Between the car thing, your job, school, our parents suddenly marrying, your feelings for me…”

She glanced at me with irritation. “No, go on,” she snarled. “Please. Feel free to rack up additional ways that my life is fucking up right now. Really. I want to hear them.”

I rose from the bed, and she didn’t move.

“Clara. Don’t shut me out.”

“I’m not shutting you out,” she grunted.

“You are. Look at you.”

She looked down. Her arms were crossed, her stance was defensive, and she looked ready to absolutely come unglued at me.

Clara stayed like that for a moment… and I was afraid that she’d only snap harder.

Instead, she began to relax.

“Look, I’m sorry, Dalton,” she whispered as I came over to hold her close. “You’re right. There’s been a lot on my plate the last couple of weeks. I didn’t mean to try and take it out on you. It’s just that… I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“I know,” I murmured, rubbing her shoulders as she remained pinned against me. “I understand. This has been a lot for you lately.” Pulling back, I lifted her chin with my finger. “But here’s the thing – I’m going to be right there with you, all the way.”

She nodded softly.

“Listen. First thing’s first. We can fix your car. My guy tells me that he can maybe find a used engine to plug into it. I can cover that.”

Clara’s eyes widened.

“No. I can’t let you do that.”

“Look, you need a car, and I have a ton of money,” I shrugged. “What’s a few thousand dollars to me right now? Sure, it’s a lot of money, but I’m not going to miss it. I’d rather see you mobile and happy.”

“Still… I’ll find a way to pay you back.”

“Chiefly unnecessary,” I responded.

“Doesn’t matter,” Clara shook her head. “I can’t expect you to make that kind of sacrifice for me, even if you want to and you have the money.”

“Fine. Point conceded,” I reassured her. “As for the rest… school is going to suck, and our parents being married is going to suck too. Those, I can’t really help you out with. But you’ll have my support for as long as you want it…”

“I appreciate that,” Clara whispered, nestling her cheek into my chest. “But what about work?”

“You’re going to have to suck that one up,” I answered. “Make the call. Figure out what you have to do to keep yourself on the payroll. That privilege of yours that you mentioned before is probably gone by now, though.”

“Yeah…” She muttered. “Definitely.”

“So, do the right thing,” I continued, handing Clara her smartphone. “Don’t put it off. Reach out to your boss now, kiss ass, and keep yourself with some income. Work your way back up into his graces.”

Clara took the phone from my hand and smiled up at me. “You’re really great, you know that?”

“I can be,” I shrugged.

“When you’re not seated at a table with a bunch of marines and making a complete ass of yourself, at any rate,” she chuckled. “What was it you told me the night we met?”

“Oh, I told you a great number of things.”

“I’m thinking of something in particular. You asked if I had a menu, and then you were going to have me–”

“Stand on it, and I’d ask for some of you. Yeah, I definitely remember that.”

Clara pulled up her contacts list on her phone and navigated towards her boss. “It’s funny to think of how much has changed since then,” she thought aloud. “I thought you were a total prick, and even a short while later, my roommate was trying to send you away… but now, here we are.”

She lifted the phone to her ear and let it dial.

I thought about that too. A lot had changed since Clara and I had first met… but I was happy with it. It was great to finally have someone to push all of my attention into, as opposed to just cycling through girls in my bed.

“Hi, Arnold? Yes, it’s me… I know… I’m really sorry. My car… okay, sure.” She paused, pulling the phone away from her ear for a moment. “He’s putting me on hold so that he can go somewhere quieter.”

I nodded, listening for every cue in her tone.

“Right. I’m calling to apologize for tonight. I was supposed to email you yesterday and notify you that my car broke down, but I didn’t get the opportunity to reach out until now… uh-huh… yes sir… I understand… of course…” Her eyes widened, but I couldn’t tell if they were from surprise or fear. “Right… no, I get it, I understand… yes sir. Thank you, sir.”

She hung up the line and turned to me.

“Well, the good news is that I haven’t lost my job… bad news is that I’m on probation. Two shifts a week, maximum. As if I needed to add being broke to my troubles…”

“Don’t worry about the money,” I replied, pulling close and massaging her shoulders. “Just focus on doing what you’ve got to do.”

Clara looked over her shoulder at me with begrudging acceptance, and didn’t fight the point.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Dalton,” she murmured. “You came into my life at such a strange time… but I’m happy to have you.”

Her hand slipped over my knuckles as I kneaded her shoulder. It was warm and soft, squeezing tightly into the indentions between my fingers.

“I’m happy to have you too,” I smiled, planting a kiss where her jawline connected to her ear.

When she turned, her eyes half-lidded with the first waves of desire, I slid my hands to caress her face and hold it close. Giving a deep, passionate kiss, I realized how the tension had gotten my blood pumping again.

As my cock bounced with lust for her, I gently lowered Clara back down to my bed again…






CHAPTER 15


Dalton and I didn’t see much of each other outside of class for the following week. Most of this was due to the workload of my semester; while he had apparently elected to take it pretty easy, I’d scheduled a number of core classes into my half-year at university.

I’d just gotten my car back from the shop. His mechanic fell ill a couple of days, but prioritized replacing my engine as cheaply and efficiently as possible. I was never told how much it cost, but I told myself that I’d save up and pay him back for all of it in the future.

Since I was too busy to see him too often, I went ahead and splurged on the psychology book. Luckily, I found a late used return at the local bookstore outside the campus, so it didn’t cost me more than a hundred bucks… which, to me, was like being paid a banquet shift without having to work it.

Dalton and I stayed in communication via text. He gave me my space when I needed to focus on my schoolwork, and was never more than a few minutes away when I sent him a buzz out of the blue.

Finally, after I’d caught up with my homework and had pulled myself back out of banquet probation with Arnold, I had him come back over.

“I’ve missed you,” I whispered, nuzzling my face into his throat as we laid together in bed.

“Oh, I’ve missed you too,” he murmured.

I climbed onto his lap and bent forward, kissing his lips. I loved the warmth of them, and the feeling of his body near mine. The little crackle of energy between us never failed to invigorate me; I wondered how I could possibly do without it.

Dalton tried to lean up, but I gently held him back with my hands against his pecs. Shaking my head with an impish smile, I kissed him again. My wandering lips meandered from his own to enjoy his cheek, his chin, his jawline, his throat, any patch of skin that I could access.

Slowly, I pulled up at his shirt, peppering a trail of kisses down those rippling muscles and that stack of sculpted abs. As I continued, I began to fumble with his belt in my hands, slowly unbuckling and tugging down his jeans.

By the time I reached the V of his hips, his boxer briefs were the last deterrent between his weapon and me. Already, his tool was yearning for attention, standing tall against the underside of the fabric. Tugging those down too, I wrapped my fingers around his steaming, rigid tool.

“Do you like my hand on your cock?” I whispered into his ear as I began to stroke him.

Dalton nodded, groaning as his head sank backwards into my pillows.

“Good,” I whispered, rolling my fist over his bulbous head. “Because I think I love doing it. Knowing that I can drive you crazy with my touch…”

I sank back down his chest, licking beneath the crown of his rockhard erection as I continued beating him off. Dalton shifted slightly beneath me, as if he were going to take control again, but I parted my lips around the red helmet tantalizingly.

“Nuh,uh, uhhh” I teased him, just hovering my lips on his blood-engorged head. “I’m in control now. You just sit back, relax, and let me take care of things…”

Dalton glanced down at me, his eyes filled with animalistic lust, but he did as he was told. He lowered his head back down to the pillows, his hands down on either side.

With that, I slid my fingers out of the way and descended down his cock.

I knew that he was huge, but I wasn’t prepared for just how much of him I was trying to fit into my mouth. I could barely manage half of his generous size, and that was only by pushing myself…

But I was determined to please him.

My head began to bob up and down his erect weapon. As my enthusiasm and passion began to take hold, I steadied myself against his body by pushing down against his thighs with my palms.

Dalton’s hands drifted downward, but instead of controlling the tempo of my mouth on his cock, or trying to force me to suck more of him inside, he graciously held my hair out of my way.

“Oh god, Clara,” I heard his husky, English accent murmur out. “That feel so bloody good…”

His reaction only prompted me further. I grew more tenacious with the motions, pushing myself to take more of him inside, speeding it up. After a moment, I relinquished his saliva-slicken cock from my mouth, rolling my fist down it again as I licked the underside.

Teasing him with my tongue, I was eager to get him towards his limit. I could feel his body begin to move around beneath me; his hips shifted in position, his chest rose and dropped in faster intervals, and his great, broad form began to subtly squirm under the pressure of my passion.

“That’s right,” I murmured, kissing his helmet as I stroked him. “Come for me, baby. I know you want to.”

Dalton looked down at me again, but his eyes were glazed with unadulterated pleasure. With another few, swift groans, his hands quickly dove for my head. He pushed my lips down around his cock as he thrust up several times, careful to not hurt me, but eager for satisfaction…

As his body trembled and his thick cock twitched between my lips, I felt his hot release burst into my mouth. In several steady, hot ropes, his salty come glazed my tongue, and I swallowed down his load while he groaned heartily, draining his balls inside my mouth.

I wiped my lips with the back of my hand as I pulled back, grinning slyly down at him.

“Where did that come from?” Dalton murmured, stretching his arms and holding onto his head briefly.

“I told you I missed you,” I chuckled, sliding into place beside his broad, powerful chest. His arm naturally slid around me and kept me close.

“Yes, I can see that,” he smirked.

The stresses of our school day came upon us, and soon we fell into a nap together. I dreamt peacefully of a life where I didn’t have to worry about money, or schoolwork, or my parents, or anything else of the sort.

When I awoke, Dalton was facing away, staring into space. I watched him for a few minutes before he finally glanced back down and noticed that I wasn’t asleep anymore.

“I’ve been thinking,” he mentioned.

“Oh yeah? What about?”

After a moment of contemplation, he finally spoke. “If you’re ready, I’m about to tell you about that topic that came up before, which I wasn’t too comfortable in divulging… the topic of my wealthy relatives.”

“Only if you want to,” I nodded.

Dalton smirked. “You might not actually know this, but my grandparents are fookin’ loaded,” he explained, subtly letting his accent come out. “We’re not talking just a couple of million dollars. My grandparents have an astronomical wealth that makes my head spin.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

Dalton nodded, his eyes cutting back to meet my gaze. “Extending back generations through English history, we were the Windsor-Carlyle family. For hundreds of years, we were one of the most distinguished families in the country. We had a place at the court, lordships, ladyships…”

I listened intently, hanging on every crisp, fascinating word on his introspective breath.

“But that ended with my ancestor, Lord Abner Villas Carlyle. At the height of Windsor-Carlyle decadence, he offended Her Majesty. You see, he had quite the flame for her darling daughter, the upcoming Crown Princess… enough so that he was caught in her bedchamber, his face between her thighs.”

I breathed in sharply. “Oof. That must have been quite the scandal.”

Dalton smiled. “Understatement of the year there, love. It didn’t help that Abner was a truly heinous and self-serving man. It wasn’t the first time he dragged the good family name through the mud, not by a long shot. But I like to think that he did love the Princess… either way, he was vilified by the Crown, and banished from English shores.”

I tried to imagine what that must have been like. Risking your place among nobility, your reputation, for the sweetest, most forbidden prize… surrounded by thorns. One wrong move, and you’re pricked.

Was what we were doing any different?

“Once Abner was sent across the English Channel to live the rest of his life in disgrace, three things happened.

“The first was that his only sibling, his younger brother Reginald, was made the immediate patriarch and representative of the family. Reginald was a quiet and meek man, used to the comfort of his brother’s shadow. Thrust into the light, he had to ensure that this sort of scandal and disgrace would never undermine us ever again.

“The second was that the Windsor-Carlyle family was dropped from the court. Permanently disgraced by the King and Queen, we lost our chair in the court until our bloodline proved itself worthy of nobility once more.

“Finally, we were given the ultimate punishment for the former Lord Abner’s transgression – we lost our claim to the Windsor title. Clipped from the tree, so to speak. To appease the Crown, our name was split back in twain, and we were henceforth simply the Carlyle clan. For a prestigious family dating back to the very roots of Anglo-Saxon history, this was the ultimate insult… and a vicious punishment.”

“That’s why your grandparents are so fixated on maintaining the sanctity of the family name,” I realized. “They want their place back at the top of English society?”

Dalton smirked bitterly. “They’re obsessed – particularly my grandfather, Raleigh. They believe it to be their birthright. I don’t know why it even matters to them anymore. The British Empire is gone. The sun has set on our grip over the world. What’s the point anymore? They already have the money and the luxuries… but that’s never been enough to them.”

I could sympathize a little.

In the broadest sense of the thought, my banquet serving gave me some common ground with his grandparents. Although fancy balls and events indisputably paled in comparison to the royal court, I knew what it was like to be that close to the glitz and the glamor, but doomed to always sulk in the shadows.

We saw that world, interacted with it, but knew that we’d never really be a part of it.

Dalton shook his head, clearing his thoughts. “Anyway. Now you know about the minor kink in my family’s history.”

“But why don’t they like your dad?” I asked. “I mean, he’s their only child, right? Why are they so estranged from him? From you?”

“Father isn’t their only child. He just so happens to be the surviving child.”

That, I wasn’t expecting.

“You had an uncle?”

“An aunt,” Dalton corrected me, a faint smile on his lips. “Auntie Gloria died when I was very young, but I still remember her smile, and the faint scent of lavender in her perfume…”

“What happened?”

Dalton’s eyes hardened.

“If you, I mean, don’t mind me asking…” I realized with some shame that I’d probably jerked him away from some pleasant memories of her.

“Car accident,” he answered bitterly. “A drunk driver rammed her car in the driver’s side. There wasn’t anything the paramedics could do to save her. Pronounced dead at the scene.”

“Oh god,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, well… she was their favorite, you know? Gloria was not only the firstborn, but she was the doting, loving daughter who lived up to their high expectations. She was brilliant, polite, very well spoken, and fell in line with their demands.”

“And your father wasn’t?”

“What you’ve got to remember about Dad is that he grew up in the Seventies, and he was the younger child. Gloria developed maturity and grace quickly – enough so that she overrode their initial qualms about her gender. Probably never occurred to them that a daughter could redeem the family name. But as for their son… Dad never really wanted any part of their world. He didn’t sit well with endless etiquette classes, primers on court manners, and classical piano lessons. Rebellion and escapism are probably why he developed his drug addiction.”

“Drug addiction?”

“Oh yeah,” Dalton continued. “That’s why Dad and I aren’t positively loaded right now. You see, love, it started with pot. After a while, he moved on up to heroin. Wasn’t too long before Dad was in and out of rehab centers, sullying the good family name. Don’t get me wrong, he cleaned himself up and never looked back. He even got himself into a good engineering school, but by then his relationship with them was damaged beyond repair. I know that my grandmother forgave him, but her husband always had a stiff upper lip…”

“I would have never guessed,” I thought to myself. “He seems so kind and well-adjusted.”

Privately, I wondered if Will still suffered. Did he feel those compulsions anymore? Would that ever truly leave his heart?

“So, he wrapped up his degree just in time to be cut off from the family money. At least he could support himself then. He turned to a life of meaningless sex, and I was the eventual end result there.”

“Do you know anything about your mother?” I asked him, curiously.

“Never met her. Don’t know a single thing about her, other than she was a beautiful and talented hairdresser. Tried to put me up for adoption but Dad took me instead.”

“Explains why you’re so presentable,” I chuckled. “But you’ve never wanted to find out about her?”

“Nope. If she’s willing to throw me away, I don’t need her,” he shrugged. “But anyway. That’s enough about the past. I’m more interested in the future now.”

“The future?” My breath sucked back between my lips, and I felt a telling patter in my chest.

“The future,” Dalton repeated firmly, his eyes searching mine. “Tell me about yours. What do you want most in this world, love?

I thought on this a moment.

A smile smile crossed my lips.

“You.”






CHAPTER 16


T  he day that my world came crashing down began just like any other.

It was Friday morning. Clara and I sat together in psychology class. She’d gone ahead and bought herself a psychology textbook, but we still read along together and compared notes as Professor Pritchard gave his lectures.

Our parents were going to be coming back into town from their honeymoon this afternoon. Clara and I had already made plans to pick them up from the airport and bring them back to their place. That’s why we’d wound up riding together in her car to school.

If only we could tell them, I wistfully thought. But no… that would have been a complete disaster. Neither of us were particularly close to our parents, but we didn’t need to antagonize what tenuous relationships we had with them over this… not yet, at any rate.

I walked Clara to her next class afterwards, and she planted a quick kiss on my cheek. “See you after school,” she grinned. “You coming over after we grab the honeymooners?”

“Of course,” I replied, giving her ass a quick little squeeze. “I’ll knock out that psych assignment in the student union while I wait for you to wrap up, and then we’ll drive down and get them together.”

“So diligent,” she mocked me flirtatiously. “Okay, I’ll text you when I’m done with my last class.”

The school day was a breeze, just like all the others, but something was slightly wrong in the air. I wasn’t sure what had me uneasy, but whatever it was… I didn’t like it.

The feeling only got worse throughout the day. The closer it came to time to leave for the airport, the more agitated I became.

I was so pissed off at the end of the day that I skipped my last class, resigning myself to failing whatever weekend homework I was getting assigned.

“Are you okay?” Clara asked as we climbed into her car together. “You look like you’re on edge.”

“I’m not really sure,” I conceded with a shrug. “Something’s got me kind of bothered… not really sure what.”

“Is it because of our parents?” She asked, tilting her head. “I mean, I’ve been kind of thinking about that all day…”

“What do you mean?”

She turned the engine on and pulled towards the main campus road. “Well, it’s just that we’ve been able to sort of pretend that they weren’t a problem, right? Neither of them were too important to our lives before the wedding, and they’ve been gone since then on this honeymoon of theirs… but now they're coming back.”

“Well, there is that,” I agreed.

“Listen, Dalton,” Clara turned to me as we pulled up to a red light. “I know I had my own… misgivings over this union of ours… but I've made my choice. I’m here. You and I, we’re in this together, okay? And I’ll face down whatever troubles come our way, because we’ll always be together.”

I was taken aback by her confidence.

“That’s the most conviction I’ve heard out of you ever,” I observed.

“Yeah, well,” Clara grinned, pulling us forward after the light turned green, “like I said: I’ve had a lot of time to think about it today.”

We played music most of the way there, lightening the mood up with some contemporary pop. I didn’t really care for the radio all that much, especially since the hot singles were almost entirely electronic music, but I noticed one particular rock song that came on.

“Wait, what’s this?”

“Oh, this? It’s this rock band that’s been dominating the radio waves these days,” she chuckled. “Trent Masters and the Whiplash. You like it?”

“Sure. Turn that up.”

We listened to the rest of the song, and a smile crossed my face. “Yeah, that harkens back to the shit I listened to when I was growing up. All that late-nineties grunge music… it’s obvious who their influences are.”

“Yeah. It’s funny, that Trent guy can come off as a real prick in the interviews, but he writes all of his own lyrics… and they can be quite deep, actually. He seems like a total misogynistic ass-hat, but there’s a rumor that he’s dating some mystery bartender chick…”

I noticed her tone. “Sad that the big rockstar asshole is off the field?”

“Nah,” Clara giggled. “I’m more into the military types myself. Bonus points if they’re foreign. She can keep him. Maybe that chick will even level him out a little.”

“You don’t say.”

Another electronic piece came on, and the topic subsided.

It wasn’t much longer before we were pulling into the arrival terminals for the airport. Dad and Sarah were waving at us from the curb, their suitcases stacked to the side.

Clara turned to me with exasperation.

“Well… you ready for this trainwreck?”

I faked an overly dramatic sigh. “Let’s just get this over with…”

Our parents seemed surprised that we were picking them up together, although it meant that they could continue sitting in the back together without leaving the passenger seat conspicuously empty.

“So, how was it?” I asked as we hopped back on the road and headed for the interstate. “Did you enjoy Hawaii?”

“Oh, it was fantastic,” Sarah cooed.

“Nice and bright. Warm. Very pleasing,” my father added. “Wish you could have seen it.”

“Well, maybe I will someday,” I replied wistfully, thinking of my intentions to travel the world. “It sure seems bloody nice.”

“How’s school going?” Sarah asked quickly.

“Oh, it’s fine. Just stressful,” Clara answered, keeping her eyes on the road. “As I told you before, I scheduled a ton of really tough classes this semester… the next one should be a damned sight easier…”

“And you, Dalton?” Father asked.

“Much easier that hers,” I answered him dutifully. “We even have a class together, incidentally.”

Clara flashed me a quick look, and I realized that I’d spoken a little too enthusiastically.

“Picking your parents up together… going to school together… you know what’s going on here, don’t you, Will?” Sarah asked, a haughty tone entering her voice. “My god, I should have seen this coming before… it was inevitable with these two, with their ages…”

Panic gripped at my throat. I turned to Clara, who swiftly shot me a look that told me everything I needed to know about her emotional well-being: FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK…

“That’s right,” Father answered.

I braced myself for it…

“They’re just perfect for each other!” Sarah chuckled. “We should have seen this coming, really. What a pair they make.”

Wait.

What?

“That’s right,” Father nodded.

Clara and I shared a bemused glance. Our eyes communicated a flurry of thoughts back and forth, completely taken by surprise that this was happening… and going so well.

“Would you care to elaborate?” I asked.

“Well, it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?” Sarah snootily chuckled. “You two are excellent together. And here we were, afraid that you wouldn’t get along…”

Father chimed in again. “We were afraid that you’d clash, or just grow to hate each other. But I’m glad that you’re apparently getting along. We’d hate for you two siblings to be at each other’s throats, or just ignore each other…”

Right, it dawned on me. Siblings.

“Wait, what are you–?” Clara began.

“They’re happy that we’ve accepted each other as part of the family,” I hinted.

Realization crossed Clara’s face. “Oh, right. That’s right, big brother.”

When she followed that up with a nervous chuckle, I spotted our parents glancing at each other strangely. I decided to quickly avert the topic.

“So, what are you doing first, now that you’re back?” I asked.

“Oh, well,” Sarah answered for them, “William is going to move into the house… we’re hiring some movers to pack up and shift everything over. The essentials, at least.”

“That’s right,” he agreed. “I’m going to keep an office in the spare bedroom, but there’s not much point in me continuing to pay that expensive lease. I’ve already spoken with the owner, and we’ve come to an agreement…”

I let them prattle on about the future while Clara stayed focused on the road. She wasn’t really paying attention to their conversation, and it was obvious that she had been slightly rattled by the exchange earlier.

The car ride seemed like it dragged on for ages. However, after an hour and a half (dragged out by rush-hour traffic), we were dropping them off at Sarah’s house. I gave them a quick hand with the bags before jumping back into the car and getting rid of them again.

“What a nightmare,” I shook my head.

“Yeah, tell me about it,” Clara quietly added.

I turned to her, afraid that she had been shaken by the conversational mix-up earlier but, to my surprise, she was giggling instead.

“What is it?”

Clara began laughing in earnest. “How stupid was that? We thought that they were saying they wanted us together? God, it was so ambiguous! I could die, right here and now!”

We shared a hearty laugh.

“Yeah, that was awful,” I replied as we headed back towards the interstate. “But at least it’s over now…”

The feeling of crushing tension seemed to have mostly dissipated, although I felt it linger just a little. To my satisfaction, though, Clara seemed well adjusted after the car ride. In fact, she seemed to shrug off the weirdness of it altogether – something that probably would have rattled her and come between us before.

A few hours later, after a hearty session of sex in her bedroom, we were curled up together and everything was right with the world once more. I thought perhaps that it was time for a real heart-to-heart, given what we had been able to laugh off during the afternoon.

“What are your goals?” I asked her, stroking her hair lightly as she lay against my chest. “I don’t know what your plans are, or what you want from life… why don’t you tell me?”

I felt Clara smile against my skin.

“You mean, like, for the future?” Clara asked. “I already answered that. I want a future with you.” She planted a quick kiss against my shoulder.

“And I with you,” I replied, “but surely there’s something else you want out of life. I don’t really expect you to have figured out what you’re doing with your future, but I’ve got a few years on you.”

“That’s right, old man,” Clara teased. “You’re getting up there. Gotta get your intentions for the days ahead set in stone.”

“At twenty-six years old? Something like that, yeah,” I nodded. “But you first. What are your plans?”

“Nothing in particular,” she shrugged.

“Nothing at all?”

“What can I say?” Clara answered. “I mean, I’m only into my first year of college. Right now, I’m going for a biology major, but who knows what I’ll be wanting to do in a year, maybe two. As for now… all I’ve ever really wanted to do was get away from here and start again, somewhere fresh.”

“You’re bored of it here,” I observed.

“Yeah. I mean, I’ve tagged along with Natalie once or twice when she’s gone on a family vacation, but that’s not quite the same… as much as I would hate to leave her, I’ve gotta figure things out for myself.”

“I’m kind of surprised,” I chuckled. “You leaving Natalie? I’ll believe it when I see it.”

She shot me a dirty, teasing look.

“Where do you want to go?” I followed up.

“I don’t know.”

“Out of the country?”

“What? No, definitely not,” Clara shook her head. “I’m fine with things just as they are here. When I say I want to ‘get away from here’, I mean that I want to leave the state. Go to a different city. Live a different way.”

“Nothing will teach you that like heading abroad,” I hinted.

“Nah. Doesn’t really interest me,” she insisted. “It’s dangerous abroad. Plus, there’s the whole matter of learning other languages, etiquette, customs… I’d like to keep it simple for the time being.

“Simple with you,” she hastily added.

I smiled. It was a nice thought, but I was determined to help her see things my way, particularly when I knew what she was about to ask…

“What about you?” she predictably continued the train of thought, softly kissing my chest. “What do you want from the future?”

A smile stretched across my face.

“Perfect world? I’d leave.”

She paused. “Leave? Like, go back to London?”

“Yeah,” I wistfully continued. “I’ve been stationed in a few different spots around the world, but mostly Afghanistan. Even in the more exotic locales… South Korea, Sweden, Germany… I could never really enjoy the culture. Not without the military breathing down my neck.”

“You want to see the world,” Clara observed, planting her lips on my neck.

“That’s right. But this time, I'd do it on my terms,” I elaborated, feeling my face harden with the thought. “No automatic rifle at hand’s reach, no combat fatigues. I step off a plane and backpack across Europe. I want to ride camels outside Cairo, eat proper ramen in a hole-in-the-wall dive bar in Toyko, and smoke myself silly in Amsterdam. There’s a great, big world out there, you know… and I want to see it all.”

I reflected on this a moment.

It had been so important to me.

Joining the Marines had only convinced me further that this was the right choice. I’d only gone from one fading superpower to the next. I needed to get away from America, even England, and see the rest of the world.

And I needed to do it independently of military protocols and combat zones.

“How long do you want to be gone?” She asked me, pulling my attention back downwards. “Can’t exactly knock all of that stuff out in a few weeks, unless you’re taking the express route.”

“As long as I can, Clara. I’d take my sweet time with it. Maybe I’d never come back.”

Something changed in her face.

Wait. Fuck.

Turmoil flashed in her eyes.

I reached down and drew her up my body. At my silent behest, Clara laid her head into the nook in my chest. Tenderly, I stroked her hair as I searched for the proper words.

“You asked what I wanted, Clara. And I told you the truth. But being here, with you… I couldn’t just give this up, not even for a second.”

“You need to do this,” she answered, almost mournfully.

“Before, I was convinced… but now…”

“Now what?”

‘Now what’ indeed, I thought for a moment.

“If there was any reason to stay, anything that could pull me from that path… that reason would be you,” I finally answered here.

The moment I saw that scared look in her eyes, I knew that I’d seriously fucked up.

Clara’s face lifted to meet my gaze. She looked terrified – a deer in the headlights, entranced but pulsating with crushing, absolute fear.

“Let me make my own decisions,” I told her gently, fighting down the concern that was swelling in my chest, desperately hoping to calm her down. “You leave that stuff up to me.”

“No,” she told me, climbing up off of me. “That’s not good enough. I can’t do that.”

I leapt up off of the bed. “Wait–”

“No,” she insisted, throwing my hoodie back on. “You can’t just turn down that kind of dream for me. I won’t let you. I’ll never let you. I can’t be the reason you throw all of that away.”

I laughed in complete exasperation. “We get through an entire car ride with our parents, even with the most awkward fucking conversation ever, and it’s me wanting to travel the world that makes you lose your shit?”

Clara turned on me with vicious eyes.

“Look,” I prefaced her, “you told me just today – hours ago – that you’re committed to this cause. Clara, you gave me complete conviction that it was gonna be you and me against the world…”

“That was before I knew you had this dream,” she insisted. “You just heard me tell you that I’m not interested in that kind of a life. And now I find out that you are? And you have been for years? I can’t stand in the way of that. I won’t be the kind of girl to ask you to stay. It’s not happening.”

“Clara,” I repeated, firmer this time. I reached for her wrist, but she yanked it away, staring me down with hellfire in her eyes.

“No, don’t… don’t you even think about touching me,” she growled. “I refuse to let you do this. You have to go, Dalton. Live that life.”

“Clara, I don’t want to go. I want to be with you – to spend my days with…”

My words faltered as I watched her tremble before me. As Clara lifted a face brazen with furious, tear-brimmed eyes, I realized immediately what she really meant with those words.

“You have to go,” she repeated angrily.

“Clara…”

“Now.”

We stood there, watching each other for a moment. I didn’t dare take a step towards her, not while seeing her like this. My heart pounded in my chest, tearing apart with a wound more vicious than any that I could have received in combat.

Because those wounds – the ones you survive, at any rate – are just flesh deep. You lose an arm or a leg, maybe more. You take stray shrapnel to the chest, and with luck you survive it. It kills a part of you, it makes you weaker, but you learn to live on around it.

This was something much deeper.

This was the shrapnel that shredded your very living soul… because you can’t remove ghost shrapnel, even if it’s still cutting you inside, penetrating down to your core.

“Go,” Clara repeated through gritted teeth, her tears rolling freely down her cheeks now.

I’m not an English major, or a literary critic. My weapon was never vocabulary; it was always a knife in a holster and a rifle, slung over my back.

I say this to explain a point: I’m not equipped with the right words for this. I can’t properly express to you how my heartstrings strained in that moment. Every atom, every ounce of my very being was desperate to cross the distance to her, to wipe the tears from her face and sweep her back into my warm, comforting embrace.

The look in her eyes said Don’t you dare.

It said Stay back, I’m warning you.

No weapon could ever win this standoff.

Without a single syllable uttered, I silently gathered up my things and I left her.






CHAPTER 17


N o matter how many sleepless nights passed since that devastating afternoon, I couldn’t know for sure if I’d done the right thing… or made the biggest mistake of my life.

It had been over a week since Dalton left my apartment. Every night when my cheek struck the pillow, I wished that he were there with me.

Whatever the ex-marine had seen in my eyes that day, it had convinced him of what I knew was certain in that moment. Mission accomplished. The man had gone completely radio silent.

Dalton’s words had rattled me down to my inner being. Beyond all hope and reason, I didn’t dare let him choose to stay here because of me. I’d heard how much he loved that dream; I couldn’t let myself be the obstacle to his happiness.

But did I do the right thing?

My unfettered decision had grown uncertain.

Selfishly, of course I still wanted him. I logically expected to need some time to get over him, but I hadn’t prepared myself for how my heart had fractured. When the days continued and I still had to force myself to eat, or exert willpower into every smile, I realized the true depths to the pit of my despair.

My heart broke just a little more every day.

Perfect timing meant that I wasn’t scheduled a single hour for the entire week after Dalton left. Banquet season had apparently slid down to a grinding halt. That meant less morning shifts to go around, and I didn’t have the energy to fight for the scraps.

Natalie was a godsend. She’s probably the reason I climbed out of bed, made it to my classes, and turned in (most of) my homework.

Dalton apparently did not have a Natalie.

He hadn’t shown up in our class.

He hadn’t tried to contact me in any way.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” she reassured me one afternoon during a commercial break of some sitcom we both liked. “He’s probably just working through things on his own. The bastard will come around, and everything will be fine again.”

“He’s not a bastard,” I told her.

“Technically, he is!” She chirped up. “Guy’s parents never married, right? So that makes him a total bastard. It’s the textbook definition.”

“Fine. He’s a bastard, then,” I grumbled.

Natalie turned to face me with welling concern. Before she opened her mouth, I saw the impending, heartfelt lecture spring to life in her eyes. “Look, Clara…”

“Don’t.” I cut her off, backing the word up with a glare. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“We both know that I might be a bit airheaded sometimes, but even I can see that you two love each other. You’re desperate for him, and I’ve seen the way he looks at you! You can’t ignore that!”

I turned away, but she pushed the issue.

“Find a way! Reach out to him! You know that he wants that!”

“Would you listen to yourself?” I asked her bitterly. “What kind of person would I be if I asked him to set aside his dreams for me? I can’t do that to him.”

“What was it again that he asked you to do, right before you went all psycho on him?”

“I didn’t go psycho.”

“Clara, I know you. If he hasn’t tried to reach out to you at all, then you totally went psycho. Anyway, answer the question.”

I ignored her insult. “He said to let him make his own decisions.”

“And you didn’t. You made it for him.”

“He would have made the wrong one.”

“You know that for sure?”

I crossed my arms. “Yes.”

“And why’s that?”

I tried to turn away again.

“Answer me, Clara!”

I stood up and finally let loose.

“Because they’re both the wrong fucking decision! No matter how you look at it, either choice is wrong! Either I make him go and uncomplicate both of our lives… struggle to get over him… not daring to think what life would be like if we were together…”

“Or what?” She demanded.

Defeat filled my veins when I looked at her.

“Or… we get together, living some twisted double life around our parents and grandparents, unable to be really together without them judging or disowning us… until he inevitably resents choosing this life over traveling around the world.”

We were silent for a while. The sitcom had come back on in the meantime, and the laugh track occasionally clashed with the atmosphere.

“You can’t just let this go without trying,” Natalie pleaded quietly.

I didn’t have a response for that.

“Listen to me, Clara,” she continued. “So there are some kinks. It’s not easy. I get that.”

I bitterly shook my head, and she ignored my response to get out her point.

“Yeah. It’s a total mess and it sucks that the two of you are stuck in this unfair clusterfuck. But you can’t just let this thing slip out between your fingers without a fight. You know he makes you happy, and it sounds like you make him happy too. Just talk to him. Who knows what’s going on with him? If he’s dropped off the face of the earth, he’s obviously in a dark place. Maybe he needs you.”

“I can’t,” I pleaded.

“Clara, talk to him,” she insisted gravely.

I slumped down into my sofa next to her, and my frustration broke down into sobs. Natalie held me close while I cried it out, and when I lifted my face she had a tissue ready.

“Don’t think for a moment that I don’t want to,” I replied, gratefully taking it from her hand. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe he needs me right now. But this is short-term pain for long-term gain. He’s got a life, Nat, and he’s got dreams. Oh, if you’d seen the look in his eyes when he was telling me about them. I can’t take that away from him.”

“Even if he goes,” she whispered, “if you two haven’t made up, what makes you think he’ll be happy? What if his feet take him across the world, fueled from a place of anger and despair?”

“Then that’s his choice,” I answered.

“No, it’s not. That’ll be what you did to him.”

We sat in silence for the next episode, but the night was gone. That’s why I didn’t try to stop her when she picked up her purse and kicked her heels back on.

“Just think about it,” Natalie told me when she kissed my cheek goodbye. “You might be making a huge mistake here.”

“It’s a mistake either way,” I shrugged.

After a solemn look in my eyes, she was gone out the door, just like Dalton.

For the second time in about a week, I had driven someone away from the apartment – leaving me alone with miserable thoughts.

You will probably not be surprised to hear that solitude plus an abyss of depressing thoughts is not exactly a fantastic combination.

For the rest of the day I sat there on that couch, letting the TV mindlessly play in front of me. Maybe Natalie’s right, I found myself thinking. She hasn’t really steered me wrong yet…

But I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

I knew what Dalton would say if we talked about it. He’d convince me that we could make it work. He’d find a way to talk me down, back into his arms, just shelving the problem for now.

No, I thought to myself.

I have to be strong for him… for both of us.

A slight rumbling pulled my attention away. I glanced over at my phone to see a number I didn’t recognize. Nope, not the time, I thought to myself.

Instead, I tried to embroil myself into the television. I was actually starting to chuckle at a few of the jokes when the phone rang again.

Same number. I ignored it again.

Not two minutes later, it rang again, and then again. I was starting to get frustrated now, but the caller wasn’t letting my voicemail pick up.

It was on the fifth call that I bitterly snatched the phone up, paused Netflix, and answered.

“You’ve got the wrong number!”

“Oh, I think I have the right number…”

My breath caught in my throat.

“…Jeremy?”

“Yeah, it’s me,” my ex-boyfriend smoothly whispered down the line. “I switched phones a few weeks back. Glad to see that your number still works, because it didn’t before…”

“I blocked you,” I angrily told him. “Just like I’m going to in just a moment.”

“Before you do that, I wanted to talk to you about something,” Jeremy coolly stated. “Can you give me just, like, five minutes of your time? For old time’s sake?”

Right then and there, I knew that I should hang up. But I was weak and upset, and something inside me seized up.

“Look, what do you want?”

Jeremy paused. “Clara, you sound upset.”

“Yeah, well, it’s been a rough couple of days,” I bitterly mentioned. “So just go ahead and tell me whatever you want to tell me. Not five minutes. You’re getting two. Clock’s ticking.”

“No, that’s not important right now,” Jeremy replied, sounding almost concerned. “What’s much more important to me is that you’re okay. Are you okay? You sound like you’re about to cry.”

“Just leave me the fuck alone,” I growled.

“Look, I know we didn’t exactly end… on a good note, but I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am,” Jeremy murmured. “And we don’t ever have to speak again… if that’s what you really want. But I’ve changed, Clara. I was such a fool to let you go…”

Is this SERIOUSLY happening right now?

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I half-chuckled. “After all this time, you choose now to apologize for that shit? You seriously hurt me, Jeremy. I didn’t think I’d ever get over what you did to me. I’m only just becoming okay with it now… or, I thought I was.”

“I know,” he replied. “I was a serious asshole. I deserved you dumping me. That’s exactly what it took for me to see the truth…”

Oh, no. Don’t you DARE.

“…That I love you, and I’m just lesser without you. You make me complete, Clara. You always did.”

“We are not having this conversation right now,” I told him furiously, feeling something inside start to crack. It cracked so quickly that it even broke my voice. “Just leave me alone. I’ve moved on, Jeremy.”

“I can tell that you haven’t, not really,” he replied calmly. “Look, I’m not asking for any promises or anything. But it sounds like you’re having a rough go of things, right? Maybe that guy from that date; I’m guessing things didn’t work out so well with him?”

My breath stopped in my throat, and I couldn’t even squeeze out the slightest reply.

Jeremy chuckled sardonically. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You’ve been hurt again. All I’m asking is for a little of your time, okay? I know you’re comfortable around me. Let’s get your mind off of him, isn’t that what you need?”

“What I need, I have,” I barely choked out.

“Let me guess… you’re at your apartment. Natalie’s out, so you’re alone and watching Netflix, right? Just you, alone with your thoughts?”

Goddammit, he’s got me fucking pinned.

“Look, Clara, I know you. And you know me. You know that I’m not a bad guy, I just got my… priorities fucked up, for a little while there. I’m not asking you back… I wouldn’t dream of that yet. But I’m lonely, and you’re lonely… we’re both hurting. Let’s go get dinner together, okay? Just dinner. No pressure. What do you say?”

It was so sudden. I hadn’t seen it coming, and I was never good about being put on the spot like this… especially with someone that I did miss, even if he was a complete asshole.

But then again, Dalton had been a total prick the night that I met him, too… at least at first. Maybe Jeremy had changed. He certainly sounded like he might have.

And he was right, as much as I hated to admit it. The last thing that I really needed right now was to be alone with myself, trying to solve some depressing problem in my head that nothing was going to fix, no matter how I tried…

I could use the distraction.

Besides… it was only dinner, right?

Dinner was practically harmless.

“Okay, Jeremy, ” I finally conceded with a defeated shrug. “Let’s do dinner tonight.”

“Perfect. I knew you’d come around, Clara.”

As I heard his wicked little chuckle over the phone, I wondered if I hadn’t just made a huge mistake…






CHAPTER 18


T  he Californian sun baked down onto my shoulders as I stepped out onto the familiar driveway from my rental car. Covering my eyes, I began strolling the short distance around the front of the expensive little house, perched at the edge of this cul-de-sac.

It hadn’t taken me long to consider the hot, bright desert of the American Southwest another stunning rendition of home sweet home. After all, I’d spent years under this burning sun, in an environment easily just as inhospitable as this one.

While I walked up the driveway, my mind drifted back to the same place it had the entire week that I’d been here: my last night with Clara.

…And what a clusterfuck that had been.

She’d seriously wounded my soul with the severity and suddenness of her emotional reversal. It had taken me an hour of stomping around my rental house and throwing shit before I could finally cool down enough to think rationally. That’s when I’d decided to call upon one of my closest friends in the marines, and I booked a flight for the following morning out to California.

Almost every day since then, I’d ventured out into the blinding, white heat to come to this house… the one place that I thought might heal me.

“Dalton!”

My old marine buddy, Darren, was standing in the backyard and waving me over. “You’re right on time, man. I’m just heating up the grill now. Not exactly bangers and mash, but how do you feel about a solid, one hundred percent unadulterated American burger?”

“You guys always kicked our bloody arses when it came to food,” I grinned. We embraced with matching backslaps, and his beautiful wife popped out through the sliding backdoor.

“Dalton! I thought I heard you pulling up a moment ago. Welcome back!”

Sam gave me a peck on the cheek as I hugged her. “Are you feeling any better?”

Samantha was Darren’s high school flame. They’d separated after he entered his marine career, unable to withstand the distance, but when he got out two years ago they had worked to rekindle that fire.

The rest was history.

“Oh, leave him alone,” Darren smiled as he played with the charcoal. “He’s still here, which tells me what I need to know.”

I overlooked them talking about it in front of me as if I wasn’t here, but I was pleased that the subject was being dropped.

“I’m fine,” I reassured her. “Just enjoying this little impromptu vacation for the moment.”

“Good! How are you liking California?”

“Not too bad, although I’m sure I’ve bedded women wetter than this entire state,” I smiled crudely. “Once you get over that part, it’s actually pretty nice out here.”

“I’m sure you have!” Sam laughed. “Hell, maybe I have, too…”

It had come as a bit of a surprise that they had an open marriage. It personally wasn’t for me, or anything I’d ever participate in, but it didn’t take much convincing for me to see that they were hopelessly in love with each other.

Good for them, I thought to myself.

“Anyway, can I grab you anything from inside?” Sam politely asked me. “I’d be a horrible hostess if you were out here parched under this sun!”

“Actually, could I trouble you for a beer?”

“By all means. We still have a few Newcastles in the fridge, unless you’d like a Mexican import? Options are Dos XX and Corona, off the top of my head…”

“Dos XX, if you’d be so kind,” I replied. “If you’ve got it, Lager.”

“I think we just might,” she smiled before turning back to her husband. “How about you, dear? Feeling thirsty?”

Darren was preparing a few patties on the counter beside the built-in grill. Pausing to think for a moment, he shrugged. “Go ahead and make that two.”

“Okay then, back in a sec!”

She sauntered inside, and we started trading old war stories.

Darren was a good man. He’d been one of the more senior members to my platoon, an older, more rugged version of myself. We’d become fast friends in the line of fire… bash brothers, they sometimes called a pair like us.

Darren had retired three years before I left the marines. With a steady military pension and a ton of money in the bank, he’d had the luxury of throwing himself into picking up a new skill.

The others were a little surprised to see that he’d become a freelance novelist, but it didn’t surprise me much. The guy was highly introspective, and very detail-oriented. With his firm grasp of Marine life, a greater scope of military operations, and a ton of stories kicking around in the back of his head, he was already starting to make waves with his first novel's release.

Last I’d heard, he was a sure shot to the tail end of the New York Times Bestsellers List.

When Sam returned with the refreshments, we were laughing riotously over some of the military pranks we’d pulled during our tenure overseas.

Life was always rough out there, and war never changed. But it was all about the approach you took to the life you chose.

We spent a good couple of hours chatting away, cooking up great food, and basking in the pleasure of our own company. Darren was a fantastic friend, same as always, and his wife was a real treat too. It was gratifying to watch her sit against him, her head on his shoulder and he delighted in tales of our old life, and ridiculous stories from before my time.

They really loved each other, he and her.

At least they got their happy ending, I thought.

“I have to admit, this has been a little on the surreal side for me,” Darren chuckled as he swished his beer around, towards the end of my visit. “I figured I’d see you around at a few reunions or something, but I sure as shit didn’t expect you to pick up the phone and be here in town for a week.”

“Yeah, it’s been a while since we’ve really seen each other, hasn’t it?” I smiled, glancing through the window at the dry, arid environment. “Although, you must not have wanted to get far from the desert if you settled in the American Southwest like this…”

“You know that’s not what I mean,” the older man sighed, setting his beer down with a deep, drawn out sigh.

I looked back at him.

“I don’t think I follow.”

A shrewd smile crossed Darren’s lips. “Dalton Carlyle. The British Bastard! I have seen you pull marines off of grenades with my own eyes. You’ve always, always had my back. You’re the only one out of our pack that I ever completely trusted with my life. When I was wounded and down in the dirt, you defended me from an insurgent with just a combat knife and the grit in your teeth...”

I shifted in my seat slightly, remembering that uncomfortable flashback again. Pushing the mental images away, I forced a faint smile at the recognition.

“…And yet, after all the things that could have killed us out there, it’s a woman that cripples you. From what you’ve told me, a good woman at that. Put you in the desert with a knife, or put someone you actually care about in harms way… and you’d go for the knife, every time.”

“Darren…” I subtly warned.

Sam sat down with him as he continued.

“Bro, you’re a bonafide lady-killer. I wouldn’t believe this shit unless I’d seen it with my own eyes. Hell, the morning after you leave, I’ll be halfway convinced I dreamt this.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I told him.

Darren nodded. “Yeah, the thing with the parents. That’s pretty out there, I’ll admit it. But I mean, you saw this girl before you knew about that, right? Isn’t that what you told me?”

“Yes,” I reluctantly admitted.

“And you were already interested?”

“I was.”

“So, I don’t get it.”

“Darren, she sent me away. She doesn’t want any part of this. It was hard enough to chase her when she was sort of onboard with the… complications we’ll be facing… but the second I opened my stupid mouth and told her about traveling the world, she snapped up tighter than our resources officer when we had that severed supply line.”

“Then go get her,” Sam cut in, facing me firmly. “Change her mind. Instead of sulking out here in the desert with your old war buddy, much as we both love your company. This isn’t your place, Dalton. You know that.”

I held my head in my hands.

“What am I supposed to do? Just march up and tell her, you know, fuck it? Let’s throw caution to the winds, no matter how crazy it sounds? Regardless of what our parents will think?”

Darren reached for his beer again. He offhandedly spoke: “If you ever really cared about this girl, it sounds like you’ve answered your own question.” He took a deep sip, leaving me with the thought.

Sam winked at me. “He’s right. Seems to me like you’ve already got this figured out.”

I leaned back, gazing out the window again. The arid landscape was beautiful, in its own way, especially with the sun setting across the land. It was also impartial. It was neutral, and it didn’t give a flying fuck about what I was going through.

It was dry, barren, and rock solid.

It was the way I used to be.

“It might really be that simple, yeah?” I wondered aloud. “Just like that.”

“Just like that,” Darren nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll echo everything Sam said, but in particular… you know we both love you. You’re welcome in our home as long as you’d like, anytime you’d like. But most importantly… this isn’t where you need to be.”

I stared him straight in the eyes, seated across from me.

“You need to be back there, where you belong. With her.” He stopped to swig back the last of his beer. “This must be scary for you, though. Actually caring about a girl for once. I get why you’d want to run away from this.”

“I don’t run,” I told him through gritted teeth.

“You ran halfway across the country to come here,” Sam shrugged halfheartedly. “What’s the difference? Plane just got you here faster.”

Holy fuck, she has a point.

“You’re seeing reason,” Darren chuckled as he set his empty bottle back down. “I think you know what you need to do now.”

I stood up, with the clearest head I’d had all freaking week.

“I do,” I told him.

The two of them stood up with me.

“Good,” he grinned, extending his hand. “Put ‘er here, and go get her.”

I laughed at the gesture, pulling him into a heavy embrace. As we separated, Sam drew close, and we hugged as well.

“You’ll do great,” she smiled. “We both believe in you, Dalton. Just remember: don’t be a stranger. You can come back out here without some sort of existential crisis, you know.”

“I can’t thank you both enough,” I told them.

“You can stay here the night if you need to,” Darren told me, glancing at his wife just to be sure.

“No need,” I told him. “I’m calling the rental place and the airlines on the way, dropping the car off, and putting myself square on the next plane back home.”

“Just like that, huh?” Sam asked.

“Just like that.”

That’s exactly what I did.

I seriously lucked out with a plane headed back home, although the protocols of the rental lot – and the security line at the airport itself – almost made me miss the flight.

But a few hours later, I was stepping off of the plane, climbing back onto my motorcycle, and roaring down the Interstate towards her apartment.

While I stopped to pump gas, I happened to flip Facebook open. Flicking through my feed absentmindedly, I noticed a status update that she’d posted a few minutes beforehand.

“Refreshing end to a long day. Bon appetite!”

Clara apparently had geo-location turned on for her updates, so I conveniently learned that she was at some swanky Italian restaurant in town.

She must be having dinner with Natalie, I reasoned to myself while I disengaged the pump and hit the road. Surprisingly, it wasn’t too far from my location – I could probably make it in about ten minutes.

Thank you, intrusive Facebook, I sighed. I liked to leave that setting off, but it was easy to forget it was there once you’d checked in somewhere once.

A few red lights and a missed turn later, and I was parking my motorcycle. I kicked down the stand, pulled the helmet off, and strolled in the direction of the front door.

It was only as I pushed the doors open that I realized she might be having dinner with our parents instead… which wouldn’t exactly be great for a public declaration of love.

Well… I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

I began scanning the tables from the foyer as the hostess drew my gaze towards her podium.

“How many?” She asked sultrily.

“Looking for someone. Won’t be long.”

She nodded, her eyes blatantly drawn to my broad build and biker threads, but a quick glance from me cut her attention elsewhere.

Can’t see her from here, I thought to myself as I stepped around the side and began scanning the restaurant. A pit began to form in my stomach. What if I’d missed her? What if she’d left before I could get here?

That’s when I finally spotted her.

Clara was sitting at a booth, but it wasn’t Natalie with her. Nor was it our parents.

It was that ex-boyfriend of hers.

I took a step forward to confront them.

But then I paused, because she was laughing, and the guy was holding her hand across the table. He lifted it to kiss her knuckles, and she quieted her laughter but didn’t pull back.

Anger exploded inside my core.

My entire world ruptured around me.

I couldn’t just stand here and gawk openly at them. Guests at other tables were starting to stare at me, and it was only a matter of time before one of them looked my way.

Fine. Keep him.

With a heavy heart, I resigned myself to my fate, turned on the heel of my boot, and strolled back out into the crushing heaviness of the night.






CHAPTER 19


F or one conflicting moment, I thought I saw Dalton across the restaurant in biker gear. But Jeremy was making me laugh at some stupid impression he was doing, and when I looked again the biker guy was gone.

Probably someone else, I thought to myself. Besides… how the hell would he know I was here?

Jeremy hadn’t been as monstrous as I remembered. In fact, this had been the most fun I’d had all week… although I was already thinking that this last-minute dinner date was a pale substitution for the real thing.

The real thing?

I shook my head.

No. I’ve got to move on… for both of our sakes.

“…Don’t you think?”

I blinked a few times. “I’m sorry, what was that? What don’t I think?”

A resigned smile crossed his face. “Yeah, that’s what I figured.”

“Hmm?”

“You’ve been distracted all night, Clara. Fading in and out of our conversation. I mean, I’ve been enjoying myself a lot, but I’m getting the feeling that you’re not really here with me…”

“What? No, of course I am!” I smiled, chuckling in a little too high a pitch. “I’m sorry, I just thought I saw someone for a moment. Here I am.”

I felt a slight brush of warmth as he took my hand again, although the feeling passed quickly. What’s getting into me? I know I shouldn’t really get into anything else, especially not with THIS guy of all people… do I really just want a rebound fuck?

That didn’t feel right.

I’d been halfheartedly flirting with him off and on all through dinner, building up towards something, but I was starting to think that maybe this had been a big mistake. Jeremy was clearly far more into this than I was. He could say what he wanted, but I knew him, and I knew how silver-tongued he could be… maybe it wasn’t right to lead him along…

“You’re fading out again,” he muttered, shaking his head. He pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, leaning back and running his fingers through his hair. He was objectively attractive, but I just didn’t have the energy for this... or to fight his dominating nature, if it came down to that.

“Look, do you want to just go back home? We don’t have to do this,” he told me. I sensed bitterness entering his voice. “I was being honest when I told you earlier that I was just trying to get your mind off things… but if you’re not going to put in any effort…”

“No, that’s not it at all…” I replied hastily, feeling bad. I knew he was doing it on purpose, spinning my apathy as a guilt-trip, but that didn’t change a thing about falling for the trap. “Wait, we don’t have to do what?”

“Fuck,” he shrugged. “I thought that’s what we were doing after this – just a harmless, meaningless little fuck. I mean, isn’t that what you wanted – a rebound fuck to get your mind off of that guy? Something to clear your head…”

I was almost indignant, but the sexy little smirk that crossed his lips, and the way his eyes seemed to twinkle, undermined my firm opposition to the idea.

Particularly when I started to remember just how talented he was in bed – nothing like Dalton, but he could still make me cum almost on command…

My mind drifted back to the conversation we’d had over the phone. Did we even TALK about having sex? It was hard to remember, although it must have only been an hour or two before. Ever since the moment I thought Dalton walked in, nothing else had really mattered.

“Yeah, didn’t think so,” he growled. With a flick of his fingers, he summoned over our nearby server, requesting the check.

“No, wait,” I cut in.

The way his eyes flickered to me, and that subtly triumphant smile on his face, told me that he was just trying to push my buttons. This was such a bad idea… I needed to get as far away from this guy as I could, because he could effortlessly manipulate me…

But my words betrayed me instead.

“Maybe that’s what we both need…”

Was it? But this feels so wrong…

I wanted something to help me forget Dalton, something to just get me through one more miserable night… even if that meant dealing with the Devil himself.

Staring Jeremy in the eyes, I felt something breaking inside me. Was I resigning myself to this? I was in so much pain…

No, I finally admitted to myself.

I can’t do this. Even if Dalton and I aren’t together… even if we can NEVER be together… I can’t let this happen.

“I’m sorry,” I told him.

Jeremy’s eyes flashed with irritation.

“Excuse me?”

“I said, ‘I’m sorry,’” I repeated.

He chuckled nervously, his eyes darkly watching me from behind those wicked frames. Jeremy was clearly surprised… and I recalled then that he was a man who hated surprises.

“Sorry for what? Answer carefully…”

I dropped my napkin against my plate. “I can’t do this. I can’t spend the night with you… I have to get away from here. From you.”

“Clara, that’s behind us,” he insisted darkly.

“No, it’s really not,” I told him. “This was stupid. How could I possibly go out to dinner with you? You’re a complete monster. We were happy together, and you destroyed that. I’ve met someone else, someone who makes me happy. Even if I can’t be with him, he would still never hurt me the way that you did.”

Jeremy leaned forward, a downright villainous flash in his eyes. Although I knew I had the moral high ground, I trembled with fear at what he might do now…

“Well, Clara, where the fuck is he now, hmm?”

“Right here,” a familiar voice rang out.

We both turned, and I gasped in shock. There was Dalton, standing tall in his leather and watching us carefully. Statuesque and menacing, my stepbrother stood just a few feet away – glaring with every ounce of overwhelming power that his body could muster.

“Dalton… I…”

“Oh, this ought to be good…” Jeremy hissed.

Before either of us could say another word, Dalton was at my side. Kneeling and taking my other hand into his, he stared up into my eyes. His fury was fading away into something else, something that intimidated me just as much when it came from him.

Compassion.

“Clara, I don’t care about what stands in our way. I don’t give a rat’s arse about the reasons why this is wrong. This entire week, I’ve tried to ignore the truth and respect your wishes, but I realize now that you… complete me. You make me better. You make me more. I can’t stand the idea of not having you at my side… and I know you feel the same way.”

“Dalton…”

“Come with me,” he told me. “Leave this all behind and join me.”

I swallowed down my anxiety and surprise. “But we’ve been over this. Our parents, your traveling, my school…”

“I’m sorry, I have to cut in a second,” Jeremy laughed. “Did you just say your parents? Like, collective parents? Are you two related?”

Dalton flared an insidious glare his way, but I drew his attention back to me.

“It’s complicated,” I murmured.

Jeremy chuckled. “You think I’m the fucked up one? What an interesting turn of events… I would have never guessed that your date was your darling brother…”

“I know you want this to work,” Dalton told me, ignoring him. “This last week has been tearing me apart inside… and it’s done the same to you. I can see it in your eyes.”

“I just don’t know, Dalton…”

Jeremy laughed even harder. “Oh, this is seriously happening? I thought this was just some sort of a twisted joke, but you actually want to fuck your brother. That’s a new one.” He flashed me an evil grin. “Not sure I’m into incestuous chicks, but hey, if you want to keep things relative, I can always make you call me Daddy when I’m pumping you full of my cock…”

“Alright, asshole,” Dalton glowered, standing up. With a quick movement, he grabbed Jeremy by the throat and tugged him out of the booth.

“Dalton, wait!” I cried out.

Jeremy’s eyes bugged out with anger. He grabbed hold of his steak knife, and I saw exactly where this was going.

“Look out!”

Dalton’s eyes instantly tracked my gaze, and he thrust Jeremy forward into the ground as he swiped with the knife. Luckily, he only managed to catch air with the arc of the sharp edge, and tumbled backwards into a heap.

“Oh, you are going to regret that,” Jeremy laughed wickedly as he climbed up from the ground. He wielded the knife in front of himself defensively, preparing to leap forward with a jab if anyone made a move. “What can I say, Clara? Can’t fuck your brother if he’s in the hospital with a gut wound, huh?”

“Jeremy, stop it!” Dalton hissed. “There’s no reason for this! Just calm down and put down the knife before someone gets hurt!”

“Put down the weapon,” one of our patrons repeated, in a surprisingly commanding voice. It was a thicker, tall man in a turtleneck sweater and a buzzed haircut. I spotted a holstered gun at his waist.

“Everybody relax,” Jeremy hissed, twitching the knife at Dalton. “Everybody except you. YOU are leaving here with a fresh stab wound, thanks to completely fucking up my night. I was going to fuck this girl ragged, and I almost had her when you dragged your sorry ass in.”

“It’s over, Jeremy,” Dalton told him. “Put down the knife. People are calling the cops.”

“No need,” the patron muttered, unfastening his gun. “I’ve got this under control.”

Jeremy snapped, whipping towards him with the knife. “No! Fuck you! Fuck all of you!”

The stranger ducked, but he still took a neat gash to the back of his hand. With a heavy groan, he reflexively punched Jeremy in the face with his free fist, sending my ex-boyfriend clattering backwards against an empty booth. The resounding sound of a click with his thumb told us all that the safety was removed, and he was prepared to shoot.

“Drop the knife, son, before you make this any worse for yourself.”

Jeremy hissed, collecting his senses, but let the knife clatter to the ground. “Alright, fine, tough guy. Who the fuck are you, anyway?”

The patron whipped out his wallet with his bleeding hand, unfolding it to reveal a nice, shiny badge. “Off-duty officer. Now you’ve fucked up. I don’t know what kind of scene you were causing a second ago, and frankly, I don’t want to know…”

He glanced over at Dalton and me.

“He’s my stepbrother. We’re not related,” I quickly interjected.

“…Right.” The officer turned back. “But it’s a serious crime to attack an officer of the law. Hands up where I can see them, NOW…”

After the scene was over and the officer had taken some notes from both of us, he patted me on the shoulder with his freshly bandaged hand.

“That guy shouldn’t be bothering either of you anymore,” he reassured me. “What the hell were you thinking, going into public with someone as controlling and deranged as that?”

“I…wasn’t thinking,” I conceded. “I wasn’t in a great place when he contacted me this afternoon, and I should have known better… I’m so sorry that this happened.”

The officer looked saddened. He quickly dug out his business card and handed it to me. “Listen. I don’t think this guy will be a problem, but if you run into a situation like this again… call me. My older sister had a controlling boyfriend like this. It didn’t end well… and that convinced me to become a cop in the first place.”

He turned to Dalton. “And you… help this one keep her head straight, won’t you? You handled yourself well with a knife in your face. The only people I know who don’t flinch like that are ex-military.”

“Marines,” he shrugged.

The officer gave him a subtle nod. “Good man. Honor to be in your company. Anyway… you two have a good night. I have a shit-ton of paperwork to file now…”

With that, he left. We quickly paid out the tab and left the restaurant, eager to get away from that mess as soon as possible.

“Do you want to get out of here?” Dalton asked, the moment that we were back outside. “You might recall that neither of us live terribly far from here.”

“Yeah. Unfortunately, Jeremy drove… do you have your other helmet?”

“Of course,” he smiled.

“Then yeah,” I nodded. “Let’s ditch this place.”

He smiled softly, leading me towards his motorcycle. “Going back to your place?”

“Nah,” I grinned. “Yours.”

And so we did.

Thirty minutes later, fueled by the heat of the evening, we stumbled into his rental house. I say stumbled, because Dalton’s mouth was already pressed against mine, our lips instantly locking.

Dalton fumbled with the door locks, almost as an afterthought, while we furiously kissed. We barely made it into the house before our passions overwhelmed us. I could already feel his powerful hands – the hands of a marine – clamped firmly around my thighs, dragging upwards.

His impossible weapon yearned against the denim of his jeans, aching for my touch. It pressed into my leg, radiating extraordinary heat.

“Goddammit Dalton, I need you,” I purred breathlessly. “I never stopped needing you.”

“I know,” he murmured into my lips.

His hands slid up my body, tracing my curves with his rugged palms until he had them around my neck. I lifted my chin, letting him squeeze if he needed to, but instead he cupped the back of my head and pulled me into another crushing kiss.

“I love you, Clara,” he whispered between engulfing kisses.

I felt every nerve in my body spark with emotion, a whiplash of pleasure thrashing down my spine. My entire being curled up inside, taking his words and building itself up around them.

“I love you too, Dalton,” I replied with hesitation. As the words suddenly slipped from my trembling lips, I realized how right they were to say, and how much I needed him to know their truth.

I couldn’t just utter them fearfully.

He needed to understand their conviction.

I repeated it, fiercer this time: “I… love you.” As I did so, I let my fingers firmly wrap around his shoulders, pulling him deeper into the kiss.

With the powerful swipe of an arm, Dalton shoved a bowl of fruit and few misplaced possessions clean off the counter.

I let him shove me down to the surface, unbuckling my jeans and tugging them down my thighs. Ripping them off and yanking my panties down, I felt the cold surface and shivered…

Until his hot, yearning breath took me away.

He kissed down just above my eager pussy. The pressure sent a burst of intoxicating emotion through my core.

“Oh god, Dalton,” I murmured peacefully.

He slipped into place beneath my thighs, hoisting them over his shoulders. His strong fingertips dug into my skin as he secured me around his face, kneeling against a stool to hold himself into position.

I felt the flicker of his tongue against my clit, and just like that, I was undeniably his once more.

With the expert precision I’d come to expect from my experienced, talented lover, Dalton easily flicked the button of passion with the tip of his tongue. Diving into my hood, he lapped with broad strokes, teased with varied pressure, flicked the edge, and brought down his lips to push down upon my tender, needful clit.

“That feels so good, baby…”

Dalton continued downward, licking up the juices that began to lubricate my wet, demanding pussy. I could feel myself growing wetter and wetter for him. I loved every last little flick of his tongue and firm kiss from his lips.

“You taste so good, Clara. It drives me wild how much you love this… and how mouthwateringly wet you get, just for me…”

I opened my mouth to reply, but he was sucking on my tender clit again, driving me wild. I felt his fingers move, and then he was parting me with one of his digits.

“Your fingers are so big…”

He pushed inward, my pussy tight enough to love the width of his finger. After he primed me briefly, his lips still thrumming against the bead of my passion, I felt a second one join the first.

“You’re so fucking tight, babe. I can’t wait to have my thick, huge cock back inside you…”

His fingers curled in a come hither motion, instantly finding the bundle of nerves that needed him so much. He stroked carefully, drawing his fingers in and out as he pulled his mouth from my hood. His pussy-stained lips planted wet kisses along the seams of my thighs as he worked my body, and then onto the supple flesh of my thighs themselves.

“I need your cock, baby. Fill me, please…”

He withdrew from between my thighs, gently leading me back down from the kitchen island. I pulled off my top and unlatched my bra...

I couldn’t stop myself.

My fingers dove for his buckle, ripping his pants open grasping his hot, steaming cock. I started to part my lips around it, but Dalton stopped me.

“No way, babe. Not tonight. I’m so hot for you right now that I could come down your throat in an instant… and I want it to be inside you.”

I nodded, standing up to pluck the wrapped condom from his teeth.

“Alright then,” I smirked. He watched me with animalistic hunger, clearly turned on by my display of aggression.

Dalton drew me up, his eyes hot with desire. “That was hot, but I’m in charge,” he informed me, twirling me around and pushing me up against the nearest wall.

My palms instinctively caught up around my shoulders as he ripped off his clothes, dropping them in a scattered heap all around.

Within an instant, his hot, heavy body was pressed up against mine. With lust that only deepened in intensity, I felt small and awed under his pressure.

“Fuck me, Dalton,” I whispered hungrily.

I could swear that he straight up snarled in response as his hand clamped around my hips. The other one stroked his bulbous crown against the slickened lips of my opening.

He lasted a few seconds, teasing my body, until I felt his punishing length thrust into the steaming gash between my thighs.

“Oh god, you’re so big,” I gasped.

How could I have possibly turned THIS down?

Both of his hands planted against the backs of mine, threading our fingers together as his body pinned me against the wall.

“You aren’t leaving again,” he murmured with words laced in pure, fervent hellfire.

“No,” I replied. “Never.”

His pelvis thrust against mine again, and I quivered from my lips down to my toes. I had become so wet with anticipation that he was hilting himself up into me.

“NEVER. AGAIN. You belong to ME.”

“That’s right, baby,” I moaned with overwhelming satisfaction. “I’m all yours… I’ll never, ever try to leave again…”

His length slammed into my sopping pussy again, hard enough to almost send stars ricocheting through my head. The intense pleasure was crippling my higher brain function, reducing me to a babbling and shivering mess beneath his blazing touch.

“Tell me how badly you need this, Clara. Convince me that you will never put me through this last week ever again.”

“Oh god, Dalton,” I trembled, “you fuck me so good. I’ll never go. Not today, not tomorrow, not in a million fucking years. Your cock was made for me. I’m a mess without you. I need you, always and forever. Whatever you want, whatever we’ll need, together…”

He pressed his lips to my ear, tugging at the lobe before delivering a kiss that left my entire body wobbly with quaking need.

“That’s right, babe… and I will always be here, always ready to protect you… whatever comes, we’ll face it. Together.”

I nodded. “Together.”

Even in my lustful haze, I knew what we were doing. We were signing a verbal contract, an unbreakable oath – us against the world, forever.

He pulled me from the wall, scooping me into his arms. As he kicked his discarded clothes out of the way and carried me to his bed, I felt the finality of this decision.

When he lowered me down to his sheets, I pushed him onto his back, took his cock in my hands, and began to straddle him.

“Wait, Clara, are you sure–?”

I smiled down at him, filled with love, longing, and desire… and soon, I knew, I’d be filled with his red-hot seed, too.

As I shoved my hips down hard around his incredible cock, feeling him inside me without a shred of hesitation between us, I gasped out our promise once more:

“Together.”






CHAPTER 20


With a start, I woke up in the middle of the night. A sluggish glance at the alarm clock nearby told me that it was the wee hours of the morning, and I silently, carefully extracted myself from Clara to pour a glass of water and clear my head.

Strolling across the apartment, I glanced over at my roommate – conked out in the easy chair again, snoring away in front of the television. Wasn’t expecting him tonight. That would have sucked if he’d walked in on the sex… He had fallen asleep during a Netflix run, and the next episode was queued up and waiting for a response.

Nope, I thought to myself, clicking the television off. That’s a great job almost burning permanent pixels into my nice flat-screen, asshole.

I thought about rustling him from the couch to scamper off to the guest bedroom, but I was in a good mood with the recent revitalization in my relationship, and he wasn’t exactly bothering me here.

Just this once, I thought to myself.

As I quietly slunk off to the kitchen, guided by the moonlight from the window above the sink, I pursued my original mission: refreshment. A quick glance in the fridge didn’t turn up any appealing alternatives, so I grabbed a glass from the cabinet and poured myself some water.

Refreshed, I set the glass in the sink and smoothed out my palms against the counter on either side. As my fatigue slowly uncoiled itself in my head, freeing up some room for thought, I reflected on what the future probably looked like for us.

I didn’t know what was going to happen with that whole traveling the world thing. As much as I wanted Clara in my life, I couldn’t ignore that I had little intention of remaining in the States – it wasn’t where I was born, and it wasn’t where I wanted to really be. The truth was that I didn’t have the faintest clue of how I was going to reconcile her feelings with those facts…

What made that especially difficult was that she was dedicated to continuing her school. I wasn’t about to rip her away from a possible future, just to join me around the world.

Well… we can cross that bridge when we come to it, I thought to myself. I reasoned that there wasn’t any point to worrying about it until the time properly came.

That’s when something else entirely suddenly jumped out at me. I was almost floored with the severity and suddenness of it.

The Carlyle Fortune, I thought with horror.

With all the other factors in place, it hadn’t really occurred to me that my grandparents would be pissed about this if they ever found out. To my astonishment, I had considered the impending claim on their money such a done deal that I never stopped to wonder how a revelation like this would affect them.

If there was one thing that could destroy any chances of that prize, it was perceived incest. A scandal like this would instantly spell the end of my inheritance forever.

Fuck. I didn’t think about that!

All of my womanizing and drinking had fallen beneath their radar so far, but this was playing it way too close to the chest. For the first time in my life, I had to seriously consider the fact that I might lose my rightful claim to their money.

“Was I so blinded by love that I only just thought of this now?” I asked myself. “Why now? How didn’t this not factor in before?”

Unsurprisingly, no answer drifted up from the shadows to offer any guidance.

It didn’t really matter, I realized.

I’d risk it all for her.

After all, I reasoned quietly to myself, I’d supported myself this far. From the beginning, I had pulled myself up by my own bootstraps.

My career in the marines had taught me everything I didn’t already know about self-reliance and determination. I had a few connections from my time serving. Plus, the GI bill was going to fund any degree I wanted.

Thank you, dear old Uncle Sam.

That major life choice had prepared me for any major detours or hiccups – something I’d factored in before I joined, but now that I was leaping over my grandparents’ last few hurdles, it comforted me to remember the backup plan.

It certainly didn’t hurt that I already had a very small war chest of funds in a bank account. If I played it safe and didn’t take anymore last-second flights across the country, I was probably going to be just fine.

Maybe I’ll just have to take school a little more seriously, I told myself. That’s all. Everything else will fall into place.

Confident in this direction, I slipped back into bed with Clara. Still mostly asleep, she murmured something incoherent, but I quietly assured her that everything was fine as she curled up against me again.

And for a few more hours, that was true.

In my sleep, I ignored the vibrations of my cell phone against the end table. This same state of slumbering ignorance overrode my marine training and extended to the sound of my front door being unlocked, and someone calling my name… I groaned in my sleep, thinking I was dreaming again.

I was only barely aware of the sound of my bedroom opening. When I’d slipped back into bed in the night, lost in thought, I’d forgotten to lock it again.

“What in God’s name…?”

My eyes flew open.

Was that…?

It can’t be.

Snapping to attention, I glanced over at the bedroom door. Dad was standing there, his eyes confused and his mouth agape. Worse still was that Sarah was standing behind him, holding her trembling hand over her lips.

“Guys, what the hell are you doing… here…?”

A terrifying realization dawned on me.

Clara is still here.

My eyes followed their gaze to her awakening form. Clara sleepily lifted her face from the pillow, looking over at our unexpected guests. A few seconds of groggy recollection later, it was as if a pail of freezing water had been thrown in her face.

“Dad? MOM?”

The two pairs of us were staring in horror at each other, processing what had just happened.

Holy shit, they found us in bed together.

My dear step-mum was the first to speak, mustering up just enough strength for a few damning syllables. “Clara… what the fuck?”

Clara realized that her chest was exposed, and ripped up the blanket to cover herself… and in the process, briefly revealing my own naked form.

“Good God!” Our parents cried out, exposed to the sight of my flaccid – but still intimidating – royal package. Without a moment’s thought, they slammed the door shut – putting a condemning barrier between themselves and us.

The damage was done, and I wasn’t going to cower away from this like some frightened animal. Instead of covering myself, I jumped out of bed and quickly tossed on a pair of boxers.

“Dalton… DALTON,” Clara whimpered, gazing up at me from beneath the covers.

“I’ll handle this,” I whispered.

She looked away, shrinking with horror as I pulled on a pair of jeans and a tee. I stepped out of the bedroom just in time to see the front door close. It didn’t escape my notice that my other guest, Pete, was wide-eyed in the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, dude, I recognized your Dad. He called and woke me up, saying that it was some kind of an emergency–”

“Not. Another. Goddamn. Word.” I hissed at him. “You have no idea what the fuck you’ve just done.” His mouth snapped shut as I darted out the door after my parents.

“Wait!” I called out after them.

Dad was holding the door open for Sarah, who was covering her face and ducking into the passenger seat. “I don’t know what the hell we just saw in there, son, but we’re leaving.”

“What the hell are you even doing here?” I demanded to know. “You just barge in and walk straight into my goddamn bedroom?”

“Maybe if you’d pick up your fucking phone,” Dad growled, holding his own up, “we could have avoided whatever the fuck is going on in there. I’ve been calling and texting you off-and-on for almost an hour!”

“Pete said you told him there was an emergency. What the hell is going on?”

Overlooking the present disaster, this wasn’t like my father. He looked like a bundle of nerves, and I suspected that started before he even pulled up to my place.

Dad pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s your grandparents,” he explained, leaning backwards against the hood of his car. “In their infinite wisdom, they’ve decided to come back into town. No warning, just a missed call and a voicemail in the middle of the night. They’re already here. We’re on our way to pick them up at the airport now.”

“Did they explain what they wanted?”

“How the fuck would I know? You remember what they were like during the wedding, they’re probably just here to lord over all of us again…”

I felt really bad all of a sudden.

Dad was clearly a wreck, especially after just witnessing what he probably considered incest between his only son and his single stepchild… and then heading straight into the lair of a pair of vicious dragons.

“I’ll grab my keys, I can be there in–”

“Stop,” he immediately commanded me, his voice booming. The look on his face was a mixture of crushing disappointment, absolute revulsion, and boiling anger. “Sarah and I are going to drive to the airport, without either of you, and we’re going to figure out what the fuck is going on. You two are going to stay away right now.”

“For how long?” I demanded.

“Until they’re gone. However long that takes,” he snarled. “The last thing I need right now is for them to get involved in… this.”

“I didn’t know she was Sarah’s!” I yelled. “I met her first, and I already fancied her. I couldn’t help falling for her, you don’t–”

“Falling – falling for her?” Dad laughed, trying to keep the hysteria out of his voice. “You stupid git, you were always fucking impulsive, weren’t you? Couldn’t just snog your sister, you had to shag her? We’re not talking about this right now. I am laughably ill-equipped for this bollocks,” he snarled, sliding around to the driver’s door.

“Dad, you’ve gotta listen to me –”

My father slammed another door between us, twisting the keys in the ignition. As I rounded to his side of the car, I realized that Sarah was crying into a tissue.

“Dad–”

The tires squealed as he wrenched the car backwards in an arc, flying down the road and around a corner. After a few seconds, he was out of sight and rumbling from what must have been one horrendous nightmare to another.

There was no point in trying to follow him, so I dejectedly stepped back inside and locked the door behind myself.

Clara was dressed in her clothes from last night, sitting at the dining table and staring blankly into space. The window was nearby, so she likely saw and heard every last syllable of that.

At a complete loss, I shrugged at her.

“So, that could have gone better.”

She glanced at me, all emotion stripped from her eyes. “Dalton, what the fuck are we going to do?”

Prepared to console her and offer some bulletproof plan to resolve everything, I parted my lips to speak. When nothing came, I realized that we were truly, honestly fucked.






CHAPTER 21


I  was still reeling from the events of the morning when Mom called us, several hours later… putting into motion the events that would dictate the rest of our lives.

“Raleigh and Riana are here, and they wish to see the two of you,” Mom curtly told me over the phone. “You’d better get over here, quick.”

I informed Dalton of this, and we reluctantly walked to his motorcycle. We drove the hour-plus back to our parent’s house with hearts full of a violent concoction of anxiety, dread, and fear for the future.

When we arrived, William let us in at the door. Without a word, he led us past the kitchen, down the corridor, and to the large dining room table from the day we’d learned that our parents were dating.

Mom was seated on one side, and across from her were Dalton’s grandparents, the fierce Raleigh and Riana Carlyle.

 

“Greetings, Dalton,” Raleigh nodded slowly towards his grandson as we entered the room together.

He turned back to William, who was taking his seat next to Mom. Dalton and I took the two chairs in the center, leaving the empty chairs across from us.

“I see that we are all here now…” Raleigh continued. “Shall we dispense with the pleasantries and get straight to business?”

William half-scoffed, but didn’t say a word.

“Excellent. Well then, we are gathered here today because, as you may or may not know, my health has begun to suffer. This means that we must discuss the coming inheritance.”

He began to prattle on about some inane bullshit concerning rules, stipulations, and the dangers of family disgrace in the eyes of English high society. After a while of this, Mom and William – particularly Mom, though – were visibly uncomfortable… and even borderline aggravated.

“I’m sorry, is there a problem?” Raleigh finally asked, cutting a glance over at his son and daughter-in-law. “Is something I’m saying disturbing or bothering you? This is rather important to the ongoing wealth, so if either of you find yourselves with some form of a problem…”

Mom pursed her lips furiously, but cast us a knowing, disgusted glance. William, on the other hand, simply sighed and remained quiet. It seemed that neither of them were willing to say a word about what they’d seen.

That’s why I was surprised when…

“They’re angry because they found me in bed with my stepsister,” Dalton casually remarked.

I glanced at him in horror. I quickly realized that every pair of eyes in the room had turned to him, featuring a range of surprised, disgusted reactions.

“Excuse me, Dalton, but would you care to repeat that?” Raleigh Carlyle muttered in indignation. “I don’t believe I heard you correctly…”

“I wasn’t picking up the phone because I was asleep,” Dalton elaborated. “Our parents decided to break into my home and march up to my bedroom. They found me asleep with the woman I love… a woman who, unfortunately, turns out to be my new stepmother’s daughter.”

It was a second before it clicked in my head.

He just admitted that he loved me to them all.

“You do not love my daughter,” Mom haughtily demanded. “You are just some scumbag military man with a power complex. I mean, for god’s sakes, she’s eighteen years old! You’re, what, twenty-five? Twenty-six?”

William curtly replied on our behalf: “Sarah, don’t call my son a scumbag. He’s many things, but at the end of the day… he’s a good man.”

Mom chortled. “Well, clearly not.”

“Excuse me,” Dalton chimed in, “but I fail to understand how loving someone makes me even remotely a scumbag… but I will say that we started falling for each other before we knew of the complicated relations…”

“I knew it!” Mom cut in.

“Knew what?” I demanded.

“When you two were introduced, you told us you knew that he was a Marine,” she relished in reminding us. “But I hadn’t told you that, because I’d only just found out a few days before… I knew that something was fishy about that. So, where did you two meet?”

“The night before, at a banquet,” I answered.

“A banquet?”

“A Marines’ banquet,” Dalton clarified. “I was in attendance, and we bumped into each other at a nearby bar after the fact. We were… mortified, to say the very least, when we recognized each other at your little family luncheon the following day…”

“And why didn’t you say anything, son?” William asked, having quietly watched us all interact. “We could have maybe done something about this back then…”

“Oh, definitely not,” Mom turned on him. “This is a travesty. Incest? In my family?”

“It’s more likely than you think,” Dalton chuckled. “But it’s not incest.” He pointed back and forth between us. “We’re not related.”

“You’re stepsiblings!”

“Thanks to the two of you, yes,” I cut in. “But not by blood. There’s nothing biologically wrong with our love.”

“Oh please,” Mom laughed. “You two keep throwing that word around. Love. As if you both know what that really means.”

I looked over at his grandparents, who had remained stone-faced and impenetrably sour during this entire exchange. No matter what my mom was saying, I was already dreading whatever would happen the moment that they opened their mouths…

“We do love each other,” Dalton told her, lifting his chin up. “I would die for this woman, if it meant keeping her safe. I’d lay my life down on the line to protect her. As long as she’s with me, she’ll never be in danger, never hurt or scared.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I? I have defended a dying man in the sand beneath a collapsing building with nothing but a goddamned knife. I did this against a man who was intent on killing him.”

He looked positively livid as he stared my mother down. “I don’t expect you to understand, Sarah, and I don’t particularly care if you condone it… but I have personally defended someone in the most literal sense of the term.”

Dalton pointed towards me.

“As much as I love my friend… as much as I’d do it again in a heartbeat… your daughter means more to me than that man. If I’m willing to sacrifice my own life to protect another man, what do you think I’ll be willing to do to keep the woman I love safe and secure?”

Our parents looked back and forth between us, and then at each other. It was William who spoke first.

“Well, I’m convinced.”

Sarah stared at him, mouth agape. “You can’t be serious. You know they don’t really love each other.”

“Darling, you don’t know my son. He’s not a liar, he’s not a scumbag, as you so carefully put it earlier, and he doesn’t give false promises… and I know that he doesn’t let anyone into his heart.” He turned to face Dalton, a proud smile on his face. “If he says he loves Clara, then I believe that.”

Mom was about to burst a vessel.

“Mom, I love him. I love him with all my heart,” I confessed to her. “He’s a real asshole sometimes, but he’s got a strong heart, a courageous spirit, and he’s possibly the best man I’ve ever encountered in my life…” I rose from my chair, standing by his side and threading my fingers into his. “I don’t care if you don’t get it. That’s not important to me. Just understand that we love each other, just as validly as Will and you love one another… and we’re prepared to prove it to you over time, if you’ll just let us.”

“I think I’ve quite heard enough.”

All eyes turned to Raleigh Carlyle, who rose up from his chair. He was staring dispassionately towards Dalton, an unreadable emotion stretching across his old, wrinkled face.

Whatever it was, it didn’t look good.

“Dalton Carlyle,” he spoke, letting his tone carry his grave disappointment, “you have disgraced this family beyond all reasonable doubt. I hereby fully renounce you from the Carlyle Fortune.”

“Yeah, I knew that was coming the second I opened my mouth,” Dalton smirked. “If you think endangering my future to be with the woman I love is reason enough, then you can keep the stupid money.”

“You realize, of course, that the moment my will is rectified, you will be forever barred from this inheritance, just like your father before you.”

“That’s always been the problem with you, hasn’t it, darling Grandfather?” Dalton asked. “You turned on your son when you thought he’d strayed down the wrong path… he pulled himself back, rebuilt his life, and made something of himself without you OR your goddamn money, and you never, ever considered reconciling with him… even after he lost his sister…”

William squirmed slightly in his chair, but nobody else was paying attention to him at the moment.

“You have always thought of yourself as having some sort of moral high ground,” Dalton continued, “but here’s the thing: you are the most selfish, conceited son of a bitch I have ever had the misfortune of knowing… and it’s a real shame, too.”

“Is it?” Raleigh asked apathetically.

“It is,” Dalton confirmed. “Because I’ve never really had grandparents. You’ve seen to that personally. The few times you two were ever around, it was always to pressure me into meeting your ridiculous expectations… tell me, Grandfather, what other family do you have?”

He remained silent.

“That’s what I thought… we’re it, aren’t we? We are the only people in the world that you can turn to as you grow old, and you’ve pushed us away…”

“I will not stand here and listen to this bullshit,” Raleigh Carlyle muttered. He turned to his wife. “Riana, we are leaving.”

Curiously, she didn’t budge.

“Riana?”

“Dalton… has a point,” she mentioned. “These two are all that’s left of the legacy, Raleigh. They are all that we have.”

“They’re not getting my money,” he firmly replied. “They’ve squandered their chances…” He turned back to face his son and grandson. “…They’ve disgraced us, the both of them. If only our darling Gloria had survived, we could have continued on… we could have mattered again…”

“You could have mattered all along,” William spoke up. “Instead, you chose to cut me lose when I needed you most, and you’ve barely been in your single grandchild’s life… you think we’re the disgrace, Father? No. No, that particular distinction belongs to you.”

Nobody said a word.

“The worst part of it,” he continued, “is that Mother’s always wanted more than what you’ve given her… you’ve alienated her from her family. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Your obsession with English high society has blinded you, Father… and in your blindness, you’ve separated your wife from her only legacy. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Raleigh’s cold exterior iced over.

“Fuck you, William.”

He turned to Riana. “We’re leaving.”

“No, I don’t believe so.”

Dalton and William’s jaws practically dropped. Apparently, Riana Carlyle had never publicly defied her husband.

“Excuse me?” He asked, rounding on her.

“Raleigh, this has gone on long enough,” she wearily muttered. “Out of blindness, I allowed you to block our son from the inheritance… but our grandson? You want to default our wealth to the Crown? No, that just won’t do.”

Her husband turned purple with fury, but he didn’t move a muscle. She rose up from her chair, walking past him to confront my beloved. I moved to step away, but he kept my fingers locked into his, and so we both faced her together.

“Dalton, there is something that you were never told about the Carlyle Fortune… something that neither of you were told,” she began, turning to William as well. “You see… Raleigh was never the inheritor of our family’s money.”

“I don’t understand,” William replied.

Riana smiled. “I was.”

“But… how?” Dalton asked. “Raleigh Carlyle carries the family name… how did you…?”

“Simple, really,” she continued. “I was born Riana Carlyle, and I married one Raleigh Fisher. The original Carlyle will dictates that the family name must always survive, and so Raleigh adopted my surname, instead of the other way around. Therefore… Raleigh never truly controlled the inheritance at all.”

William and Dalton seemed to take this particularly hard. “But… that means…”

“That’s right,” Riana sighed. “I should have intervened before, but I was wrapped up in Raleigh’s misguided thoughts on how the money should be handled… William, I am so very sorry. You earned your right to the money back, and I stood by and allowed this transgression against you to continue.”

“I forgive you, Mother,” he smiled faintly. “I prefer this life without it. I’ve supported myself ever since then, married a wonderful woman, and raised a strong and capable son… I couldn’t ask for much more.”

“And so you have,” Riana agreed. “And on the topic of this strong and capable son of yours…”

She paused, casting Raleigh a quick glance. He didn’t budge or open his mouth, and so she glanced over at Dalton once more.

“You tell us that you love this young woman… a young woman who is not only significantly beneath yourself in age, but your stepsister… I am bound by the laws of Reginald Carlyle’s will, as evidenced by the Crown. Your love for her is a disgrace to the family, as Raleigh so elegantly put it earlier… are you willing to forsake your inheritance for her?”

“I am,” Dalton answered, without skipping a beat. “Forgive my disgrace, Grandmother, but I cannot help the woman I love… and I’m willing to give it all away for her.”

“I see,” Riana observed coolly. “Well, that is certainly your decision to make, and I commend you for sticking to your convictions, no matter the cost. I daresay noone in this room can argue with you any longer.”

She gave a meaningful glance to my mother, who quietly simmered in response.

“…But I suppose I am at some liberty to say that there are some… extenuating circumstances, in the event of something like this.”

Dalton lit up. “Such as…?”

“The original patriarch of the Carlyle Fortune, your ancestor Reginald, had a second will drafted… one that was able to counteract the first,” she answered. “One that was also signed by the Crown, with a later date to prove successive displacement of the original terms. There’s a slight amendment to the way the inheritance works.”

The entire room hung on every word.

“As it were, Reginald Carlyle sympathized with his older brother Abner more than history recalled. It turns out that, not only did the disgraced Windsor-Carlyle truly love the Crown Princess, but Reginald foresaw this possibility happening in the bloodline again. It turns out that the man believed very firmly in destiny. ”

Dalton and I shared a meaningful look.

“Once five hundred years had passed, the terms of the second will were to be followed… they stipulated that, in the event of the money defaulting to the Crown over a matter of love, no matter how disgraceful, all money and resources would default to the otherwise rightful inheritor, and the terms and conditions of the Carlyle Fortune would henceforth be disbanded.”

Raleigh’s lips quivered. “You don’t mean…”

“That’s correct,” Riana Carlyle smiled. “As it turns out, the 500th anniversary was approximately two decades ago. The moment you disavowed Dalton Carlyle his inheritance, and he proved in front of us all that he would gladly turn down the money and power to be with this young woman… our grandson won.”

Everyone was silent.

“Dalton, I must appeal to you now,” Riana spoke, stepping forward and taking his free hand in both of hers. “The Carlyle Fortune is no more, and the money is yours. The family attorneys will see to the succession with you. I ask, my darling grandson, that you allow us a stipend to continue living on, and that you give us time to move out of your rightful manor.”

“Grandchildren typically spend some time in their grandparents’ homes,” Dalton answered. “A weekend here, a week there, to get to know those before them. There’s a certain familial bond to the practice. However… I’ve never slept in Carlyle Manor. That mansion is just another oversized, overblown dot on the English countryside to me. I have no personal attachment to it, or ambitions for it.

“Feel free to keep the manor. I’ll let you have whatever money you need, so long as it defaults back to me in the end.”

Riana bowed her head graciously. “Thank you, Dalton. I deeply appreciate that.”

Her husband looked positively defeated. He sank back down into his chair, staring off into space miserably.

It was William who spoke next. Loud enough for everyone to hear, he turned to my mother and mentioned offhandedly: “You know, Sarah, he wouldn’t be a bad son-in-law to have…”

“And why is that?” Mom snapped.

“Well, besides convincing all of us that he loves your daughter with every fiber of his being, and that he’ll protect her until his dying breath… Dalton just became a multimillionaire.”






CHAPTER 22


I  glance over my shoulder at Clara as she’s ordering us some lunch on my card. With a small, affectionate smirk, I turn back in front, kicking back at the café table. The crisp air hits me while my eyes gaze around at our surroundings, and I feel refreshed by its touch.

Long-since indoctrinated military instincts kick in as I continue to lazily survey the immediate surroundings, scanning for threats while out of the States. All clear, I think to myself.

My thoughts mellow out, and I appreciate the architecture of the surrounding buildings from this street-level vantage point. My Marine friends were right – Paris is beautiful this time of year.

Six months has passed since that fateful meeting with our entire family. In the intervening time, we’ve finished up our semester at college before pulling out for the following term in advance. We still intend on finishing our degrees, but we thought we’d take a quick detour first.

You see, Clara and I decided to travel the world together after all.

I love how well Clara has adapted to this life. Once she let go of her comfort zone and hopped into this adventure with me, if you’d believe it, she became even more beautiful to me.

The best part is that I don’t have to do this alone. In my deepest dreams, I’d never thought I’d have someone by my side through this journey, someone reliable whom I loved with all my heart. I’m willing to put an expiration date on this voyage to come back to the States and see her through the rest of her education… and I guess the rest of mine, too.

I haven’t quite decided what I’m focusing on, but that’s sort of not an issue for me.

Despite his wishes to the contrary, I separated out and dispersed a large portion of the Carlyle Fortune for Father and Sarah. After all, it should have been his from the start. It took a while for them both to come around – Father was comfortable without it, and Sarah was still acclimating to my relationship with her daughter. However, we had put things behind us, and we definitely were on the road to a healthy in-law relationship.

Naturally, I left my grandparents a large chunk of the money to continue living on, and they are free to keep Carlyle Manor as well. I have no intentions of maintaining that dusty old mansion when they die, but I’ve been giving some thought to converting it into an international home for shell-shocked war veterans. I haven’t quite worked out the logistics, although the lawyers I’ve consulted have told me that it’s probably rather doable.

With all of that said, you’ll have to forgive me. There’s something far more important than money on my mind right now.

The great Bill Murray once told a twenty-something at his bachelor party that the best way to prove you found the right woman is to walk the world with her for months, roughing it and relying on each other at your darkest or most miserable. When you arrive back at the final airport, if you still love her, marry her on the spot.

With only a couple of months under our belts, I had all the convincing I needed. That’s why my fingers are sliding around this ring box in my pocket right now – because tonight, we’re going to be watching fireworks from atop a German castle.

I’m proposing to her, right there and then.

Natalie had even commended me via text message on my choice of ring… and was eagerly waiting to hear the news. As much as she’d done to be in my corner of the ring when it came to Clara… I just couldn’t exclude her from that part.

The future that we have ahead is bright and full of wonder. I’m already wondering where we’ll go when our schooling is over.

No matter what happens, or what lies ahead for us… we know that we have the support of our family, the warmth of each other’s love, and the strength to circumvent any obstacle.

Clara and I will face that future down.

Together.
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CHAPTER 1

CATHERINE


“C ome on, sweet tits, join the party!”

“What a prick!” That was my first thought.

“Holy fucking hell, he’s so much hotter in person.” That was my second.

“How am I ever supposed to remain professional with a man like him? A man that would have made Mother Theresa spread her legs and beg for forgiveness for all the forbidden sins she was about to commit.” That was the third.

Ten years. Ten years that I’d worked my ass off, hustled and bargained, slaved over a keyboard until dawn, cracked out on caffeine trying to chase a lead. I’d interviewed world leaders, gone undercover to expose sex-trafficking rings, hell once I’d even scored an interview with the Queen.

And now, here I was, on the most asinine assignment ever, in the back of a rockstar’s tour bus, forced to endure the scene in front of me. Not only that, but the most arrogant prick I’d ever met was the subject of my interview.

It didn’t matter that he was so fucking drop-dead sexy it almost hurt to look at him. The problem was, he knew it.

Liam Mercury - the biggest rock star this side of the pond. The lead singer for the Electric Horses, the biggest Brit-pop band since Oasis.

Deep in the back of his tour bus parked outside of Madison Square Garden in New York City, Liam’s lanky limbs spilled out on a black leather couch, the table in front of him littered with empty bottles of champagne and whiskey. Sitting at his side were two of the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen. If you could call them that. They didn’t look to be any older than nineteen.

His crude greeting was hurled at me in between removing his tongue from the blonde’s mouth and shoving it into the brunette’s. I waited till he came up for air to respond.

“I’m Catherine Donovan.”

“I don’t care if you’re the fucking Queen, shimmy off those knickers and get over here!”

I shook my head. He was frightfully mistaken if he thought I was another one of his groupies. Everything about him was a cliche. Hot, spoiled, sexy, topped off with a thick British accent.

He was every teenaged girl’s dream. And every parent’s worst nightmare.

His long black hair flowed past his shoulders, his dark hooded eyes smoldering with sexuality. His slim, toned physique was familiar - it’d been splayed over every magazine cover and tabloid rag for the last ten years. He was all sinewy muscle and hard angles. His smooth skin was slathered in tattoos, engraved with skulls and screaming monsters and one very large British flag that I knew was spread across his back, even though I couldn’t see it now.

I knew lots of things about Liam Mercury. I’d spent hours googling him before my arrival. I was hoping to discover something about him that hadn’t already been reported a hundred times before. That was how I worked. I took my job seriously, even if it was something that I felt was completely superficial.

“I’m sure your manager told you to expect me —,” I began again, just as the table began moving on its own, sliding backwards until the ginger that had her head buried in his lap popped her head up - exposing his very thick, and very hard… cock.

I couldn’t help but look.

In fact, once my eyes locked on its throbbing magnificence, I couldn’t tear them away. My jaw dropped. So this was what all the fuss was about. It was gossip worthy, that was for sure.

That thing should be in a museum somewhere.

Liam Mercury and his brother Ian were the most talked about rock stars on the planet. Not only were they known for their out of this world ability to completely shred a stage, leaving crowds of thousands panting and begging for more every night, but Liam was just as famous for leaving women begging for more in the bedroom.

His cock had met more than its fair share of supermodels and actresses and although his professional reputation was beyond scarred, every woman he’d ever dated only had wonderful things to say about him…and his cock

It was almost as famous as he was.

And here I was ogling it for what had suddenly become an uncomfortably long amount of time.

Liam’s reputation out of the bedroom wasn’t exactly stellar.

He was known as a cut-throat businessman, a spoiled and unrelenting artist, and difficult to handle prick, to put it bluntly. He’d gone through so many managers and PR agents, his label was having trouble finding anyone who would work with him.

That’s why I was here in the first place.

I’d been hired by Rolling Stone magazine to pen a cover story that shows that Liam Mercury in a better light… A misunderstood artist. A good man…

I needed to show that Liam Mercury is still worth the millions his label is investing.

I was supposed to prove that despite all the parties, the booze, the groupies, the tantrums, the interviews walked out on in a rage, the drunken fights with his brother, all the concerts started hours late or missed completely - leaving pissed off fans demanding their money back - despite all that, I’ve been assigned the task of proving that the irresponsible, bad boy reputation of Liam Mercury is all just one big misunderstanding.

Of course, following around an arrogant rockstar for a week is hardly my idea of a dream assignment, but my options are limited right now. I’d much rather be interviewing a serious subject, writing something that could change the world.

Hell, anything but this.

The last thing I want to do is babysit an immature party boy for a week.

But, as another famous rock star once said, “You can’t always get what you want.”

I was stuck. The offers weren’t coming as fast as they used to. Everyone got their news in a hundred and forty characters and the world seemed to be much more interested in who the Kardashians were screwing this week instead of a serious in-depth look at the civil war in Syria or the economic crisis in Brazil.

Unfortunately, my journalistic integrity came second to my stomach. I still had to eat, so here I was, paying the bills by accepting this job.

Which was basically professional slumming, as far as I was concerned.

This week couldn’t pass quickly enough. I’d write my puff piece, try to shower off the filth from being in this bus, and never think about Liam Mercury ever again.

I was glad my dad wasn’t around to see me do this.

“Mr. Mercury, I’m Catherine Donovan, your manager let me on your bus,” I tried once more, raising my voice. “I’m here from Rolling Stone magazine. To interview you? I’ll just wait up front until you’re…,” my voice trailed off as I realized I had reverted to staring at his cock again. I snapped my eyes up quickly, my gaze clashing with his, “ready.”

“Don’t I look ready, luv?” His blue eyes taunted me and he reached down, sliding his fingers around the base of his cock and waving it at me. He was ready. I swallowed hard, and forced my gaze back up and away from that famous masterpiece.

“I’m not here for that,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice curt and professional. The ginger squeezed in tightly next to the brunette and they began kissing each other and moaning loudly.

“What a shame,” Liam said, with a wink. “There’s enough of me to go around, you know.”

The blonde erupted in giggles and flipped her long locks over her shoulder. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

Stay professional, I thought to myself.

“I’ll be up front. Whenever you’re ready for me…” my voice trailed off as my eyes raked down his muscular chest and landed once more on his throbbing cock.

“Don’t hold your breath love. If you want to interview me, it’ll have to be on my terms.” His voice was teasing me, and he still had his hand wrapped around that snake between his legs.

I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some small part of me that was interested in what exactly his terms might be…

But I had a job to do. And that didn’t include jumping on top of Liam Mercury’s illustrious cock.

“I was hired by your label,” I tore my eyes away once again, forcing myself to look directly into his bright blue eyes. I ignored the electric pulse that shot through my body. “I don’t work for you, and I don’t work on your terms. I’ll be on tour with you for a week. I’ll be reporting whatever I observe until we get to Los Angeles. What I report and how I report it isn’t really up to you.”

“Is that so, doll?” He reached over and pushed the brunette and the blonde down between his legs.

“I think you can see I’m busy. If you’re not here to shag me, luv,” he said, smiling up at me, his crooked grin slowly spreading across his insanely handsome face, “then piss off!”






CHAPTER 2

LIAM


T  he shrill ringing seemed to go on forever. White-hot shards of pain shot through my head as consciousness washed over me. I pulled a pillow over my head, hoping to block out the pain, the sound, and the piercing light that was slicing through my peaceful revelry. The smell of sex and booze permeated the air and I felt warm bodies stirring beside me.

And that incessant fuckin’ ringing that wouldn’t quit.

What the fuck was that?

I pushed at the body beside me. “Make it stop,” I muttered.

“It’s your phone,” a woman’s sleepy voice replied.

“Fuck it,” I said, ignoring it and willing my body back to sleep. Warm limbs wrapped themselves around my hips, and the unmistakable softness of breasts pushed against my chest. My cock stirred.

“Fuck!” I hissed. I was hoping for more sleep, but there was no ignoring my raging cock in the morning. Hell, there was no ignoring it ever. The bloody ringing stopped, thankfully. Warm fingers wrapped around the base of my cock, and I groaned, turning to my side and pulling her closer. She rolled over on her back, and I lay on top of her, opening my eyes for the first time and looking down at her.

A blonde this time. One of the girls from last night. I reached over to the nightstand, pulling a condom free and sliding it down around my shaft. I was awake. No use wasting morning wood.

We both jumped when the other kind of pounding started.

“Liam, wake the fuck up!” My brother’s voice accompanied his sudden frenzied banging on the hotel room door. “We need to get on the road. Everyone’s waiting for ya!”

I pulled out of the blonde and strolled over to the door, opening it straight into Ian’s red, fuming face.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, take the fuckin’ condom off your knob and get these girls off the bloody fuckin’ bus, you fuckin’ twat!” he screamed.

“I’ll be there shortly, little brother,” I smirked, as I watched him storm away toward the driver. I loved pissing off Ian. Indeed, it was probably one of my greatest pleasures in life to get under his skin. It was right up there with fuckin’, and drinkin’, and of course, performing.

I walked back into the little room at the back of the bus with a smirk on my face.

“We’ll have to make this quick! My brother’s off his trolley!”






CHAPTER 3

CATHERINE


A fter my first, and very rude, encounter with Liam last night, I’d left the circus of Liam’s tour bus, and found a taxi to my hotel room. And now, here I was, smack dab in the middle of the circus again.

The band had quite the entourage. I’d met almost everyone by now, and while they were all very nice, except for the self-proclaimed bad boy of the bunch, they were also very self-absorbed. I was definitely an outsider.

Each band member had their own bus, as well as what appeared to be their own entourage. Everyone lingered around outside of the buses as they waited for Liam to appear.

The bus drivers had started the engines half an hour ago and they sat idling in a row waiting on Liam.

Rocket, who went by one name only he told me, was the drummer. He was skinny as a rail, with long blonde hair and sharp green eyes. He walked past me and after a quick introduction by Matt Reynolds, the tour manager I had met last night, he disappeared into his bus.

Matt was a huge guy, with short black hair and tiny eyes that were way too small for his face. He stood across from me on the sidewalk, constantly checking his phone.

Rhys, the bass player, and Slade, the guitar player, could have passed for twins. They had long black hair that hung in their faces and they stood quietly smoking and talking together. They were both wearing leather jackets, and neither of them looked like they had slept in days.

Ian Mercury walked up to me, accompanied by a beautiful woman with flowing black locks. I’d met Ian quickly last night, and while he was every bit as handsome as his brother, there was an air of restraint around him. He introduced his wife with exaggerated formality.

“Rhone, meet Catherine Donovan.

“Nice to meet you,” I replied, shaking her hand. “I’m doing a story for the Rolling Stone.”

“Ian told me. Things can be kind of rough with the boys when they’re on tour,” she said, smiling at me. I’d already looked her up, so I knew she was one of the top supermodels for Yves St. Laurent. Tall, with legs that stretched for miles, her light brown eyes were filled with kindness. She was absolutely stunning. “Let me know if you need anything, or have any questions, okay?”

“That’s so nice of you, thank you,” I replied with a smile. It was nice to have another woman around.

“I’m going to kill that fuckin’ wanker if he doesn’t hurry up!” Ian exclaimed, pacing the sidewalk behind his wife. “Matt, you’re the one getting paid to make sure he’s ready to go on time. Why did I have to go wake his ass up?”

“I apologize, Mr. Mercury, I would’ve gone…”

“ — well, then do your bloody job next time, for fuck’s sake!”

“Yes, sir,” Matt replied, looking back down at his phone.

Waiting was not my strong suit, and I was feeling antsy, but Ian’s obvious frustration just made everything awkward.

My gaze traveled back to the bus, remembering the scene that had greeted me yesterday. If I’d known what was going on inside there, I’d never just walked in like that, but Matt had told me to just ‘go on in’. I should have known what to expect… Liam’s reputation preceded him.

I felt completely uncomfortable going back in there alone, so I stayed out on the sidewalk and waited until a freshly showered Liam walked up, his wet stringy hair somehow serving to make him look even sexier. He was barefoot, wearing only a pair of jeans and a white linen unbuttoned shirt, his muscular, tattooed chest on display once again. A thin, dark line of hair ran down from his navel, disappearing into a pair of faded Levi’s.

Big D, the band’s bodyguard, stood next to him. He was one of the biggest, scariest men I’d ever seen and the scowl on his face was intimidating.

“It’s about fucking time!” Ian sneered at him.

“Piss off!” Liam spat back. “I’m bloody here now. If you keep naggin’ at me, I’ll fuckin’ go back to bed.”

“We’re all so sick of your shit, Liam.”

“Yeah? Well fuckin’ quit then, what the fuck do I care? None of you blokes would even be here if it wasn’t for me.”

“You’re the most arrogant prick I’ve ever known!” Ian said.

“And the most brilliant, Ian, don’t forget that,” he said teasingly. “Now can we get this show on the road?”

He looked over at me and winked as he pushed past everyone and boarded the bus again. Big D followed. My eyes met Ian’s and he shook his head in frustration. I shrugged and slowly walked onto Liam’s bus.

Here we go…

As I walked in, his eyes met mine briefly and he looked away just as fast. This was not going to be easy, I suspected.

I sat across from him, and met his gaze.

“Good morning to you, sweet tits,” Liam said, with a little wave of his hand.

“Catherine,” I said. If we were going to get anywhere, I couldn’t deal with being called ‘sweet tits’ the whole time.

“Catherine,” he said, my name rolling over his tongue slowly. “That’s right…” He raked his gaze over my body, his head tilted as if he were trying to solve a puzzle. “Catherine, from Rolling Stone.”

“Yes,” I replied curtly. “As I mentioned last night, I’m here for a week.”

“A lot can happen in a week, Catherine from Rolling Stone,” he said, winking again.

“A lot of that?” I asked, gesturing out to the sidewalk.

“What? My brother and I bicker every now and then. Are you going to write about that?” Liam asked.

“Maybe I’ll mention it. I don’t know what I’m going to write yet,” I replied. His gaze was intense. Penetrating, seductive and fiery, his eyes seemed to tear right through me. My breath quickened and I tried to calm my racing heart.

No wonder this guy is a star, I thought to myself. He’s got those eyes, that fucking body, that charisma. There was something about him that made you yearn for more. I couldn’t stop looking at him. My eyes were drawn to him like a moth to a flame.

“It should be a fun week,” he replied, a slow, mischievous grin spreading across his face. “I’ll try to make sure it’s interesting for you.”

“I look forward to it,” I said.

“My brother’s constant raving makes him look like a lunatic,” he replied, dryly. “He’s jealous that I get all the attention.”

“And do you like that?” I asked.

“What? Getting all the attention?”

“Yes.”

“Well, luv, I’d be lyin’ if I said I didn’t enjoy attention,” he leaned towards me, lowering his voice. “Don’t you like attention?” he asked, his eyes grazing over my body again.

“Sure, who doesn’t?” I shot back.

He smiled, nodded in approval and sat back. He folded his arms across his chest, slowly looking me up and down again. I suppressed a smile.

“Well, then,” he said, the corners of his eyes crinkling up as he smiled at me. “Looks like we have something in common already.”

“When can we talk, Mr. Mercury?” I asked, reminding myself to get back to business.

“Not now,” he replied, with a sigh. “I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. And we’ve got all week, right?”

“Yes, but I was hoping to finish early —,” I began.

“—Finish early? I don’t even know what that means!” he replied, bursting out laughing at his own joke.

“That’s not what I —,”

“—Don’t worry, love, there’s plenty of time,” he said, reaching over and putting his hand on my knee. The heat seared my skin and I pulled away quickly. He eyes shot up, looking at me curiously, before he shook his head and stood up. As he strolled to the back of the bus, I couldn’t help but let my eyes linger on his tight, jean-clad ass. A wave of hot desire wash over me.

This was going to be a long week.






CHAPTER 4

LIAM


C atherine smelled like peaches.

Her scent hit me as soon as she walked on the bus and it lingered long after I closed myself off in my bunk. She was fucking beautiful, that was for sure… But I sure as hell wished she wasn’t here. The last thing I needed was some fuckin’ reporter sniffing around and judging my every move. I’d forgotten all about her until I walked up and saw her standing there. The events of last night came flooding back, and I smiled.

So much for first impressions…

I was a bit of a wanker, I knew that. But this business had left me jaded. Everyone wanted something from me, everyone wanted to be close to me, everyone wanted what they thought I had. But what did I have, really? Money? Who cares? My life was easier before the fuckin’ money. Women? I had them when I was still busking for shillings on the streets of London.

That left Fame. Fuck that. If it wasn’t for fame, little miss reporter wouldn’t be out there trying to snatch a few juicy bits of knowledge to satisfy the vultures. They were never satisfied. They wanted to pour over every little detail of my goddamned life.

It was like my life wasn’t my own anymore. My private life was public. I left my emotions on the stage night after night, baring my soul for the money that kept this monstrosity of a rock machine running… And for what? There was nothing left for me. Hell, there wasn’t much left of me, for that matter.

It’s like I was some robot, mindlessly going through the paces every day. Wake up in a new hotel, a different city, get on the bus, drive to the next town, perform another show, get drunk, get laid, try to get some sleep, and wake up and do it all over again. It wasn’t fuckin’ glamorous, it was fuckin’ bloody exhausting, is what it was. That’s why so many of my friends were fuckin’ dead. They turned to the white stuff to keep moving. I wasn’t going to follow their example.

I chose this path, though. I was blessed, everyone said. I was living life to the fullest, riding on the edge everyday, living a life most could only dream of… I was adored by millions of people who didn’t really know me at all.

It was all a ruse. I couldn’t wait to leave America and get back home. I was completely out of place here, and it already seemed like the tour was crawling along at a snail’s pace.

Sure, I was talented, that was undeniable. I exploited my talents and gifts wildly, but what would the world be like if I hadn’t?

I shouldn’t complain, I know.

But sometimes, when I’m in the middle of it, on those days when I’ve partied way too much, or I have to listen to my brother rattle on and on about what an asshole I am, it makes it hard to count my blessings, because to be honest, the repetitiveness of the whole thing is a total bore.

On second thought, I was glad Catherine was here to shake things up a little. If my label thought I needed to have an in-depth expose´ done to prove my worthiness, well then I was sure going to give the beautiful Catherine something to write about.

But first, I had every intention of getting her naked. I’d seen that spark in her eyes. There was no hiding her interest…

She was just my type, and I wanted a good, long taste of her.

Because what’s work without a little fun thrown in?

I did mention how bloody bored I was, right?






CHAPTER 5

CATHERINE


When we arrived at TD Garden in Boston, a huge crowd had formed outside the parking garage. I couldn’t believe they were standing out in the heat like that, but when they saw the buses pull up, they went nuts - they were holding up posters and signs professing love to Ian and Liam, jumping up and down, and I think I saw a few girls crying.

Thankfully, the gate closed behind us, leaving them on the other side.

As we all poured out of the buses, the heat hit us with the blast of a hot oven. Quickly, we all went inside and were ushered down several long halls until we reached a cluster of dressing rooms that stood side by side. Each band member had their own room, with a big common room for everyone else. Everyone else meant me, Matt, and Big D and slew of other people that were milling around that I hadn’t met yet.

A large buffet was spread out along one wall and a bar was set up next to it. Matt and Big D began tearing into the buffet and helped themselves to drinks. I grabbed a bottle of water, and sat alone on a big couch. Matt sat down across from me, setting a heaping plate in his lap.

“Sorry about last night,” he said, in between bites.

“For what?” I asked.

“Liam. He’s kind of an asshole,” he said, with a shrug. I watched him shovel food into his mouth, his huge frame spread out on an adjacent couch.

“Isn’t he your boss?” I asked. I wasn’t too impressed with Matt at all. He’d hardly said a word the entire trip, and I was sure there was some important business he should be off taking care of now that we were here, instead of feeding his face.

“Technically,” he replied.

“How long have you been the tour manager?” I asked.

“Just a few weeks. The other guy left after Liam…,” he said, his words cutting off.

“Why did he leave?” I asked, looking away from him and trying to follow his gaze, landing on Liam and his sexy smirk.

“What are you doing, Matt? Don’t you have work to do?” Liam asked, walking over and towering over him.

“Well, yeah…” Matt hung his head and stood up, setting down his plate and shuffling out the door past Liam.

Liam sat next to me, his eyes flashing with mischief.

For fuck’s sake, he’s the sexiest fucking man I’ve ever seen.

Masculinity oozed off him, and I drank him in. Sure, I’d keep this professional, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy the scenery.

“Don’t you have to get ready or something?” I asked. He was sitting awfully close. His hair had dried, leaving his black locks looking softer than mine. His long lashes were practically waving at me, and I pushed away a pang of jealousy. He was intense. If he had been anyone else, if he wasn’t such an arrogant bastard, and I wasn’t working, I’d have been doing my damnedest to seduce him.

Some people you meet are pure sex - every movement of his body screamed sensuality, his lips full and wide, his muscles rippling under his still open shirt. For fuck’s sake, I thought, does he ever close it? I hadn’t seen him without a bare chest since I arrived.

“All I have to do is strap on my guitar,” he replied. I shook my head in disbelief. “Sound check is in thirty minutes.”

“Sound check, right,” My voice cracked with desire. I cleared my throat, trying for professional again. “I was hoping we could spend some time together,” I said.

He moved closer, a crooked grin spreading across his face.

“Now you’re talking, luv,” his arm snaked around my shoulder, and he began pulling me closer, bringing his mouth to mine, his breath searing my lips.

“Not like that!” I said, shoving a palm against his chest, right before his lips made contact. “That’s not what I meant.” I struggled to breathe. Why did he have this fucking effect on me? It was maddening. “I meant, I want to schedule a time we can sit down and talk, please.” My fingers lingered a little too long on his chest, and I pulled my hand away reluctantly.

He nodded, that crooked smile still spread across his distractingly handsome face.

“Right, luv. There’s an insane amount of time between our sound check and when the show starts. Meet me in my dressing room after sound check and we can do whatever you want.”

“Talk,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

“Talk. Of course.” He winked again and my stomach flipped.



“So, I think we got off on the wrong foot, Catherine,” Liam said, as he walked into his dressing room. He hair was even messier, but somehow it looked even better. A light sheen of sweat caressed his skin, and I found myself staring at it, yearning to touch my fingertip to his slick, bare chest again. “I owe you an apology.”

“You do?” I asked.

“Well, I wasn’t exactly a gentleman.”

“You’re not really known for being a gentleman,” I said, wishing I could take it back as soon as the words flew from my mouth.

I was relieved when he broke out in laughter.

“Finally the truth!” he said, throwing his head back, his loud guffaw echoing in the room. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and cracked it open. “You want one?”

“No, thank you, Mr. Mercury.”

“Alright, that’s enough of that bullshit. Please call me Liam.”

“Alright. Liam.”

“That’s better. So,” he said, sitting across from me and chugging on his beer. “What do you want to know, Catherine from Rolling Stone?”

“Well, I have many questions. When I write a story, I don’t force it. I let it build from the inside out. I’d like to get to know you better, so why don’t we start at the beginning?”

“The beginning? What - you mean like my childhood, or somethin’, luv?”

“Sure, that’s as good a place to start as any.”

“For fuck’s sake, can’t we talk about something more interestin’? My music or somethin’? Isn’t that what this is about? Selling records?”

“It is. And also saving your reputation, if it’s salvageable.”

“Hardly,” he scoffed.

“You can’t be all bad, Liam,” I said, smiling over at him.

“There are hundreds who would disagree with you, darling,” he replied.

“Liam, think of it this way. You’ve got a clean slate with me. I’m here to observe and listen to whatever you share with me. No judgement. No preconceived notions. If you don’t want something included in the story, just say so. I’m not out to get you, I promise.”

“Well, that’s refreshing to hear, luv,” he said, winking at me. “But you can have me if you want.”

“That’s not what I meant,” I groaned.

His laughter, the mischievous gleam in his eye, the way he looked at me with such unrestrained hunger every time he flirted with me - none of these things were helping me stay professional.

However, they were definitely having an effect on me. I just wasn’t sure that was where I wanted this whole thing to go. I also wasn’t sure I would be able to resist him.

Time would tell, but at this point, I was beginning to see that most of my time was going to be spent putting my energy into keeping my hands off of him. Or, keeping his hands off me.

If I could do that, I’d be alright…

If…






CHAPTER 6

LIAM


T  he last thing in the whole fuckin’ world that I wanted to do was talk about my past. But she was sitting there dripping sexy, flashing those doe-like green eyes at me, her blouse plunging to a deep v, showing off a good portion of what I was sure were perfect knockers. Every time she smiled at me, my cock swelled in my pants.

And here she was asking about my childhood. I just wanted to rip off her clothes and take her right there on the fuckin’ couch. Or, better yet, blow the show and take her to a nice five star hotel and give her a proper fancy fuckin’. A woman like Catherine deserved that.

I imagined what she’d look like, splayed out in my bed, naked as a jaybird, her long black hair spread out around her head, her eyes full of desire. She was already so goddamned beautiful, but I could only imagine how much sexier she’d be with my cock buried inside her.

It had been awhile since I met a girl who played hard to get, and I liked it.

She was going on and on about how she was just here to do her job, that she wasn’t judging me, that she had no preconceived notions about who I was. As if I cared if she judged me at all. I was used to that shit. Nobody in the whole fuckin’ world knew me for who I really was, not even my bloody brother. He was so sure he did, though. But I’d done an excellent job of not letting anyone in. I’d done that once, a long, long time ago, and it pained me to even think about that now. I’d done my best to make good on that mistake.

“So, if we could just start with you telling me what your parents were like?” Catherine asked.

“My parents? My parents were a couple of dysfunctional assholes that had no idea how to raise children.”

She blinked, and furiously starting making notes in her little notebook. I probably shouldn’t have, but I continued.

“My father was a postmaster. My mother was a house wife who could never do anything correct, according to my father. Hell, in his eyes, none of us could do right. He was angry at the world, and he took it out on us every night when he came home. Ian got the worst of it, being younger than me. I tried to stop it, but I was just a kid, what could I do?”

Her eyes filled with pity, and I looked away. That was why I kept my mouth shut about this shit. I didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for me.

“You had another brother, too?” she prodded. As it always did when Lennon was mentioned, I winced. Sometimes the pain of losing him was still so fresh, I wondered if it would ever fade.

“Yeah. Lennon. My father let me name him. I was obsessed with the Beatles, even then.”

“That’s nice,” Catherine said, her voice soft and quiet.

“Lennon died of cancer when he was five. They found a tumor in his brain when he was three, and he fought hard for the next two. My mother brought us all to Philadelphia to have him treated by the best doctors in the world. He was the toughest little kid I’ve ever known.”

“I’m so sorry, Liam,” she said, her voice cracking ever so slightly. She had to know this shit already. Why was she asking these questions?

“It was a long time ago,” I said, standing up quickly and walking over to the bar. The beer wasn’t hitting the spot anymore, so I poured myself a shot of whiskey and downed it, then poured another. “Sure you don’t want a drink, Catherine? It takes the edge off.”

“It’s a little early - I mean, no, thank you.”

“Sure you aren’t judging me?” I asked, teasingly.

She laughed softly and held up two fingers.

“Scouts honor!” she said.

I smiled and nodded. The whiskey hit me quickly and it felt fucking fantastic. That was more like it. It was exactly what I needed to keep the demons at the edge of my consciousness, instead of taunting me in my head.

The other thing I needed was right between Catherine’s crossed thighs. Her skirt had ridden up, revealing a tiny sliver of inner thigh that I longed to run my tongue along.

I sat down beside her on the couch, and as soon as our legs touched, she scooted over. I smirked.

She was going to make me work for it.

That’s okay, though.

I enjoyed the chase almost as much as the conquering. And she might not know it yet, but I was going to conquer every fuckin’ inch of her creamy flesh.

“Let’s talk about you,” I suggested. Her eyes widened and she immediately shook her head.

“Me? Oh, no, that’s not why we’re here.”

“I couldn’t give a shit about that. I mean, I respect you have a job to do and all that, luv, but seriously, it’s all just horseshit. We both know what the Rolling Stone wants. You’ll write a puff piece about my tortured past and the way my music lets me fuckin’ work through it, and all the teenaged girls will read it and tear up about things that happened a long time ago… Lets talk about you. I bet you’re more interesting than all of my boring drivel…”

“You’re the most famous rock star on the planet, Liam.”

“Rubbish. What is fame but a constant headache? It’s not real. It doesn’t last. Tell me, Catherine, are you single? Have a boyfriend? Husband? Girlfriend?” I asked with a wink.

“None of the above,” she replied.

“I find that hard to believe,” I replied, putting my hand on her knee. To my surprise, she let it rest there instead of puling away.

“I work a lot,” she said. “I’m sure you can relate to that.”

“Unfortunately, yes I can.”

“Let’s talk about that. What keeps you motivated, Liam? What keeps you writing songs and performing? Your career has lasted a lot longer than most musician’s already, and you’re still going strong, still pumping out the hits.”

“Ian writes most of the songs. I’ve written a few, but I mostly just sing and play and look fuckin’ pretty…”

“But what keeps you going?” she asked, ignoring the way I downplayed my accomplishments.

“I guess the fact that I don’t have a fuckin’ choice. Everyone depends on me getting up there on the stage, making it to the next show, paying everyone’s salaries with ticket sales. If there’s no show, nobody gets paid. Nobody buys albums anymore… If you’re going to survive in music today, you’ve got to keep moving. The tour never stops.”

“That sounds like a lot of pressure.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I replied, taking another swig of whiskey. It’s warm embrace felt like home. I couldn’t wait for the show to be over so I could forget about everything. There was a time when I wouldn’t have waited, but I was trying to be on my best behavior and avoid Ian’s incessant nagging.

“Do you enjoy performing?”

“It’s a good escape. Sometimes I wish it lasted longer, because it’s the only time I feel in my element. Off stage, I’m bloody lost. I don’t really fit in the square world, you know? But on stage, I can just be me, and let the music take over.”

“That sounds….freeing.”

“That’s one way to put it. Now, let’s talk about you again.”

“Liam…”

“Where did you grow up, Catherine?” I asked. She re-crossed her legs, forcing my hand to fall away.

“New York,” she replied.

“And did you have a happy childhood?” I asked. Her eyes flashed over at me and I didn’t like what I saw there. I recognized the pain of the past all too well.

“Not really, but I don’t really want to talk about it.”

“Now you know how I feel!” I exclaimed. I was rewarded with the sound of her laughter.

“I guess so,” she responded.

“You know what I say, Catherine?”

“What’s that?”

“I say fuck the past! In fact, let’s make a toast!” I held up my glass of whiskey, and she raised her bottle of water. “To the future!”

“To the future!” she echoed, laughing, touching her drink to mine. I downed the whiskey and poured another.

“Sure you don’t want some?” I asked.

“What the hell,” she replied. “You only live once, right?”

“That’s more like it!” I exclaimed. The amber liquid swirled around the crystal glass as I handed it to her. She took a tentative slip and then downed it in one shot, smiling warmly at me.

My cock twitched in my pants.






CHAPTER 7

CATHERINE


T  he crowd was huge and when Liam and Ian and the rest of the Electric Horses walked on stage, they erupted in a frenzied welcome. The boys strapped on their guitars, and without a word, launched into their hottest number one hit, Somewhere Else, bringing the crowd to their feet before the first verse was even finished. The song was all about wanting to be somewhere else, anywhere else but where you were. I’d felt that way since I’d arrived, but now, watching the boys perform, I couldn’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be.

Liam’s comfort on stage was obvious. He became one with the guitar, stalking the microphone like a determined lover, the lyrics pouring out of him like a waterfall. His voice was strong, solid, and so fucking sexy that I felt my nipples harden like pebbles and stay that way throughout the entire show. It was impossible to look away from him. His presence was commanding, sultry, and his body moved with such unbridled sexuality, he almost looked as if he were making love to the audience. His eyes closed, his hips undulating, his mouth open, his hair flying, his always unbuttoned shirt billowing behind him and exposing that muscular tattooed chest, all at the same time. It was breathtaking.

My eyes raked over the adoring crowd, and I saw hundreds of women who surely had the same expression splashed across their faces as I did - pure, unadulterated desire.

Song after song, Liam poured his heart out. That kind of passion could never be faked. He was indeed a man in his element. I couldn’t help but smile. No wonder everyone was able to look past his asshole demeanor. No wonder the record label executives were going to such lengths to try to improve his image. Nobody in their right mind would want this train to stop.

By the time the show was halfway over, Liam had the crowd eating out of his hand. He and Ian pretty much ignored each other, though, and while I sensed the tension between them, they played off of each other effortlessly. The band was tight, skilled, and perfectly adapted to every nuance of Liam’s singing. If he got softer, they got softer. If he played harder, they played louder.

I couldn’t help but lose myself in the magic.

Rhone stood beside me, and I glanced over at her. Her eyes were filled with love, her gaze glued on Ian the whole time. You could almost feel the happiness oozing off of her, and it made me smile. It also made me wonder why Ian could find love and stability and Liam couldn’t. Perhaps after a little more time with him, I could get a better handle on that.

As for now, I was just going to allow myself to drink in the undeniable sex machine that was Liam. I felt a familiar stirring between my legs, my nipples hardened even more beneath my blouse, and my stomach flipped.

As much as I hated to admit it, I wasn’t immune to Liam’s charms. As much as I wanted to remain professional, another part of me wanted to give in to his devilish temptation. And at this point, watching him, that part was winning out. Big time.

My thoughts had drifted so far away from my reason for being there, that by the time the show was over, I was in a hypnotic haze. By the looks of the throngs of fans that were cheering, stomping and clapping, chanting ‘more, more, more!’, they were under the same spell.

The boys came backstage, talked to each other for a moment, wiping sweat from their faces, pouring water in their mouths, their energy electric. Within moments, they walked back out and the crowd collectively went crazy.

I was in awe.

This wasn’t my first rodeo. I’d been to countless concerts myself, but being backstage was a whole different trip. Watching the effect the band had on the crowd from this side was intense. The ecstatic faces, the synchronized lips singing along to every song they’d memorized, the devotion for the band filling their eyes as they swayed together.

It made me high just watching it - I could only imagine how it must feel to be the object of their adoration. But Liam and the boys seemed to take it in stride, as if it was second nature to be in front of all of these people night after night.

The spotlight was not for me, I’d figured that out long ago. That’s why I was a writer now. I much preferred working behind the scenes, just me and my laptop and not a million pairs of eyes watching my every move.

My father had been a famous newscaster. I’d grown up watching him on television, interviewing presidents and breaking important stories. He was intense, driven and laser-focused on delivering the most in-depth stories he could. My mother and I adored him. Until I was ten, the three of us had the perfect life, even if he wasn’t home as much as we’d like him to be. When I expressed an interest in writing, he pushed me to follow in his footsteps. The stage was set for our lives to play out perfectly, but it didn’t work out that way.

Mom was diagnosed with breast cancer when I was ten, and everything fell apart. She tried to fight it, but in the end, the cancer won. After she died, Dad fell apart. He began drinking heavily and his life and career died with the woman he couldn’t live without. It was devastating to watch. I basically raised myself, and in the end, by the time I was in my early twenties, he was a shell of the man he once was. I spent a year taking care of him before his body let go, freeing him from his own private hell.

I threw myself into my writing after he was gone. I began with poems and short stories but my heart was in songwriting. Because of my father’s career, I was recruited to be a journalist, and since it paid the bills, I kept doing it. But songwriting was always my secret passion, and outside of a few trusted friends and colleagues, I kept that to myself. I’d sold a few songs along the way that became big hits, and I was immensely proud of them, and even if those royalty checks became smaller as time sped by, it was always a private little pleasure when they arrived… I liked keeping it to myself, though. Sometimes a girl has to have her own secrets.

Watching Liam leave every part of himself on that stage, I wondered what secrets he was keeping. If I could uncover a few of them, I might just have myself a story.






CHAPTER 8

LIAM


T  he roar of the crowd always gets me hard, and the guitar slung low over my hips does a shit job of hiding it. Performing is better than shaggin’. In fact, it’s just like shaggin’ thousands of people all at the same time. The build up, the anticipation, the waiting, and then the act itself, like you’re riding the waves of pleasure with all of them at once - the highs, the lows, the cock-out rocking, fist-pumping finale. The sweaty aftermath, the electric, lingering high that I can only achieve after being in front of thousands of screaming fans.

I’m beyond addicted to all of that shit.

It’s the only thing that keeps me going.

It’s the easiest, greatest escape from all the bullshit that makes up the rest of my life. Escaping from it is what I live for. Escaping from it is essential.

The encores are my favorite part of the show, not just because I could play all fuckin’ night and never tire, but because I know Ian thinks our shows should be short.

“Leave the crowd wanting more,” he always says. But fuck that. I say give the crowd what they paid their hard-earned money for. I say give the crowd the same escape that they give us. So, when I go back for an encore, and then do it again, it pleases me because it pisses Ian off. Pissing Ian off is one of my greatest skills and my favorite past times. Seeing his face turn red with frustration is my reward.

Sure, I love my brother. But for fuck’s sake, he is the most uptight motherfucker I know. I figure if I push his buttons enough times, he’ll mellow out a little.

Of course, I’ve been pushing his buttons for thirty years now and he’s still the same uptight asshole as he’s always been, but I’ve got hope.

Sometimes, though, I bend a little. Like now. I know he wants to end the show, I can feel his glare even though I’m not looking at him. I look down at the fans lining the edge of the stage and a pretty little blonde beauty is beaming up at me. I wink at her before launching into the last song. In the middle of it, I glance over at the side of the stage and see Catherine standing next to Rhone, her gorgeous green eyes glued to me. I give her a little nod and feel my cock swell in my pants.

If I don’t get some relief soon, that fucking monster is going to explode. And I feel sorry for anyone around me when that happens.

Another glance at Catherine, and I’m hoping like hell it’s her. She’s been oh-so-professional and all I want to do is rip off her clothes and shag her until she’s begging for more. I bet she has the sweetest little pussy this side of the pond.

Perhaps if I play along just right, I’ll find out for myself…

The song’s over and the boys and I bow as the crowd goes nuts, demanding more and more and more.

They’re my kind of crowd. Insatiable. Passionate. Hungry.

I nod to Ian and to his relief, I leave the stage.

As always, Big D walks up to me as soon as I’m away from the mic.

“Want me to bring any girls back for the afterparty, Liam?” I look over his shoulder. Catherine is standing quiet among a group of screaming fans. On any other night, I might point to three or four of them to play with…

But where was the fun in that?

No… I knew what I wanted. My cock threatened to rip right out of my pants as I drink in the sight of her.

“Nobody tonight, Big D. Gonna take a little break.”

His shocked face makes me laugh, but I turn and walk away, leaving him confused and bewildered as he follows behind.






CHAPTER 9

CATHERINE


When I heard we weren’t sleeping in the bust tonight, that was fine by me… Unfortunately, it looked like sleeping might not exactly be happening anywhere…

By the time we made it to the hotel, the party was in full swing. I couldn’t help but think how exhausting this must be night after night. Wake up, drive hundred of miles to the venue, wait around for hours, play the show, back on the bus, ride off to a hotel to party all night, and then get up in the morning and do it all over again. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it was a fucking blast…

Once…

Maybe twice…

But every night?

Screw that.

A girl needed her beauty rest, you know? Apparently, that wasn’t going to happen here. By the time I checked in and took my bags to my room, the sounds of the party streaming down the hallway were irresistible. So was the thought of spending a few minutes with Liam, but I was pretending that wasn’t why I was going.

I changed clothes, putting on a pair of jeans and a low cut red velvet blouse. I’d had a thought earlier that if I opened up to Liam a little, maybe played his game just a bit, then maybe I could get him to open up to me. I wanted to do a good job with this article, and I wasn’t opposed to going to such lengths to make that happen.

The first thing I thought when I walked into the band’s party suite, was ‘where did all these people come from?’ A least a hundred people were crammed in there, all of them drinking and partying.

I spotted Ian and Rhone in the corner and decided to join them after helping myself to a glass of wine from the bar.

“Hello, Catherine, did you enjoy the show?” Ian asked.

“I did, it was amazing,” I replied.

“It always is,” Rhone said. Ian shook his head in disagreement.

“It was shit, Liam went on for way too long,” he said.

“Did he?” I asked. “Does he do that often?”

“All the bloody time! I’m convinced he only does it to piss me off.”

“He seems to piss you off a lot,” I replied.

“Fuckin’ twat. He does it all on purpose. He loves gettin’ under my skin,” Ian said, as he took a swig off the tequila bottle he was holding. “Always has, since we were lil’ tots.”

“You shouldn’t let him upset you so much, sweetheart,” Rhone said, lying a comforting hand on his arm.

“Listen if I could fuckin’ bloody help it, I would. He’s the only chap in the world that can piss me off so much.”

“Are we talking about me?” Liam walked up with a jovial smile and a bottle of whiskey in his hand.

Ian rolled his eyes and grabbed Rhone’s hand and pulled her away without a word. Liam turned to me with his hands raised in mock confusion.

“What did I do?”

I laughed and shook my head.

“I have a feeling you know exactly what you’ve done,” I replied.

“Piss Ian off? Excellent, it’s good for him,” he replied. “But who wants to talk about him? How are you doing?”

“I’m good. I’d love to ask you a few more questions, if you’re up for it.”

“Sure, luv. Let’s find a quiet corner,” he replied, turning and searching the room. He grabbed my hand and I let him led me to an empty couch along the window. We’d just sat down when three women walked up, their faces awash with gushing adoration.

“Liam Mercury!” one of them squealed, sitting on the other side of him. She ran her hand up his arm, and leaned into him, her very exposed cleavage squishing against him. “You’re my favorite! I’ve been wanting to meet you forever!”

“Oh yeah?” he asked. “How’d you get in here, luv?”

“Big D brought us up. He said you might have time to have a drink with us?”

“I don’t know about that. I’m in the middle of some —,”

“Mr. Mercury, I’ve had your poster on my wall since I was a little girl!” her blonde friend interrupted. “Honestly, I just love you!” she squealed. “You’re so amazing and so talented. I loved it when you sang ‘Somewhere Else’ tonight.”

“Well, thanks, hon, but I’m —,”

“My father turned me on to you,” the third girl gushed, “and I’ve been a fan ever since. Can I get you a drink or something?” She sat down on the other side of him, squeezing in between the two of us, completely ignoring me. The three of them began bombarding him with questions and eyelash fluttering adoration. He drank it up, occasionally looking over at me apologetically. I shrugged and stood up and walked away.

This was obviously not the time nor place for an interview. A few quiet moments alone with this man was not that easy to achieve. If this kept up, I was going to need a lot more than a week to get my story.

And for the first time, that didn’t really sound so terrible.






CHAPTER 10

LIAM


A s the blubbering women surrounding me chattered on and on about how awesome I was, I made a mental note to kick Big D’s ass when I got him alone. I’d told him no women tonight, and here I was, once again cornered by them.

I could hardly blame him, considering in the entire five years he’d been with me, I’d never once told him not to bring girls back after the show before. But for fuck’s sake, he’d do well to listen to me, no matter how out of character it was.

I turned to my right, and was disappointed to see that Catherine had disappeared. I wouldn’t have stuck around either if I were here.

In fact, what the fuck was I still doing here?

“Excuse me, ladies, I’ve got to drain the lizard,” I said. They giggled and parted, letting me up for air from their constant barrage of compliments. It was bloody exhausting. How many times could a bloke say ‘thank you’?

I know, I’m sounding ungrateful again. But for fuck’s sake, give a man a little breathing room, will you?

After pissing and finding another drink, considering I’d downed the entire fifth of whiskey I’d been holding while I was sitting on the couch, I sauntered off to find Catherine. She was the only thing I was interested in right now.

It would have been easy to take the three girls back to my room and spend the rest of the night rolling in the sheets with them, but for some reason, since Catherine had arrived, she was the only person I wanted to spend time with. Everything else bored me to tears.

Maybe it was her steely resistance. I mean, fuck, I wasn’t used to that. Maybe it was her eyes, always watching me, observing me, like I was in a fuckin’ cage or something. I wanted to give her something to write about. I wanted to give her a lot more than that.

I saw her sitting in the corner talking to Rocket and I cringed. Not that bloody bloke! He was regaling her with tales from the road, or some other bullshit, and she was laughing heartily. I hesitated, watching them from afar before approaching. She was so fuckin’ beautiful, it almost took my breath away. But more than that, she was whip smart, and apparently, not a fan of bullshit.

I liked that. I always preferred the direct approach in life myself, and I appreciated a woman who didn’t beat around the bush. Life was way too fuckin’ short for playing games. I’d figured that out a long time ago.

Which is why I decided tonight was the night to make my move. All I had to do was get her to my room, and I’d have her writhing on my cock in no time. But first, I needed to get her out of Rocket’s slimy clutches.






CHAPTER 11

CATHERINE


L iam approached like a predatory cat. He slithered up to Rocket and I with hunger in his eyes. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like being the one he was stalking. Not only did it help with my plan to get close to him, but it was flattering as hell to have one of the biggest rockstars on the planet have you in his sights.

Which is why I knew the way to get close to him was to play hard to get just a little longer. If I gave in too early, he’d figure it out and get bored and leave. Just like he’d gotten bored with the girls on the couch. I needed to keep his attention a little longer than they had. I looked over his shoulder and saw the three of them sitting on the couch alone, their heads buried in their phones.

Once he was within earshot, I made my move.

Rocket was rattling on about their last tour or something, and luckily he said something funny at just the time Liam walked up. I laughed loudly, caressing his arm and leaning into him.

“That’s hilarious, Rocket,” I gushed, turning away away from Liam.

Rocket flashed a toothy grin at me and then looked up at Liam.

“Hey, man,” Rocket nodded.

“What’s up?” Liam said. I felt the heat of his gaze but willed myself not to look up at him.

“Just chillin’ out, mate,” Rocket replied, followed by awkward silence. I looked up and saw Liam’s icy glare pointed in Rocket’s direction. To his credit, Rocket stuck out his chin and didn’t back down in their silent, manly, pissing contest.

I was amused, for sure, but I was determined not to get in the middle of it.

“Why don’t you move the fuck on, Rocket? I want to talk to Catherine.”

“Seems to me you lost your chance to do that earlier,” Rocket replied, gesturing to the three girls on the couch.

“Budge up, you twat!”

“No, Liam, we’re chattin’,” Rocket said, his voice getting firmer.

“She doesn’t want to talk to your beastly ass, are you barmy?” Liam said, leaning down and getting in Rocket’s face. “She’s here to do a story about me. Not your boring bullshit!”

“Actually, guys, I’m going to bed,” I said, quickly standing up between them. The last thing I needed was a fucking fight over me. Even if it was Liam and Rocket. Even if I was flattered, I didn’t want any part of that. I’d wanted to make him a little jealous, but not violently so.

I walked away, leaving them alone to sort it out between themselves.

A few minutes later, I found Rhone standing alone in the kitchen.

“Where’s Ian?” I asked.

“He went back to our room. He’s not much of a partier these days,” she replied.

“He’s younger than Liam right?”

“Yes, by a few years.”

“Seems like Liam got the younger spirit, I guess, because he seems to be all about the party.”

“You could say that,” she agreed.

“How do you do it?” I asked. “The partying every night, the constant traveling…”

“It is exhausting, but after a while you get used to it,” she shrugged.

“You and Ian seem like you have a great relationship,” I suggested.

“We do. It’d be a lot better, if it weren’t for Liam…” she hesitated before finishing her sentence.

“What do you mean?” I prodded.

“Well, Liam and Ian used to be really close. But I think the constant fighting now really gets to Ian. He keeps trying, but when you feel like you’re the only one trying in a relationship, it gets a little old.”

“So why does he keep doing it?”

“I don’t know really. I think he sees something in Liam that nobody else does. They went through hell when their little brother died. Their dad left, and thank god he did, because he was an abusive prick that had no business being a father. And afterwards, after Lennon died, their mom became a shell of who she once was. They were pretty much left to fend for themselves, and all they had was each other. Maybe Ian doesn’t want to let go of Liam because he’s the only family he has.”

“That makes sense,” I replied.

“I’m off to join my husband, Catherine. Good luck with your story. It’s not going to be easy to get Liam to open up.”

“I’m beginning to see that,” I said, smiling at her. She was a really nice woman, and I was glad she was here. “I’d love to have some time to talk to you and Ian sometime, too, for the story.”

“Sure, any time. See you tomorrow,” she said, leaving me alone in the kitchen.

A few minutes later, as I was leaving the bathroom I ran into Liam again, Rhone’s words still lingering in my head.

“Hello, luv,” he slurred, leaning into me. We were the only two in the hallway, and I leaned away from him, the wall behind my back. “I thought you left.”

“No, not yet. I was just about to, though.”

“What a pity, darling. Why don’t you stay? Or, better yet, why don’t you come to my room with me?” His blue eyes peering into mine as he reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind my ear. My heart skipped as his fingers brushed my cheek. He was a hot mess, sure, and he was so drunk he was swaying a little, but that did nothing to take away from the pure fucking masculinity pouring off of him. He towered over me, his gaze sliding across my face before it focused squarely on my lips and I knew exactly what he was thinking. Because I was thinking the same thing.

I wanted him. I’d admitted it to myself hours ago, hell, I’d known it since I first laid eyes on him. I didn’t answer him, though. Fuck yes, I wanted to go to his room. I wanted to lick every fucking inch of him, I wanted to see that cock again, I wanted to feel him inside of me.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I whispered, licking my lips.

I don’t think he heard me, but if he did, he didn’t care. Instead, he lowered his head, pressing his lips against mine. I gasped, his lips hot and hungry as they came down on mine.

He tasted like whiskey. He tasted like sex. He tasted like temptation.

I kissed him back, and before I knew it we were tangled together in a passionate embrace, the world outside of the hallway melting away. His hands were everywhere all at once, his fingers sliding over my nipples, his hands grabbing my hips and pulling me closer. That cock that I had been thinking about seconds ago was now extremely hard and pressed against me in the most deliciously painful way.

He pulled away, his lips trailing down my neck, licking, gently nibbling, his breath hot on my skin. I threw my head back, moaning into the pleasure of his touch, his tongue darting out, scraping against my skin with electric shocks.

“I knew I’d have you writhing at my touch before the night was over,” he growled.

I froze.

Wait. This wasn’t the plan.

I was supposed to be playing hard to get. I was supposed to be the one in charge. I wasn’t supposed to play into his arrogance.

And now what was I doing? Practically shaggin’ the bastard in the hallway like an easy hussy!

I pushed him off of me and walked away without a word. I had no explanation for him, so I didn’t even try. I just marched out of the suite and ran to my own room as fast as I could, my heart pumping a million miles an hour and my panties so soaked that I had to remove them as soon as I entered the room.

Throwing the bolt on the door, I flung myself on the bed, a crumpled mess of unfulfilled yearning.






CHAPTER 12

LIAM


T  he light hit my head like a bloody hammer. Or maybe it was the incessant pounding. I dragged my ass from the bed and stumbled to the front door. Matt stood there, huffing and puffing, and looking down at his phone.

“Let me guess. Everyone is waiting for me?”

“Yes, Liam. Your brother sent me.”

“Right, of course he did. I’ll be right down.”

Story of my fuckin’ life. Everyone waiting for me while I tried to fuckin’ sleep. I looked around the room and was surprised to see it empty. I jumped in the shower and the events of last night unfolded in my head like a horror movie.

It had started out so bloody great, too. Kissing Catherine in the hallway was the highlight, her tight little body finally in my hands, just where I wanted it. She kissed me back like a ferocious little tiger and it only increased my hunger for her. But then, I’d opened my stupid mouth and said the wrong thing. Whatever that was. I was lost in the moment, so I can’t really remember what the words were exactly, but it was probably something arrogant and bastardy.

Whatever. It was probably good she left.

Because what followed was the ugly part. I’d gone back to the party, and gotten smashingly drunk, ended up in a row with Slade, over who knows what, and as the memory of a chair flying through the hotel window came crashing back into my consciousness, I winced.

I had a hard time suppressing my anger when I was drunk, what can I say?

I’d never hurt a fly, really. I kept my ravings to words and when it did turn physical, I turned the violence towards the closest object I could smash that wasn’t a human face.

No doubt, everyone saw it, with Ian choosing that moment to come back down and tell us all to quieten down before the cops came, which caused he and I to get into it all over again.

What a vicious fuckin’ cycle.

So, now I’m forced to face them all. Walk out to our buses, performing my walk of shame in front of all of their angry accusing eyes.

I’ve half a mind to just blow it all, leave, take off all by myself and let someone else be the singer. I’m so fuckin’ tired of it. I’m tired of all of these fuckin’ people around me all the time. For fuck’s sake, I’d kill for some peace and quiet. Some fuckin’ solitude. A place to go where I wasn’t constantly surrounded by people who only needed something from me.

Catherine’s eyes haunted me as I made my way downstairs. Pissing her off was the only thing I truly regretted about last night. The rest of them could taking a flying leap.

Nevertheless, before I stepped off the elevator, I took a deep breath and vowed to try to be just a little bit less of an asshole today.






CHAPTER 13

CATHERINE


L iam sauntered out of the hotel like the arrogant bastard that he was, causing me to question if anything ever got to him. By now, I’d heard bits and pieces of his escapades at the party. When I’d joined the others this morning, after a surprisingly good night’s sleep, everyone was buzzing about how drunk he was.

“That fuckin’ twat. It’ll cost at least a grand to fix the fuckin’ window,” Ian muttered to himself. He was pacing up and down the sidewalk, ranting about his brother. Rhone sat across from me and shrugged. “Does anyone even know what started it this time?”

Rhys and Matt stood next to each other smoking and they shook their heads. Rocket looked over at me quickly, his eyes darting away just as fast. Had he seen us? I wondered. We’d been in the hallway alone when Liam kissed me and although I hadn’t seen anybody else, there was a brief moment when we wouldn’t have been aware of a bomb dropping beside us. The feel of his lips on mine had stayed with me all night. I bit my bottom lip now, as I watched him walk up, the intensity of the memory so strong I felt like I could still feel it.

I waited for him to look my way, but as soon as he appeared, Ian froze and they squared off in the middle of the sidewalk. I watched, as did everyone else, as Liam and Ian sized each other up.

“You’re a fuckin’ irresponsible child!” Ian spat.

If looks could kill, Liam and Ian’s glares would have made anyone drop dead. They seemed to hate each other so fiercely, it was almost difficult to remember they were brothers.

“Piss off, Ian, I’m in no mood for your bullshit!” Liam said, his voice calmer than the anger shooting from his blue eyes. His eyes narrowed as he stared Ian down, his brows furrowed, his energy electric. He’d never looked fucking sexier. My nipples hardened as I took a deep breath, drinking in the sight of him. As usual, his jeans and open shirt, a black one this time, did nothing but highlight the fact that he was barely dressed.

“It’s always about you, isn’t it, Liam?” Ian asked, his voice seething with anger. “You think we were in the mood for your shit last night? I don’t even know what set you off this time, but you were a fuckin’ royal prick!”

“You got something new to tell me?” Liam asked, his chin jutting forward defensively.

“Yeah, in fact I do,” Ian said. “You act like an asshole again like that and I fuckin’ quit. I’m not bloody lyin’ this time, Liam.”

“I asked you if you had something new to tell me, you fuckin’ bloke. You threaten to quit every week. Piss off!” he said, pushing his brother to the side and disappearing into his bus.

He’d never once met my eyes.

It was just as well. I wasn’t sure if I could handle what it would have done to me if he did.

It was best a little more time passed. We had an five and a half hour drive today. I’d leave him be for a bit, and then try to sneak in some interview time on the way there.

I needed to get this week over, get the story done, and get this man out of my sight and my thoughts as quickly as possible.

I knew what was good for me. And he wasn’t it.

My body seemed to have a completely different opinion about that, though. I boarded the bus and sat down. Liam had disappeared in the back, and I left him be, sitting in the front alone as the bus began to pull away from the curb. I shifted in my seat, crossing my legs tightly as ribbons of desire rippled through me. I tried to stop the quivering, but it was no use.

As much as I wanted to get far away from Liam, I knew I’d never get away unscathed.






CHAPTER 14

LIAM


“I ’ll meet you at the hospital, Callum,” I said into the phone, just as I heard a light knock at the door of the lounge in the back of my bus. Catherine stood there, holding up a pen and a pad of paper, looking bloody beautiful as ever. I nodded to her and gestured for her to come in, making room for her on the couch. “See you there at five.”

I hung up the phone and turned to stare into the prettiest green eyes I’d seen in a long time. To my relief, she was smiling. I’d been afraid to look at her when I walked up earlier, afraid of what I’d see there, figuring it would be some painful mixture of anger and disgust.

Ian had given me enough of that, I didn’t want it from Catherine.

Luckily, she seemed to be perfectly normal. If she wanted to pretend the kiss didn’t happen, I could do that. For a few minutes, at least.

“I was hoping we could spend some time together and talk,” she said.

“Now?”

“Unless you’re busy?” she asked. “I heard you say something about a hospital, so if this is a bad time.”

“No, this is a fine time. I was talking to the head of our charity, Callum McGregor.”

“What kind of charity?” she asked. My cock shifted in my pants as I watched her lips move. I wanted to taste them again. I was determined to do just that. To do so, I knew I’d have to play it cool.

“It’s a cancer research charity, named after our little brother. Ian and I started it together this year, in honor of Lennon. We raise money to donate to the leading doctors and scientists who are working to find a cure.”

“That’s amazing,” she replied. “So you’re going to a hospital?”

“Every time Ian and I are in town, we visit the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia. They treated Lennon. The doctors there were incredible. We go back when we’re in town to visit with the kids there, give back a little.”

“That’s so nice of you two.”

“It’s good for us, actually. We spent a lot of time there during Lennon’s illness. I feel close to him when I’m there.”

“That must have been so hard for you,” she said softly.

“It was,” I said, the familiar wave of pain washing over my heart. The anguish of losing Lennon was the only pain I didn’t push away. I wanted to feel it. I was afraid if I didn’t feel it, his memory would fade. “He was only five when we lost him. It just wasn’t fuckin’ fair.”

“Cancer is never fair. Death isn’t fair,” her eyes clouded over.

“That’s bloody true,” I said. “You lost someone, too?”

“Yes,” she replied, her eyes filling with sadness. “My mother. She died of breast cancer when I was ten.”

“Ah, fuck. I’m sorry, luv,” I said. “Fucking cancer…”

“Yeah, I know…” she replied.

“Where’s your dad?” I asked.

“He died. After my mom died, he went downhill. He couldn’t handle it. His alcoholism caught up with him a few years later.”

“That’s too bad, luv, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes filled with sadness. I wanted to pull her in my arms and comfort her, but she looked away.

“So, who runs your charity?” she asked.

“It’s a big job. I needed someone I trusted, and well…it’s a long story, but I owed Callum McGregor. Putting him in charge was an attempt at paying a debt that can never really be paid.”

“What do you mean?”

“Callum and I go way back. We were friends in grade school. The three of us were thick as thieves, Ian and Callum and I. Callum had a younger sister. Her name was Ally,” I said. The crack in my heart pulsed with pain as I said her name. I hardly ever talked about her anymore. “Ally and I started dating in high school.”

“Oh? And how did that work out?”

“It didn’t. It was a bloody tragedy. We were so in love, though,” I replied, the memories washing over me. Her bright blue eyes and red hair shined so brightly in my memory, sometimes I felt like I could still reach out and touch her. “We were inseparable. She was amazing, actually - beautiful, smart, funny. The only girl I’ve ever loved. But then, a few years later, Ian and I got our first record contract. The record company decided a girlfriend was bad for my image, so we weren’t allowed to be seen together in public anymore. Within weeks, we were being shipped off all over the world, and Ally was left behind. When I did see her, it wasn’t for very long and we were forced to be hidden away from public view. It was ridiculous, and I shouldn’t have stood for it. But I did. I was so bloody young, and fuckin’ stupid in the way that only youth can make you stupid. The record deal was everything to me, and I let my relationship with Ally slip away.”

“That’s so sad,” Catherine said.

“It is. I wish that was all there was to the story, but it only gets worse. I was a fuckin’ cad, and I should have been more graceful about the break up, but instead I just let things fade away without ever really talking to her about it. She was left behind, and she started drinking. A lot. One rainy night, she was on her way home from a tavern, and she wrapped her car around a pole. She died instantly.”

Catherine gasped and her eyes filled with sympathy.

“I’m so sorry, Liam,” she whispered, laying her hand on mine. The warmth felt good, despite all the pain that thinking about Ally brought back.

“Thanks, luv. I feel totally to blame, but there’s nothing I can do to bring her back.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Liam,” she said, her eyes staring practically straight into my soul. I looked away. I couldn’t look at that, the pity that I saw there was the last thing I wanted her to feel for me. I shouldn’t have told her so much, but there was something about her that made me open up, despite everything.

“So,” I said, trying to change the subject. “I gave Callum McGregor the job of running our charity. He and Ally were very close. She was his only sibling. He needed a job and I wanted to do something, anything at all, that I could to help his life out.”

“That’s very good of you,” she said.

“Ah, well there you go,” I said.

“What?”

“You remarked earlier that I couldn’t be all bad. Now you see there’s a little light in my evil, darkened soul after all.” I winked at her and she silently smiled back. The electricity between us sparked and I felt something I hadn’t felt in quite a while.

I wasn’t even able to come up with a name for it, but it felt really fuckin’ good for a change.

“Can I come to the hospital with you guys?” she asked. “I think it’d be good for the story to show a different side of you.”

“No way, luv,” I replied. “No press allowed. It’s the one thing Ian and I agree on. Our time at the hospital has nothing to do with the tour or our careers. So, you’ll have to find something else to do while we’re there. The hotel is right next door to the hospital.”

“Oh, okay,” she nodded. Silence fell over us, the bus swaying from side to side as it traveled down the highway, the wheels humming a familiar song, while her hand laying on top of mine completely unfamiliar.

It felt good.

It felt peaceful.

My cock twitched in my pants, ever present and undeniable. I turned my hand around and laced her fingers in mine, squeezing lightly. She squeezed back, and we sat there next to each other, staring out the window and watching the rest of the world fly by.






CHAPTER 15

CATHERINE


I an and Liam headed over to the hospital as soon as they got off the bus. I stood in front of the bus, watching them walk away, strolling side by side quietly, as if the fighting earlier hadn’t happened at all. The rest of us disappeared into the hotel to check in. I dropped my bags in my room, changed clothes and took a stroll to stretch my legs.

We’d been on the bus for hours, just stopping briefly a few times along the way. Liam and I had spent the better part of it together talking quietly, and I’d stepped off the bus with a completely different view of him.

After all he’d told me, he now seemed even more human than ever.

I’d reached out and touched his hand when he told me about Ally, my heart breaking for him. Somehow, he’d managed to keep this story out of the countless articles about him. I’d done extensive research, and I hadn’t read one word about Ally. The pain that flashed in his eyes when he recounted the story was hard to look at. When he interlaced his fingers with mine, I let him. I had a feeling he didn’t exactly reach out to many people like that.

The sun was shining brightly and I inhaled deeply as I strolled along the gardens of the hotel, thinking about everything he’d told me.

I’d pondered how to approach this story. How to best portray the human side of someone who most people only knew as a one-dimensional figure. There was obviously a lot more to Liam than met the eye.

The bright Philadelphia sun burned my skin as I walked around the hotel and onto a trail that led to a large park. The skirt of the airy yellow sundress I’d changed into back in my room fluttered around my legs. The edge of the park lined one side of the hospital and I took in my surroundings as I approached. It was filled with kids from the hospital. Some being pushed in wheelchairs by parents or nurses, some wearing hats over their obviously bare heads, some being helped along as they walked slowly down the paved paths that wound around the park and around a large pond.

I strolled around the pond slowly, Liam’s words echoing in my head. I wanted to show everyone how human he was, but I wasn’t sure how to do that without revealing some of the personal things he’d shared. Surely he knew I’d want to use that information. But somehow, it felt like a betrayal.

I rounded a corner and stopped in my tracks. A few yards ahead, Liam was sitting on a bench, a book in his lap and a very young boy sitting next to him, hanging on his every word. Liam read aloud, his face animated and full of happiness. He looked completely relaxed and at ease. The deep lines that were a usual fixture on his forehead had disappeared, and his eyes shone brightly with joy as he looked down warmly at the boy as he turned a page, the two of them oblivious to anything but each other.

I took out my phone and snapped a quick picture of the two of them. I’d send it to Liam later as a gift. Quickly, I turned around and headed the opposite way down the path. The last thing I wanted to do was break up a moment like that. I slipped my phone back in my purse and turned my face up to the sun. The fresh air filled my lungs, refreshing me. If felt good to feel the heat on my skin, to stretch out and be alone with my thoughts. I continued my stroll back to my room, my steps slowing as images of Liam filled my head.

The more I learned about him, the more I wanted. I felt like I’d only begun to scratch the surface. The question was, how deep was I willing to go?

If I was honest, I’d tell you my boundaries were pretty flexible right now.

If I was honest, I’d tell you that in the last few hours, I’d found it increasingly hard to stay objective and professional. His kiss from last night had stayed with me all day. Talking to him alone, away from the energy of everyone else - Ian, fans, managers, and all the other people in his orbit - had given me a glimpse of the real Liam.

And so far, I liked what I saw.






CHAPTER 16

LIAM


C allum McGregor and Ian sat across from me in the hospital cafeteria. Being in this hospital was always comforting. Ian and Lennon and I had spent many hours in this cafeteria, and we sat at Lennon’s favorite table by the window that overlooked a pond filled with ducks. The sound of Lennon’s laughter came rushing back to me, and I smiled. I missed that kid fiercely. He was always happy, always curious, always asking questions about everything around him. He’d never once complained about all the painful treatments he had to go through. He’d never even asked why.

I had, though. I’d cursed God and the Queen and everyone else I could think of. Our family was torn apart after Lennon’s death, but during his illness, we’d banded together for him. It wasn’t till after he was gone that everything went to shit.

“How’s the charity going?” Ian asked Callum. Callum was a sad sack of shit, but I loved him. His life was a mess, but so far, he’d done a good job of running the charity. We raised millions of dollars at fundraisers held all over the world and gave a huge portion of our earnings to the charity. Callum was in charge of identifying the leading cancer studies on the most cutting edge treatments that we could help fund and making sure that money got to them. Ian and I had insisted on funding not only the most well-known scientists, but also funding the smaller, more obscure ones that were doing more experimental work. Our goal was to help find a cure for cancer. We didn’t care where that cure came from.

“It’s doing great, Ian,” Callum said. Callum was a skinny, nervous chap, his hands always flying around as he talked, his eyes darting back and forth between the two of us.

“Have you heard any promising news from any of our funding recipients?” I asked.

“They don’t keep me in the loop too much,” he said.

“Keep you in the loop? Just go visit them. We are giving them millions of fuckin’ dollars, for fuck’s sake.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t like to bother them.”

“I hardly think a phone call or a quick visit would be a bother, Callum,” I replied.

“Of course, of course. I do keep in touch with them, don’t get me wrong.”

“Right. Did you get those fiscal reports to the accountant?” Ian asked. “He called me the other day and said he hadn’t received them yet.”

“We were having some computer problems in the office this week. I’ll get them over to him as soon as I can.”

“Okay, great. Well, is there anything you need from us?” I asked. Being in the same room with Callum was never pleasant. He had Ally’s eyes and it was unnerving to look at him. He was a stark reminder of a past that I tried hard to forget.

“No, I don’t think so. The money is flowing smoothly, everything is going great, and maybe someday someone will find a cure.”

“We’re bankin’ on it, mate,” Ian said, patting Callum on the back. “Thanks for keeping the ship afloat, brother.”

“My pleasure,” Callum said. “It’s good to see the two of you.”

“You too, Callum,” I said, standing up to leave, and shaking his hand. “Is that a new watch?”

“Oh,” Callum said, pushing his shirt down over what looked to be a very expensive rolex. “Yeah, a present from my Mom.”

“Oh, and how is your Mom, Callum?”

“She’s doing great, thanks,” he replied.

“Wonderful, give her my love,” I said.

“We’ll see you at the show tonight, right? You get your tickets?” Ian asked.

“Sure did, Matt sent them over.”

“Great, see you there,” I said, as Ian and I turned to walk away.

“Well, at least Matt did something right,” Ian muttered.

“He’s the worst manager ever,” I replied. “Even worse than the last two.”

“Yep,” Ian said, his voice laced with irritation. “We’re digging out of the bottom of the barrel, it seems.”

“Yeah, that’s my fault, right?” I asked. Ian’s disappointment in me was always evident, always right on the surface.

“Pretty much, Liam,” he said. “I guess most people who sign on to be a tour manager don’t fancy getting death threats.”

“Right,” I said, falling silent as we walked back to the hotel. The bright sunshine blinded us as soon as we walked outside. We put our sunglasses on and put our heads down, hoping to avoid being recognized by anyone during the short walk to the hotel. We usually had Big D with us, but Ian and I insisted on visiting the hospital completely alone. Big D was a big, scary guy, and the kids at the hospital had enough fear in their lives.

“How’s everything going with Catherine?” Ian asked.

“I don’t know. I’m sure I’m probably screwing that up, too.”

“Yeah, you probably are.”

I laughed, in spite of myself.

“You’re such a wanker, Ian.”

“Just make sure you keep your pants on, at least. The last thing we need is another article about your sexual prowess.”

“Oh, come on, mate! It’d be a smash hit!”

“Right. Well, if you want to be sure we ever have another smash hit, then you’d better be on your best behavior with her. She could make us or break us.”

“I hardly think one little story could hold such power, Ian.”

“It’s not the story we’re worried about, Liam. It’s your fucking reputation. As a professional. Interest is waning, ticket sales are down, and nobody wants to work with us. Get your shit together, or we’ll be shovelin’ shit instead of swingin’ that ax, mate. If I have to get a real fuckin’ job because of your shenanigans, I’ll shove my boot up your ass!”

“Don’t worry, little brother. Have I ever let you down?” I asked.

“Yes!” he cried, throwing his hands up in the air. “Every bloody day of our lives!”

“Oh, calm down, Ian! You’re so fuckin’ dramatic. I’ve got Catherine right where I want her.”

“Well, as long as that isn’t on the tip of your dick…”






CHAPTER 17

CATHERINE


T  he show in Philadelphia was even better than the one before. Liam’s onstage presence was powerful and raw. Sweat poured down his face as he slithered around the stage like a man possessed. Tonight, he’d traded in his usual jeans for a pair of tight-fitting black leather pants that did nothing to hide the huge bulge between his legs. The usual open shirt was gone completely, his guitar strapped over his shoulder the only other thing he was wearing besides the passion that washed over his face as he sang his heart out.

The fans ate it up. Lining the stage, they danced and swayed, staring up at him adoringly. I watched from the side with Rhone again, the two of us just as caught up in the energy as everyone else watching. It was impossible not to - they were electric.

Everything was going smoothly, until Liam was singing an old song from their first album titled “Bad Idea”. He changed the lyrics in the chorus, as I knew as soon as he’d done it. Rhone and I looked at each other and she shook her head.

“Ian’s going to be so pissed. He does that all the time,” she said. Sure enough, I glanced over at Ian and he was fuming, his death glare firmly pointed in Liam’s direction. “God, I hope they don’t have another fight. I’m getting so sick of Ian being pissed off all the time.”

Ian turned away from Liam and the show went on normally, but Ian’s anger was apparent.

When they were finished, Ian stormed off stage, leaving the rest of the band to do the encore without him. Liam was unfazed, singing the songs perfectly, leaving the crowd begging for more when he was finished.

When it was all over, he strode right over to me, and planted a very sweaty kiss firmly on my lips and then walked away, leaving me stunned and frozen as the others streamed past me.

“Watch out, Catherine,” Rhone whispered before walking away, “he’s bad news.”

As if I hadn’t figured that out already.

His kiss stung my lips and I felt dizzy. I touched a finger to my lips, and felt everything inside of me melt.

I was in big trouble, and I wasn’t sure there was a way out of it that didn’t include falling under Liam’s spell.






CHAPTER 18

LIAM


M anagement always booked an extra room at every hotel we stayed at on tour. It was intended to be a place for schmoozing and networking but it just ended up being a big party every time. But we were ‘encouraged’ to attend every night, just in case there were some puffed up VIP’s that someone had deemed important that we meet. I hated that part, but I was almost always up for a party, so I played along.

Tonight, I wasn’t really in the mood for all of that. I went anyway, but only because I was hoping to get a little farther with Catherine tonight, and by ‘a little farther’ I meant I was hoping to finally sink my cock into her tight little center. I wasn’t one for taking my time, but I was surprised to find that I was enjoying the chase a little bit.

I was just ready for that to be over.

As soon as I walked in, I was cornered by Callum.

“Great show tonight, Liam,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said, scanning the room over his shoulder for Catherine. I spotted her in the corner talking to Ian and as soon as he saw me, he turned and walked away. So he was still pissed, I thought. Oh, well. No surprise there.

I headed over to Catherine, leaving Callum talking about something behind me. She was wearing a tiny black dress that left her long legs bare, and they seemed to go on forever. My cock twitched in my pants as I thought about how they’d feel wrapped around my hips. She smiled as I approached.

“Hello, luv,” I said, pulling her in for a hug. To my surprise, she hugged me back warmly. “You look fuckin’ fantastic.”

“Thank you,” she replied. She looked away shyly and I saw a slight blush creep up her neck. “How are you? Your show was great.”

“Was it?” I asked. “I thought so, but I don’t think Ian agrees.”

“No, I think he’s quite upset with you…again.”

“I’m sure he is. He’s always pissed at me. Are you seeing that now? There’s a bit of a pattern here,” I winked.

“I see that,” she said. “It must be exhausting.”

“For me or for him?” I asked.

She laughed, and her face lit up with beauty. My cock throbbed between my legs, and just as I was about to ask her if she wanted to leave, Callum walked up.

“Catherine, this is Callum McGregor, he runs our charity. I told you about him the other day.”

“Oh, yes,” she replied, holding out her hand. Callum shook it and nodded.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

“Catherine is writing a story for Rolling Stone magazine. She’s attempting to restore my reputation, if you can believe that,” I said.

“Well, that’s quite a job!” Callum said jokingly. Catherine joined in the laughter.

“It sounds like you have the important job,” she replied. “I’d love to get together with you, ask you a few questions about the charity - if that’s alright with you, Liam?”

“Sure, whatever, that’s fine,” I replied. I’d have agreed to anything if it meant I would be alone with Catherine sooner.

“I don’t think I could really contribute anything to the story…” Callum replied.

“Oh, it wouldn’t take long at all, actually,” Catherine said. “Just a few minutes of your time? We could even do it by phone.”

“Sure, that’s fine,” Callum said, pulling out his wallet. “Here’s my card, just give me a call tomorrow and we’ll talk.”

“Perfect, thank you. It was nice to meet you,” Catherine said.

“Callum, we must be going,” I interrupted. “I’ll see you when we get to Los Angeles.”

“Okay, Liam, see you then,” Callum turned and walked away.

“Is it hard for you to see him?” Catherine asked.

“It’s easier with time,” I replied. “He looks a lot like Ally, so that makes it difficult.”

She nodded, her green eyes peering into mine.

“Do you see him often?”

“No, not really. Usually, when we’re in America, he’ll fly in to go to the hospital with us like he did today. He lives in Los Angeles; that’s where the office for the charity is. I’ll see him again when we get there.”

“I see,” she said.

“Enough about Callum. Let’s talk about you, and this sexy dress you’re wearing. Luv, I think I can see every curve of your body in that thing. Tell me - did you wear this for me?” I asked. My cock was quickly growing in my jeans and I wanted to run my hands over every one of those curves.

“No, I didn’t wear it for you,” she replied, shaking her head.

“No? I’m hurt,” I said, frowning.

“Don’t be.”

“Well maybe you can make it up to me,” I replied.

“Not that I need to, but just for fun, how would I do that?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Let’s refresh our drinks and find a quiet place on the balcony to talk, away from all of these boring people. Please?” I asked.

“Are those manners?” she asked teasingly. “I didn’t know you had them.”

“I’ve got a lot of things you haven’t seen,” I shot back.

“Hardly,” she scoffed. “I think I’ve seen your…biggest…attributes,” she joked, gesturing between my legs.

“Luv, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” I replied, with a teasing wink.

“Maybe not, but I’m still along for the ride,” she said. Was she flirting with me? “So, hit me with your best shot.”

Oh, she was definitely flirting. This night was picking up quite nicely now.

“You might live to regret saying that,” I teased back.

“I think I can handle anything you’ve got, Liam,” she said, lifting her chin.

“You’re a brave little minx, aren’t you?” I asked, reaching up and tracing the line of her jaw with my fingertip. Her skin was smooth and warm.

“I like to think so,” she replied, her eyes holding my gaze.

“Let’s go,” I said, grabbing her hand and heading for the bar. I got us both drinks, and led her out to the balcony.

Bad idea.

Ian was standing there, talking quietly with Rhone. When he saw us, he groaned and turned to leave.

“Ian, you can’t stay mad at me forever,” I said.

“Piss off, Liam, I’m sick of your shit,” he replied, his eyes shooting daggers at me.

“For fuck’s sake, it was just one verse that I changed.”

“You know that pisses me off, Liam. You know everything that pisses me off, and you do it anyway. You have no respect for me,” Ian seethed.

“Sure I do,” I replied. “I couldn’t do this without you.”

“Well, you have a seriously fucked up way of showing it, mate!” he yelled, before shoving past me, leaving Catherine and I standing alone on the balcony. I watched through the windows as he left the room, thundering past the dozens of people inside. They all turned back, watching for my reaction.

Who could blame them? It was a classic Liam move they were waiting for. Surely, I’d throw a chair, hurl an insult at Ian’s back, or throw my drink or something, right? What would it be tonight?

I was so tired of the old Liam. I didn’t feel like doing any of those things.

In fact, there was only one thing on my mind, and she was standing in front of me like a fuckin’ siren just waiting to put me under her spell.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said, grabbing Catherine’s hand and going back in, streaming past all the curious eyes, leaving them behind to make up whatever story they wanted to.

I didn’t give a fuck anymore what anyone said about me. No matter what I did, every one just thought the same thing about me anyway.

Let them say whatever they wanted. Let Catherine print her story, hell, print the truth, I didn’t care. Tell the world that they were right. Liam Mercury is a piece of shit, a loser, a disrespectful, immature, spoiled party boy. None of that mattered right now. None of it ever really did.

I was surprised, but Catherine let me lead her down the hallway to my room without any protest at all. In fact, she hadn’t said a word.

“Now, where were we?” I said, putting my drink down and pulling her into my arms as soon as the door closed behind us.

“We were just going to find a place to talk, remember?” Her eyes flashed up at me and breathed in her fresh, peachy scent. My cock had wilted a little during the Ian fiasco, but now it came back to life in an instant. Her skin was smooth under my fingertips and I trailed my hands over her arms and up to her chin, lingering at her face, running my thumb along the thickness of her bottom lip.

“Is that what you want, luv? To talk?” I asked, my voice thick with desire.

Her lips parted and she nodded silently.

“Is that all, luv?” I lowered my head, the promise of her luscious lips pulling me closer. The last thing I wanted to do was talk. I wanted to forget about everything and loose myself in discovering every inch of her. Her breathe was hot against my lips as I inched closer and just before I made contact, she turned her head, my lips landing on her cheek.

“Liam, we shouldn’t,” she protested, her hand on my chest, pushing me away.

“Why the bloody hell not?” I asked. I couldn’t think of one good reason why we still had our fuckin’ clothes on.

“I’m here to write a story about you, not fuck you,” she said, turning and walking away. She walked over and sat on the couch that lined the wall of my suite. Her long legs jutted out away from her body, and I couldn’t stop looking at them. She crossed them at her ankles, and I imagined myself wedged between them, my head lowering until I could taste her sweet pussy.

“You don’t fancy a fuck?” I asked, jokingly. Humor had a way of breaking through all barriers.

She laughed, throwing her pretty head back and exposing that long, smooth neck.

I sat down next to her and she turned towards me.

“You never stop, do you?”

“Stop? Stop what?”

“Slow down. Turn it down a notch. It’s like you’re always ‘on’.”

“I don’t really think anyone wants me to turn anything down,” I replied. “I’m expected to be like this. You should see what happens when I stay in my room and read a book. Everyone loses their shit.”

She nodded, looking at me thoughtfully. Her hair was flowing over her shoulders in loose waves, and I reached over and ran my fingers through it.

“Work, Liam. We’re here to work,” she said.

“I’m tired of working. You can interview me tomorrow. Let’s talk about you,” I said. “I’m bored to tears with me.”

“Okay, what do you want to know?” she asked.

“Tell me something that most people don’t know about you,” I said.

“Hmm, well…let’s see,” she replied, her eyes darting away from me. It took all my strength not to lick her neck. She was so close, so fuckin’ beautiful, it hurt not to touch her. “I’m a songwriter.”

“What!” I exclaimed, pulling back and looking at her face. “No shit!”

“Yep,” she said. A gleam appeared in her eye, and I could tell she had just told me something she was very proud of.

“Have you written anything I’ve heard of?”

“Maybe…”

“Well, bloody tell me already!” The sound of her laughter was like music to my ears. I wasn’t expecting her to say she was a songwriter. It was the only thing I couldn’t do better than Ian, which I regretted terribly, but I’d learned to live with it. Hell, if it wasn’t for Ian’s songwriting abilities, we’d never have gotten out of our parent’s basement.

“I wrote ‘Fade Away’, it was recorded by the Honey Bees.”

“The top US girl band? I know that song!”

“Yeah, that’s them,” she replied, looking down shyly.

“What else?” I asked.

“The Dreams recorded a song I wrote called ‘Love Bomb’.”

“You fuckin’ wrote Love Bomb? I love that bloody song! It’s so catchy,” I replied. “I’m so impressed. I had no idea.”

“Yeah, but nobody remembers the names of songwriters, they only remember the singers.”

“I can’t write a song to save my life. I mean, I’ve tried, I’ve written a few, but that’s Ian’s job. I guess that’s why he gets so pissed when I change the words. Whatever,” I shrugged. I looked at her curiously, seeing her in a new light. “Maybe we could write a song together.”

“What?” she asked. “I don’t think so. I haven’t done that in so long, and surely Ian wouldn’t like that.”

“Ian can piss off. Maybe I’ll venture out, do some solo work.”

“I’m sure you’re not a bad songwriter, Liam. Maybe you shouldn’t listen to Ian so much. He can’t be right about everything.”

“No, but he sure as fuck thinks he is,” I replied. “And you’re right, I can do whatever the fuck I want. I don’t need his permission. But I don’t want to talk about Ian.” I finished off the whiskey in my glass and poured more. I was delighted to see her glass was empty as well, and I filled it up. Her shoulders had relaxed, and she’d loosened up a little, her hair falling in her face. She licked some whiskey off her lips and my cock twitched.

“Is it hard on you? Fighting with him so much?” she asked.

“No, not at all.” Fucking Ian. Why did she insist on talking about him?

“Rhone thinks it’s hard on Ian,” she replied.

“If he wasn’t so fuckin’ uptight, we wouldn’t fight so much.”

“I see,” she replied, sipping the drink I handed her.

“Can we stop, please?” I asked.

“Stop what?” She looked over at me and licked her lips again. My cock throbbed painfully and I shifted in my seat. I was getting tired of this patient guy routine very quickly.

“Let’s stop pretending, Catherine,” I said, lowering my voice. I reached out, pushing the strand of hair away from her cheek. “Stop wasting time. Stop acting like this night isn’t going to end with us tangled up in the sheets together.”

“Liam, I’m not here for that, I —,” she began, her eyes wide with surprise at my blatant words.

I interrupted her with a kiss. I couldn’t help it. Before I knew it, my lips were smashing into hers. I needed her. I needed to feel her next to me, to taste her like I’d been imagining doing, to sink myself inside of her and never leave.

“Liam, stop —,” she said, pushing me away again. If it weren’t for the lust in her eyes, I’d think she wasn’t into it. But she was. I knew it. She knew it.

There’s only two things in this world that I’m an expert at.

Reading a crowd and reading a woman.

“Catherine, I’m tired of pussyfooting around, luv. We’re grown fuckin’ adults. We’re all alone. Nobody’s going to know, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I reached back behind her head, tangling my fingers in her hair and gently pulling back until she gasped, her lips open and inviting me inside. “Tell me you don’t want it, Catherine. Tell me you don’t want me to fuck you.”

She looked at me, her eyes wide with a mixture of desire and hesitation.

“Say it, Catherine,” I said, pulling her hair back just a tiny bit harder, her back arching up against me, her heavin' tits threatening to escape from her dress. She moaned, a low, guttural moan that shot right to my cock.

“Liam…” she whispered.

“Tell me you don’t want my cock, luv,” I growled. “I’ll leave you alone. Never touch you again.” I pulled a little harder on her hair and smiled as I watched her nipples harden beneath the fabric of her dress, jutting out in little points. “Look at those beautiful nipples, Catherine.”

“Liam, it’s not right…” she whispered.

“Say you don’t want me, luv, and I’ll stop,” I couldn’t stand seeing her neck so exposed any longer. I dipped my head down, raking my tongue along the edge of her collarbone. She shivered beneath my touch and I knew I had her. I growled with desire.

“Say it,” I said, pulling back harder on her hair.

“I can’t,” she cried. “I can’t…”

“Why not, luv? Why can’t you say it?” I teased. “Tell me. Say it, you know I want to hear it.”

“Fuck you, Liam,” she hissed.

“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” I said, laughing, and closing my fingers around her hair a little tighter. “Come on, luv.”

“Fine, you bastard!” she seethed. “I want you to fuck me. Is that what you want to hear?”

“Ahhh…good girl,” I whispered slowly. “That's a good girl…”

I captured her mouth in mine at last.

She kissed me back passionately, her lips parting, our tongues tangling together as I released her hair and gently pushed her back on the couch. Her body melted under mine and I pressed my cock against her center as her hips pressed up to meet me. Her arms snaked around me, pulling me closer as we kissed, my body aching for what I’d been waiting for since I’d first laid eyes on her.






CHAPTER 19

CATHERINE


Holy fuck. Liam stood over me as I lay on the couch looking up at him. He undressed slowly, his shirt falling to the ground, exposing his muscular, tattooed torso, his gaze fixed steadily on me the whole time.

I said I wasn’t going to fuck him. I wasn’t even going to kiss him again. But as soon as he buried his hands in my hair, he’d found my weakness. I melted under his touch, his words, his demands. Throwing all caution and professionalism to the wind, I submitted to him, giving in and giving him exactly what he wanted.

Now, here he was, putting on a show for me that I knew I’d never be able to turn away from again. I stopped protesting. I stopped pretending I didn’t want his hands on every inch of my flesh. I stopped saying no and I said yes.

When he made me say it, it turned me on even more. By the time his fingers found the buttons of his jeans, I was buzzing with desire. I reached up, pushing his hands away from the buttons, and pulled the buttons apart myself. He laughed, a slow, knowing laugh, that sent chills up my spine.

I pushed his jeans apart, reaching in and pulling out his magnificent cock. Hard as a rock, and big as a snake, I wrapped my hands around him and stroked it slowly, Liam’s groans making me smile.

“Catherine,” he grunted and I lowered my head, taking him into my warm mouth, sliding the length of him along my lips smoothly. His velvety skin pulsed against my tongue, and I slid along the underside, his breath catching above me.

“That’s enough,” he said, pulling away. He reached down and scooped me up from the couch, carrying me through the suite until he deposited me on the bed. I sat on the edge as he pulled my dress over my head.

He paused, watching as I reached between my tits to unclasp my bra, pushing it away until I heard him gasp.

“Oh, luv,” he murmured. He pushed me back on the bed, his naked body pressing against me. I opened my thighs and wrapped them around his hips, pulling him closer. My body ached to feel him inside of me, his cock pressing against me deliciously. His mouth found its way to my hard nipples, enclosing them with his warmth. I sank my fingers in his long, black hair, pulling him closer as he gently bit my nipple.

“Liam,” I gasped. His teeth bit harder and I cried out.

“Ah, good girl,” he said again. Every time he said that, my panties became a little wetter. He was electric. He was on fire. His kisses burned me and I wanted nothing more than for him to set my entire body ablaze. I didn’t care what he did to me, as long as he did it for a very long time. I was hungry for him. It had been forever since I’d been touched like this, and I couldn’t get enough of him.

His mouth trailed over my breasts and down my stomach, his breath hot against my skin. Slowly, he raked kisses across my quivering flesh until he reached my panties. His tongue darted under the black lace, and I gasped. Sweet anticipation washed over me and I lifted my hips up towards him hungrily. His fingers grasped the sides of my panties, slowly pulling them down, exposing my pussy to his devilish eyes. I looked down at him, his eyes meeting mine just before he lowered his head, his tongue darting out and licking my clit.

I moaned as he began devouring me, my head falling back on the bed as pleasure washed over every inch of my body. I opened my thighs wider, wanting more and more of his sweet assault.

“You taste like peaches, luv,” he murmured, his mouth sucking my clit hard as I cried out in ecstasy.

“Liam, my god,” I gasped, his mouth working against me, pulling the pleasure from my body until I was writhing under his tongue. It was impossible to keep still but I tried, wanting to feel every tiny movement of his mouth, my body begging for more. Just as I was poised to crash over the edge, he stopped.

“Liam!” I exclaimed, looking down at him. He was like a fucking sex machine standing over me, his cock in his hand as he looked down at me with savage desire filling his electric blue eyes.

“Patience, luv,” he said, walking away.

“Wait!” I cried, my pussy on fire with unfulfilled desire. He came back quickly, and slipped on a condom. He winked at me when he saw the relief on my face.

“I would never leave you unsatisfied, luv,” he whispered. He lay over me, his mouth finding mine again, kissing me passionately, leaving me breathless, his cock pulsing against me with its seductive promise of pleasure.

Once again, I wound my thighs around his hips. Slowly, he shifted, bringing his massive cock against my entrance and sliding in so excruciatingly slowly I was sure I would die of pleasure. Inch by slow inch, he slid inside, his velvety warmth filling me up, his hardness throbbing against my quivering flesh. I shuddered at his size, his length, the immense strength of him as he moved on top of me.

“Oh, luv, oh, luv,” he murmured between kisses, his cock finally buried completely inside of me. I pulled him closer with my thighs, wrapping around him completely, my hands sliding along his back as he began moving against me. He was going so slowly, and as much as I loved it, I yearned for him to lose control, to fuck me wildly. He reached down between us, his fingertips finding my clit, pressing against it as he fucked into me, shooting sparks of pleasure through my body.

“Liam, please, don’t stop, baby,” I cried as I bucked against him.

“Never, luv, never,” he whispered in my ear. “Your pussy is like heaven, how could I ever stop fucking you?”

His cock throbbed hotly inside me, his pace quickening as he fucked into me over and over, his thrusts harder and faster as he began pounding into me. My pussy gripped around him, rhythmically pulsing against him with each thrust, our bodies rocking together with one mission, one goal, one common purpose.

I cried out, my head lost in a haze of pleasure and pain, his cock hammering into me. Our bodies melted together, the two of us lost in a tangling of tongues and hands and limbs. Deeper and deeper, his cock drilled into my pussy, faster and harder, until our bodies were working together like a perfectly oiled machine, the pleasure and the pain mixing together into one ecstatic release as we crashed over the edge. Shuddering, he stiffened, his cock swelling inside of me as we came together, our cries echoing through the room as we lost ourselves in the blissful magic.

Breathless, he pulled away and lay beside me, pulling me in close to his side.

“That was —,” I began.

“Shhh!” he said, lowering his lips to mine. “I’m not finished…”






CHAPTER 20

LIAM


Shaggin’ Catherine was fucking amazing. I couldn’t get enough of her. Except that she’d fallen asleep not long after the third time and now I was ready for more. I untangled myself from her slumbering body, and looked down at her, and what a sight she was. Moonlight threw shadows over her body as she lay spread out on the bed like a fuckin’ beautiful angel.

Everything about Catherine was different than the chicks I was used to waking up next to. She was a woman. She was sure of herself and strong. I was shocked she was allowing me to put my cock anywhere near her, in fact. I didn’t deserve a woman like this in my life. She didn’t deserve a disaster like me in hers.

But here we were. And there she was lying there like a fuckin’ beautiful painting. She looked almost as good as she’d felt, and as I stood over her, watching her sleeping so peacefully, I knew I’d want to remember this moment forever. I took a mental picture, then remembered that damned cell phone that Ian forced me to carry had a camera on it. A real picture would be even better.

I dug through my jeans for my phone, but couldn’t find it. I walked out into the living room of the suite and spotted Catherine’s purse lying on the table, her phone falling out of it. Mine was nowhere in sight, so I grabbed hers to take a picture of her. I’d have her send it to me later.

I walked back into the bedroom, and couldn’t help but smile down at her. She was out like a light, but who could blame her? I’d fucked her so hard, she definitely needed time to recover. God, it had been so fuckin’ good to sink into her, finally, to feel her squirming under my touch. But, more than the physical intensity, more than the fact that our bodies fit together like gloves, it felt good just to be near her, to talk to her. There was so much more to it than fucking, and it’d been a long time since my relationship with a woman was more than fucking. Not since Ally. And that was so long ago.

I pushed thoughts of Ally away, and focused on the beauty that lay sprawled out before me. My cock hardened as I watched her beautiful breasts rise and fall with her steady breathing. I pulled up the camera on her phone and focused in on her and snapped the picture. I took a few more, and then stopped to flip through them.

God, she was so fuckin’ beautiful, I couldn’t wait till she woke up and we could start all over again. We still had a few hours before we had to be back on the bus, and I was sure I could fuck her at least three more times before then. If only she’d wake up. Each time tonight had felt better than the last. I felt like we were really getting to know each other, and it felt good to be with someone that I knew I’d see again. In fact, it felt good to be with someone I trusted and liked enough to be able to let go and be myself for a little while, forget the ridiculous public persona I’d invented.

I froze when I flipped too far, sliding past the pictures I’d taken of her. There was a picture on her phone that was taken from far away, but the setting was unmistakable. I zoomed in on the picture and my heart sank.

The hospital. The park. The little boy I’d been reading to next to the pond. I couldn’t believe my bloody eyes!

Had she followed me? I’d told her there was no press allowed, and yet there was no other explanation. The picture was proof. She’d betrayed me.

For fuck’s sake, though, I thought, what did I expect? She’s a fuckin’ reporter. Of course, she’d betray me. I was a bloody fuckin’ idiot for trusting her in the first place!

I deleted the pictures I took of her, and put her phone back in her purse. I felt like an asshole. I’d slipped, and that’s what I got for it. That’s what I got for thinking anyone would be interested in me for me. She only wanted a good story. She didn’t give a shit about my privacy.

I cursed myself as I threw on my jeans. I grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the kitchen, and sat on the couch, leaving sleeping beauty in the bedroom.

There was only one person in the whole fuckin’ world I could trust, and I’d do damned well to remember that. Not Ian, not Matt, not Rhys or Rocket or Slade, and certainly not Catherine. That person was me.

I poured the whiskey down my throat and laid down on the couch. My eyes closed just as I vowed to myself to never slip up again.

It doesn’t matter that I was beginning to like her. It doesn’t matter that every time I see her my cock stands at attention. It didn’t matter that she was the most beautiful fuckin’ woman I’d ever seen, either.

I was always going to be me, and because of that, getting close to someone was out of the bloody question.






CHAPTER 21

CATHERINE


Darkness greeted me when I opened my eyes. I reached out for Liam, but he wasn’t there. Wrapping the sheet around me, I padded out to the living room and saw him fast asleep on the couch. To my disappointment, I saw he’d put his jeans on. I wasn’t done with him, not by a long shot, and I wanted those jeans back in a pile on floor.

Smiling, I dropped the sheet and crawled up his body, kissing his stomach, his chest, his neck, until he stirred. His arms wrapped around me and I trailed kisses along his jawline. His cock swelled against my hip, the sweetest invitation ever. Slowly, I made my way back down, unbuttoning the top button of his Levi’s and then pulling down firmly, the rest giving way in a satisfying chorus of pop’s.

And then, the real gift.

The real masterpiece.

Liam’s hard cock was divine. My hands gripped his shaft firmly and I brought my mouth down over him. He groaned, his hands finding my head and gently tangling his fingers in my hair as I slid my lips up and down, my tongue twirling around him, my fingers gripping him tightly. He growled, pulling me off of him. He grabbed my arms and pushed me back on the couch, hovering over me as he slid his cock inside of me quickly.

“Ah, for fuck’s sake,” he murmured as he slid inside. “I can’t fucking resist you.”

Waves of electric pleasure washed over me, his cock pounding into me roughly, over and over, hammering into me until I was crying out, his name flying from my lips, echoing through the suite. His lips found mine, silencing me, my screams dying in his mouth. Passionately, he kissed me, fucking into me with savage abandon, his muscles rippling under my hands. My fingers trailed down to his ass, holding onto him, feeling the strength of every thrust, his tight ass tightening and moving under my touch.

I shuddered below him, each powerful thrust pushing him deeper and deeper into me, my pussy quivering with pleasure, my body buzzing with intense hunger. No matter what he did, no matter how hard he slammed into me, no matter how much he gave me, my body begged for more. I pulled him closer, my thighs wrapping around his narrow hips, needing him deeper, closer, needing more of him, all of him.

“Oh, Liam, don’t stop fucking me, baby, please don’t ever stop…” I cried.

“Never,” he growled, his cock swelling inside of me. “I could come inside your sweet pussy a million times and never be done, luv.”

His words rippled through me, my pussy pulsing tightly around him, the pleasure ripping through me like a bullet.

“Fuck me,” I hissed, “harder, Liam, I want all of you…” I’d lost all pretense of inhibition. I needed every inch of his cock, I needed everything he had to give me.

“That’s a good girl,” he whispered in my ear, his cock pushing into me deeper, “you like my cock, luv?”

“I fucking love it, Liam,” I cried. His hot breath on my ear, followed by the lips that seared my neck, his teeth scraping against my skin and the feel of his cock burrowing deeper and deeper, pushed me into blissful oblivion. My thighs gripped his hips tighter, holding him still inside of me as I crashed over the edge, my pussy spasming around him, my pleasure flowing over his throbbing cock. I whimpered below him, my body flailing wildly as I came.

“That’s it, baby, that’s a good girl, come all over my cock, luv, yes that’s it….” he captured my mouth in his, kissing me deeply as I came in long, slow waves. When I’d relaxed, he began moving again, his cock even harder, even deeper, even bigger as he pounded into me roughly. I looked up at him, his hair swinging around his face, his body moving like a fuck machine inside of me, his face hungry and savage with purpose.

He fucked me hard, like a man starving for release. I opened my thighs, letting him take me, letting him use me to find his own pleasure, hoping the bliss that washed over his face as he exploded inside of me felt as good as he’d made me feel.

He fell on top of me in a sweaty heap and I wrapped my arms around him. His cock still pulsing inside of me, my thighs pulling him close, holding him still and wishing I never, ever had to let him go.






CHAPTER 22

LIAM


I  wasn’t going to fuck her again. I was just going to wait it out, let her finish her stupid story, and be done with her. I’d fallen asleep on the couch, figuring I’d get up early and leave before she woke up. But then her mouth wrapped around my cock and there was no resisting. All my good intentions went out the bloody window and I couldn’t help but fuck the living daylights out of her.

And for fuck’s sake did it feel amazing.

Her body was like a fucking amusement ride that I never wanted to get off of. Her breasts, her stomach, her tight little pussy that gripped me like there was no tomorrow….her eyes flashing at me as she came around me, the blush that crept up her neck, the way she smiled when it was all over. Fuck me, I couldn’t say no to all that. If I had, my cock would surely have come to life and found a way to murder me in my sleep.

As we made our way back down to the tour bus, I wished to hell this bloody tour was over. I wished there wasn’t another show, another day in America, enduring Ian’s death glare and trying to get through a few hours without shoving my cock back inside Catherine.

It wasn’t easy, for fuck’s sake.

Well, fuckin’ her was easy, sure. But everything else I could do without.

Like the one annoying fact that kept seeping back into my head. That fuckin’ picture on her phone. I hadn’t mentioned it after we shagged again, not sure exactly how to bring it up now that I’d fucked her again. I didn’t exactly have an opening but I figured I’d bring it up later.

I was still pissed, don’t get me wrong. I just wanted to keep shaggin’ her. Yeah, I know it’s fucked up, but we’re talking about me here. The asshole, the loser, remember? The bad boy?

Yeah, you do.

So does everyone else, I see, when we walk up to Ian and the rest of the crew. Catherine had insisted we make it down on time, so that Matt or Ian didn’t come up to retrieve us and find us with my cock buried ten inches inside of her. I’d relented, but not without an argument.

We compromised when she promised we could continue fuckin’ on the plane.

Yes, a plane, thank God. Today, we were hoping on a plane to Colorado. It’s an ungodly drive from Philadelphia to Red Rocks, where our next gig was, and there was no way in hell I was staying on the bus for twenty-six hours. Ian, Rhys, Slade, Rocket, and Matt would be flying with us. As much as I wished I had my own plane, I wasn’t that much of a rich asshole just yet. The label chartered a private plane for all of us, so at least we didn’t have to fly with the public. When I did have to do that, it was a nightmare. Everyone from the pilots to every last damned passenger wanted to sneak ‘just one picture’ with Ian and I. It was annoying and time-consuming, but I tried my best not to be a dick to the fans. Not a day went by when I didn’t realize that we were nothing without them.

We had a completely different back line already being set up and waiting for us in Red Rocks. The rest of the crew and our equipment would catch up later. But first, we all had to cram into a limo and make it to the airport on time.

I’d greeted everyone briefly as we hoped into the limo, grateful to see that Ian had apparently declined to talk to me at all this morning. That was so much easier than fighting with him.

As much as I loved getting under his skin, today I had nothing on my mind but fuckin’ Catherine and I wanted to get in the plane and in the air as quickly as possible, so we could lock ourselves away and get after it. Ian and Rhone sat quietly in the corner, and Rhys and Rocket sat across from us. I glanced over at Rocket and saw him staring at Catherine. That horny bastard, I thought. I’d have to put him in his place later, but for right now, let him stare.

Hell, I’d be staring, too, if I didn’t have to wrench my neck sideways to see her. Instead, I had these two to look at, and they looked like hell. They’d probably been partying way into the morning, and if it weren’t for Catherine, I’d have been partying with them. I can’t count the number of times we’d all woken up in various states of undress, hungover, and with no memory of all at what had occurred the night before.

The fact that I wasn’t with them last night was a clear indicator of who I was with. So the fact that Rocket was still staring at Catherine, knowing full fucking well that I was shaggin’ her by now, pissed me off. And that was the weird part. With any other woman, I’d wouldn’t have cared. In fact, I’d gladly passed off many women Rocket’s way, just to be done with their clingy asses myself.

But not this time.

I wasn’t about to share Catherine with anyone. And what the fuck did that bloody mean? Who had I become in the short few days since I’d met her? This was absurd, even to me. And to be honest, the whole fuckin’ thing was so foreign, I didn’t really know how to handle it.

So, I did what I always do.

I didn’t fuckin’ handle it at all.

Reminding myself that even if I was feeling possessive of her, she still wasn’t mine, and as much as I loved bangin’ her, she still couldn’t be trusted.

She and Rhone chatted quietly as the rest of us sat sulking in our own silent tortured artist bullshit thoughts. I looked around at each of my bandmates, and saw nothing but misery on their faces. Except the horniness on Rocket’s, that is. He was practically undressing Catherine with his eyes at this point. Fuckin’ wanker. But whatever. The rest of them were miserable, and why the fuck was that?

Was it me? Did I make us all miserable?

I was a salty motherfucker, most of the time. I did have a habit of ruining all the good times we had with my bouts of drunkenness. I was a selfish prick.

I knew all this.

But up till now, I hadn’t really given a shit what anyone thought.

My gaze landed on Catherine again, and I wished I could trust her. It’d be nice to have someone to talk to that was outside of the Electric Horses circus. But I couldn’t.

My eyes raked over her curves and my cock throbbed in my pants. At least I could still fuck her, I thought. I’d just have to keep my thoughts to myself, just like I always did.

I shifted in my seat, memories of her moans playing in my head.






CHAPTER 23

CATHERINE


‘Good girl, good girl…’

 

Liam’s words echoed in my head, keeping my body in a constant state of arousal. All I could do was cross and uncross my legs over and over again to try to keep from losing my ever lovin’ mind. What had he done to me? There was something about the way he talked to me, like he knew exactly what I was thinking and wanted, the way he touched me with such gentle and yet totally firm confidence, the way he whispered those two words in my ear….’good girl, good girl’….goddammit, I’d never been left yearning for anyone so intensely after fucking them all night.

He was the most dynamic lover I’d ever had, and that was saying a lot. I’d been around the block a time or two myself, with a variety of men that I’d slept with along the way.

Nobody had been like Liam.

He had charm, charisma, and heaping amounts of sex appeal that could peel the panties off any woman. My body was reacting to him so strongly, it was unnerving. At any given moment, I wanted to jump back on his cock and run away from him in horror all at the same time. I was terrified. If he could incite such a reaction from my body, I knew my heart would be following not far behind.

And that was, without a doubt, a very bad idea.

My pussy disagreed strongly.

Sitting in the limo with everyone on the way to the airport, I was sure everyone could see how turned on I was. I was sure the fact that I had been fucking Liam all night was written all over my face. My nipples, like hard pebbles under my blouse, weren’t doing anything to hide the fact that I was buzzing with desire.

So much for being a professional, I thought. Professionalism had dropped out of sight with my resistance. So far, I’d learned a lot about Liam, but most of it I couldn’t use. I certainly couldn’t use the story about Ally, or the kids at the hospital, and I certainly couldn’t write about the immensely skilled cock that I had gotten to know so well already.

If I was going to have any chance at writing a good story, I’d have to dig a little deeper.

I looked over at Liam and smiled.

I wonder what else he’s hiding under that arrogant playboy exterior, I thought. I knew one thing, it was going to be a fuckin’ blast figuring it out.

I crossed my legs tightly, trying to keep the yearning at bay.

At least until I could get him alone again.

***

The plane was beyond luxurious. I tried to conceal my excitement, mirroring every one else’s nonchalant attitude as we boarded the plane. I wanted to run around the huge cabin, open every cabinet and door, check out every room. But Liam and Ian just plopped down in the huge, low-slung white leather chairs, and everyone else followed suit, as if riding on a private plane was something they did every day.

Not wanting to make a fool of myself, I sat down, too, craning my neck to see every inch of the beautiful interior of the huge plane. Behind the chairs we were sitting in, custom white leather, curved couches hugged the edges of the mirrored room, and a carved wooden bar sat in the corner. Liam pushed a button on the wall next to his seat, and a huge television screen descended from the ceiling. He pushed another button and it turned on. He began flipping through the channels quickly.

The staff was attentive and cooly professional, serving drinks and food as soon as the plane was in the air, which happened quickly and without much fanfare at all. I gripped the edge of my chair nervously, which I always did during takeoff. Once we were up in the air, though, I forgot all about the danger, and focused on my drink and the amazing surroundings.

Liam sat across from me, drinking whiskey straight, and staring at me. His gaze, instead of making me uncomfortable, only made me wish we were alone in this huge plane. He’d mentioned having sex on the plane earlier, but I had no idea how that was going to happen with everyone else around. Knowing Liam, though, I was sure he had a plan.

Ian and Rhone watched the screen together, trying to decide on a movie to watch. Every one around me began snickering and laughing when Russell Brand’s face flashed on the screen.

“Oh, fuck off, all of you,” Liam said, shaking his head and gesturing to the flight attendant for more liquor.

“What’s everyone laughing at?” I asked.

“Don’t you see it?” Ian asked, a smile spreading across his face for the first time since I’d seen him this morning.

“See what?”

“The resemblance?”

“Piss off, Ian!” Liam said again. “Don’t listen to his rubbish, Catherine!”

“I think Liam looks just like Russell Brand, don’t you?” Ian asked.

“Oh!” I replied, looking over at Liam and squinting my eyes. I could tell he wasn’t pleased with the comparison. “I don’t know…”

“The hair, the jaw, the same arrogant attitude,” Ian continued. “He’s a dead ringer for him.”

“That buffoon is a mouthy, cheeky, pirate-looking bastard, and he is nothing like me, you twat!” Liam said, his eyes flashing in anger.

I suppressed my laughter at his obvious frustration. He did look a little bit like him, but he was much sexier, much more charming, and ten times more attractive.

“Whatever, brother,” Ian said. “We’ll stop embarrassing you in front of your girlfriend.”

Heat rose to my cheeks immediately, and I looked down at my feet. I was appalled and embarrassed and completely speechless. Liam, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be bothered by the suggestion at all.

“You didn’t embarrass me, you prick,” he replied, completely ignoring the fact that Ian had just called me his girlfriend. For fuck’s sake, I thought. If there was anything to protest, that would be it. Instead, he didn’t even acknowledge it.

What the hell did that mean?

I took a sip of my juice and dug into my breakfast. Liam was the only one not eating, with just a glass of whiskey for breakfast. My stomach churned at that thought, and I was suddenly incredibly grateful for the eggs, pancakes and fruit in front of me.

After I was finished eating and the flight attendant had cleared my plate away, Liam stood up and grabbed my hand.

“C’mon, luv, I’ll give you a tour,” he said, flashing a private wink at me. I smiled knowingly and followed him to the back of the plane, my pussy quivering in anticipation of joining the mile high club.

Scratch one more item off the bucket list, I thought. Wait, make that two.

Fucking a rock star wasn’t something I’d always fantasized about but now that it’s happened, I realize it should have been there all along.






CHAPTER 24

LIAM


I  closed the door to the bedroom at the back of the plane for Catherine’s sake. I didn’t care if the anyone saw us or not, but I knew she’d probably not appreciate putting on a show for every one.

She sank down next to me on the bed and I pulled her close to me and kissed her. Her lips were soft, swollen from last night, and so warm, so inviting, I kept on kissing her. She had a way of making me feel like a teenager, enchanted with those first moments of getting physical with someone, being content with kissing for hours. I mean, there’s no way in hell I’d actually be content kissing for hours, but the fact that I wanted to kiss at all was huge. I was more of a get it in and get it out kind of guy. I hadn’t spent hours exploring a woman’s body in ages, and it was a nice change of pace to get to know someone that I was shaggin’.

I’d pushed the anger about the picture to the back of my mind. Later, I’d tell her not to use it, to delete it. But for now, I didn’t want to be mad at her. I didn’t want to do anything but touch her. I was quickly becoming obsessed with her, and it was such a strange feeling that I tried to pretend it wasn’t there at all.

After a few minutes of kissing, she let me push her clothes away and make my way down her body until my head was between her creamy thighs. She moaned sweetly as I tasted her, my tongue sliding along her pussy, licking every centimeter of her softness. She tasted so sweet, she was so wet, my cock was throbbing painfully again. I wasn’t ready to fuck her just yet, though. I wanted to feel her squirm, taste her juices flowing over my tongue, hear her cry out in pleasure and know it was because of me.

Gently, I sucked her clit between my teeth, nibbling and suckling and licking until she was writhing and panting above me. She grabbed my head, pulling me closer, her hips rising up to meet my mouth. I snuck a peak at her and smiled to myself. Her head was thrown back in ecstasy and she was completely lost in the moment. My heart swelled with my cock, and I almost stopped in surprise.

I was really starting to like her, I realized. Maybe that wasn’t the best idea, hell, it was probably the worst idea ever. It wouldn’t lead to anything but disaster, most likely. I’d probably break her heart with some asshole bullshit that I was sure to pull after too long. But watching her - naked and beautiful and writhing under my touch - I knew there was no way I’d be able to walk away without seeing it through.

Whatever happened, happened.

At this point, it almost felt like I didn’t even have a say in the situation.

And if that was the case, and she was willing, and my cock was willing, than what else could I do but keep going?

For now, that’s exactly what I’d do.

Full speed ahead.

She came in a symphony of moans and cries and whimpers, and I pulled myself up to watch the beauty play across her face. When she came back down to Earth, she opened her eyes and looked up at me.

“Fancy a fuck?” I asked. She laughed sensually, her eyes shining up at me.

“Come here,” she said, as she wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled me closer.

I already had my pants off. When I slid inside of her, she pushed up against me, until my cock was buried to the hilt.

“You feel so fucking amazing, Liam,” she whispered. I brought my lips down to hers, kissing her with all the intensity of a starving man. I wanted to devour her completely. Instead, I fucked her again, hard, without stopping, without any restraint, until she was coming all over me again.

I looked down at her and smiled. I had her just where I wanted her. Naked, and on the end of my cock.






CHAPTER 25

CATHERINE


Red Rocks Amphitheater was breathtaking. I walked out onto the stage before sound check with Liam, only the crew and staff buzzing around. The seats were all empty and the big red rocks that flanked the theatre jutted up into a perfect, gorgeous blue sky. It was blistering hot, but there was something sacred about this place that made it completely magical.

I couldn’t help but wonder what it looked like before it had been turned into the amphitheater. It almost made me sad to see it turned into such a public place. Suddenly, I wished more than anything that I was alone with Liam.

I turned to him and saw him staring up at the rocks.

“Hey,” I whispered. He looked over at me, his eyes sharing the silent secret of our time together in the plane. Something inside me stirred when he looked at me like that.

“Yes, luv?” he walked over, sliding his arms around me and pulling me close.

“I have a request,” I asked.

“A song request?”

“No,” I laughed. “Something else. This place is so beautiful. I can’t help but wonder what it was like before everyone else arrived. Do you think after the show we can find somewhere to wander off to alone? Spend some time under the stars somewhere quiet?”

“Quiet? Here? I suppose we can try, luv. Whatever you want. I’ll have Big D go and scout out a good direction for us to get lost in.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“Thank you,” he whispered, brushing my ear with his lips, “for tasting so fuckin’ amazing!”

I laughed, leaning into him. His body was so warm, so solid, so fucking sexy and muscular.

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Maybe you’ll get another taste later,” I winked.

“Maybe?” he asked.

“Maybe,” I replied teasingly.

He reached up with a smile, sinking his fingers into my hair and pulling gently as he whispered into my ear once more.

“I’ll have you beggin’ for my mouth again before the night is through, there’s no maybe about it, luv.” I shivered, desire shooting through my body at his words. He’d found my weak spot, that was for sure. I wasn’t even sure I’d been aware of it myself, until he started telling me what to do and pulling my hair. There was something about him taking charge that way that made me absolutely melt in submission.

At this point, if he kept this up, he was going to have me wrapped around not only his incredible cock, but his little finger too.

Fuck, I thought, as he released my hair from his grip, I’m in so much trouble.

Later, watching him perform in front of thousands of adoring fans once more, the hot summer night played out like a movie. I’d never get used to watching this, I thought, as he played the crowd, taunting them, teasing them, practically fucking them with his performance. Look at them, I thought, the women lining the stage looking like they were orgasming as they drank in every inch of Liam above them. They worshipped him, there was no other word for it.

And who could blame them?

He was a fucking God up there.

A passionate, artistic, sensual, panty-dropping God.

A God that I couldn’t wait to fuck again.

I had some worshipping of my own to do, and I’d have dropped to my knees and done it right there in front of everyone, if I wasn’t certain I’d be torn limb from limb by thousands of jealous fans.

Waiting was never my strong suit, and as amazing as the show was, I just wanted it to be over with. But Liam and the boys were obviously in their element tonight, and they played forever, doing three encores before the magic was all over, leaving the crowd going wild in the blistering heat of the hot summer night.

When it was all over, Liam walked right over to me, pulled me into his arms, and kissed me full on the lips in front of everyone. When he’d done this last night, I’d been too shocked to respond. But now, I didn’t care who was watching, or what they thought, or even about the story. I threw my arms around him, kissing him back passionately, sweat and all.

When he pulled away, my face was covered in his sweat, but I didn’t care.

“Let me take a quick shower, and then we’ll go for that walk,” he said, grabbing my hand and leading me away. I felt dozens of pairs of eyes following us, but I ignored them completely, following along behind him with my head held up high and proud.






CHAPTER 26

LIAM


“Big D said this area was really secluded out here,” I said. Catherine’s hand was in mine and I led her away from the tour buses and the crowd of people gathered and partying back stage. Big D had tried to escort us, but I’d insisted he stay behind.

The further we traveled away from the lights, the more stars we could see. It was a clear, hot night, the moon hanging high in the sky over us.

“It’s beautiful out here,” Catherine said.

“Not as beautiful as you are,” I said, stopping and pulling her into my arms. We were out of sight of everyone now, and I brought my lips to hers, kissing her gently. My cock stirred in my jeans as she kissed me back fully. She tasted so fuckin’ good, I couldn’t get enough of her.

I pulled away, leading her farther away into the wilderness. Huge rust colored rocks jutted up into the sky around us, throwing shadows on the ground as we made our way around them. We walked around a huge boulder in our path, and I stopped, leaning against it, pulling her close. I inhaled deeply, breathing in the sweet scent of her hair as I hugged her close to me. I kissed her again, her lips soft against mine. Her breasts pressed into me as I slipped my tongue between her lips, prodding, exploring, our tongues tangling together hungrily.

Within moments, our hands were everywhere. Our kiss deepened, our bodies hungry for each other. My lips trailed down to her neck, her soft gasps echoing deliciously in my ears. Dipping my head lower, I kissed her breasts as she arched her back up to me. Her black blouse was so low cut, I only had to move it slightly to expose her hardened nipples. Engulfing one, and then the other, she pulled me closer, moaning softly, the stars twinkling over head, the moonlight illuminating the creamy skin of her perfect breasts.

I reached under her, grabbing two handfuls of her tight bum, and lifted her up onto the boulder. Her thighs spread invitingly and I pushed her skirt up as I lowered my head. Her thighs were toned, perfect, and I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than between them. Trailing kisses along the insides of her thighs, I smiled as she squirmed above me, her hips wiggling with each touch of my lips.

“Liam,” she hissed, her hands on the back of my head, guiding me up her thighs until I found her treasure.

“No panties,” I whispered, “good girl.”

She moaned as my mouth engulfed her completely, my tongue darting out to drink in the delectable pleasure that was already flowing from her sweet pussy. She was so wet, so ready, so fucking willing. I sucked on her clit, and she cried out loudly, her hand on my head pushing me harder into her pussy.

“Yes, Liam, yes!” she cried. I loved hearing my name on her lips. Pushing and pulling and prodding, I sucked on her clit over and over, my tongue flicking against it rhythmically until she writhing against me, pushing her hips towards me with such wanton inhibition that I would have smiled if I could have. Instead, I concentrated on pushing her over the edge, sliding a finger into her as I sucked hard on her throbbing clit, and then another, fucking into her, sliding my fingertips across her g-spot, until she was crying out, her body laid back on the boulder like a goddess offering her body to the moon.

When she was done, I slid my cock inside of her smoothly, her thighs wrapping around me easily, our bodies fitting together like long time lovers. I moved inside of her, her pussy spasming around me tightly, my cock thrusting deeply inside of her, staying there, needing to feel myself completely surrounded by her, by her beauty, by the sweetness of her incredible body.

The heat of the night was scorching, our bodies on fire for lust for each other, and I’d never felt so fuckin’ free in my life as I did standing there naked under the moonlight like a couple of savage animals. There was something about shaggin’ outdoors that made me lose all inhibitions and I fucked into Catherine like there was no tomorrow.

Wild hunger consumed me and as I watched Catherine’s body writhing under me. I hammered my cock into her, fucking her as hard and fast as I could, my hips pounding against her, her pussy spasming around me with every thrust, her sweet pleasure flowing over my cock until we were both so slick with passion and heat and lust that we lost ourselves in the moment, clutching onto each other, our bodies working together perfectly. I lost all sense of myself, my cock pushing deeply into her until the sweet sensation took over, my cock exploding, my pleasure spilling into her forcefully.

“Mmmm,” she moaned, staring up at me as I opened my eyes and looked down at her.

“Is that what you wanted, luv?” I whispered.

“Yes,” she replied. “Wait!” she said, as I began to pull out of her. “Don’t move!”

She wiggled around and found her phone, snapping a picture of me as I was still inside of her.

“What are you doing?”

“You look like a fucking God, with the stars and the moon behind you like that. I wanted a little souvenir.”

I kissed her, my cock swelling again inside of her. She said I looked like a God, but she was the otherworldly one. Her long black locks were tossed wildly about her face, her curves begging for me to touch them again, her perfect tits taunting me. I pressed into her again, the slickness of our sex covering us both, and I began moving again. My cock was hard once more, ready and demanding release again.

“Put that bloody phone away,” I demanded. “I’m not done fucking you yet.”

***

The moonlight lit the path as we made our way back to the bus. We strode back with our arms around each other, smiles plastered to our lust-drenched faces.

Catherine pulled out her phone and showed me the picture she had taken of me.

“See? A fucking God,” she joked.

“I don’t see it,” I disagreed. “I’m just a fuckin’ dirty bloke. You’re the goddess, babe.”

“Oh! I forgot to show you this,” she said, holding her phone up. “I was taking a walk the other day and saw you reading to one of the boys from the hospital. I snapped a quick photo to give to you. See?”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked, declining to mention I’d already seen this picture.

“Yes, I hope you don’t mind. I wasn’t following you, I swear. But when I saw you, I thought you might like to have it for yourself. I’m sending it to you now,” she replied, pushing buttons on her phone. “There I sent it.”

I watched her as she texted the photo to me, and then to my surprise, she deleted the photo from her phone. My heart swelled in my chest, and I thought, maybe, just maybe, I could trust her after all.

“Thank you, luv,” I said, pulling her into my arms and kissing her again.






CHAPTER 27

CATHERINE


“How’s the story going?” Mitch, my agent was on the phone. I’d been sound asleep and tangled up in bed with a snoring Liam when he’d called. I silenced the phone and untangled myself from Liam without waking him up and padded out of the bedroom to talk to him.

“It’s going,” I said, trying to make my voice sound like I hadn’t just woken up.

“How’s Seattle?” he asked.

“Rainy,” I said. We’d left Red Rock late last night, getting on a plane again and flying into Seattle in the early morning hours. The hotel wasn’t too far away from SeaTac, so we had a few hours to crash and sleep in before the show tonight. Liam hadn’t slept much at all the entire time I’d been here, and I was beginning to think he was some sort of fucking machine instead of a real human.

“Any good angles on the story? How are you going to approach this?” Mitch asked, always the professional.

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll figure it out.”

“Have you written anything yet, Catherine? You have a tight deadline on this one.”

“I know. Don’t worry. It’ll happen.”

“I hope you’re right. So what’s Liam Mercury really like? Inquiring minds want to know. Is he really as big of a prick as everyone says?”

“Yes and no,” I replied, exasperation washing over me. Truth was, I had no idea how I was going to approach this. Truth was, I’d been so overwhelmed by my physical attraction to Liam that I’d let myself do the unthinkable - forget why I was there in the first place. In the back of my mind, while Liam’s cock was fucking me every which way, I was aware of this fact, but it hurt too much to admit to myself that I was failing miserably, so I didn’t let the fact fully form in my conscience.

Talking to Mitch didn’t help my head-in-the-sand approach.

“Catherine, are you okay? You don’t sound like yourself at all.”

“I’m fine. I just had a late night, I’m really tired is all.” My body shuddered at the memory of fucking Liam last night, not only outside of Red Rocks but again on the plane and again once we’d made it back here to the hotel.

“Get some sleep. You know I believe in you, Catherine. I’m sure the story will be phenomenal.”

“Thanks, Mitch,” I replied, feeling terrible. I hadn’t written one word yet.

He hung up and I sat alone in the quiet of the early morning, staring out the window, watching droplets of the misty rain cling to the glass before sliding down slowly and disappearing. I sighed deeply, trying to get a grip on my feelings.

Liam was quickly getting under my skin, which was a whole lot worse than getting under my clothes. Not only was he fucking sexy, but he was funny and gentle. If I had to guess, I’d say, by the tone of his kisses this morning, that maybe he was starting to have feelings for me, too.

Everything seemed so out of control now, I had no idea how to stop it. Or if I could. Or, more accurately, if I even wanted to.

Being with Liam felt fucking amazing. I wanted his hands on me and his voice in my head. I wanted the laughter he brought, the passion for life, the way he didn’t give a shit about what anyone thought of him. He was freer than anyone I’d ever met, and there was something about that that made you want to be around it. Made you want to be a part of it.

I shook away the cobwebs, and tried once more to remind myself that I had a job to do. Mitch would lose it, and probably drop me from his roster of writers, if I didn’t get this story right. Rolling Stone would never work with me again, and I’d be blacklisted. I’d already received an advance that I’d used to pay my bills, and they’d surely want me to refund it.

I had no choice. I had to write this story and I had to make it good.

The first thing I had to do was get started, for fuck’s sake.

I fished Callum’s card from my purse and dialed his number. I probably couldn’t talk about Ally in the story, but I could start by showing Liam’s softer side and talk about the charity.

He answered on the first ring.

“Callum, this is Catherine Donovan. Liam Mercury introduced us the other day. I’m doing a story about him for Rolling Stone?”

“Yes, I remember, hello, Catherine.”

“Hi. As Liam mentioned, I’m trying to show a different side of Liam that hasn’t been shown in the media before. I was hoping to talk to you about the charity a little.”

“Sure,” he said. “This isn’t a good time, though. I’m in the middle of something.”

“Okay, when would be good?”

“Can you call me tomorrow morning?”

“Sure, sounds good,” I replied, “talk to you then. If you could get some information ready for me by then, that would be great, too.”

“What do you need?”

“I’d like to know the names and numbers of some of the researchers you’re funding, so I can contact them, as well. Maybe some figures on how much you’ve raised, and how it’s donated.”

“Sure, no problem,” he replied. We hung up, and I sighed, feeling a little better for at least beginning to do my job. Liam stirred in the other room, a low groan escaping from him.

“Catherine!” he yelled out.

“Yes?” I replied, walking into the bedroom. I smiled when I saw the vision greeting me. My rock god lay splayed out, his massive cock standing at attention, his arms and legs spread out completely, like a beautiful, extravagant buffet laid out just for me.

“Fancy a fuck?” he winked teasingly, as his hand reached down, his fingers gripping the base of his cock, waving it around in a delicious, grand offering.

“Don’t mind if I do!” I laughed as I climbed up towards him, slowly making my way to the throbbing beauty between his legs. When my mouth closed around him, he growled - low, guttural, hungry.

“Mmmm….good girl…” he murmured, “good girl…”






CHAPTER 28

LIAM


T  he rain felt amazing. The bloody heat had been hellish since we’d arrived in America, and the rain reminded me of home. A home that I couldn’t wait to get back to. Dreary skies and rain pissin’ from the skies is what soothed my soul. This fuckin’ heat was too much to bear and I was relieved to have a break from it.

America was beautiful, don’t get me wrong, especially the Pacific Northwest and the endless amount of trees, but it just wasn’t for me. I’d never be able to live in a place like this, it was all just so different from what I was used to.

I hated the fact that we had to tour America at all, but the label insisted. As far as I was concerned, I’d have been totally happy to stay in the Queen’s country. There was one good thing to come out of this tour, though, I thought, as I watched Catherine bounce up and down on my cock.

I was becoming quite fond of her pussy. In fact, I was becoming quite fond of her. Which still surprised me. I’d do well to keep my distance, I thought. Which was ironic, because my cock was buried in her so deeply, I couldn’t have gotten closer to her if I wanted to right now. But that’s not what I meant.

I saw the way she looked at me. I knew what that look meant. And hell, I felt it too. That ridiculous bloody tingling in my heart when she laughed, the way I couldn’t get enough of her, the fact that I couldn’t stop staring at her, even when she had her clothes on - all of these things were very unfamiliar feelings. Fuck, I’d not felt like this since Ally, really.

I’d always dismissed those memories as just the intensity of first love. First touch. First fuck.

But now? Well, I’d fucked myself around the world practically, and I’d honestly thought I was so jaded by now, I’d never feel anything like this again. But, here it all was. Messy and fucked-up and inconvenient and beautiful.

Who was I kidding? Myself? Catherine? In the moment of passion, I allowed myself a glimpse into a possible future, a future with Catherine, a future of laughter and long, slow shaggin’ well into the night, a future filled with love and maybe even an escape from the relentless misery that seemed to reside in my heart these days. But those dreams were pure rubbish.

It would never work out. I knew this, like I knew the chords of my songs. Liam Mercury didn’t do relationships. Liam Mercury didn’t do long term anything. Hell, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d fucked the same person twice. And now, here I was, my cock buried in Catherine for at least a dozen times in the last few days, and I had no desire to fuck anyone else.

What the fuck had happened to me?

I’d let myself believe, that’s what. Fuckin’ fooled myself into thinking I could have a different life.

I reached up and grabbed a handful of Catherine’s breasts as I came inside her, her hips rocking against me until every last drop had escaped from my body. When she leaned down and kissed me, I kissed her back, wishing things were different.

But they weren’t.

They never would be and I had no choice in the matter.

“You’re so fucking amazing, Liam,” she whispered, smiling down at me, her eyes filled with love. I looked away, a pit forming in my stomach. Shit. I knew this would happen.

Love wasn’t in the plan.

I shouldn’t have led her on. I should have kept my fucking hands to myself and not been such a huge asshole. But I hadn’t done that, had I?

No, I’d fucked everything up, once again.

Ian was right, I was a fuckin’ loser. I was going to hurt this girl, and it fuckin’ killed me that I had to do it. It was just like Ally, all over again.

Catherine didn’t deserve this shit. Neither did Ally. They were better than that.

Catherine was better than me.

She was pure, sweet, a good woman.

Why she’d ever opened her legs for a man like myself was beyond me.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. Her naked skin felt like heaven against mine, and I pushed my cock up into her again.

“One more time,” I whispered, my body aching to come inside her one last time.

***

It’d been several days since I got pissed drunk, and I was certainly making it up for it tonight. I’d brought a bottle on stage with me, much to Ian’s frustration. By the time the show was almost over, my vision was blurred and I was swaying a little. It felt bloody amazing, and for the first time since this afternoon, I wasn’t consumed with guilt about fuckin’ Catherine over.

I knew she was confused, I could see it in her eyes, when I dared myself to look. After I’d finally disentangled myself from her this afternoon, I’d withdrawn without a word. I started drinking early and kept quiet, because the last thing I was able to do was explain myself.

I’d sound like a bloody fool if I tried to explain what was going on inside of me.

So, I did what I always did - I shut my mouth and drank myself numb.

It felt good. Like a familiar, old sad song that I couldn’t stop playing, the misery felt like home. I let it sink into me, low and deep, until the familiar grimace had found its way back onto my face. When the last chords sounded, and all the bows were over, I walked back to my dressing room alone, walking right past Catherine without a word, her eyes forming a question I didn’t want to answer.

To her credit, she gave me my space, leaving me alone completely.

Later, in the hotel, the party was jumping. Rocket grew up in Seattle, so his entire family and group of friends filled the party suite. Everyone was so fuckin’ joyful, it made me sick. Catherine stood in a corner, quietly talking to Rhone with a glass of wine in her hand, and every time she looked at me, that question was still lingering there, along with exactly the thing I hated seeing - pain.

I found a couch and sank down into it with my whiskey bottle and laid my head back and closed my eyes. I’d have gone to my room, but as much as I wanted to be alone, the thought of it unnerved me. I wanted to be close to Catherine, even if I had put some self-imposed restrictions on myself. I wasn’t sure if I could keep my hands off of her or not, but I figured I had to at least try. And I knew as soon as Rocket figured he had a shot, he’d swoop in like a fuckin’ vulture.

I avoided her gaze and did my best to keep to myself. Which was impossible. All of Rocket’s friends wanted to talk to me and they kept sitting on the couch, cornering me with their stories about Rocket, or blubbering on about how much they loved the band, blah blah blah. I did my best to be polite, but I was so over it.

I was just excusing myself from the latest one, a tipsy blonde with huge tits that were threatening to explode from her skin-tight black leather dress.

“I lost my virginity to one of your songs,” she gushed, leaning in to me and pressing her tits up against me. At any other time, my cock would have responded, and I might have dragged her into the bathroom for a quick shag and she would have thanked me afterwards.

“Is that so?” I replied, looking over her shoulder for Catherine. “Which song?”

“To the Moon,” she said.

“Oh, yeah? How was it?” I asked. “The sex? It was good?”

“It was okay,” she replied with a giggle. “I’ve learned a lot since then,” she pushed her tits into me again. “Why don’t you let me show you?” her voice lowered seductively. I looked into her heavily-lined blue eyes, her long blonde hair framing her beautiful face. Her tits rested against my arm, and I looked down at them, and then down at my cock.

Nothing.

Man down!

What the hell was going on? I’d have jumped on this ride in a second in the past, with my cock leading the way. But there were no signs of life right now.

I chalked it up to too much whiskey, and politely excused myself from the blonde’s clutches. She pouted as I walked away, and I wondered what it would feel like to have those pillow lips around my cock. Again, I pictured it in detail and there was still no movement down below.

The party swirled around me in a haze as I stood up, and I walked towards the door. I had every intention of going to straight to my room. The last thing I wanted to do was cause a scene tonight. I’d wanted to disappear since I’d arrived, and the feeling only grew as the hours had passed. All I had to do was make it to the door, down the hall, in the elevator and up to my room. I’d pass out quietly in my bed and forget about everything.

I wish I could say that that is what happened. For fuck’s sake, if I could it would have been so sweet. But no, I’m Liam fuckin’ Mercury, and I always live up to my reputation.

The doorknob was in my hand, I was turning it slowly as I glanced to my right just before I opened the door. Maybe my eyes were playin’ tricks on me, maybe it was the whiskey. Or, maybe it really happened, I’ll never truly know.

All I remember is seeing Ian, Rhone, Catherine and Rocket talking in a circle, and as I glanced down, I saw Rocket’s hand brush against Catherine’s ass. It might have been nothing. It might have been completely innocent. Hell, even if it was intentional, even if Catherine had grabbed his meaty paw and rubbed it all over her backside like she was buttering a turkey, it doesn’t excuse what I did next.

Does the whiskey excuse it? Maybe. Probably not.

But it’s the only excuse I’ve got, so I’ll wave it loud and proud as I tell you this next part.

Well, what I remember of it. It’s a big blur, actually.

I remember flying through the air and the resounding thud that shot through my body as Rocket and I hit the floor. I remember glass breaking and the distinct thought of how remarkably warm and sticky my blood covered hand felt. There wasn’t any pain, though. That came later, the next day. I remember the look of shock on Rocket’s face, and the sound of shrieking behind me. Once my fists started flying, the blood from the cut on my hand starting splattering all over everything and the both of us. By the time someone pulled me off of him, we were covered in my blood.

I remember looking down at my hand and seeing a huge gash in my palm and being pissed that I’d wasted all that good whiskey.

What I remember most of all, and what I wish I could forget more than anything, is the look of utter disgust on Catherine’s face as Ian dragged me out the door.






CHAPTER 29

CATHERINE


I ’d never seen so much fucking blood. Liam appeared out of nowhere, knocking Rocket to the floor and breaking the bottle in his hand as they landed. The cut on his hand was huge and while I was incredibly worried about him, I had no idea how to respond. Luckily, Ian jumped into action and took charge of the situation before I had to do anything at all. Which is good, because all I could do was stare dumbfounded at the chaos in front of me.

The aftermath was not pretty. Blood from Liam’s hand was all over the kitchen, and Rocket’s eye was swelling quickly. Rhys put ice on it, and sat him down on a couch in the living room, while Rhone cleaned him off. He wasn’t cut at all, which meant all of the blood was Liam’s. Once we’d figured that out, my worry for Liam grew.

I wanted to run to him, to make sure he was okay, but after his behavior this afternoon - the way he had shut me out so quickly - I knew I needed to just stay away. Ian was his family, and he would take care of him. It was not my place.

At this point, I had no idea what my place was. I was incredibly confused. Everything was going amazing, and then in a flash, he’d changed and grown cold. At first, I thought he just needed some space, but then with every hour that passed where he wouldn’t even meet my eye, I knew something was terribly wrong. I tried to chalk it up to pre-performance nerves, but he didn’t talk to me after the show either. By the time we’d gotten to the party, I’d given up trying to figure out what to do.

He’d have to come to me, I wasn’t going to chase him, no matter how I felt about him.

And now he pulls this? He was like a ticking time bomb ready to go off at any moment. Rocket was the target this time, for whatever reason. Liam hadn’t given any warning, he didn’t say a word, he just attacked.

Who would be his target next time?

I didn’t want to stick around to find out. There were just a few more days left of the week, and then I’d be gone. Back to my quiet life. Back to my friends and my apartment in New York. Back to peace and quiet.

After everything had calmed down in the suite, I made my way back to my room for the night and crawled into bed. I was exhausted, and even though it had all been so amazing with Liam, I was reminded of why I shied away from relationships. Who had the stamina for all this drama?

I’d been lying there for over an hour, unable to get to sleep despite everything, when I heard a knock at the door and Liam whispering my name.

“Catherine, are you in there? Open the door, luv. I want to talk to you.” His voice was slurred and my heart broke as I lay there quietly. It would be so easy to just open the door and pull him into my room. It would be so easy to open up my legs and pull him back into my body. It would be so easy to open my heart, and let him inside.

But that would be like inviting a tornado into my life. If I wasn’t careful, he’d sweep me up into his lifestyle and never put me back down.

If he was anyone else, I’d have flung open the door in a second. But he wasn’t. He was chained to this life and he’d never change. I’d never survive in this whirlwind.

I lay there quietly, listening to him knocking with tears running down my face. It took all my strength, and I had to fight against every instinct I had, but the door stayed firmly closed between us.

***

Of course, I felt like shit the next morning, and I tried to call him to check in with him. He didn’t answer his cell phone, though.

I’d woken up with a renewed sense of purpose, vowing to finish out the tour and get the story done and be on my way. Sleeping with Liam, while absolutely mind-blowing, was a huge mistake. I was determined to classify it as research for the story and move on, in order to pretend he hadn’t gotten into my heart and under my skin.

I’d focus on the story, and nothing else. I had an hour before we had to be downstairs and I was not looking forward to the flight to San Francisco today. It was sure to be an awkward piss-fest after last night. I was looking forward to getting through the next few days and moving on.

But first I had a story to write.

I picked up the phone and called Callum again. I had several questions for him and was hoping to be able to draw something out of him that would be useful for the story. Liam still hadn’t expressly asked me not to use the story about Ally. I didn’t want to, because it wasn’t a flattering story at all. But the charity was, and if I could play that part up enough, maybe I could leave out the reason for his connection to Callum.

He answered on the third ring.

“Callum, it’s Catherine, is this a good time?” I asked.

“Sure, I guess so,” he replied.

“Great. So, Liam told me a little about the charity and your involvement with it.”

“Yeah? I’m sure he didn’t tell you everything,” he replied, to my surprise.

“Well, if you mean Ally, he did tell me about her. I’m sorry about the loss of your sister.”

“Thanks,” he muttered. “She was a great kid. She just went down the wrong path. Had a lot of pain in her life.”

“Yes, I understand. Liam had nothing but wonderful things to say about her.”

“Is that so?” he replied, and I detected a slight thread of anger in his voice.

“Yes, I think he has a lot of regrets about that time in his life.”

“Well he should,” he replied curtly.

“So, I mainly wanted to talk to you about the charity. Can you give me a list of organizations you’ve donated to?”

“Yeah, sure. I can email you a list, if you want.”

“That would be great, thank you. And an amount donated, as well, please? I think this will be a main part of the story, and a great opportunity to show the world Liam’s charitable side.”

“Right, uh huh,” he replied, hesitantly.

“Do you see a lot of promising progress going on with the research organizations?”

“I guess so. I just give them the money and then let them do their thing. I don’t like to interfere with their work too much.”

“So, you basically just donate and sit back, waiting for a cure? I’m assuming you actively seek out new, cutting edge researchers?”

“Yeah, we have a person who does that.”

“Oh, okay,” I replied, wondering exactly what Callum’s actual job was other than doling out the checks. He was obviously very hands off.

“When did the charity start?”

“It’s been almost a year.”

“And how much has been raised and donated?”

“Look, I’ll email you all the info this afternoon, okay? This is too much to go into right now.”

“Oh, sure, that’s fine,” I replied. I rattled off my email address and he ended the call quickly.

I put the phone down, having not learned one thing from that call. Hopefully, his email would shed a little more light on the situation, or this was going to be one very short story.

Unless I wrote about all the sex. As fun as that sound, I was sure that wouldn’t fly with the folks at Rolling Stone. To my surprise, my computer notified me five minutes later that I’d received an email from Callum.

I opened up the attachment and my whistle echoed through my hotel room. Millions of dollars were listed, going to at least a dozen charities. I was impressed. Liam and Ian were not stingy when it came to their charity, and I was happy to see so much money being funneled into such a good cause.

I forwarded the email to my office for verification and packed up, bracing myself for the shit storm I was about to enter for the next few hours. Hell, the next few days, actually.

I took a deep breath, repeated my vow to just focus on the story, and headed downstairs. If I could get through the day without fucking Liam, everything would be just fine. Considering his behavior yesterday, I was feeling pretty confident about achieving that goal for the first time.






CHAPTER 30

LIAM


M att had to bang on the door forever to get me out of bed. Sharp pangs of brutal throbbing pain shot through my head and my hand, and as the memories started flooding in, I tried to turn them off. After I’d punched Rocket and fallen on the bottle, Ian had taken me to his room, and called the medic we kept on staff to stitch me up. It hadn’t hurt last night, but it was screaming this morning. Ian had allowed me to leave, after promising to go right to my room. Instead, I’d stumbled to Catherine’s room and then back to my own room when she didn’t answer.

But I didn’t want to remember any of it. I didn’t want to see it all play out in my head over and over. I didn’t want to feel like such a fuckin’ prick, but I just was, for fuck’s sake. If everyone didn’t piss me off so much, maybe I wouldn’t have to lose my shit all the time.

Rage raced through my veins as I showered and dressed. I tried to avoid getting the stitches wet, but it wasn’t easy, which just pissed me off even more. Rage had been my closest companion since Lennon had died and had continued throughout losing Ally and now this huge responsibility of constant touring - sometimes it’s all too much to fuckin’ handle.

And then they push me. Over and over.

But that was no excuse for my fuckin’ violent outbursts. I felt like shit for hitting Rocket. I hadn’t hit an actual person in a long bloody time. Fuck, if I was him, I wouldn’t put up with this shit, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he had bailed on the tour by now. Who could blame him? I have no idea why any of them stay.

Oh, wait. Yes, I do.

The bloody money.

It’s always about the fuckin’ money.

Gotta sell tickets. Gotta keep moving. Gotta sling the merch. Gotta sell the records.

I always thought once we’d gotten this big, I wouldn’t have to worry about the money, that it would just flow in and I’d get to sail the Caribbean in my yacht or something. But it wasn’t like that. Not at all. It was a lot to take, it exhausted you, the constant traveling, and partying and then leaving every physical ounce of energy you have on the stage every night.

For fuck’s sake. I sounded like a pussy, but whatever. That’s just how it was. I sucked it up, I did my best and I was grateful, dammit, but it was hard. The booze just made me lose it now and then.

And now there was Catherine, who probably hated me by now, so I probably didn’t need to worry about it anyway, but I was. When she didn’t answer the door last night, I was stunned. I’d never been turned down by anyone, and my pride was taking a beating.

Maybe that’s just what I bloody needed, though. Every fuckin’ morning I woke up and vowed not to be an asshole that day and every fuckin’ day I managed to break it.

When I finally made my way down to the waiting crowd, I was a little surprised to see everyone there. Including Rocket. Including Catherine.

Even so, it was just as I’d expected.

Stony glares and icy silence. Rocket wouldn’t look my way at all, and I winced when I saw his swollen black eye. Catherine was the only one who would look at me. Her eyes met mine, and she smiled, but it didn’t make me feel any better. She looked at me with fuckin’ pity, and that was the last thing I wanted to see when she was looking at me.

Why had I fucked everything up so much?

“Alright, let’s go,” Ian said, and we all piled into the limo. For the first time, I wished we were in the buses today instead of flying. At least then I wouldn’t have to face their anger. Luckily, traffic was light, and the ride to the airport went quickly.

After boarding the plane, I went right to the back to avoid everyone. It was easier this way. If I didn’t have to talk to anyone, then I couldn’t be a prick.

To my surprise, Catherine followed me and sat down beside me.

“Hey,” she whispered. “How’s the hand?”

“It’s fine” I shrugged.

“Will it interfere with your playing?”

“No, I missed my fingers. I should be fine if I keep it covered.”

“That’s good,” she added.

“Yeah, I guess…” I had no idea what to say to her. I knew what I wanted to say to her. I wanted to apologize. I wanted to tell her that I really wasn’t such a fuckin’ bullheaded prick. I wanted to ask her to fuckin’ help me escape this hellish existence. But all those words were pointless. She’d still be looking at me with pity in her eyes. She’d still look at me like a fuckin’ puppy dog she felt sorry for. I didn’t want that. I wanted her to look at me like I was a fuckin’ man. The way she had yesterday, and the day before that. Before I’d fucked everything up beyond belief.

“Can we talk? Somewhere more private?” she asked. I knew I’d confused her. I knew I’d hurt her. But I’d pulled away to save her from getting her heart broken. And yet, here she was looking at me like there was still some kind of hope for something between us.

“Maybe later,” I said, standing up and walking back to the bedroom of the plane. I couldn’t bear looking at her. I couldn’t handle seeing what I’d done to her reflected in her eyes. I already knew what a selfish prick I was, I didn’t need to look in the mirror.

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said to my back.

I closed the door without meeting her eyes.






CHAPTER 31

CATHERINE


A  deep sigh escaped my lips as I watched Liam close the door, shutting himself off from everyone once again. I had no idea what he was going through, but it was heavy. It hurt to see the way everyone shunned him, but I didn’t blame them. Hell, I’d only been hanging around a few days, and it was too much to take. I couldn’t imagine what they went through if he was like this all the time.

I looked around at the others, and they were all lost in their own thoughts. Rocket was staring at his phone, Rhys and Slade were in a corner looking out the window. Ian and Rhone were snuggled up together and talking quietly. None of them had said much to me at all, and I felt like a huge outsider today. They were probably all wondering if I was going to write about last night’s antics in my story.

Hell, I was wondering the same thing.

At this point, I was so confused, I had no idea what to write. But our flight today was almost two hours, so I figured now was just as good a time as any to start. I pulled out my laptop, hoping the words would come.

I checked my email before I got started, and saw there was a message from my assistant, Lydia.

“Catherine, I’ve begun verifying the information you sent me about The Lennon Foundation’s charity contributions. I’ve called three of the recipients on the list, and the amounts aren’t matching up. According to them, The Lennon Foundation has only donated $500 to each of them, not the millions listed. It’s a large discrepancy, so I thought I’d give you a heads-up right away. I will check the rest and get back to you.”

“Let me know right away,” I replied, staring out at the clouds we’d ascended above.

That is so weird, I thought, there must be some mistake. I contemplated if I should tell Liam or Ian right away, but since the tension was so thick in the air you could cut in with a knife, I decided to keep my mouth shut until I knew more. Callum probably just sent me the wrong information.

I opened a blank word document and stared at the blinking cursor. Where should I start? What words could ever be accurate enough to describe Liam? I started typing, hoping something would work.

“Liam Mercury is abrasive, arrogant, and stubborn…”…No, that’s not right.

“Charismatic, confident and cocky, Liam Mercury has all the characteristics of your typical rock star…” No, that’s awful, too.

“His cock is even bigger than you’d imagine. When it slides into you, his skillful strokes will make you think you’ve died and gone to heaven…” I swallowed hard, my hands trembling as I remembered the feel of Liam on top of me, moving inside of me, his magical cock putting me under its spell.

I slammed the laptop closed. Maybe later I’d be more inspired.

Although the thought of his cock was very inspiring, I was writing for Rolling Stone, not the Penthouse Forums.

I looked out the window again, and let my thoughts drift away, my mind and body both remembering how it’d felt to have Liam’s hands on me. I wasn’t sure what happened to make him pull away. I wasn’t sure if it would ever happen again.

But I was sure I would never forget it.

***

The show in San Francisco went off without a hitch. No violent outbursts. No changed lyrics. No surprising kisses after the show, either. Just a lot of people left loving them even more and wanting them to go on all night long.

Just as well, I thought, as I watched Liam leave the stage and head towards his dressing room.

Rhone and I walked together back to the dressing rooms.

“How’s the story going?” she asked.

“It’s not,” I replied, with a sigh. “Things kind of went awry, if you hadn’t noticed.”

“Liam is a hard nut to crack,” she replied. “You got closer than most women do.”

“I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse.”

“Yeah, I understand. It’s a compliment, though. I can tell he cares about you, Catherine. Maybe that’s the problem. He doesn’t usually let people under his skin.”

“I was beginning to think he did, but his behavior the last twenty-four hours begs to differ.”

“Hang in there. Maybe he’ll come around. He’s a moody bastard, just like his brother.”

“How do you live like this?” I asked.

“You get to used to it,” she replied, with a smile. “It’s not so bad. After awhile, the fights don’t faze you. They fight all the time, but they make up just as quickly. They’ve been like this all their lives. And I guess the other bandmates have gotten used to it over the years, too. Although, I’ve never seen Liam hit anyone, so that was a surprise last night.”

“I have no idea why he did that,” I replied. “Did he tell Ian?”

“You don’t know?” she asked.

“No…”

“He did it because he was jealous. He saw Rocket touch you, he was drunk, and he freaked out.”

“Oh, god. Because of me? I feel awful,” I replied, my stomach sinking.

“Don’t. Rocket can take it. Liam’s hand got the worst of it anyway. And you should take it as a compliment. I’ve seen Rocket and Liam pass women around like a joint. Liam never gets jealous. His reaction last night means he really likes you.”

“Lovely,” I replied, my voice laced with sarcasm. “Next he’ll be pulling my hair.”

I blushed as I said that, remember he already had.

***

Back at the hotel, the party was a little more subdued than the night before. Liam was nowhere in sight, however. I wandered through the suite looking for him, and then decided to go to his room. I couldn’t take the silence anymore.

When he opened the door, he was fresh out of the shower. His hair was wet, and he wore nothing but boxers. I suppressed a groan and smiled.

“Hey, can we talk?” I asked. He nodded and gestured for me to come inside.

I sat down on his bed, and looked up at him.

Fuck, I wish he wasn’t naked. My heart beat wildly as he towered over me.

“Not coming to the party tonight?” I asked.

“Nah. I figure I did enough damage last night.”

“How’s your hand?”

“Fine,” he said, holding up his bandaged hand. My eyes trailed along his forearm and up to his bicep, watching as the muscles flexed under his smooth skin. Long, wet locks of hair dripped small beads of water onto his toned shoulders, and I bit my lip, trying to push away the image of licking them off.

“How it going?” he asked, sitting next to me. Waves of heat washed over me and I crossed my legs.

“Going?” I asked.

“The story? I’m surprised you’re still here. Haven’t you seen enough?” he asked.

“Ian, what’s going on?” I asked, wanting desperately to cut through the bullshit. “Did I do something to piss you off?”

“You? What could you have done?”

“Well, then I don’t understand. Everything was going so well. We were having so much fun.” God, I hated the way I sounded. Even more, I hated games and the silent treatment, and this was the only way I could see to get through that.

“Is that what it was?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

“What?”

“It was just fun?”

“I - well - yeah, it was fun. Wasn’t it?”

“Sure, luv, it was fun,” he replied, looking away. I couldn’t read him. I wanted to. I wished I could get in his head and listen to everything he wasn’t saying.

“It was more than fun,” I whispered. He wouldn’t look at me now. “I don’t know what it was, Liam. And I don’t know what happened, but I thought maybe we were headed somewhere. Maybe that sounds crazy,” I said, standing up in front of him, my voice shaking. I desperately wanted him to look at me, I needed to see his eyes, his reaction to my words. “I know who you are. I see what your life is like. I didn’t have any illusion, Liam. But I let you in, and I thought, maybe just maybe there was a tiny sliver of a chance that it could go somewhere.”

His eyes flashed up to mine and then looked away again.

“You think you hurt me, but you didn’t,” I said, willing my voice to steady. “You think you can pretend what happened between us doesn’t mean anything to you. But I know better. Maybe you don’t know how to handle it, or maybe you just don’t believe in it. Maybe I’m crazy, and it wouldn’t work at all. But we’ll never know if we don’t try.”

“Why would you want to be with a man like me, luv? You see what an arrogant prick I am. You deserve better,” he said, his eyes crashing into mine, churning with all the confusion and pain I’d expected to see, for once not masked by his blanket of bravado.

“Because I’ve seen something else, Liam. Yeah, you’re full of yourself. Yeah, you think you have the greatest cock on Earth. But you’re more than that. You put all your needs to the side, just to keep the show going. You’re taking care of all the people around you, making sure families are fed, and that people have jobs, even though you desperately need to take a long vacation. You endure the toll it takes on you, physically and mentally, and then blame yourself when you collapse under all the pressure. You’ve given up having a family, or ever getting close to anyone, because you’re constantly moving. You’re not a bad guy, Liam.”

“You think you have me all figured out, don’t you, luv?”

“No,” I whispered. “Not entirely. But I think I’m beginning to.”

“Most people don’t take the time to look,” he said, his blue eyes softening, thoughtful, as he stood up from the bed, his tall frame towering over me again. “Most people only see what they want to see.”

“I’m not most people,” I whispered, staring up at him.

“No, luv, you aren’t,” he said. He reached up and his warm hand caressed my cheek. “And thank the Queen for that.” I smiled, melting into his touch.

“You’re right about everything. I don't know what any of this means, but maybe we can figure it out together?”

“That sounds like a good plan,” I replied, my heart soaring.

“Can you ever forgive me for being such an ass?” he asked.

“You’re already forgiven,” I replied.

“You’re so fuckin’ beautiful, Catherine,” he whispered, as he ran his thumb over my quivering lip. “I’m a fuckin’ idiot, but I promise I’ll try really bloody hard not to be again.”

“Deal,” I whispered, his kiss silencing me. It was so gentle, so slow, so soft, that it almost hurt, his strong arms pulling me in close.

We fell back on the bed, and within moments, my dress was pushed away and I was naked beneath him as he pulled off his boxers. He pulled himself back on top of me, his body sliding along mine deliciously, his lips finding mine again, our bodies seeking the closeness once more. He slid into me smoothly, his hips rocking against me slowly, sensually, my limbs trembling with desire as I savored every sweet inch of his hardness. His arms wrapped around me, his body clinging to mine as he thrust into me with wild abandon, our souls melting into each other, searching for the bliss together and finding the electric connection that I knew I’d never be able to walk away from.

My name escaped from his lips as he came, as I pulsed around him, my body quivering with love and lust and desire and happiness all at the same time.

The three words I longed to say lingered on my tongue, but I kept them silent. We needed to take this slowly, no matter how fast my heart was trying to race to the finish line.






CHAPTER 32

LIAM


Wrapped around Catherine. That’s how I wanted to wake up every day of my life, I decided, as I opened my eyes. She was still asleep and her beauty took my breath away. I trailed a finger over the soft curve of her breast and she stirred. I rubbed my thumb over her pink nipple and smiled as it came to life under my touch. Her skin was smooth and warm as I slid my hand along her waist and over her hip and then between her legs, sinking my fingers into her warmth. She moaned, lifting her hips, welcoming me, opening her legs and turning over towards me.

Her eyes fluttered open and she flashed me a sleepy smile.

“Mmmm…good morning…” she moaned, as I gently pressed my thumb against her clit. I moved between her legs, pulling her thighs apart and tasting her. I groaned as she wiggled her hips, pressing into me, opening for me. My fingers slid in and out of her, her pleasure flowing over my hands as I sucked on her clit. She came quickly, easily, deliciously, pulsing against me.

I pulled myself up and she wrapped her thighs around me, pulling me in. I sank my cock inside of her, her tightness almost too much to bear. We moved together silently, the early morning light falling across her face as I watched her. She was so fuckin’ beautiful and she was even more beautiful with my cock buried inside of her. I wanted to dig in and never leave. I wanted to spend hours and days and months doing nothing but feeling her quiver around me, losing myself in her moans, her sweet pussy, her warmth.

But we’d slept in, way too long, and we didn’t have much time. I came quickly, and we rushed to get dressed and then Catherine ran to her room to pack.

“Wait,” I said, grabbing her hand before she walked out the door. I kissed her again, hard, purposeful. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked.

“For being so bloody cool. For forgiving me. And well, yeah, for the amazing sex, too, luv.” I winked.

“I should be thanking you,” she said, reaching down and fondling my still naked, still hard, cock. “For this.”

“All yours, luv,” I whispered, kissing her again. She squeezed lightly, and then turned and walked out the door. I watched her leave in amazement.

For once in my life, it appeared I hadn’t completely fucked up something after all.

This was a first.

I sighed and jumped in the shower, my head racing with possibilities. I had to go slow, take it one day at a time, in order to not freak either one of us out. I cared about Catherine, that much was true. I couldn’t pretend any longer that I wasn’t having feelings for her. I just didn’t really know what to do about them. I was shocked she was willing to give me a second chance, after all she’d seen so far. But listening to her words last night, seeing the way she looked at me, with understanding, without judgement…I’d never received that kind of kindness from anyone, and it had touched something deep inside of me, something that I wasn’t even sure was there anymore.

Today, we were getting back on the buses and heading to Los Angeles. Most people hated LA, but it was one of the places in America that I actually liked. I had a house way up in the hills, and I was looking forward to spending my night there. Knowing I’d get to spend it there with Catherine was even better.

The tension between me and the rest of the band seemed to have lightened today. We all said friendly hellos and while Rocket was still ignoring me, I was happy to see that the swelling in his eye had gone down considerably. I contemplated apologizing, but it was probably best I just leave him alone. We’d talk later.

We all walked on to our waiting buses, and I was once again alone with Catherine.

We retired to the back of the bus and made love the entire ride to Los Angeles. Yes, the entire six hours. We came up for air a few times, hydrating ourselves, eating and napping a little, but now that I had her back in my arms, I was having a very hard time untangling myself from her.

***

“This is amazing,” Catherine said, as I opened the front door. Everything was just as I’d left it. High up in the Hollywood Hills, perched on a cliff that overlooked the city, all glass, sleek and sophisticated - this house was the thing I loved the most in America. You’d never find anything like this in London, where I spent most of my time hiding from the dreary rain in my penthouse, when I wasn’t on tour, which was rare.

“I bought this house five years ago on a whim. Ian discouraged me, telling me it was ‘impractical’ but I did it anyway,” I explained. The best thing about it was the seclusion. A huge gate and a long winding driveway up a steep hill provided me with the utmost privacy.

And the best view in town.

“You have too see the lights,” I said, leading Catherine through the house and into the backyard. She was in awe, and I loved it. I was proud of this place. We stepped out onto the patio, and she gasped at the view. The sun was setting in the horizon, pink and purple streaks shooting through the sky, with the lights of Hollywood sparkling in the distance.

“I always insist on spending an extra day here when we’re on tour. I don’t get back enough on my own, so I have to take advantage of it as much as I can. I love it here,” I said, watching Catherine’s gorgeous face as she took it all in. The pink hue of the sunset washed over her face, and I drank her in.

I knew that I’d remember this moment forever.

I pulled her into my arms and kissed her.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” she whispered.

“I guess this is the end of the road for you,” I said. I wanted to ask her to stay with me, finish the tour with me, but I still had two more weeks of traveling before I went back to Europe and that was a hell of a lot to ask of her.

Besides, she had her own life to go back to.

“I guess it is. I’m looking forward to the show tonight, though.”

“It’s going to be a circus. Hollywood always is. So many celebrities, record executives, and industry people. The party tonight will be at the Whiskey after the show.”

“Sounds like fun,” she said.

“You’ll be there, right? You aren’t just going to take off after the show and flee the torture as fast you can?”

She laughed and wrapped her arms around me.

“I’ll be there,” she said. I kissed her again, and my cock twitched.

“Promise?” I asked.

“Promise,” she said, reaching up and kissing me lightly.

“C’mon, let me give you a tour,” I said, grabbing her hand, her fingers intertwining with mine. I led her right to the bedroom and gently pushed her back on the bed.

“What kind of tour was that?” she asked, laughing up at me. I stripped off my clothes, my cock hard as a rock with anticipation.

“I don’t get much time here, luv. Figured we’d better make wise use of it. I have to be at the venue for soundcheck in two hours. Raincheck on the tour?”

“You’re insatiable,” she chided, stripping off her short black dress. I groaned at the sight of her creamy breasts coming into view when she pulled off her bra. She laid back seductively, her soft black waves falling around her head. “Come here.”

For once in my life, I obeyed someone.






CHAPTER 33

CATHERINE


“Where the fuck have you been!” Ian yelled, as we ran up to the side of the stage. We were late, of course. And I’d thought we’d surely die along the way, as we sped along in Liam’s Jag, the low, sleek machine hugging the winding roads that led from his house to the Hollywood Bowl. “We go on in five minutes, you bastard!”

Liam smiled at Ian, grabbed his head in both hands, and planted a kiss right on Ian’s forehead. Ian laughed and pulled away.

“You fuckin’ wanker! Get on stage now!”

“I love you, bro,” Liam said, smiling at everyone that was standing around watching him. Rocket smiled, shook his head and walked on stage. Rhys came over, and patted Liam on the back.

“Glad you made it, mate,” he said, turning to follow Rocket. Liam turned to me, kissed me on the cheek, pinched my ass, and walked on stage to the roar of the crowd, throwing his hands up in the air in greeting. He strapped on the guitar and spoke into the microphone.

“This song is for Catherine,” he said. I gasped as he looked over at me and blew a kiss my way before he launched into the song.

“Please don’t let me down, sweet mama…” he sang, before the first notes sounded and the rest of the band started playing. The crowd went crazy, singing along with him, the energy electric and sizzling. “Don’t drag me down, mama…”

I watched from the side with Rhone again, my heart swelling with pride and feeling like I fit in for the first time. She welcomed me warmly and offered me a beer. We watched the crowd sway and sing, riding along the wave with them. Liam’s performance was an experience in itself, and I thought back to the first time I’d seen him perform. I never imagined the week would end up here, with me having feelings for this man. Now, here I was, completely enthralled with him.

In addition to the fact that our bodies seemed to be made for each other, I was beginning to feel like I was starting to see the real Liam now. When we were alone, he was at ease, relaxed, funny, loving. He made love to me like a man, and I loved the way he took he charge, the way he knew exactly what he wanted and how to get there. He played my body like his very own finely tuned instrument, and I fucking loved it. I craved his touch constantly.

I knew it was crazy. I knew it was against all odds. He’s a fucking rock star, for god’s sake. I knew it was probably destined to fail, but I also knew there was no turning back. Not for me, at least. And after today, I hoped, not for him either.

We had to see this through. There was no other way. At least not any other way that didn’t involve torturous amounts of heartache.

I was so glad to see him happy today. I hoped I had a small part in that. Because it was so rare to see him smiling, I’d still not mentioned the messages I'd received from my assistant. She'd checked the rest of Callum’s list and found the same situation with each one. Where Callum had listed the donors as receiving millions of dollars each, they all said they received a thousand dollars or less. I was sure there had to be some sort of explanation, so I was just going to ask Callum about it instead of mentioning it to Ian or Liam. He probably just gave me the wrong list, I figured.

The beer was going right through me, and I turned to Rhone to whisper in her ear.

“Gotta pee, be right back!” She nodded and I walked back to the dressing rooms, nodding to Big D and Matt along the way. I was really starting to feel comfortable here, and now it was time for me to leave. No matter my feelings for Liam, I did have to get back to New York and finish my story, well - start my story. I’d avoided it thus far. But I also had to go back home, figure out exactly how I was going to continue with my life, and what it would look like with Liam in it.

But I wasn’t going to think about the logistics of all of that now. I was going to enjoy my last few days with Liam, without any drama, without any fighting, and just have fun. I was looking forward to the party tonight, and even more so, going back to Liam’s amazing house in the hills and making love till dawn.

The dressing rooms were far from the stage, and I walked down a long hallway until I reached a door that had a star with Liam’s name emblazoned across it. I smiled to myself, the image of him shredding the stage flashing in my head.

The room was stocked with the usual spread - beer, wine, liquor, food. What a life, I thought to myself. To have everything mapped out for you, every moment scheduled. I was more of a fly by the seat of my pants girl, and this last week’s schedule had taken some getting used to. I wasn’t sure I’d want to do it for months at a time, though. I thought of Liam, how tired he must be all the time, and yet he never really showed it. He soldiered on, always up for the party and ready to move to the next place. Even if he was a little late getting there.

I walked out of the bathroom and ran smack dab into Callum.

“Oh!” I exclaimed, my heart racing with surprise. “Hello, Callum.”

“Hi, Catherine, how are you?” he asked. His glasses hung on the end of his pointy nose, his short brown hair jutting up in spikes on top of his head. His eyes darted around, looking everywhere else instead of meeting my gaze. He wore baggy, pleated khaki’s and a plaid button up shirt under his oversized brown suit jacket that seemed to swallow his skinny frame.

“I’m good, thanks,” I said. “Enjoying the show?”

He shrugged, “If you’ve seen one Electric Horses show, you’ve seen them all.”

“Okay…” I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He was such an awkward guy.

“How is the story going?” he asked.

“It’s going just fine. I wanted to ask you another question, though. I’m glad I ran into you.” I figured now was as good a time as any to ask about the recipients list. “I had my assistant verify the list you gave me. The numbers that the research organizations quoted didn’t match the ones you provided us. I figured you just sent me the wrong list?”

“You verified them?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Well, yes, we have to verify everything before it’s reported.”

“Well, your assistant is wrong. Those are the right numbers.”

“Well, I thought that at first, but she got different information from all of them, over a dozen names that you gave me. Are you sure there’s not a mistake on your end?”

He turned towards the door, ignoring my question.

“Callum?” I asked to his back, as he walked away slowly.

He stopped when he reached the door. Slowly, he reached up and turned the deadbolt.

“Callum!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

When he turned, I saw the gun in his hand, pointed right me, his gaze now firmly directed my way.

“Don’t make a fuckin’ sound, bitch,” he hissed.






CHAPTER 34

LIAM


We were on fire tonight. The best we’d played in weeks, and I was crediting Catherine for it all. For the first time in a long time, my heart was filled with hope, and the constant rage that I felt on a daily basis had subsided. I could breathe, and it was bloody glorious.

Even if we hadn’t had any groundbreaking discussions and forgiveness wasn’t explicitly stated, the band and I seemed to have once again swept away our differences, and my tendency to be a total ass, to come together and give the people what they’d paid for - a rock show that they wouldn’t soon forget.

Doing our job and delivering felt amazing.

And yet, still, throughout the entire bliss-inducing show, I was still thinking about Catherine. The way Catherine’s eyes followed me across the room, the way she watched me move inside of her, the way she saw right through my bullshit and saw the light that even I believed had faded away to nothing. The way she leaned into my touch, the way she opened herself up for me, physically and emotionally, the way her laughter filled my soul with joy.

The way she devoured my cock like a starving woman.

The way she pulsed around me when I slid inside of her.

The way I couldn’t wait to get back to being naked with her in bed.

My plan tonight was to spend as little time as possible at the party at the Whiskey and get her right back to my place as fast as possible. And tomorrow, we actually had the day off. I was looking forward to sleeping in, waking up with Catherine, and enjoying a lazy day all alone with her, with nobody around, and nowhere to go.

We left the crowd begging for more, even after three encores. Any other time, I might have insisted on a fourth, but I wanted to get on with the night.

“Where’s Catherine?” I asked Rhone as we walked off stage.

“She went to the bathroom a while back, and didn’t come back yet,” she said. “I figured she needed some space or something. She’s probably in your dressing room.”

“Okay, I’ll find her,” I said. Of course, she was probably resting, I hadn’t really let her sleep too much.

“Great show!” Ian said, hugging me.

“Love you, bro,” I said, hugging him back. Talking wasn’t necessary. Apologies weren’t necessary. That’s just how we were, how we’d always been. Hot and cold.

“You driving to the Whiskey yourself?” he asked.

“You know how much I love my Jag,” I replied.

“Well, be careful of those fuckin’ paparazzi twats, they’re brutal in this town.”

“I can handle those cunts,” I replied. “I’m going to find Catherine and take a quick shower, I’ll meet you all there.”

Rocket and Rhys and Slade nodded and we went our separate ways. They’d all head over in the limo, but I always insisted on driving myself around when I was in LA. They knew better than to argue with me. Last time they’d tried to get me to do something I didn’t want to, it didn’t turn out so well.

I walked into the dressing room, my cock already hard with anticipation of laying my hands on Catherine.

“Luv?” I called, as I entered the empty room. I figured she had to be in the loo. I knocked and waited. Silence. I opened the door and saw she wasn’t there either.

I walked back into the hallway and ran into Ian and Rhone.

“Have you guys seen Catherine out here?” I asked.

“No, not at all,” Ian replied. “She’s not in your room?”

“No, she must have…gone somewhere. I don’t know.” I checked in Rocket’s room, Slade’s room and Rhys’ room, to no avail. I threw up my arms as I walked back up to Ian.

“She’s gone,” I said. “She probably just walked outside or something.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed Catherine’s number. No answer. I left her a message and hung up, then dialed Matt’s number.

“Where are you?” I asked, when he answered.

“In the production office. What’s up?” he asked.

“Have you seen Catherine?”

“She was watching the show with Rhone and then she walked back to the dressing rooms. I didn’t see her after that.”

“Fuck!” I exclaimed, hanging up the phone.

“Big D!” I called to him as he walked up. Surely, he knew something. That was his fuckin’ job. “Where’s Catherine?”

“I don’t know, boss, haven’t seen her.”

“What the fuck?” I asked, throwing up my hands. Ian and Rhone were standing next to me. “Should I be worried? I’m worried.”

“Liam, she probably left,” Ian suggested.

“Why would she leave?” I asked. I was completely bewildered at his suggestion. She wouldn’t have just left me without a word, would she?

“Why would she stay, Liam? You’re a bloody mess. She got her story. Her week is up. What did you expect?”

“No, Ian, she wouldn’t have just left. She’s going to the party with me tonight. We already talked about it.”

Ian and Rhone exchanged glances, and I knew exactly what they thought. That I’d fucked it all up, of course she would leave. But they hadn’t seen the look on her face, the love in her eyes, earlier today. They just didn’t understand.

But neither did I.

Where the fuck was she?






CHAPTER 35

CATHERINE


“C allum, why are you doing this?”

Stony silence greeted me, his steely gaze focused forward as he drove his car. He’d forced me out of the dressing room at gun point, hiding the gun in his suit jacket as he pressed me forward down the hallway and into the parking garage. I’d tried to avoid getting in the car, but he’d pressed the gun into my ribs so hard.

“Callum, please, we can work something out. I don’t know what’s going on, but I won’t tell anyone, if you just let me go. Just take me back, please?”

He ignored me, flying around the curvy roads. My hands trembled as I tried to figure out what to do. The gun was resting in his lap, pointed right at me. I couldn’t jump out of the car, because to my right were steep cliffs that dropped down into the canyon, and I’d never survive. I thought about my phone, tucked away safely, with the ringer off, inside my purse that was hanging in the closet of Liam’s dressing room. I had no way of calling for help.

I’d have to talk my way out of this.

“Is it the donations? I’ll just leave it out of the story, I won’t say a word to anyone, just let me go, please?”

Still no reaction. Terror gripped my heart, and I tried again, my voice shaking.

“Callum, why would you want to hurt me? I don’t even know you, and you have my word I won’t say anything about the charity.”

“It’s not you I want to hurt,” he mumbled under his breath.

“What? Then who?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Liam, the fucking murdering prick!”

I gasped. “Who did he murder?”

“My sister! Ally! You said he told you all about her.”

“He did. But he said Ally died in a car accident, years after they broke up.”

“She did. But it was all Liam’s fault.”

“He wasn’t even there, it’s not his fault,” I protested. He picked up the gun and pushed it in my face.

“Shut the fuck up!”

I clamped my mouth shut and he lowered the gun back to his lap. The car hugged the corners tightly, he was going way too fast, and unlike the thrill I’d received earlier when Liam was doing it, this time I was sure we were going to careen over the side of the cliff at any moment.

“Okay,” I tried again, whispering, willing my voice to stay calm. “So it’s Liam you’re mad at. Why are you doing this to me?”

“Look bitch, I’m not letting you go. Liam sealed your fate when he started fucking you. I’ve been waiting for him to find someone he cares about again, so I can take them away from him, just like he took my sister.”

My heart dropped. This had nothing to do with me, and yet here I was, tangled up in the middle of it. Nobody even knew where I was.

Fuck!

I couldn’t just let him kill me.

I had to figure out a way to talk some sense into him.

I had to save myself.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

“To Liam’s.”

“Why?”

“Because I want him to have the pleasure of watching the person he loves die right in front of him.”






CHAPTER 36

LIAM


“L ook, something’s wrong.”

“Liam, just accept it. She left.”

“No, I won’t bloody accept it! Matt, call security, maybe they have surveillance video?”

“Yes, boss,” Matt said, walking away as he made the call.

“Liam, this is absurd. What are you hoping to accomplish here?” Ian asked.

“Are you bloody mad? I’m hoping to find Catherine, you prick!”

“Big D!” I said, turning to him in anger. “You should have been watching her!”

“I was watching you, Liam - I’m supposed to protect the band!”

“Don’t be such an ass! Go look for her - now!”

“Yes, boss,” he said, sauntering down the hall.

“Calm down,” Ian said, putting a hand on my arm. “What could have possibly happened to her? Everyone was watching the show. She probably didn’t want a big goodbye.”

“We weren’t saying goodbye, dammit!” If I wasn’t so worried about Catherine, I would have punched Ian right then. He was infuriating me, suggesting she’d just walked away. She wouldn’t have done that.

Or would she? A creeping doubt began chipping away at me, and I tried to push it away. I was an arrogant prick, after all. Maybe I was fooling myself thinking she might want something from me besides a quick fuck? Had she done it all for the story?

I didn’t want to believe it. Fuck, I couldn’t believe it.

“Boss, they say they don’t have surveillance cameras in the dressing room,” Matt walked back up. “They do monitor the hallways, though. They’re going to check them and call us back. I gave them a description of Catherine.”

“Thank you,” I said, walking back into my dressing room. “Tell them to hurry the fuck up!”

I needed to look for her myself, I’d decided. I opened up my closet to find a shirt to wear, and saw her purse hanging there. My heart dropped. I opened it up, and saw her phone lying there, displaying two missed phone calls - one from me and one from her agency.

She hadn’t left me, after all. She’d never have left her purse behind if she’d planned to bail on me. Which meant she was just off somewhere wandering around the venue. Maybe she was still out lingering in the crowd or something.

I sighed a huge sigh of relief.

“Her purse is here,” I said, pulling on my shirt as I walked back into the hallway. Everyone was milling about, whispering to each other. I scanned their faces, and realized they were all looking at me with pity.

“She didn’t fucking leave me, you bastards! She’s probably just out in the crowd somewhere!” I turned and walked down the hallway.

“Where are you going?” Ian asked.

“To find her!”

“The crowd will tear you apart, Liam, you can’t go out there unprotected!”

“Watch me!”






CHAPTER 37

CATHERINE


“Y ou have a key to his house?” I asked, as Callum opened the door. He walked over to the alarm and punched in the code.

“I stayed here for a little while when I first moved to LA to run the charity,” he replied. He was nervous; the hand holding the gun he had pointed at me again was shaking. I looked around for a way out, something to hit him with, anything at all. Unfortunately, Liam house was decorated in such a minimalistic way, there wasn’t much around at all. If I could get to the kitchen, maybe I could find a knife, though.

“Callum, I’m sure if you just explained to Liam that there was a mix up with the numbers…” I began.

“There wasn’t a mix up. I stole it. All of it. I stole millions from him, because he deserved it, but that isn’t what this is about.”

“You didn’t steal the money from Liam, you stole it from all those kids with cancer,” I replied. Bad idea. He pushed me against the wall, and pressed the gun to my temple. Pain screamed through my head as he pressed into my flesh.

“I’ve heard enough from you, bitch. Now, shut the fuck up or I won’t wait till Liam gets here to kill you. I’m sure seeing your pretty little brains splattered all over his floor will be enough to do the trick.”

I nodded silently and willed myself not to cry. I needed to keep my wits about me, stay calm, look for a way out.

Callum’s eyes were wild and angry, his words spitting out of his mouth furiously, as he pulled me to the kitchen and sat me in a chair. He grabbed some extension cords out of a nearby closet, and began tying me to the chair.

“Liam’s a monster,” he spat. “He threw my sister away like a piece of bad meat. As if she wasn’t even a real person, with real feelings. She loved that bastard, and he just turned his back on her at the first mention of money and fame,” he tightened the knots on my wrists, the cords cutting into my flesh painfully. “And then, when she died, he still didn’t even acknowledge she existed. All the years, all the interviews, all the chances he blew to memorialize Ally. He could have at least honored her memory.”

“But he didn’t,” he continued. “Not once. Not one fucking word. And then what does he do? He asks me to give away the millions of dollars he earned by fucking her over to some sick kids. What about me? What about my family? What about our pain? Our suffering?”

He finished tying me up and he stood back to inspect his work.

“Callum, I don’t think —,” I began once again to try to talk him out of this.

“Shut up!” he said, disappearing behind me. When I heard the distinct sound of duct tape ripping, my heart sank.

“Callum, please don’t —,” my words died as he slapped the tape over my mouth. I struggled against the cords, shaking my head, pleading with him with my eyes.

“Too bad you got mixed up with him,” he said, staring down at me. “You’re a pretty lady. You probably don’t deserve this, but how stupid are you to get mixed up with a bastard like him?”

He began pacing around the kitchen, looking at his watch.

“You know, he’s fucked thousands of women. You’re the first one he’s ever had over to his house. You’re the first one he’s ever looked at that way since Ally.”

“You must have some really good pussy,” he said, towering over me. Fear gripped my heart, and I realized exactly how helpless I was. Up till now, I’d hoped I could talk my way out of it, but now that I couldn’t speak, or move, I knew exactly how fucked I was.

Liam was my only chance, and he didn’t even know where I was. He must be worried sick about me by now, I thought.

Callum reached down and pushed the hair from my face, his eyes narrowed as he looked at me.

“You know, I’d fuck you myself, if you weren’t so tainted from fucking Liam.”

I groaned, attempting to beg him again with my eyes. He obviously was not swayed, because he walked away, leaving me alone in the kitchen, alone with my thoughts, alone with my fear.






CHAPTER 38

LIAM


A s soon as I walked out into the crowd lingering around the merch booth, I knew it was a mistake. Dozens of fans surrounded me, asking for autographs, trying to shake my hand. I pushed through them, my eyes scanning the crowd for Catherine, as a huge circle of people formed around me.

“Catherine!” I yelled, over and over again, ignoring the fans. She was nowhere in sight, and within seconds, I was surrounded by so many people I couldn’t get through them. Someone began pulling on my shirt, and I heard it rip as I tried to pull away. “Get off of me!” I yelled, barreling through them. They parted and then closed around me again.

“Please sign this, Liam!” Someone pushed an album in my face, and I pushed it away.

“I love you, Liam!” A woman threw her arms around my neck, and I pulled her off of me, trying to work my way through the crowd.

“Liam! Liam! Liam!” they chanted.

“Alright, that’s enough, everyone back the fuck up!” Big D’s large frame busted through the crowd, and he grabbed my arm, pulling me away. I looked up at him thankfully.

“Any sign of Catherine?” I yelled, as he pushed through the fans.

“Not yet,” he said.

“Did you hear from Matt yet?” I asked, hope clinging to my shaking voice.

“No, boss,” he said, as we finally cleared the last of the crowd. We walked behind the stage and back down the hallways that led to the dressing room.

“You’re fuckin’ crazy,” Ian said. “I told you not to go out there!”

“Fuck off! You’d have done the same thing if Rhone had gone missing!”

“Rhone? You’re comparing your fling to my marriage?”

“It’s not a bloody fling! I love her!” I yelled. There. I’d said it out loud. The words that had been churning in my head for days. I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought. It was true, and that was that. The shock on Ian’s face said it all.

“What?” he asked. “Love?”

“Piss off!” I said, pushing past him.

I walked into my dressing room and pulled Catherine’s purse out of the closet. Her phone was still there, and I pulled up her voice mail and listened to the message from her agent. I knew I was invading her privacy, but I was becoming frantic with fear and dread, and I was hoping for some indication of where she was.

“Catherine,” the female voice said. “I checked the rest of the numbers for Liam’s charity and nothing is adding up. I reconfirmed the numbers by calling each charity again and everyone is saying the haven’t received this money. I’m not sure what to tell you…but call me, and let me know how you want me to proceed.”

What the fuck? I thought. What was she talking about? My charity? Catherine hadn’t mentioned anything to me about it, but none of this made any sense.

I walked back out to talk to Ian about it, and just as I stepped into the hallway, my phone rang.

Matt. Thank god, I thought, picking it up.

“Did you find her?” I answered.

“No, boss, but it looks like she left with someone. The video shows her going into the dressing room and someone followed her in and then a few minutes later, they left together.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Well, boss, I’m not sure, but I came in to look at the video myself, and I could swear it’s that guy that runs your charity. The nerdy, skinny guy?”

“Callum?” I asked.

“Yeah, that guy,” he said.

“Why would she go anywhere with Callum?” I wondered out loud. “Where did they go? Does the video show that?”

“Looks like she got in his car with him and they drove away. Headed South away from the venue. That’s all we’ve got.”

“Thanks,” I replied, hanging up the phone.

“What?” Ian asked.

“She left with Callum. Why the bloody hell would she go anywhere with him?”

“That’s fuckin’ odd,” Ian replied.

“Yeah, it is,” I replied. “Hey, did Catherine say anything to you about the charity?”

“No, why?”

“There was a message on her phone from her agent. Something about the donation numbers from our charity not matching. I don’t know, it doesn’t make any sense.”

“Let’s call Callum,” Ian said, pulling out his phone, just as mine rang in my hand. I looked down at the display.

“Wait!” I said, putting a hand on Ian’s arm. “Callum’s calling me now.”

“Callum?” I answered.

“Hello, Liam,” Callum said.

“Callum, have you seen Catherine?” I asked.

“Yes, she’s with me.”

“Why? Where are you?”

“We’re at your house. Waiting for you.”

“What the fuck? Why are you at my house?” His voice sounded robotic, far away, and it made me nervous.

“I’ll tell you when you get here,” he said, and then the line went dead.

My blood ran cold.

“Something’s wrong. Something’s terribly wrong,” I said, racing away as fast as I could.

“Liam wait!” Ian called from behind. “Goddammit, Liam!”






CHAPTER 39

CATHERINE


I  fought against my restraints as I listened to Callum talk to Liam on the phone. Of all the shit I hadn’t expected to happen this week, this topped the list. I held out hope that Liam would be able to talk some sense into Callum when he got here, because there was no escaping these binds.

Callum paced around like a nervous rabbit, biting his nails, his eyes darting around the room as he muttered to himself. Yeah, I thought, as soon as Liam gets here, this will be all over. Liam might have been lanky, but he was tall and strong.

The only problem was that gun in Callum’s hand. And the insanity that was obviously wrestling around inside his head. A crazy with a gun could do a lot of harm, to anyone. Strength didn’t matter.

What mattered was luck.

And with any luck, we’d get out of this bullshit with nobody getting hurt. Callum seemed to have another idea, I thought, as I watched him begin to pull out all the knives from the kitchen drawers and lay them out on the counter. Then, with horror, I watched him put not just the gun he was holding, but pull out two more handguns from inside his jacket, and lay them next to the knives.

He looked over at me watching him, and he shook his head.

“You can’t understand. You think I’m a monster, but it’s not me. It’s him. He’s the monster,” he said, his voice rising. “Ally suffered. Night after night, crying herself to sleep. I tried to comfort. I tried to give her the love he’d deprived her of. She was never the same. He ruined her.”

He picked up one of the biggest knives and walked over to me. My eyes widened in fear as he brought the tip of the knife up to my chin, trailing it slowly up my cheek, stopping right under my eye. Slowly, he twisted it, poking into my flesh. I whimpered, pulling away before he could break the skin, as he laughed.

“I’ve been waiting for this day for years,” he said, spinning away from me.

“At first, I thought I’d only be able to take his money,” he said, “but then you came along!” He turned back to me, sliding the blade of the knife between his fingers, his eyes wild and frantic. “It’s so much better this way! He can always make more money. But after this, he’ll never fall in love again.”

My stomach sank with the realization that this was all my fault. If I wasn’t here, if I hadn’t slept with Liam, gotten close to him, none of this would be happening. If I hadn’t poked around trying to find something good to include in the story, none of this would be happening. If I hadn’t opened my mouth and told Callum what I’d discovered, then I wouldn’t be here tied up in this chair waiting for the man that I loved to come and save me.

Loved.

I loved Liam. There was no denying it.

If we got out of here alive, I intended to tell him just that. He’d made something come alive in me that hadn’t been there before. He made me feel alive just being in his presence.

It was magical.

And I’d gone and fucked it all up.

I looked at the door and then looked at Callum, pacing across the kitchen floor like a fighter waiting for the bell to ring, his weapons laid out at his fingertips, a hatred that had been brewing in him for years on the verge of exploding, and I couldn’t help but wonder.

After the lightening strike, what would be left?






CHAPTER 40

LIAM


T  he Jag couldn’t move fast enough. I sped through traffic, weaving around every car in my path, ran red lights and blew through stop signs, my head spinning.

I still couldn’t figure it out, I had no idea what could be happening, but something deep in the pit of my stomach told me it wasn’t good. Fear gripped me in a way I hadn’t felt since Lennon was in his last days.

I hoped like hell it was something simple, a misunderstanding, miscommunication, something like that. But there was something about the tone in Callum’s voice, his ominous words, the way he hung up on me, that told me it wasn’t just a simple misunderstanding.

With all my erratic driving, it still took me almost half an hour to get through traffic and arrive at my house. My heart raced as I climbed up the winding driveway. I grabbed my phone and continued to ignore Ian’s calls. It was still ringing - it was the third time he’d called. I hadn’t answered while I was driving but I didn’t take the time to answer now either.

The front door was wide open, and I walked in slowly.

“Catherine?” I called. The living room was empty. I walked down the hallway toward the kitchen, and just before I rounded the corner, Callum appeared in front of me.

“Hey, mate, what’s going on?” I asked, peering into his eyes. Something was definitely off about him. There was a darkness in his eyes, and as he ran his hand through his hair, I saw his trembling fingers. “Are you okay, Callum?”

He narrowed his eyes, and I looked down at his other hand just as he pressed the gun into my stomach.

“Callum, what the fuck?” I froze.

“Put your fucking hands up, Liam!” I raised my hands over my head.

“Callum, where’s Catherine? What the bloody hell are you doing?”

First, I was shocked, but that quickly turned to being pissed. I looked over his shoulder, but she wasn’t in sight.

“Catherine!” I called out, and Callum dug the gun in deeper. I looked down at his little weasly face and knew it was going to feel amazing to slam my fist into it. As soon as I made sure Catherine was safe, I was going to do just that. Seriously, who did this wanker think he was? “Catherine!” I yelled again.

“Where is she?” I asked him again.

“That’s all you care about, Liam? Don’t you want to know why I’m so upset?”

“Listen here, you little worm! Tell me where she is right now!”

“You don’t care about anyone but yourself, Liam.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Callum. I care about lots of people, I just don’t care about you, you fuckin’ twat! Now where’s Catherine?” I pushed past him, taking a chance that he wouldn’t shoot. I was right.

I assumed Catherine was in the kitchen, since that’s where he’d emerged from, but the kitchen was empty. I ran back into the living room, and stopped when I saw he’d walked out onto the patio, a bound Catherine sitting in front of him, his gun pointed right at her head.

“You motherfucker!”

“Now, you’re going to listen to me,” he seethed. I froze, and put up my hands.

“Fine, Callum, what’s wrong? What’s going on?” I asked, my heart seizing in fear. I didn’t care for one second if he shot me, but if he hurt Catherine, I wouldn’t be able to take it.

“I’ve waited years for this,” he said, his voice shaking. “For revenge. You just went on like nothing happened. Like she never mattered.”

“What are you talking about, Callum?”

“Ally, you asshole! She didn’t mean anything to you, did she? She gave up her life for you, you selfish prick!”

“Callum, we’ve had this talk before,” I said.

“No! You’ve talked. Now it’s my turn. You thought giving me a job would make up for it? For losing her? You start a million dollar charity over the memory of your precious little brother, but what did you do for Ally? Nothing!” he spat, tears streaming down his face.

“Callum, mate…c’mon, let’s put the gun down,” I said.

“No, fuck you! You couldn’t even acknowledge her. Not once did you mention her in interviews, you didn’t even come to the funeral!” I winced at his words. He was right. I’d been on tour in Australia, and it had all happened so fast, there was no way for me to attend without canceling sold-out shows.

“You’re right, Callum, I should have come,” I agreed. “And I’m real sorry about that, mate. Now, can we put the gun down?”

“I’m going to kill her,” he cried, his shaking hands terrifying me. It would only take a small amount of pressure to pull the trigger.

“No, Callum, Catherine has nothing to do with this. Let her go. This is just between me and you.”

I’d avoided looking into Catherine’s eyes until now, and when I did, it crushed me. The fear, the tears, the way he had her fucking taped up like that. Rage filled my veins, but I fought against it, resisting every urge to rush him, to kill this twat.

“She’s great, right?” he asked, a sickly smile smearing across his face as he reached down and pulled Catherine’s chin up. She wiggled away from his grip and he grabbed her hair, pulling it roughly. “But she’s just the icing on the cake.”

“Callum, let her go,” I growled, my hands balling into fists at my side.

“She figured it out,” he said. “She went snooping around, so she’s gotta go anyway.”

“What did she figure out?”

“That I stole all your money. The charity money. I gambled it all away. It’s all gone.”

“Why would you do that?”

“To fuck you over. To hurt you. It was the only way I knew how, until she came along,” he said, pulling harder on her hair.

“This is better,” he said, smiling down at Catherine.

“She has nothing to do with this, Callum. I don’t care about the money. Just let her go and you can leave, I don’t care.”

“No way,” he said, “not until you see your pretty little love die in front of you.”

“You’re not going to fuckin’ hurt her, mate, you know I can’t let you do that,” I said. “Callum, you need to rethink this,” I said. “Leave the country. You’ll never get away if you kill Catherine. I won’t let you get away, you know that.”

“I’m going to kill you, too, don’t worry,” he said, the smile returning. He looked like a fucking deranged lunatic, and just as I was about to throw caution to the wind and take him down, I saw a glimmer of a light flash behind him.

“Callum,” I said. “what are you going to do after you kill us?”

“Why do you care?”

“Let me give you more money,” I said, lowering my hands slightly and inching forward. “You can have it all, retire, live in style, anywhere you like. You won’t have to be on the run all your life. We can let all this go.” I took a slow step forward and he moved the gun from Catherine’s temple, pointing it at me.

“Stop,” he said. “I don’t want your money. I don’t fucking care about that. That’s not why I’m doing this. But that’s the only thing that means anything in your world, isn’t it? You think money can get you out of anything, don’t you?”

“No, Callum, I don’t,” I replied, inching my feet forward again. “But it can get you out of this. All you have to do is put the gun down. It’s an easy choice.”

“You think this is easy?” he said, his voice rising in anger. “You stupid motherfucker! Nothing has been easy! You killed my sister! I tried to make it better. I loved her. I loved her better than you ever could! You should have seen the way she looked after I made love to her.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked, my stomach churning in disgust.

“Ally was mine. I loved her. But she never got over you. It’s your fault she died.”

“How could you do that to her, Callum?” I asked, my head racing. No wonder Ally had turned to the bottle.

“You think it’s easy running the company of someone who killed your sister?” Callum continued. “Having to work for a selfish prick like you?”

“Well, you’re right about that, Callum, I am a selfish prick,” I shrugged. “But you’re the one who’s fucked.”

“What?” he said, his eyes widening.

“Piss off, you prick!” I yelled, just as the bullet from Big D’s gun sliced through his leg from behind, I ran over and jumped on him, and he began wrestling against me as I tried to get his gun. It fired, the bullet ripping through my left shoulder. Pain shot through me, but I sat on top of him and began pummeling him with my right fist.

“This is for Ally, you fucking cunt!” Over and over, my fist smashed against his face, rage ripping through my body like a freight train, until Ian and Big D pulled me off of him. Big D kicked Callum’s gun away, and rolled him over, putting a boot on his back and holding him down.

“Help Catherine!” I yelled to Ian and he ran over and freed her, ripping the tape from her mouth. They ran over to me, as I lay on the ground, white hot heat radiating from my shoulder.

“Catherine!” I called, as she looked down at me. I pulled her into me as she cried against my shoulder.

“Are you okay, luv?” I asked, pulling her to me.

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” she cried, tears falling down her face. Ian looked at my shoulder, and then disappeared, only to come back seconds later with a towel that he pressed against the hole in my shoulder.

“Oh, luv, I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry, Catherine.”

She leaned down, kissing me gently, before pulling away and wiping her tears.

“Are you okay, Liam?” Ian asked me. I looked over at him and saw the concern filling his eyes.

“I’m fine, brother. You aren’t getting rid of me this easy.”

“I don’t want to get rid of you, you bastard,” he said, his eyes shining with tears.

“Of course you don’t - you’d never find another singer like me.”

“I’d never find another brother like you,” he said. He reached down, hugging me hard.

“I’m calling an ambulance,” he said, standing up and looking down at Callum laying beside me.

“He’s not even worth killing,” he muttered, as he walked away. When I looked back at Catherine, my heart swelled with love.

“Are you sure you’re okay? I couldn’t bear it if you were hurt,” I said, looking her over. My heart was racing with worry.

She nodded, shivering. I pulled her close, as best as I could with my bloody shoulder, the urge to wrap my arms around her protectively overwhelming.

“I’m never letting you go again,” I whispered, as she kissed me again.

“Promise?” she asked.

“I love you, Catherine,” I said, peering down into her bright green eyes.

“I love you too,” she whispered. I kissed her again, relief flooding my limbs now that I had her safely in my arms.






CHAPTER 41

ONE MONTH LATER


C atherine and Liam lay in bed in Liam’s LA mansion, as Catherine read from the Rolling Stone article she’d written. They’d been holed up for a month, allowing time for Liam’s shoulder to heal.

‘Rock star. Bad Boy. Troublemaker. Rebel. Liam Mercury is more than the usual labels placed on him. Liam Mercury is an enigma. Just when you think you’ve got him all figured out, he shows you a side of him that you haven’t seen. That’s what happened to me, when I was assigned the pleasure of spending a week tagging along with the insanely handsome and brutally sexy god of rock during the last leg of his band’s American tour.”

“You think I’m insanely handsome and brutally sexy?” Liam said, interrupted her.

“Sometimes,” Catherine replied. “Hush!”

‘The week would prove to be the single most adventurous week of my life, and as much as I would like to say it didn’t change me, it did. And, surprisingly, I think it changed Liam, too.”

“Changed the size of my cock, that’s for sure,” Liam quipped. “In fact, I think it’s growing again right now, luv!”

“Stop it! Shall I stop reading?” Catherine said, her voice filled with laughter.

“No, no, go on!”

“Full disclosure to readers: this journalist fell in love with Liam during this week and this article is entirely biased, but the events told are factual.”

“You included a disclosure?” Liam asked.

“Yes, I had to, it’s only ethical,” she replied.

“The events of the week unfolded into a perfect storm that ended in embezzlement, kidnapping, a violent standoff, and topped off with a brand-new number one hit song, co-written by Liam Mercury and myself, performed by the Electric Horses, that raised millions of dollars for The Lennon Foundation, Ian and Liam Mercury’s children’s cancer research charity that is now leading the nation in donations to help find a cure.”

Liam grabbed the magazine from Catherine’s hand as she read.

“Stop! I’m getting to the best part!” Catherine protested.

“Unless you’re wrote about how skilled my cock is, I’m not interested in hearing about myself anymore!” Liam said, pulling Catherine into his arms and kissing her.

After being subjected to Callum’s deranged lunacy, the two of them had come together and written a song while Liam spent a week in the hospital. The band recorded it quickly, the label releasing it immediately as a surprise single, and the world had eaten it up.

It sold five million copies in the first day, and had gone on to sell millions every day since then. All the proceeds went to the charity, and they’d raised ten times the amount Callum had pissed away.

After learning Callum had abused Ally, Liam was making sure he was prosecuted to the full extent of the law. He was looking forward to seeing Callum locked away for a very long time.

“Wait, you have to at least skip to the end,” Catherine said, opening the magazine back up. “Read the last paragraph.”

“Oh, alright, if it means I can get you naked faster.”

“Just read!” she insisted.

“Fine!”

“After all was said and done, after my week was over, I’d learned new things about Liam, but also a few new things about myself. I learned that love finds a way, no matter how much you resist. I learned that no matter what life throws at you, it’s never what it seems. I learned that underneath the renegade exterior, there’s a softer side of Liam Mercury that most people never see. In spite of all the wild stories, the extravagant partying, the thousands of adoring fans, at the end of the day, Liam Mercury is just like the rest of us - a normal guy that’s going to be a father in about eight months.”

“What!” Liam cried out excitedly.

He looked over at Catherine, and saw her smiling eyes, tears running down her face as she nodded enthusiastically.

“You’re pregnant?” he asked.

“I am. I didn’t know how to tell you…”

“I’m going to be a father?” he yelled.

“Yes!” Catherine cried, as Liam’s lips crashed down on hers, his arms pulling her in tightly.

“I can’t believe this,” he said, breaking away, his voice cracking with emotion.

“I know it’s sudden, I know we just met, but I —-,”

“But nothing! This is bloody fantastic, luv!”

“You’re happy?”

“Happy? I’m fuckin’ ecstatic!” His eyes lit up with excitement.

“Wait here!” he said, leaving her alone on the bed and disappearing into his closet.

“Liam, what are you doing?” Catherine called.

“Just wait!”

A moment later, he walked back in the bedroom and climbed back on the bed with her. He brought his hand from behind his back, and revealed a tiny black box. He opened it slowly, and the biggest, brightest, shiniest diamond she’d ever seen shined back at her.

“What is that?” she squealed.

“Catherine, luv, there’s only one thing in the whole world that could make this day better. Please say you’ll marry me.”

“Yes!” she cried, as he jumped off the bed and picked her up, twirling her around in his arms, kissing her as best he could through the huge smile on their faces.

“I love you, Catherine,” he whispered, setting her back down gently.

“I love you, too,” she replied, her eyes shining with happiness.

“Now, darling, be a good girl and drop those knickers…” he whispered.
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ILLICIT BEHAVIOR

TRENT

“Dude! These groupies are totally ready to go!” My dreadlocked bastard of a bohemian guitarist laughed, splashing his bottle of beer in an arc.

The two hot young girls wrapped around him cooed a chorus of flirtatious giggles. They must have been just barely eighteen, clad in tight, low-cut shirts that made their silky, angelic breasts practically burst out of the seams.

Despite my lack of interest, I wasn’t about to rain on his parade. I lightly raised my own bottle of music festival beer to him, shaking my head.

“You go on ahead, man. Not feelin’ it tonight.”

No matter where we went, fans were throwing themselves at us – and my bandmates were always eager to take the free, willing pussy back to the bus for a fresh bang.

In fact, my bassist and drummer were already back there now, getting their freak on with a few nameless groupies now.

“Serious?” Waylon asked drunkenly.

His limber playing hand slid under a skirt and along a tanned, tender ass, drawing a blush from the groupie’s cheeks. The sight made my cock almost twitch.

Almost.

“You sure you don’t want to try a piece of this Alabama ‘tang?” He pressed on. “Plenty to go around. I’m not greedy.”

The groupie twosome puffed their chests and wiggled provocatively for me, giving me the deepest pair of sultry, lustful looks that they could muster.

They looked cute.

Cute, and too young to be acting like this.

“Think I’m just gonna relax and ride the vibe,” I reaffirmed. “Go get your dick wet.”

“If you say so!”

“And ladies,” I continued, turning towards the girls, who settled down and looked at me almost fearfully. “Don’t keep him up all night. This guy needs to be shredding licks same time tomorrow.”

They nodded respectfully, but Waylon jumped up to his feet, his dreads scattering around his face briefly.

“Ain’t gonna happen. This train rides ‘til sunrise! Ain’t that right, ladies?”

They chuckled with big, goofy hero-worshipping grins on their faces. He scooped them up against his sides, and soon they stumbled off towards the back of the afterparty, heading for our bus.

Joke’s on them, I thought to myself. Waylon’s a two-pump chump on a GOOD day.

Truth of the matter was that I’d been in a funk. For the last few weeks, I had turned down sex left, right, and center from even the most flexible little minxes.

A constant stream of the hottest goddamn chicks around went fucking wild for us on the regular.

And why shouldn’t they?

We weren’t just anybody.

We were Trent Masters and the Whiplash, the hottest fucking rock band in America.

On national radiowaves dominated by DJs making music off of laptops, mainstream child stars glammed up and given backing bands, and egotistical personalities lacking substance and spitting shit…we brought something better.

Something harder.

Something real.

Something apparently sorely missed.

Our latest album, Twelve Machines, was flying off the shelves across the country. The last two singles went platinum. Hell, talks of a Grammy nomination were already in the pipeline.

I was on top of the fucking world.

Or I should have felt like I was.

But all I felt was empty inside, and even the quick fix of endless sex didn’t quell the tension.

It was hard to think I was taking advantage of these girls when they grinded up against me at afterparties like this, always seeming so desperate to give my cock the old spit-shine.

It just didn’t feel right.

But… I couldn’t tell what I wanted instead.

What I needed.

I drank another swig from my bottle of beer, watching the other bands delight in the attention. We were in town for this badass music festival called the RipFest, and we’d shared the stage with some serious rock legends and decent upcoming talent.

They were having fun. Even the older, crustier guys looked like they were having a blast, likely filled with enough drugs to bring down a Bull Rhino in its prime.

It’s not like I wasn’t grateful… I was just… Lost.

The constant attention was overwhelming – too much of a great fucking thing. I had to be careful about the shit I said, because rock stars were even closer to scandal in this day and age.

Everything constantly recorded, rumors spread with the speed of a tweet and the snap of a camera on some girl’s iPhone.

It was all about being careful and avoiding the wrong kind of spotlight. Blogs are eager for clicks, and the whole world is ready to tear you down to build an audience.

I’d paid my dues.

No more practicing in oily garages and filthy bars. No more struggling in hard labor and backbreaking jobs to make ends meet. I wasn’t going to let some little misstep tear me down.

Despite the bullshit, the throne on this rising fucking star felt grand.

But as the light grew brighter…the shadows only grew filthier. Despite all the fame, all the success, all the money and women and the fancy toys. I knew the truth.

The world is a filthy place.

And I am the reigning king of the filth.




 

ANGEL

Summoning every drop of charisma that I could find, I smiled and plunked down the glasses at the four-top bar table for the graying, slovenly bikers. I rattled off the orders as I sloshed the drinks in front of them in turn, each of them smiling grotesquely.

“Four drafts: Bud, Bud, Miller Lite, and Abita. And four shots of Fireball, because why not,” I added mirthlessly.

“Thanks, darlin’,” the closest biker chuckled, lifting his shot and suddenly grabbing a nice handful of my ass.

I flinched and drew back from him, preserving my pride – and my job – by not responding poorly to the harassment.

“Can I get you guys anything else?”

It was less a question, and more a growl.

“One other thing.”

He dropped his menu on the ground, and looked at me expectantly.

“Step onto that.”

I was used to this by now, and I suppressed a heavy sigh and a filthy look. Instead, I stepped meaningfully onto the discarded menu.

“We’ll take one of you,” he grinned.

“You can’t have one of me.”

“But darlin’, you’re on the menu!”

They broke into riotous laughter, as if this was the cleverest fucking joke ever.

It was pretty funny the first time someone did it to me. Months ago… People are less original than they think. I heard this one twice a week.

“Looks like we’re fresh out,” I responded, scooping the menu off the floor and strolling away.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw their laughter die down, and they were looking at me with annoyance for not playing along.

To hell with ‘em.

To hell with everything about this stupid goddamn job.

I hated working this ancient, decrepit dive bar. The money was just good enough to keep myself afloat, and bartending was fun enough, but not somewhere like this.

If it wasn’t bikers, it was rednecks.

If it wasn’t rednecks, it was thugs.

If it wasn’t thugs…

A shiver went up my spine. I didn’t like to think about that.

Old Greg owned this place, and he was a friendly enough guy. Hell, he’d been a godsend. A lifelong resident of this backwater little town, he was old enough to be my grandfather. His best patron was our sheriff – someone who turned a blind eye when I was brought onboard to tend bar at sixteen.

At least that was no longer a problem. I’d turned eighteen pouring drinks.

When it was slow and I was cleaning glasses or wiping surfaces, I dreamed of exactly what you’d think a bright, young girl who dream about in a place like this: Getting the hell out of Riverton.

That was the name of this place. The town, not the bar. Well, the bar too, technically.

Riverton Bar, in Riverton… On Riverton Avenue.

Remember when I said people aren’t original?

That applies to the friendly ones, too.

Dropping the drink tray off at the stack, I passed back around the counter and checked on my other patrons – several working-class stragglers, downing cheap beer specials, an older fellow nursing a whiskey neat, and a few older crones sipping heavy martinis.

Satisfied, I began taking stock of my liquors. I was gonna have to pop open a bottle of Crown soon, and we were still out of half our rum…

While I checked things off on my clipboard, I noticed someone approaching the bar. I didn’t think much of it, and I continued my work for a moment. I was busy, and the shadow could see that.

Whoever it was, he could wait a minute.

Ticking a couple of more checks, I finally turned around to see the same biker from before – the jester of the group.

Well, more like the leader, from the way the other bikers regarded him. He was leering at me for some reason, and I felt a pit deep in my stomach.

“You forgot something,” he grumbled.

“Sorry,” I answered, letting my tone demonstrate how unapologetic I really was. “My memory’s a bit fuzzy. What was it?”

He sat an empty shot glass on the counter.

I glanced at it, then back up to him.

“I wasn’t kidding. I really don’t remember. What was it again?”

His eye twitched, but he backed off a little.

“Crown.”

“Oh, right,” I nodded, reaching for the liquor bottle. “Fireball shots for everyone, and another Crown for you.” If he’d have been any less of a total creep, I would have snuck him a second one, just to make up for it.

It wasn’t becoming for a bartender to have to scribble down the drink orders, but I’d been managing pretty well all night. On crazy nights, I took the excuse to do it, which made things run way less stressful for me.

Of course, it was on a simple shot for the most intimidating and questionable guy all night that I’d lose my train of focus.

“Here you go,” I placed it back down on the counter for him.

“Thanks,” he grumbled, walking away.

But he was still watching me out of the corner of his eye. I didn’t like it.

I sighed inwardly, turning to my other patrons. They’d been trying to ignore the raucous bikers, but even they could sense the unsettling tension in the room that had developed around the group.

And there was the way they looked at me…

Maybe I’d get lucky and they’d lose interest before closing time. Risking a quick look, I caught the big biker staring, a crooked smile growing across his unshaven face.

I’d never been a very lucky girl…




 

TRENT

A fter ditching the shitty afterparty, it was a small matter to figure out where to go. I still felt like drinking, but if I’d stepped into any old bar here in the city I’d be recognized and ambushed for autographs and selfies.

Fuck that shit.

I needed something a little more discreet.

That’s why I slipped out and hopped into one of the rentals that were made available for band use. It was nothing special, just a shiny little red jeep – not really my style, but I didn’t really care. After all, who the fuck was I trying to impress out here?

Hitting the road, I found my way to the Interstate and just started driving.

Once I got away from the light pollution, the night sky was beautiful. Crystal clear stars without a cloud in view. It was hard to find the time to appreciate the stars when you were on seemingly permanent tour.

Only two more weeks of this shit.

Another little voice reminded me: for now.

That’s life. Hard work plus luck begets success. A spot of good luck definitely sparks the fire, but the hard work? That’s what keeps the blaze going strong. I knew damn well I’d be back on tour soon enough.

After about thirty minutes cruising down the highway in the rental jeep, I decided to take a chance on the next exit. Out here, the tall, monolithic restaurant and gas station sides were all weeded out, and I was lucky to spot a Chevron station from the interstate.

This particular exit looked like it led to the middle of nowhere. The sign said “Riverton”, but the endless, dark woods all around practically screamed “dilapidated little town.”

Never heard of the place.

Sounded small. Quaint.

Just to my tastes.

But after cruising down the main road into town, I realized that I might have chosen a place a little too small. There wasn’t a lot to this little backwoods town. Hell, I hesitate to even call it a town.

True to its namesake, it was situated on a riverbank. The spot was primarily residential, with a ton of ramshackle houses and borderline huts. Not a whole lot of businesses. You had your hardware stores, combination gas station slash small grocer, and a few tiny, ancient restaurants. This was one of those little commuter towns where everybody drives forty-five minutes to work in the city.

If this place wasn’t the sticks, nothing was.

I’d just about given up on finding this place when I spotted a derelict old bar by the side.

Riverton Bar...

“Alright,” I muttered to myself, flicking on my blinker and slowing down. “So long as they don’t actually piss in the stills, this should be fine…”

Something about the place looked appealing despite its shoddy state. Maybe it was just that it was so different from anywhere I’d been since hitting it big. These days my life was full of big city bars and clubs, and the occasional lavish hotel room afterparty.

But that was only really part of it.

It just looked like how I felt inside.

Filthy.

Broken-down.

Borderline functional.

Committed to the cause, I pulled up beside a battered collection of old trucks and crumpled, ancient sedans.

Hopping out of the jeep, I became aware of how clean and pristine the rental looked, especially beside these dirty, sputtering rust-buckets…

And, glancing down at myself, I realized that I was definitely going to stick out like a sore fucking thumb in these parts. I hadn’t even bothered to change from my stage clothes.

I pushed open the door and stepped inside, walking into redneck central dressed like a fucking rockstar.

Which, let’s be honest.

I totally fucking was.

With a glance, I surmised the atmosphere. Not too many people here, maybe a dozen at most, but the ones that were painted a pretty vivid picture for me.

A group of gnarled old bikers.

Couple of sloppy rednecks.

Some older women holed up in the corner.

Yeah…definitely not my speed.

I hesitated at the door, but then my eyes fell on the bartender. She was in the middle of taking a drink order at one of the bar tops and was about as out of place as an angel in hell.

She wasn’t just pretty. She looked fucking beautiful... Her luscious hair barely graced her shoulders. Long, bare legs stretched for miles from her miniskirt down to her cute and almost criminally disheveled pair of red Converse sneakers. Her low-cut blouse hinted at moderately sized breasts – not too big, but not small.

Perfect.

My feet moved of their own volition, stepping closer towards the counter. The patrons were already looking at me with their stupid, judgmental eyes, but I didn’t give a shit.

They could get fucked.

Half of them looked like they could use it.

As I comfortably took my seat, the bartender glanced over her shoulder at me – flashing me a look at her sharp and beautiful eyes.

My cock twitched in my shredded jeans.

That’s when I knew.

I was fucking her tonight.




 

ANGEL

T  ending bar as an eighteen-year-old girl – particularly one with a pretty face – had taught me a valuable skill: the art of keeping an eye on the entire room at once.

The newest arrival proved to be a bit of a distraction. He was dressed in a tight shirt that clung to a deliciously muscular frame. A brief slick of red ran through his hair, and he finished off the look with a pair of fashionably torn black jeans. He’d been staring ever since he walked in. I could feel his burning gaze bore into me from behind as he hungrily treated himself to some eye candy.

Without a word between us, I knew I could flirt a big tip out of him. Maybe it would be enough to get some decent food for the next few days. It was time to play hard to get.

“What can I get you?” I offhandedly asked him after plugging in the previous order.

“What do you want to get me?” he replied.

I turned around to try and catch the jackass undressing me with his eyes, but his gaze was surprisingly fixated on the chalkboard drink specials instead.

“I’ll take a draft,” he said before I could respond to his little comment.

“Which draft?”

He chuckled arrogantly to me, flashing a condescending but admittedly sexy smile.

“Your favorite draft.”

I put my hands on my hips. “I don’t drink.”

A genuine look of surprise flickered across the man’s face. “You work behind the bar...”

“All the more reason not to drink. Let’s try this one again: which draft do you want?”

He nodded thoughtfully, ignoring the tone of my voice. After a moment, he opened his mouth to answer, his tongue absentmindedly sliding across his canine.

“I’ll take Abita. Tall.”

I took a second to shake that sexy tongue flick out of my head.

“Amber or Lager?”

“Lager.”

“You’re not from around here,” I observed.

“Never been here,” he answered, his lip curling up into a sly smile again. “Name’s Trent. Trent Masters.”

Trent Masters. Didn’t hurt to know exactly who was pissing me off at any given moment. His name sounded a little familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

I couldn’t place a lot of things these days.

But he didn’t need to know that.

“Coming right up,” I said, intentionally brushing my fingertips against his before turning toward the tap. It sent a small bristle through me, which I promptly tried to ignore.

“Thanks, beautiful.”

Beautiful… It was nice to hear him say the word. Most of the people who called me beautiful were old enough to be my grandfather… Trent was anything but. He was handsome with a capital H. Even with his stupid clothes and his gelled hair, I couldn’t help but notice up close that he was built like a damn linebacker. I didn’t like it one bit.

Which means, of course, that I was practically salivating and wanted to touch him again…

As Trent curled his fingers around his fist and rested his elbows, I could see how thick and well defined his huge forearms were even as I grabbed a glass. A little higher up, his bulky, broad shoulders stretched his dark shirt. A simple medallion hung around his neck, draped over what were undoubtedly rockhard pecs.

Ignoring his gaze – and his stupidly hot muscles – I whipped up a frothing, overflowing pint in a chilled glass. With a glance stained with disdain, I plunked the draft beer down in front of him.

“Enjoy.”

“Oh, I think I will,” he smiled again.

UGH.

While Trent began swigging it, I checked on the other patrons. They had been mostly ignoring us, which pleased me. Everyone seemed fine.

Well, almost everyone.

“Hey, Darlin’! Bring those sweet cheeks over here with another round of shots!”

I sighed internally. Fucking bikers.

“What’ll you be having?”

“More Fireball!”

I couldn’t help but grin to myself. Fireball. That was such a college kid choice.

As I turned for the bottle, I realized that they had seen my smile and were grinning lecherously among themselves.

Whelp. That was a mistake.

Now they think they’re amusing me.

I quickly poured their shots and brought them over, ignoring the way that the newly arrived stranger’s eyes traced the outline of my body.

God. What is it with everyone eyeballing me like a piece of meat tonight?

At least he was fucking attractive, unlike these old weekend warriors in their leather costumes...

“Thanks, Darlin’,” the lead biker told me. He placed his hand on my bare shoulder, his fingers barely brushing my hair as I dropped off their shots.

“Hey. Don’t touch me,” I flinched.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Trent stiffen up, his head cocked very slightly.

“She’s feisty, boys!”

The other bikers hungrily grinned at me. I didn’t like the looks on their faces.

“Alright, that’s it for tonight. I’ve gotta close down soon anyway. You ready to finish out your tabs?”

The leader scowled. “Cuttin’ us off, Darlin’?”

“It’s that time,” I pointed at the dusty clock on the wall.

I slipped back behind the safety of the bar, announcing last call. To my satisfaction, nobody raised their attention for a top-off, and I began closing out checks and dismissing the regular patrons with a weary, thankful smile.

After about two minutes, everyone was gone except the new guy and the bikers.

Trent hadn’t seemed to really care about my announcement. He continued working on his beer at the same rate, leaving over half of it still in his glass.

“I’m probably gonna need that glass back in a few minutes,” I smiled coldly, nodding towards the clock again. “Closing in five.”

“Understood,” he nodded, his traces of cockiness gone. Instead, he seemed a little on edge.

No idea why.

The bikers were bothering me, after all.

“Got a bathroom?” Trent suddenly asked.

I pointed him towards the doorway around the other side of the bar. He slipped off of his stool and sauntered towards the hall.

This left me alone with the bikers. Their lecherous leader called me over, and I reluctantly strolled to his side with the check.

“Here you go, lass,” he chuckled, dropping a few twenties onto the tabletop. One flittered down to the floor, and I begrudgingly reached down for it.

I only realized the mistake just as his hand smacked roughly against my ass.

“Ow!” I called out, quickly hopping back up and glaring menacingly at them. “I said, ‘Don’t touch me.’ I don’t give a flying shit how drunk you are. You can’t do that.”

“Sorry, Darlin’. You’re just too damn pretty.”

“I’m cashing you out, and you’re getting out of my bar.”

The biker stood up swiftly, grabbing me by the arm. He pulled me deep into his embrace, his thick, alcoholic breath stinging my eyes. He was an old guy, but he was built strong and mean.

I struggled, but I couldn’t pull free.

“I don’t know about all that, sweetheart,” his gravelly voice rumbled. “I think you owe me and my boys a proper apology.” His thick lips curled into a disgusting smile. I tried to scream, and a rugged hand clamped around my mouth.




 

TRENT

When I stepped out of the bathroom, I heard scuffling from the bar. I never should have left her alone with them.

They were a pack of wild, drunken animals, and she was a young, sexy, defenseless girl.

There was no argument.

No questioning in my head.

I knew what I had to do and I acted.

The group had her pinned against the bar top. Judging by the muffled noises, a hand was clamped tightly over her lips. They were hungrily pulling at her miniskirt when the last one spotted me just a moment too late.

With a sickly crack, my fist connected with his face, sending the man stumbling backwards against the others.

Two of the assholes kept holding the poor girl down while the big one – probably their leader, by the looks of it – reeled forward with a roaring fist.

I sidestepped, tripping him into a table and sending the remnants of a beer splashing at my feet. Things were rapidly getting out of control. The bikers recovered quickly, lunging for me in unison.

Thinking fast, I stepped backwards but slipped on the wet floor. My head connected with a barstool, making me vulnerable just at the wrong time.

Someone grabbed me by the shirt as I tried to orient myself. A powerful fist smashed into my face, but I detached myself and head-butted the offender.

“Fuck!” The voice called out.

It sounded like the leader.

Good.

The other guy tried to lash at me as I clambered to my feet, but I ducked his strike. Using his weight to my advantage, I grabbed at his arm and knocked him off balance. Before he could regain footing, I drove his head straight down into the bar.

His skull connected with a resounding WHAM!

The leader was on top of me again, as he tried to get in a solid gut punch. I took one in the ribs before managing to push him back.

My hand brushed against a dirty glass. It was a stray tumbler, fostering the last few, forgotten sips of dark liquor.

Perfect, I thought to myself.

I smashed it hard against the side of his face.

“Goddammit!” He cried out as glass flew everywhere. “You fucking SHIT!”

I could hear a commotion from behind him. Lunging forward, I dove like a feral animal towards the two bikers still holding down the bartender.

She was kicking and fighting and had managed to bite the hand covering her face.

I aimed my weakened but effective punch at the distracted biker with the bitten hand, catching him just off-center. Stunned, he stumbled backwards against a low wall.

The bartender broke free from the other asshole, dodging around the rising leader and behind the counter.

Whoever this girl was, she was a quick and nimble little minx. She dove behind the bar.

The leader got in a few good licks at me before I grappled him down to the floorboards. He got the upper hand briefly, but I managed to force him onto his back, straddling him and delivering a few solid wallops to either side of his head.

I was just climbing up when I heard the scraping behind me.

Before I knew what was happening, the bar stool connected with my head. Falling, my eyes cast back to the bar. A beautiful yet frightening face was rising from behind the dark wooden counter with a beastly looking 12-gauge shotgun in her hands. An explosion rang out, the gun punching a large hole in the ceiling. My loudly ringing ears couldn’t mask the unmistakable sound of the pretty girl racking another shell.

…And then everything went black.




 

ANGEL

I t was awhile before Trent finally started to stir. The tiny, makeshift bed creaked with his sleepy, sluggish movements, and I firmly pressed my fingertips down over his pectoral.

“No. Stay down. Rest.”

He nodded quietly, relaxing back down.

I lifted my fingers from his chest. Even through his shirt, I could tell how built he was. He probably had a stack of washboard abs below.

Privately, I grumbled that it hadn’t occurred to me to bother checking that.

This guy was probably a muscle powerhouse beneath these clothes, and I’d missed my one chance to sneak a peak without him knowing.

“Do you want something to drink?” I asked.

“Water,” he asked.

I reached for the glass that I’d prepared and left beside him. Holding the edge to his lips, I carefully slipped him some of the cold water.

“Where are we?” He asked me, coughing.

“Where I live,” I answered truthfully.

We were in a backroom with a single window casting in moonlight from above. A bare lightbulb hung from the ceiling but I hated its sickly glow, so I relied on the natural light (or lack thereof).

Besides, I was used to moving around in the dark.

It made it easier to forget that I was trapped living in such a complete dump.

“I thought you were an asshole when you walked in,” I remarked. “You kept looking at me like I was a hot piece of meat... And then you go and save me from those fuckers.”

“Yeah, well…it’s been a weird night.”

“Tell me about it,” I agreed. “But listen. I need to check you out.”

In the dim lighting, I saw his lips curl into that cocky smile again. “You don’t need my permission for that.”

“Ugh. Not like that,” I corrected. “But you took a beating there. Like a fucking champ, I’ll admit. Still, I need to take a look at your head. You might have a concussion.”

“Explains why my head hurts so much,” Trent laughed painfully. “Go ahead, doc.”

He slowly pulled himself to a seated position, and I helped him out of his shirt. After telling him to close his eyes briefly, I flicked on the overhead light.

Oh sweet Jesus.

He was temporarily blinded, but I adjusted quickly – fast enough to see how amazing his powerful, rugged build really was.

There could barely be an ounce of fat on this guy’s body. He was all muscle – built to last. His sinews rippled just below the skin, pulling taut as he shielded his eyes. His powerful shoulders and tight pectorals were to die for.

Turns out that I had been completely right about his abs.

You could probably slice onions on them.

“Are you done checking out the goods?” Trent chuckled arrogantly. That stupidly sexy smile of his curled along his lips again.

Ugh.

“You’ll stop talking if you want my help,” I warned him.

“Alright, alright…”

I pulled down my medical kit from a shelf. Popping it open and spreading a few supplies along the bed, I sat down beside him and dabbed rubbing alcohol onto a cotton ball.

“This might sting a little,” I explained.

“Pfft. I can take it.”

The slight waft hit my nostrils as I pressed it to his cheek, bringing me back to when I was a child. It was one of the few memories that really stuck out, patching up my stepfather after one of his famous barroom brawls.

I shook the thought from my head. I couldn’t help but wonder why alcohol seemed to be the common denominator in pretty much everything I did, despite how much I hated the stuff.

Dabbing lightly, I checked his cuts and bruises. After applying some of the rubbing alcohol to his wounds, I ducked out of the room and came back with a hot, soapy rag.

“Nothing broken,” I observed. “Worst thing I’m seeing is a few deep bruises and the lump on your head. Still not sure about that concussion, but you don’t look too worse for wear. It’ll hurt later. But you probably don’t need a doctor.”

It was clear that he was starting to finally remember things as I cleaned him up.

“What happened after I hit the floor?”

“You’d be surprised how fast a bunch of fat ass bikers can run when you point some buckshot in their direction.”

“Remind me never to piss you off,” Trent said, letting out a low laugh. “Did they hurt you?”

“I’m fine, thanks to you,” I replied.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. You were a beast. You kept taking punches and returning them harder. Those bikers weren’t exactly pushovers. And you took on four of them at once.”

“You had two of them distracted.”

“Still. That’s no easy feat.”

“You sound impressed,” Trent said, cocking a smile.

“Maybe a little, but let’s not forget that I saved your ass too. With a shotgun and everything. I mean, I’m not gonna lie, it was pretty epic. You should have totally been there, instead of unconscious.”

He smiled at me for a moment, before the grin faltered. “What about the bikers, though? Are they coming back, or…?”

I shook my head. “Called the Sherriff. He picked them up on the interstate headed west. They won’t be bothering me or anyone else for awhile.”

We sat in silence for a moment while I wiped him down. There wasn’t a lot more I could do. He was going to need some painkillers for the morning, which I didn’t really have access to, so… yeah.

“So, who are you, anyway?” I asked him.

“I already told you. I’m Trent Masters.”

“Yeah. Doesn’t exactly really ring a bell.”

He flashed a cocky smile, as if he was about to announce himself as the lord of some distant land. “You ever heard of Trent Masters and the Whiplash?”

I laughed aloud.

I didn’t think this could get any dumber.

“Yeah, your name probably would have tipped me off if that meant anything to me.”

Trent looked a little disappointed.

“I figured,” he murmured with dejected irritation. “If you didn’t recognize me when I came in, you probably weren’t going to, anyway.”

“So, enough with the bullshit. Who are you? What’s this about whiplash?”

Trent grinned cockily. “We’re a rock band.”

“Funny,” I chuckled. When his grin only grew wider, my face only hardened. “Wait, you’re serious? But I’ve never heard of you…”

“You’re right. I clearly made that up. I mean, I can’t imagine how a tiny, backwater town halfway up the ass of Alabama might have missed a band that tops the hottest Top 40 stations.”

“I’m more of a country girl,” I conceded. “But we get radio here. Wait…”

It started to dawn on me.

“Wait, no, there’s this one rock song that comes on every once in a while, what is it…I can never hear the name, they never announce the band or the song title…”

“How’s it go?” He asked.

“Nuh-uh. I can’t sing.”

He shrugged. “Recite some lyrics.”

“Um.”

I thought for a second.

“Reeeeaad my bones, whispered, taken?”

Trent laughed with amusement.

“That’s…wrong. That’s really wrong. But yeah, that’d be us. You’re talking about a song I wrote, Wicked Wilds.”

“I see,” I thought aloud. “So, that’s you?”

His eyes glistened with delight. His voice began to sound more familiar now – it could definitely be close enough to be behind that song. I mean, I hadn’t heard it often, but it was one of the few rock songs that really drew my attention.

It had always been sung so soulfully.

The singer’s voice really rang with emotion.

But he could still be making this shit up. Wouldn’t be the first time some asshole came into my bar pretending to be something he wasn’t.

“Sing it,” I demanded, crossing my arms.

He looked surprised. “You want me to sing for you?”

“If you expect me to actually believe this bullshit you’re spewing, then yeah, I definitely do.”

“You do realize that people usually pay me thousands of dollars to sing, right? And I just saved you from, from…”

“Classy as fuck, Trent,” I laughed. “You’re right. You just saved me from being raped. Low blow, much? But I distinctly remember whipping out a shotgun when you went down, so I think you and I are one for one. Besides. I don’t think it’s that big a request. You’re making a total fuss over a few lyrics?”

Trent flashed a grin. “Good point.”

“So, go on, then,” I waved at him with my wrist. “Prove that it’s you. Work your magic.”

“What if I’m an impersonator?”

“I’ll know if you’re full of shit.”

Trent shook his head, smiling softly. He looked deep into my eyes, as if searching to see if I was being serious. After a moment, he smile settled in a big, arrogant grin.

“Fine. Have it your way, then.”

While I sat next to Trent Masters, he turned to me, looking deep into my being, and his sturdy voice yarled the rugged chorus to his alleged rock hit single: “Reeee-yee-yee-ead my bones… broken, laid, and  Heeee-yee-yee-eed my moans… whispered, taken  Seee-yee-yee-eee my frown… buried, bathed in / Feee-yee-yee-eel my crown… dust and vapor”

Trent’s deep voice rang in the small space, digging into a dark octave and pouring out his very soul against the walls.

My head flashed to the alternative rock heroes of the Nineties – Pearl Jam, Soundgarden, Stone Temple Pilots, guys like that. They’d never been my jam, but as I listened, I knew the truth. I was tending to the wounds of a real-life rock star.

He was so young, and oh so fucking hot.

Maybe I could give up on country… Just this once…

“You believe me now,” he smiled cockily.

“That’s…definitely you, on the radio.”

“Me, and my band,” he added.

“What the fuck are you guys doing here in the middle of nowhere?” I asked breathlessly. “I mean, what brought you to Riverton? How did you wind up in my bar?”

“We’re playing the RipFest, just an hour or so over from here. It’s the biggest music festival in the state. The afterparty wasn’t my scene. I decided to hit the road and find somewhere a little quieter to nurse a beer.”

“Well, if you wanted quiet, I guess you probably picked the wrong bar…” I told him.

“No...” Trent said, his hand covering mine, “I think I came to the right place.”

I gulped. It was a total move, but it was working.

“Is that so,” I strained to say dispassionately.

“Yeah,” he agreed, his widening smile exposing a few bright white teeth. “That’s so.”

I knew how he was looking at me. His eyes tenderly slid along the curvature of my skin. I could have stopped him… I should have stopped him… The problem was, I wanted him to look at me like that.

Goddammit, I want him.

I want him BAD.

And the worst part is…he knows it.

As my throat grew tight and my cheeks reddened, I became suddenly aware that I was still dressed for work… Barely. My shirt was torn half open by the bikers, exposing the pink bra beneath. The miniskirt had hiked itself up my thighs as I patched Trent up. Now I was sitting in bed beside the hottest hunk of man flesh I’d ever laid my eyes on.

And the very same man had an infuriating, damning look plastered on his face. I could feel it, burning down in his gaze as he looked at me.

That smug look that just screamed victory.

Fuck me.




 

TRENT

T  his bartender chick was putty in my hands, gazing at me with widened eyes and heaving breasts. Her lips subtly formed that slight little ‘O’ that I like so much, and I couldn’t help but smile deeper.

She only seemed more aroused.

But I wasn’t going to overplay the charm.

My knuckles brushed lightly against her cheek, pushing a few strands of hair aside. She quivered beneath my touch, her eyes locked onto mine.

“Thank you for cleaning me up,” I whispered.

“Mhmm,” she nodded softly.

“How could I possibly repay you?”

“You’ll…think of something.”

“I think I already have.”

I leaned down towards her.

Down towards my prize…

And suddenly, the distant clang of a door.

She leapt up from the bed, from me, and hesitantly wandered to the doorway. With a hand against the wall, she carefully peered out.

A voice called out, distantly.

“Angel… Angel?”

It was the sound of an old man, older and raspier than the bikers. Sounded like it was probably an old bag of bones, at least from first impression.

At his calling, she immediately left.

So, THAT’S her name, I thought to myself. It was fitting…

It was only then that I realized that I’d never learned it. Any immediate shame got dismissed with a quick shrug. Hell, half the groupies I’d fucked never had a name to their faces.

And the ones that did…well, I usually forgot those names by the morning.

I let a few moments idly saunter past, waiting for her to come back and tell me that everything was fine. As the seconds dragged on to minutes, I realized that this was a little more serious…

I couldn’t make any out any of the conversation from back here, but it sounded like the intruder and my improvised medic were having quiet the emotional chat.

Grumbling, I slowly rose from the bed.

She had been right here.

She was going to be mine.

My muscles ached, and I ignored how they snarled in pain. Steadying myself against the wall, I took a few injured steps, finally making it to the doorway.

Fuck. I’m in worse shape than I thought.

Entering the hallway in a slight hunch, I was able to limber up a little with each consecutive step. By the time I rounded the corner, crossed a storage room, and came to where they were, I could move far easier.

It was the bar.

The bar?

“I thought you said we were at your place,” I complained to Angel, who was speaking to some old, grumpy looking bastard of a man. They both immediately turned to me with mutual shock, their conversation temporarily forgotten.

The old geezer looked indignant.

What is he, her grandfather?

“This…is my place,” Angel replied, her eyes full of surprise and embarrassment. “This is where I work, and where I live… home sweet home! And what the hell are you doing up?”

“Angel,” the decrepit old man addressed her, his withering gaze locked disdainfully onto me. “Would you care to explain why a shirtless man is back there with you, in my bar, after hours?”

“I was telling you that someone saved me,” she answered. The look on her face told me that she was furious that I’d revealed myself.

Tough shit.

She continued, waving her hand in my direction. “Well, this is that someone.”

“I…see.” He turned to her, a disappointed look plastered across those old wrinkles. “So, in exchange for rescuing you, you just thought that you’d throw this stranger a little pity fuck?”

Angel was visibly stunned.

“Hey,” I told him. “I don’t know who the fuck you are, but don’t you dare talk to her like that.”

The man chuckled. “Got a mouth on you, too. I’ll have you know that Angel lives here, rent-free, under a few conditions. Rule number one, no boys.”

“I’m not a boy,” I growled.

“Yes…I can see that,” he observed, his withered glance sliding along my muscles. “And that’s even worse.”

He turned to face her, and she wilted under his angry gaze.

“Nice to see that you have such reverence for my rules. You have disappointed me, Angel. I thought that I had been very clear what would happen if you did. Have I not put you up here, taken care of you, and put up with your constant rulebreaking? And now this.”

“I’m sorry, Old Greg,” she murmured. “Don’t throw me back out. I was only patching him up, honest. He just woke up. Ask him.”

Old Greg glowered at me.

“Is this true?”

I thought about spitting out some sort of retort. Of punishing him for daring to come between us, or her for leaping up and ripping my prize away.

“Yeah, it’s true,” I answered begrudgingly.

“But you’re shirtless.”

“You’re observant, aren’t you?” He was seriously pissing me off, and I couldn’t help but take the pot shot. But before his indignant glare could smolder into action, I quickly added: “I took a few hits. She was making sure my ribs weren’t broken.”

After a moment to stifle his reaction, the old man nodded, apparently accepting this explanation.

“Which reminds me… next time, you let the hospital handle your wounded friends. Angel, you told me that you’re supposed to be letting that part of your life go. Always patching people up yourself. Isn’t that true?”

“Yes sir,” she quietly agreed.

“Because it doesn’t look like that now.” He pointed at me. “He should be seeing a doctor right now. Not lying around in the back of a bar. I mean, what kind of supplies do we seriously have? What if he needs an emergency room? You should have sent him from here in an ambulance.”

“I’m in good shape,” I cut in.

“No son, you look as bad as your attitude. Both of which are absolute shit,” he grumbled throatily. A slight cough rumbled out from his chest, and he quieted it with a handkerchief. “Tell me, is that your fancy jeep out front?”

“That’s right,” I answered.

“Good. Can you drive?”

“I think so,” I blurted out.

I realized my mistake too late.

“Fine. Get in your jeep and drive, then.”

I swallowed angrily.

Old Greg continued. “Closest after-hours clinic is a few miles down the Interstate. Head east. Look for Brightsdale. Pass the welcome sign, a mile down on the left. Can’t miss it. Big bright building, probably the only one with the lights on at this time of night.”

Angel’s eyes met mine. She was hurt and confused, but I could tell she was resigned to this.

I, on the other hand, wasn’t so convinced.

“You want me out? After I saved your tenant?”

Old Greg bristled. “Son, as the owner of the roof currently over your head, I want you seeking proper medical attention, instead of sniffing around my tenant as you so respectfully put it.”

I wanted to lash out.

I wanted to hit him.

But I bit my tongue.

When I didn’t snap at his words, the owner visibly softened – even if only by a little. With a deep sigh, he pointed over at Angel.

“Don’t get me wrong: you saved her. I’m grateful. The sheriff told me what you did, and I shudder to think what would have happened if you weren’t here.”

I couldn’t help myself.

“This sort of thing happen often?”

Old Greg soured.

“Not usually, no. I have no earthly idea what got into them tonight. You see, now I have to go through the trouble of figuring out a bouncer for a little while…”

“Right. Not a bad idea. Better than leaving her here alone with patrons you two clearly can’t control.”

He looked me in the eyes, deciding whether or not to jump into a fresh round of passive-aggressive arguing with me. Only, I was prepared to back it up a little more viciously this time, fueled by a rockhard cock that demanded release.

This idiot had fucked it all up.

Things had been going great.

“Yes… you’re right,” he conceded. “And I will figure out what to do about that very soon. Now then, I’m going to politely ask you to leave my bar. Make me ask again… maybe it’s not so nice next time.”

“Can she walk me out?” I asked him.

The crusty bar owner turned to her, and then nodded. “If Angel wants, so long as she’s back inside shortly. She’s got a damn hole in my roof that needs patching. I’m amazed, frankly, that you didn’t blow my whole fucking bar down.”

Pushing my confidence and arrogance aside, I decided to leave on a high note. “I’m sorry for the trouble, sir,” I extended my hand. “I’ll be on my way.”

Old Greg nodded quickly, but ignored the gesture all the same. “Two minutes,” he assigned me. “More than enough time for the two of you.”

I let his blatant disrespect slide, and instead just walked out the door. Angel dejectedly fell into step beside me right afterwards. We hung around at the jeep for a moment.

“You’re not coming back, are you?” She asked morosely as she twisted her hair in her fingers. It was kind of sad to see, even for me.

“Do you have a cell phone?” I redirected the conversation. “Some way of getting in touch with you?”

“No, no phone,” she responded quietly.

Wow. No phone, living in the back of a bar, and I barely saw anything that looked like it could be hers…

“That’s a shame, because I still owe you for trying to patch me up,” I told her. An opportunity was already formulating in the back of my head. “RipFest doesn’t shut shop tonight. We’re playing another set tomorrow night. You should come.”

“But that’s so far,” she mumbled, glancing vaguely in the right direction. “There’s no way I can walk that, and I have to patch that hole tonight...”

“Don’t need to walk it,” I replied calmly. Yes, this is all falling into place. “You’re staying here, right? I’ll send someone to pick you up.”

“You’d do that?” She was stunned.

“Of course. Least I can do,” I smiled. It was hard to keep my wickedness out of my voice.

Angel apparently saw that, and hesitated for a moment. It was enough for my smile to falter. Fuck. Did I just overplay this? “But I, well… I guess it’s true that I’m not working tomorrow night…”

“Want to see a real rock star in his element? I’ll get you a backstage pass. You’ll watch the show from the sidelines. No fighting through sweaty crowds and mosh pits. You’ll be safe with a view to kill for.”

“That sounds incredible,” she murmured, still carefully watching my eyes. “What time?”

“I’ll have someone pick you up here around 4 o’clock. That’ll get you there in time to see our set… And all the other sets, too. We’re sharing the stage with some fucking legends.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Old Greg is out of town tomorrow. He probably won’t even know that I’ve left. This could work.”

“You think so?” I asked.

“Alright,” Angel nodded, not without some reluctance. “Yeah. I guess it’s a deal.”

“You bet it is,” I whispered, slipping a fingertip below her chin. She shivered at my touch, staring into my eyes fearfully. It would be so easy to kiss her right now.

No. I’ll wait.

There’s a better time for this.

Instead, I told her goodbye, slipped into my jeep, and whipped out of the parking lot. Before she disappeared from view, I turned over my shoulder to give her one more little wave. I smiled knowingly to myself.

Just a brief delay.

No big deal.

I felt my usual confidence rush back into my veins, my swagger emboldened by my understanding of where I belonged in the universe.

Where she belonged.

Which was around my cock, tomorrow night.

Who needs the back of a rickety old bar?

I’d rather fuck you in the tour bus, anyway.




 

ANGEL

When I woke up hours later in my familiar old cot, I crawled out of bed and brushed my teeth. Peering at my sleepy gaze in the mirror, I wondered why I was so exhausted. But then, it all came flashing back, in a slideshow montage of events in my head.

The bikers, trying to rape me.

The rocker, shirtless and oh so handsome.

The seductive way he looked at me.

How close I’d been to giving myself up.

Sweet Caramel Jesus on a stick.

How fucking stupid had I been? I could barely believe it. Hot or not, no boy had ever had that kind of effect on me. I mean, yeah, I felt like I was a little indebted to him for rescuing me and taking those punches. But…

Old Greg had been right.

I’d almost fucked him.

I’m such an idiot.

That look in his eyes…that seductive, low yarl of a baritone in his singing voice… and then there was all that bullshit at the end of the night. He’d been putting serious moves on me, coercing me to come along to see him play life. I could see the burning lust in his eyes, and I knew that he didn’t really give a rat’s ass about me.

No.

Nuh-uh.

Ain’t happenin’.

I groaned angrily at myself. I held myself to a higher standard than this. Sure, I owed him for what he did for me – but did I owe him that?

I mean… he was really hot.

UGH.

No.

Still mentally grumbling to myself, I went on with my morning routine. After brushing my teeth, I hopped into the freezing cold shower for the millionth time. I’d learned to clean up fast without access to hot water in the improvised bathroom for over a year.

It was only while I was toweling off that I thought back to the concert he’d mentioned. Didn’t he say that he was going to send someone for me?

I looked over at the time.

It was coming up on 11 AM.

Great. Only five hours of waiting.

Throwing on a long-sleeved shirt and a pair of shorts, I cracked a few eggs, slapped on some bacon, and made myself fried egg sandwiches for breakfast. A tumbler of frigid tap water from the bar rounded out my breakfast of champions.

As I dwelled on recent events, I found myself savoring the warmth of the eggs. Alabama rarely got what you could consider cold, but there was a slight chill to the air outside – a cold front must have snapped through.

Didn’t help that this bar had the approximate insulation of a paper bag.

Should I go? I wondered to myself.

Could I have been wrong?

Does he REALLY want to see me again?

Trent probably saw me as just another notch in his bedpost. It had been a long time, and he was really hot. Could I be okay with that? After all, I thought to myself, maybe he’d already lost interest from being interrupted by my landlord.

It was just so utterly lame that the only time I brushed with fame, with someone from well beyond this shitty little town, it was with such a conflicting, obvious asshole.

He rescued me.

He wanted to fuck me.

I had wanted to fuck him.

Well… that thought had only lasted a few minutes. I’d been caught up in the moment, in my brush with fame. But I couldn’t let him have that kind of control over me… and wouldn’t you know it, the guy looked the type to get angry over that.

UGH.

Why is this shit always so complicated?

I had to admit, though – if he was telling the truth about the concert… that would definitely be a hell of an opportunity. I’d only ever seen small, shitty shows here. This was way different. An opportunity I wasn’t sure that I could pass up.

Being backstage for a major rock venue.

Watching the rock stars go balls out.

It could be fun.

Resigning myself to this course of action, I decided to stop fucking around and just see where that went. However, I made it very clear to myself that he and I were not going to be doing anything that might sully my innocence.

So, I put on the radio while I tried to clean the back of the bar up. I went ahead and took my inventory count, swept out the storage rooms, reorganized the cold stock, and tried to fix one of the creaky shelves back there.

Just for kicks, I tuned it to the Top 40 station.

All the while, I kept my ears open for one of Trent’s songs, dragging the little battery-powered boom-box around from room to room as I worked. The stuff that was playing was mostly the kind of crap I didn’t have any patience for. Lots of young TV stars given a platform on the radio. Some super repetitive electronic music or whatever.

Is this the shit that people listen to now?

Luckily, there were some familiar sounds, older pop mainstays either making a comeback, or showing that they still really ruled the roost.

I missed the days of alternative rock on the radio. Living in this bar had given me an appreciation for country music, but still… the Nineties really pushed some stellar alternative rock bands to the forefront.

Finally, what I wanted to hear came on:

“Featuring, by popular demand, their latest single, here’s ‘Wicked Wilds’ by Trent Masters and the Whiplash! Go see ‘em live at RIPFEST tonight! This is The Pitbull, and you’re listening to 106.7 The Pit!”

A low growl of the guitars swung into gear, building up a crescendo. A few bars in, the drums kicked in, complementing the instruments until Trent’s voice finally poured in over the music: “My lonely walk along the highway  A silent king with feet a-peelin’  Empire of dust that shattered my way / My soul regret, I’ve lost the feelin’…”

I smiled to myself.

It was him. Definitely him.

I could see a clear picture of Trent Masters in my head, scrawling notes in a dirt-stained notebook. His boots were kicked up, while his band practiced chords and strummed along to their own hearts.

I liked the thought of it.

That’s why, when the private car finally crunched gravel just after 4 o’clock, I was dressed up in my best.

I’d even been waiting for half an hour.




 

TRENT

T  urns out, I’d been a little harder up after my brief skirmish with the bikers than I’d thought. As much as I hated to admit it, Old Greg had been right to send me towards a clinic.

My body had been already seriously aching by the time I arrived there, and it was only going to get worse.

The overnight doc who saw me patched me up, nice and well. Turned out that I only had a slight concussion, nothing too major. She commented that whomever had tended my wounds had done a good job of it, but that was small substitute for getting a few bruised ribs checked out.

Still, the place had a pharmacy built in, so I walked away with a bottle of decent painkillers and a smile on my face.

That smile faded when I got back.

The manager of our band, a scrawny, middle-aged fuck named Steven, climbed out of the bus as soon as I pulled up. His hands were up in the air – a classic sign that he was pissed – and his beady little eyes blazing with fury.

“Where the fuck were you, Trent? You can’t just traipse off like that in the middle of the fucking night drunk as shit!”

“I wasn’t drunk,” I commented blandly, tossing him the keys to the rental.

They bounced limply off his chest, and he quickly bent over to scoop them up. When he jumped back up, he followed me back towards the bus.

“You must have been. The others said you were drinking like a fucking camel.”

“The others were too busy with their tongues down some groupies’ throats to have half a rat’s ass of what I was doing,” I corrected him.

“You need to cut the prima donna act, you son of a bitch,” he grumbled angrily. “How the fuck am I supposed to do PR on you fuckers when you scatter to the winds after a show?”

“I don’t know. Figured that’s what you were paid to do.”

“I ain’t your goddamn babysitter.”

“Never said you were. Frankly, I’d hate that. But if you want some advice…” I poked my finger into his chest, “…back the fuck off. The others, I can’t really speak to their maturity. But I haven’t given you shit that you haven’t started first. Trust me. I wanted to clear my head, took a drive. That was it.”

Steven snatched the prescription bag from my hands. Before I could grab it back, he was eying the small, orange bottle inside.

“Just out for a drive, eh? Is that the load of horse crap you’re feeding me? What kind of bullshit is this, then?”

“So, I got into a fight.”

He glowered at me.

“A fucking fight?”

“Yeah. Went to a bar. Stepped aside for a piss. I walk back in, and these biker fuckers were trying to rape the poor bartender. I roughed them up. They outnumbered me, so I took a few hits.”

“Look at you, Mister Hotshot ‘Knight in Shining Armor,’” the manager sardonically told me. “You’re on thin ice, and I’m holding onto these.”

I tugged the bottle back.

“Nice fucking try. The last thing I need is a reprisal of your goddamn pill problem. We’ve only got a few more shows on tour; just keep your shit together and we’ll be home free.”

Steven simmered with mounting anger, but I took the last few steps towards the bus. Being intelligent for once, he didn’t bother to follow me inside, waking up anyone.

As I closed the door behind myself, I wondered why we even had to deal with him. Music labels didn’t usually assign managers out anymore, but this guy was dumped on us as a condition of our contract.

Probably because we’d pissed them off by bringing a decent lawyer along to renegotiate the terms of our royalties and earning potential, because fuck making pennies on the dollar.

I stepped over a few sleeping bodies – it looked my guitarist, Waylon, had barely escorted his pair of sweet little honeys inside before fucking them in our tiny little kitchen.

Well, Papa’s home now.

And Papa says “No bare asses in the kitchen.”

I nudged one of them with my foot. She murmured in her sleep a little, and I persisted. Finally, she rose up, yawning and looking at me in the semi-darkness.

“Time to go, sweetheart. You and your friend. How long did Pound Town last?”

She sighed sleepily. “Not long enough.”

“Yeah, didn’t think so. He talks a tough game, but that’s about it. I think I’ve clocked him at about forty-five seconds before.”

“Well, it was longer than that.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Anyway, you should get going. Need a ride? I can call you a taxi or something, but you need to get gone.”

“Nah, we drove. Thanks though.” She smiled quietly, her sultry little eyes locked onto me. “You want to pick up where he left off?”

I seriously considered that for a moment, but Angel’s face entered my head. My cock twitched a little, but only because of how close I’d been to fucking her.

Nah. I’ve already made my pick.

“Don’t do sloppy seconds.”

“Fair enough,” she muttered.

The groupie woke up her friend, and they bid me goodnight before leaving my sight.

My drummer was asleep with his cougar. I could tell that he was still dressed in his wife beater – he was unusually attached to those. Paired with cargo pants and sweat stains in some interesting places, Dylan usually went with a style that I affectionately called Divorced, Single Nebraskan Dad Chic.

I decided not to bother either of them.

Dylan was a total idiot, but he was a more rational idiot than my impulsive guitarist – although I didn’t like how chummy those two had been getting lately.

The bassist, had already sent his piece of ass away for the night. Lying in bed with a book, Terence gave me a brief nod as I passed by in the hall.

Our bassist didn’t talk much.

He was a thoughtful guy. Reserved.

It made him someone easy for me to work with.

Settling down in bed, I curled my fingers behind my head and waited for sleep to rear its ugly head. Unfortunately, it was a bit busy that night.

Instead, I wound up thinking about Angel.

Those sweet hips of hers.

That nice rack.

Her gorgeous hair.

Those beautiful eyes…

As I’d done so many times in the last few weeks, I rubbed one out to help myself sleep. It was dispassionate, unfeeling, just a burst of chemicals in my head to subdue my thoughts.

My self-loathing.

My lack of emotion.

My private little clusterfuck of imbalances.

I felt filthy. Disgusting. The groupies, the fame, the attention, none of it fucking mattered. But when I saw the way that girl was looking at me…I forgot, briefly.

Forgot how screwed up I was inside.

Huh. Imagine that.




 

ANGEL

T  he driver, a friendly backup tech for the bad, pulled behind the private area behind the main venue. We came to a stop beside a group of other private vehicles. On the other side of a tall wall, I could barely make out the roofs of what were likely the band buses.

“By the way, you’re gonna need this to hang around backstage,” the tech told me.

He tossed me a special, tagged lanyard, which I quickly studied before promptly sliding it into place around my neck.

VIP – Platinum

Trent Masters and the Whiplash, Guest A tall, beefy stagehand peered through the door after we knocked. Checking my tag, he nodded promptly and let us through. With him in the lead, we navigated a few unorganized corridors and turns, eventually winding up close to the stage itself.

“This is the VIP area,” he pointed out. “Here’s where the afterparty usually goes down. Band buses are over that way, just outside.”

It was a reasonably sized dark room, with several other areas behind curtains or separated out from the main floor. Some couches, chairs, and assorted seating were placed seemingly without rhyme or reason. A large bar stood proud along the main wall, with a few servers scurrying around and checking on the details.

“This is where Trent and company decompress after a show,” the tech told me. “Along with the other bands, of course.”

“Other bands?”

I’d actually forgotten all about that.

The tech looked at me funnily. “Yeah, the other performers. Whiplash is one of seven bands playing this venue. There’re one or two smaller outfits, but most of them are household names. Couple of veterans from the Eighties…”

While he droned on, I glanced around. It was easy to imagine several dozen rockers, splitting into their own little cliques, and surrounded by VIPs and groupies.

I wondered where Trent sat.

“…And if you’ll follow me,” the stagehand continued impatiently, “I’d like to take you to where you’ll be situated for the concert.”

“When are the guys playing?” I asked.

“Trent Masters and the Whiplash are the final performers tonight. You’ll be present for the entire concert, front to back.”

“Oh yeah?”

I hadn’t really signed up for all of that, but I guess it made sense to watch the other rockers too…even if I was really only there for his band.

“Right. So, if you’ll follow me…”

The tech waved goodbye and ducked out of sight, and I followed the stagehand down to the backstage area.

Well, more accurately, the side stage area.

He left me with a small group of other fans, each featuring the same sort of lanyard – but with different colors. Each one seemed to correspond to other bands – four for a group called Thunderspear, another called The Scoundrels, and so on.

I’d heard a few of these. The Scoundrels, in particular. They were these rock legends from the late Sixties, which only made it more impressive that Trent and his band were going to be on this stage.

As luck would have it, my arrival was timed to coincide with the opening band.

Not five minutes after I joined the group, the performers came out from the other side of the stage: four guys in their upper twenties, dressed less like powerful rockers and more like surf bums with surprisingly decent fashion sense.

The crowd went wild, and so did most of the people with me.

The lanky singer approached the mike, flashing a quick grin of acknowledgement and a thumbs-up our way before addressing the huge venue.

“Good evening, Alabama! We are The DeVitos! How are y’all doing tonight?”

The crowd surged with pleasure.

“Fan-fucking-tastic! The boys and I were thinking about maybe playing a few ditties for you now, is that alright?”

Cue the same reaction.

“Awesome! Jack, hit it!”

“ONE-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

Guitars began riffing rapidly, each one waiting a few bars to add upon the building melody, while the drums chaotically blasted in the back. The singer was already head banging and hopping around stage, finally jumping back to the mike and bellowing out indecipherable punk lyrics.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard music like this.

It sounded insane.

It sounded wild.

It sounded fucking amazing.

And it was all thanks to Trent.




 

TRENT

I ’d spent the entire afternoon resting my voice, occasionally poking my head out to watch the musicians before us play. We were usually too busy to enjoy the other performers, but since this was a repeat concert, I could spare some time for each set.

To my pleasure, Angel was standing over with the other backstage guests, higher up in the food chain than even the VIPs in the front.

She looked happy.

No, more than that.

She looked completely fucking thrilled.

I found myself wanting to walk over to her, to spend some time chatting with her. Maybe I could get her attention or send someone to pull her back here.

Maybe I could seduce her out of those pretty little clothes before the show even started. She sure looked pumped up.

I briefly imagined slamming her up against a wall in the bus, behind a locked door, and taking what was mine. Her nice, round lips would polish off my cock while she perched on her knees in front, worshipping me. At the moment of sweet release, I’d drain my heavy balls down the back of her throat.

Maybe instead, my fingers would clench into the sweet flesh of her ass-cheeks, slamming her down hard on my thick, steely erection. I’d make her yelp with pain but moan with satisfaction, craving every last inch of my rigid cock.

I shook my head.

Not yet.

I didn’t need the distraction.

Nor did I need the other fans swarming me.

I was supposed to be relaxing, chilling out with the band before our set while they idly strummed and drummed on their practice instruments, not stalking my own guest and undressing her with my eyes from over here.

But goddamn, did she look hot.

The clothes she picked were amusing punk threads – a tight band shirt, a ratty jumper over it, a miniskirt frayed along the edges, long striped socks, and a that pair of Converse again. It was an interesting ensemble – probably improvised at the last second – but it demonstrated that she cared enough to try and look the part.

The only way she could look any more punk to me was if she’d dyed her hair green and added a spiked choker.

But this?

I liked this.

I liked it a lot.

My twitching cock agreed.

Enough distractions, I thought to myself as I pulled my eyes away from her. Within the moment, I’d slipped back out of sight. Retreating towards the group, I walked in on Waylon and Terence, ribbing each other over their playing.

They loved taking the piss at each other.

Dylan, on the other hand, was practicing a few rolls and clashes against a drum kit. He ended each one with a symbol crash, quickly grabbing the edge to silence the ringing sound.

“Hey, how’s your little pet doin’?” Waylon sneered, a sly grin on his face. “She alright in the sidelines, yeah?”

“Told you to not call her that,” I retorted.

Waylon and Dylan shared a look.

Terence simply shrugged.

“Yeah, well, it’s not often that the big guy hands out a free pass to a nice piece of ass,” Waylon smiled, his eyes curious. “It’s just nice to see you with your head back in the game.”

“How do you figure?”

“Maaan, you have been moping hardcore these last few weeks. Turnin’ down ‘tang in a dozen cities. Good to have the fearless leader back is all I’m sayin’.”

I grunted, taking a step towards him. I wanted to smack that shit-eating grin straight off of his face…but I stopped myself.

Last thing I needed to do?

Smack around my guitarist before a show.

And I owed the fans, anyway. RipFest had been sold out for three months. Sure, the other bands were a major draw too, but I wasn’t about to cripple the end-game of the venue lineup because my asshole guitarist was talking shit about my girl.

My girl?

I stepped back outside to clear my head. Where the fuck did THAT come from? Because that wasn’t a possessive thought – it was a surprisingly tender one.

For a brief moment, I considered the idea of waking up beside her, reaching over and kissing her shoulder, and listening for her slight, sleepy murmurs. The picture was so vivid in my head that it made my chest slightly swell.

I bit down angrily, punching one hand into the other palm. I took a couple of deep breaths, and let the tension slip away.

No. I don’t need this right now.

She’s just a nice piece of ass that got yanked out from my grasp at the last second. That’s all she is – a gorgeous little scrap to pull into my bed.

My shoulders relaxed.

That’s right.

A small smile crossed my lips again. The last thing I needed to do was fall for some chick in the middle of fucking nowhere, even if she was really cute…

Had to admit, thought.

That shotgun thing had been pretty awesome.

I turned my attention towards more important things. Specifically, I noticed that the night was winding down. Those old windbags from the olden days were rocking out – and goddamn if I didn’t respect them – but that just meant that we were following up veritable rock legends.

By the time I walked back into our private practice room, my convictions were clear. We were going to rock our goddamn hearts out tonight.

“Alright, fuckers…we’re on in an hour and a half. Let’s make some fucking music happen.”




 

ANGEL

J ust like with every other set change, the stage dimmed, technicians for the band quietly dismantled and retrieved instruments, and the next band’s crew came out to mirror the process in reverse.

With the entire stage cloaked in darkness, an impressive drum kit was assembled rapidly in the back while techs brought out amps, connected wires, and tuned guitars.

The crew adjusted the instruments, strummed basic chords, and paused to play with the amp settings. Meanwhile, the drum guy repeatedly ran drumrolls, clashing the symbols and tweaking everything to perfection.

They were silent, focused professionals.

As usual, it took about thirty minutes for the entire process to unfold. These guys worked fast, both the ones for the previous band doing the breakdown, and the ones for the next one doing the reassembly.

But I knew who was last.

Trent Masters and the Whiplash.

The entire crowd awaited with hushed breath as the crew worked in silence, barely acknowledging one another. They simply did their jobs and retreated when the time was right.

Finally, the stage was empty for a few minutes…

And then out they came.

I could barely make out Trent in the semi-darkness, sauntering towards the microphone as the rest of his band assumed their positions. When everyone was in place, the lights flickered back on, and the crowd went wild.

“Well, would you look at that?” Trent called out, addressing his band. “Looks like a hell of a crowd. Think we can bless them with some serious rock?”

The mob roared with excitement.

“I dunno, bruh,” the dreadlocked guitarist chuckled into his own microphone stand. “They don’t look all that pleased to see us…”

“Maybe we should just pack back up, eh?” The drummer laughed.

“You hear that, folks?” Trent told the audience smugly. “What a bunch of dicks, right? I believe in you, though…but I need some hands. Help me show these assholes that you give a shit!”

The crowd exploded with cheering.

“Fuck yeah! Now that’s what drags our tired asses out on stage!” Trent laughed. “Alright boys, looks like these fuckers aren’t exhausted yet. Ready to give ‘em a show?”

The band immediately launched into song.

The guitarist and bassist began rapidly strumming out a furious tune as the drummer beat his kit with a rhythmic fury. Trent, meanwhile, stood tall at the microphone, throwing his hand out towards the band.

“Helloooo, Alabama! I am Trent Masters, and THIS is the Whiplash!”

Even this late, well past midnight, the crowd remained as energetic as ever. I could see them seriously getting into the music as the melody kicked into gear and the band performed their hearts out.

As Trent began singing his lyrics, he dominated the stage with presence that none of the previous singers had.

While some of them stood at the mike and let their belting vocals do the work, and others bounced around or paraded across the stage, Trent owned that space. His sheer charisma and personality overwhelmed the crowd, and every movement – every little swagger of his step or twirl of the microphone – came from a place of improvised purpose.

It was clear how he was so popular.

He was handsome.

His voice was incredible.

And with every cocky ounce that he had in him, he was perfectly in his element in front of a major crowd.

When he sang for me the previous night, he sang tenderly but purposefully. Those same traits were here now, although he was more forceful, belting out the rich baritones and swapping octaves at the right times to take a scowling line of fury to a quiet, sincere one.

And the choruses of his songs were powerful. The other musicians worked well together, complementing each other against the soundscape of his lyrics.

“You try to run or try to hide  From all this emptiness inside  It’s all so clear when out of sight / But your darkness defines your light…”

The rest of my little group of side-stage spectators were clearly getting into the music. Every once in a while, Trent would turn to flash a quick, powerful smile our way…

But I knew it was always for me.

And I could feel my cold exterior melting away under the heat of that grin.

His cockiness translated well onstage. His effortless strutting and natural arrogance only fueled his performance, even when he opened up briefly to belt out a strikingly powerful lyric.

The entire set was over far too quickly. They had performed the same length of time as the others – somewhere around the forty-five minute to hour mark – but they blazed through the songs with a tenacity that wrapped up out of nowhere.

Oddly, they didn’t perform their main single.

With a swift bow, the band descended backstage amid the constant screams of Encore! Encore! Encore!

The lights dimmed, and nobody returned.

Undaunted, the mob continued to chant…

Until they all returned, picking up their instruments. This close, I could see that they were going through the motions – there was no improvisation here.

But they also looked a little tired.

They really did want to stop for the night.

“Wow, these Alabama fuckers are plenty greedy, aren’t they?” Trent joked over the mike to his band. “What do you guys think? Think we should cut ‘em off here, or give ‘em what they want?”

What they want! The crowd bellowed. What they want! What they want!

“You don’t get a fucking vote!” Trent shouted out over the sound system to them. “But props to that organization, that shit happened fast! What, did you guys form a union while we were hydrating back there?”

The crowd continued to chant, and the band pretended to deliberate together over the microphones.

“I dunno, dude, I just put a pizza on…”

“They seem like a good bunch of folks…”

“I’m gonna miss my Jeopardy! re-runs, man…”

Trent finally turned back to the crowd.

“Alright! ONE more song! IF you’re good! That means, you take the goddamn song and you like it! Is that clear? We good?”

The crowd was ecstatic.

“Fantastic. Alright, you might have heard this one a couple of times. Maybe not out here, I hear you fuckers have shit radio reception. Anyway, it’s a little piece we like to call Wicked Wilds…”

Predictably, the entire mob went ballistic, and the entire band shared a satisfied grin amongst themselves as they began to perform.

Their sheer stage performance – particularly that of their arrogant, mighty front-man – took a fantastic song and only made it better.

“My lonely walk along the highway / A silent king with feet a-peelin’  Empire of dust that shattered my way  My soul regret, I’ve lost the feelin’…”

Trent continued along the refrain, choosing to skip the chorus the first time to let the guitarists show off. Meanwhile, he head-banged in place along to the tune of their riffs. Eventually, he jumped over to dreadlock guy to mimic his furious strumming for several moments, clearly enjoying himself.

I couldn’t believe that someone this commanding, this indisputably famous, had even given me the time of day – let alone fought four bikers to a standstill to protect me.

It filled my head with strange feelings.

Feelings I couldn’t ignore, let alone control.

After a major guitar solo, he finally took his place back in front of the microphone – and belted out the chorus that everyone had been waiting for.

“Reeee-yee-yee-ead my bones… broken, laid, and  Heeee-yee-yee-eed my moans… whispered, taken  Seee-yee-yee-eee my frown… buried, bathed in / Feee-yee-yee-eel my crown… dust and vapor…”

After another refrain, one clearly just for live shows, and another powerful iteration of the chorus, Trent stepped down and let his band have their moment to close out the set.

The electric guitar wailed.

The backup guitar sang.

The deep bass guitar droned.

The drums exploded.

And all the while, Trent simply stood there, hands on the microphone and head bowed, listening to the unrestrained power of his musicians.

That’s when it struck me.

I realized, in that blinding moment, that Trent Masters was more than just some arrogant, cocky asshole. Underneath all his pride and self-importance, under his swagger and his gesturing, there was a depth to him – a deep, dark depth visible even now.

He was a proper leader to his people.

He let them all have their turn in the light.

After the improvised detonation of instrumentation descended into a wicked, thirty-second drumroll against the ending drones of the guitars, everyone clashed together into one final, definite note. Right afterwards, Trent ascended to the microphone one last time.

“WE ARE TRENT MASTERS AND THE WHIPLASH! GET DRUNK, BREAK SHIT, AND HAVE A GOOD FUCKING NIGHT! UNTIL NEXT TIME, YOU BEAUTIFUL SONS OF BITCHES!”

The lights drowned the stage in darkness, and everyone slipped from their spots. This time, there would be no fake-out return to the stage, no matter how much the crowd screamed.

But instead of heading back with the band, Trent strolled straight towards us. Our little group was stunned as he latched onto my arm with a powerful, sweaty hand and half-dragged me backstage.




 

TRENT

Within moments, we were back at the bus. I tossed her to my bed and quickly stepped into the shower, rinsing the sweat from my pores and the grease from my hair.

I was in and out in just a couple of minutes. I hadn’t bothered to throw anything more than a pair of jeans on, anticipating the direction of the next hour.

More accurately, choosing that direction.

I had been patient long enough.

She was finally, conclusively mine.

And I intended to take that privilege.

The rest of the band knew I was going to be in the bus, and didn’t want to be disturbed. They were free to enjoy their afterparty with the others, and to drag their designated, temporary fuck-buddies back to the bus to do the deed.

But they understood the rule.

Nobody bothers Trent.

To my satisfaction, Angel was sitting exactly where I’d left her. Her eyes clearly traced the outlines of my muscles as I took her by the hand, pulling her back into my embrace.

I discovered to my unending satisfaction that she was putty in my fucking hands. Everything was right in the world, set back to where we had been interrupted.

But I wasn’t counting on a minor detail.

The kiss felt fucking fantastic.

When I felt her lips brush up against mine, sparks fired off in the back of my head. It was on another level entirely.

Didn’t know a kiss could taste so good…

Before, it had always come off as just an agreement, signing a contract of services about to be rendered. A kiss prior to stripping them bare and losing myself.

But this?

I didn’t know what to do with this.

Neither did Angel. Her chest was heaving against me, and in the low lighting I could see her eyes, furtively searching my own. It was almost as if they were saying, I don’t know what we’re doing. What are YOU doing? What are WE doing?

I didn’t really have an answer.

So I closed mine, bending in for another powerful kiss, pulling her light body up against mine. Her hands rested against my shoulders, almost pushing me away, but sliding around the back of my neck instead.

I could hear her moan into the kiss, and god fucking dammit if that didn’t make me harder than stone where it mattered.

We slid backwards, down onto the bed. Circumstances put her lying on top of me, and I pulled her down into another deep, satisfying kiss. I nipped her bottom lip with my teeth, tugging lightly to excite her, but hard enough to vent out my sexual frustration.

This has been a long time coming, I thought to myself. And I intend on making the most of it.

I let one hand lightly tug at her miniskirt, while the other slapped down hard against her ass. She yelped, almost jumping up, but I wouldn’t let her leave me. Instead, my teeth tugged at her lower lip again, inviting her down further.

I could taste her desire.

I could feel her racing heartbeat.

I could sense her nervousness, her anxiety.

These things only pumped more blood into the stiffening tool between my legs, pushing up against her. My cock ached for fulfillment, strained for release against her. It sensed her furious, hungry need, and it wanted to satisfy.

With the slightest shift of my body, it was pushing right where it mattered most – up between her thighs, her positioning meaning that with just the smallest movements…

Angel matched my grinding, pushing against my rockhard cock in the semi-darkness. Her breathing was audible now, and I kissed her passionately, pressing my tongue up between her lips and against her own.

My cock flexed against her.

Yes, I thought to it. I was so close to shredding her clothes from her body and fulfilling my aching need with her.

This is happening.

No surprises this time.

You’ll get your prize.

With our tongues still writhing against each other’s, I easily flipped her to her back, climbing on top of her.

My conquest was lying beneath me, trembling. The small amount of light reflected over her eyes, and I dove in for another hungry, delicious kiss…

Wait.

Something’s not right.

There was something in her eyes.

Something I didn’t like.

Was she…about to CRY?

“What’s the matter?” I asked, half seriously but half angrily.

“N-n-nothing,” she whimpered.

A deep sigh slid involuntarily from my chest. “Tell me. What’s the problem.”

“It’s nothing, I swear.”

“It’s not nothing.”

“No, it’s just…I’m…”

“You’re what.”

She was seriously testing my patience now.

My conquest, still lying beneath me, turned her gaze away. I wasn’t having any of that, so I clamped both sides of her jaw with a strong grip and physically turned her back.

“Tell me.”

She trembled harder.

Her entire body was quivering now.

“I’m not…I just…”

Spit. It. The. Fuck. Out.

“I’m a virgin.”

It struck me like a sack of bricks.

I almost laughed.

“You’re a virgin.”

She nodded quietly, turning away again.

“With a body like this… How the fuck are you still a virgin?”

She blushed, but there was still ample shame plastered across her face. My lay was taking this seriously to heart.

But that’s when I realized.

A virgin.

My rightful place.

“Well…that just means we’ll be going a little slower, doesn’t it?” I whispered to her, trying to sound as tender as I possibly could.

She turned back.

“You’d…do that?”

“You’re damn right I would.”

Angel looked me in the eyes. Even in the low light, I couldn’t tell what was going through her head in the slightest. After a moment that felt like a fucking eternity, she nodded.

“Okay.”

I reached down and fondly planted my lips against hers, giving her a deep, loving kiss. I didn’t even have to pretend – it was so easy to bend for her, to hold back from the hunger of my usual passion.

Carefully, delicately, I guided her out of the rest of her clothes. Soon, she was stripped bare beneath me, her body opened up for the taking.

Her tits looked fantastic.

Her shaved little pussy was glistening.

Her skin was ready for my pleasure.

But…

But.

I couldn’t believe it. I had never, ever hesitated before taking a partner before. After scores of groupies and doing as I pleased with their bodies…it was alien to me to actually care about any of them for longer than the moment.

“Is…is something wrong?” She asked timidly.

“No,” I answered immediately, guiding her attention away from any perceived, misplaced dissatisfaction she might have feared from me. “No, everything’s fine.”

“You’re…not doing anything,” she observed quietly. She must have become self-conscious; her thighs rubbed together lightly, toes curling, and she was subtly shrinking into herself.

“I’m just savoring the moment,” I told her, although I wasn’t fooling anybody.

I sat down beside her on the bed, furious with myself, bitterly arguing with my sudden bout of stupid, idiotic hesitance.

My conquest was here.

She was ripe, and ready for the plucking. Not only that, but every furious ounce of gritty, hungry lust within me screamed: you’re going to be FIRST.

“This doesn’t feel right,” I felt my lips speak, hearing my own words definitively betray me.

“Wh-what do you mean?”

Angel was sitting up now, hiding her exposed body behind part of the comforter. She was clutching it against her breasts, her legs wrapped together beneath her.

“I…”

I didn’t have words.

But she was concerned now.

Scared.

I needed to have the right words.

“I don’t think I can do this to you,” I heard myself whisper as I turned away. “As much as I want to fuck you like an animal and just let you fall to the wayside… I don’t think I can do that to you.”

It was like an out-of-body experience. Wherever this sudden anxiety, this conscience had come from, it was forcing my body to react on its own. Something deep down inside me held me back. It refused, revolted, rebelled against absolutely defiling her.

I knew that’s exactly what would happen otherwise.

Without any hesitation, I could rock her world. I would bring her to fresh levels of bliss that she could barely fathom, let alone crave.

She was virginal.

She had no idea what I could do to her.

But I did.

And not even just physically.

I could seriously fuck this girl up.

And I couldn’t.

“But I want it, I do,” she whispered.

“You think you do,” I answered. “You know that you’ll enjoy yourself with me, but you know that I’m leaving town soon. We’ll probably never see each other again. What then? How will you handle that?”

Angel was caught off-guard.

“I’ll manage,” she finally told me.

“You’re trembling.”

My hand slid across her thigh.

She was shaking in the semi-darkness.

“I…I’m sorry,” she whispered sadly.

“No. Don’t be sorry.”

She looked me in the eyes.

It seemed like she was shaking a lot less.

“Do it, Trent,” she whispered.

“I can’t make you another footnote…”

“No, you’re not listening to me,” she insisted, her hand sliding along my own thigh and grabbing at my cock through the denim.

I caught her gaze, bearing witness to ferocity behind those pretty eyes.

Angel didn’t look afraid now.

She looked…different.

“Shut up and fuck me, Trent.”

Where the fuck is this coming from?

But I could see it. This wasn’t a little scared teenager who was trying to be courageous about jumping into bed with me…this was a woman whose confidence suddenly rivaled my own.

She wanted this.

She was ready for this.

My hesitation evaporated, and I drew her into a deep, long kiss, tugging her down into the covers with me…




 

ANGEL

T  rent pulled me down into the bed with him, and our bodies immediately intertwined. He was so handsome, with his incredible physique and the fire burning deep in his eyes.

I could feel an insatiable rush, the pressure of the urges in my brain forcing me onward, tomorrow doesn’t matter, just focus on the right now.

But, then again, I’d forgotten a lot of things.

I let him take control.

Show me, my eyes pleaded.

Help me learn.

Teach me.

And he did. God yes he did.

Trent grasped onto my wrists, holding them down on either side as he lay down upon me, but careful to not crush me. I felt his jeans brush against my skin. As my need overcame me, I was all too eager to run my fingertips down his sculpted abs.

But he wouldn’t let me.

Trent kissed me deeply, hungrily, and moved his lips down to my throat. I craned my neck, exposing the tender flesh to his hot breath and tugging teeth. He kissed, nibbled, and bit at the skin before moving downwards.

His hands still binding my wrists to the bed above my head, he worshipped my ample bosom.

With dripping lust, he took one perky nipple into his mouth. He tugged with his teeth and flicked it with his tongue, flooding my head with pleasure.

He moved to the other. He kept my wrists together with one hand while moving the other down to grasp the breast fully, his fingers digging into the supple flesh.

I could see the strong bulge in his jeans.

I wanted more.

Needed more.

Yanking my wrists free, I took him by surprise. My hands immediately flew to his jeans, my fingers nimbly unbuckling his belt and tugging down the pants.

Almost immediately, his cock sprung to life.

And it was massive.

A long, thick erection bounced in the air between us. In the soft light, I could see a glistening drop of his precum on the very tip, a precursor to his mounting need for pleasure.

But what caught my eye just as much as the generous thickness or incredible length was the collection of piercings lining its length.

“You pierced it?” I asked wondrously.

“Ribbed, for your pleasure,” he chuckled.

I was fascinated.

“Nuh-uh,” he smiled wickedly. “I’m in control. I’m in charge. And it’s my job to show you how this works, right? You just lay back until I tell you otherwise…”

I did as I was told, and Trent descended down to my abdomen, peppering a trail of kisses south – towards my thighs. He was no longer holding my wrists down, but his large, strong hands wrapped around my thighs…holding me in place.

Playfully, I tried to fight his strength, but it was to absolutely no avail.

His lips planted along my inner thighs, kissing his little trail along the supple skin. I breathed out a sigh of anticipation on my back, knowing that my steaming core was ready for whatever he had in mind…

I felt a single, slick finger slide into my wet pussy.

“Oh wow…you are tight,” he whispered huskily.

My chasm let him inside, but barely. I could feel myself clenching around his digit as he began to stroke me from the inside, easing me for what was to come.

A second finger poked in beside the first, stretching me harder. Almost immediately, they found my bundle of nerves, stroking along my inner button and sending fresh spasms of pleasure across my body. Meanwhile, his thumb stroked along the outer lips, teasing my nerve endings with expert precision.

When I thought there couldn’t possibly be any more to this, I felt his lips brush against my small, engorged clit, his tongue teasing it with varied pleasure.

I moaned with satisfaction as he worked me like a delicate instrument, playing my body to fulfill its needs.

My back lifted from the sheets.

My thighs struggled to clasp around his face.

My fingers threaded deep into his hair.

I rode his face, my hips practically bucking with pleasure as the rockstar worked his magic. He started switching things up – his tongue, burrowing deep inside me as his fingers worked my lips and my throbbing clit.

It was paradise.

I felt a rising, building, mounting feeling of desire from deep down. It was like nothing I’d ever felt – a systematic, rising need that had to be fulfilled, or a struggling, forceful promise that demanded to be made.

My body was quivering with its intensity.

Pleasure was whiplashing down my spine.

“Don’t stop,” I begged him hungrily. “Please don’t stop, fuck, just keep going…”

I could sense a change in his breath.

An exhale.

No.

A chuckle.

He was grinning.

My mind was pushed to the edge of a precipice, and finally, achingly, brought to release. I felt my pleasure rocket off the edge as I was brought to a body breaking, overwhelming warmth of lustful, all-encompassing sexual gratification.

I’d never experienced anything like this.

“Was that your first orgasm?” He asked, pulling up from between my legs as they trembled. The breath had been stripped from my very lips.

“First with… Someone else…”

“Well…tonight’s going to be a night of firsts for you, isn’t it?” He smiled almost wickedly, although I could sense tenderness behind the grin.

My own large grin crossed my face as I nodded again, sinking down into the sheets. “That was amazing.”

“That was just the start,” he told me, sliding onto his back beside me. “And now it’s your turn, my little Angel.”

“My turn?”

“That’s right,” he grinned, kicking his jeans the rest of the way off. Laid out beside me, he was a long, powerful specimen of masculine perfection.

Even overlooking that throbbing, massive cock between his legs, pierced to perfection.

“I don’t…I mean, I can, but I don’t know how,” I whispered, catching my breath.

“Don’t worry. I’ll show you.”

I nodded one last time, sliding onto his body for a deep kiss. I could feel his erection between us – and what startled me most, even more than the huge size, was how much warmth it vented.

The thing was practically piping-hot.

I almost flinched at the unexpected heat.

“It’s okay,” Trent whispered, his fingers brushing strands of hair from my face. “Just do what feels natural. I’ll help you.”

I kissed him again, tasting my fluids on his tongue, before pushing down against his awesome pecs. His skin was so tight, so defined, sculpted into perfection.

Sliding down his body, I let my hands grope, my fingertips trail, and my nails dig. I found myself wanting to learn every inch of his body.

Soon, I was kneeling between his legs in bed, each one a massive trunk that stretched outward. I lowered my face, grasping the studded cock. It was slick with wet pleasure, clearly ready for my attention.

My tongue slipped against his bulbous crown.

It was salty, yet sweet.

The head was so firm, so full of blood and eager for release. I realized how selfless Trent had been, bringing me to an orgasm first, and I wanted to repay him in kind.

My lips wrapped around his head, and I pushed down around the shaft.

His immediate groans told me what I needed to know. They encouraged me, pushed me onwards, and I began to slowly draw myself up and down his cock. It was interesting to feel his piercings against my tongue – I hadn’t really thought about catching on them, but to my satisfaction they didn’t bother me in the slightest.

At Trent’s instruction, I started teasing him, flicking my tongue along the base of his head as I stroked his cock with my hand. This got me the reaction I wanted, and he lifted his head to groan, looking down into my eyes.

I gave him the sexiest look I could muster, and he almost came right there and then.

Instead, he pulled me up from his cock, tossing me back down into the covers. Instinctively, my ankles parted, and he descended upon me in the instant.

The exhilaration threw my eyes wide open, and I was barely prepared for his lips against mine again, his tongue in my mouth. My chest was heaving; my fingers were digging into his shoulder blades.

I could only barely keep up with his unhinged pleasure, and terror gripped me as I felt the tip of his cock brush up against my lower lips.

“Are you ready?” He whispered delicately.

I nodded.

“Tell me.”

“I’m ready,” I whispered.

“Prove it,” he grinned.

“Trent…fuck me,” I pleaded.

The head began to push in, and I gasped against his grinning, confident lips.

Just a finger or two had stretched me, but his thick cock was on a completely different level. If he hadn’t already prepared me with his tongue…I knew I wouldn’t have been able to withstand his massive, hot member.

As promised, Trent was gentle. I held onto his body and tried to relax, and he reassuringly whispered sweet nothings and support into my ear. We waited like that for just a moment and I knew it was time. Catching his eyes, I smiled.

Oh GOD…

He drove deep, my body engulfing his saliva slickened cock into my wetness and taking my virginity once and for all.

I was claimed.

I was his.

Trent was sheathed deep inside me. The sting subsided after a few moments to manageable, almost pleasurable levels. I was amazed at how well he fit inside me. His cock was so huge, stretching my slickened walls so wide. I just didn’t think I could take it.

He continued being gentle, at least at first.

Trent was precise with his movements, positioning my hips so that his piercings excited my folds just properly, pressing up against my button of nerves deep inside.

“Oh god…” I murmured, my fingernails clenching into his back.

“I’m going to be careful this first time.”

I nodded, barely able to focus on his words. Did he mean there would be a next time?

Trent held himself up above me, ensuring that his weight didn’t crush me. I felt him push deep into me and drag halfway out, not willing to break our physical connection.

As I adjusted to his movements, I started to sway my hips with them, pushing against his pelvis with my own to meet the grinding of our bodies.

He seemed to be enjoying himself, judging by his eyes clasped shut, the groans from deep within his thick, barrel chest, and the way that his cock trembled inside.

This is sex, I thought to myself.

This is what I’ve been missing.

It’s fucking incredible.

I felt like a missing part of me was finally being fulfilled. An aching chasm, both physically and emotionally, was at the pinnacle of fulfillment.

Trent supplied that through a thick, studded cock.

Anyone else would have fucked this up, but it just felt so right with him. It felt like everything was falling into place.

I couldn’t explain it. At the time, I ignored most of the thoughts, or at least tried to. It’s the moment, I thought to myself. It’s just because we’re having sex. He has to leave soon, anyway.

The thought of him leaving my side chilled me to my very core. He noticed, slowing down and pressing his lips to my ear.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“No, don’t lock me out. What is it?”

“It’s just…you’re leaving soon, right?”

He paused, smiling knowingly. “I’ll be here until dawn… And dawn is hours away…”




 

TRENT

We fucked long into the night, occasionally stopping to rest. We’d drink water (or in my case, sports drinks that practically dripped with electrolytes) and rest our aching muscles for a few minutes before ramping it back up.

I couldn’t believe how amazing it felt.

The night I lost my virginity, I was 14 and the chick was 16. She was some older girl who was this total slut that I met at some party I was way too young to have been in.

Half-drunk, we made out in a closet before she whipped out my dick, sucking me down like a champ. It was a spontaneous experience that grew me up real fast, especially when she pushed her panties aside and straddled my erection.

I felt spent but filthy after that.

But the confidence boost was incredible.

It helped that I had a naturally attractive build. All I had to do was work on it properly. With the burst in self-assurance from my first lay, I was practically drowning in pussy.

It suited me just fine.

Then, when my little afterschool band and I swapped a few members out and started playing decent gigs, got the right attention, and wound up with an LP demo sent out to the right people in the right places…

Huh, I thought to myself, pulling Angel down hard on my studded dick again. I guess I’ve never fucked someone I actually cared about.

Just acknowledging that she was anything more than a temporary fix was monumental alone.

Angel came hard on my cock time and time again, surprisingly ready for more. I held back my own orgasm for as long as I could – eager to draw out her pleasure – but there was only so much that I could withstand.

This time, we came together. It was an incredible, heart-pumping experience that absolutely defied explanation.

We nestled up together in my bed, her head easily resting in the crook of my shoulder. My body tried to relax into the post-orgasmic stupor that it loved so much, but I defied my lethargic nature to stay up with her.

Up until the dawning light.

“I wish I could go with you,” Angel whispered.

“Do you want to?” I asked.

She immediately propped herself up on an elbow, eager to give me her undivided attention. I could see tentative anticipation on her face.

“What do you mean?” She asked quietly.

“Well…it’s just us on the road, right? The bus has room for you, and it’s not like we have a lot of shows left. We’re pretty much heading straight home after this.”

I could see the cogs spinning in her head.

“I mean…where will I go when the tour ends? You’re not coming back to Alabama...”

“No, probably not,” I told her. “But I think that you and I can probably figure it out when we get to that point.”

I felt her heart practically stop against me.

“You…you would…no, there’s no way…”

“I mean it,” I told her, smiling warmly. “I feel a real connection to you. And if it doesn’t work out, so what? We get you on a bus and you just come straight back. No harm in trying, right?”

“Do you…seriously want to keep me around?” She asked quietly.

“I told you, Angel. I feel something with you. Come with me,” I replied.

“Are you…are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“I won’t, like, distract you?”

“Not at all.”

“What about the others?”

“The others? Fuck the others.”

“Trent, you can’t just–”

“I certainly can. If they have a problem with you, then they have a problem with me. I’m the driving force behind this group. They can’t go on without me. You’re not a damn Yoko.”

“Who?”

“Yoko Ono… The Beatles?”

Her eyes were still searching for understanding.

“I’ll explain it to you later,” I said, laughing. “Just come.”

“Okay,” she nodded. “Let’s do this.”

“Do you need anything?”

She thought for a moment.

“My backpack. It’s back home. My social security card, my state ID.”

I jumped up from the bed, throwing clothes on. “We don’t have a lot of time,” I warned her, lifting a blind with a fingertip. The sun’s rays were already penetrating through the semi-darkness.

Steven was going to be pissed.

I threw a couple of her clothes towards her. “Angel, if we’re going, we need to do it now.”

“Okay,” she agreed, tossing on her miniskirt and shirt. She didn’t bother with anything else. Within minutes, we were in the rental jeep and flying down the Interstate.

Keeping a tired but aware eye out for any state troopers, perched along the shoulder of the highway, my priority was to safely put considerable distance between the bus and us.

Her little ramshackle bar was an hour-ish away, and we definitely had less than two hours to spare.

As I pushed that little rental Wrangler up to eighty miles per hour, a concerning thought occurred to me. I quickly patted at my pockets.

Fuck.

In the rush, I’d forgotten my phone.

Steven was going to be seriously pissed.




 

ANGEL

T  rent drove like a maniac, whipping between the few cars along the Interstate and keeping us over eighty miles per hour the entire way. The jeep felt like it was going to rattle apart as we soared along.

With one hand firmly on the steering wheel and another clasped around my thigh, his eyes were fiercely locked to the road.

“We should slow down,” I warned him.

I could already feel the tension building.

“No,” he told me, a hint of his arrogance shifting back into his voice. “I know what I’m doing.”

“You’re driving like a crazy person,” I pleaded. “They’re not going to leave without us, right? Just…please, please slow it down. For me.”

He coldly turned to regard me for a moment, but then visibly softened. “You haven’t met my band manager…the guy’s a complete prick. He all but has it out for me. Thinks I’m a hotheaded, egotistical jerk.”

“Are you?” I asked, trying to swallow the mounting pit in my throat. I could feel anxiety begin to take its hold.

“Of course I fucking am,” Trent grinned. “But our manager is paid to handle that. If he can’t then, well, tough shit.”

I struggled to nod.

“Listen, I don’t think I can stress too much how little time we have here, so I’m going to need you to be in-and-out when we arrive,” he reiterated. “We don’t really have the time to hang around, alright? If you need to say some goodbye’s you can do it by phone once we’re on the road.”

“Trent,” I croaked weakly.

“You run in, take care of what you’ve got to and lets get out of here.”

I was getting tunnel vision now.

Please, not now.

Be strong.

Be brave.

Trent was saying something else, but I couldn’t hear him.

I focused on the first thing to jump out at me – the logo on the glove compartment. I made it my core, my stone, mentally latching onto it with all of my strength.

It’s okay, I thought to myself.

Just keep it all together.

You’ll be so happy if you just hold on.

He’s taking you away from here.

His voice came through again. He sounded urgent. I wondered what the matter was.

I faintly felt something around my face. I was being tugged away.

No! My stone! I need it!

I panicked, trying to flail.

Trying to tug at what was holding me.

My fingers clawed wildly at my face.

“…Down, Angel! Calm down!”

I paused, feeling my chest heave over and over. I realized that I was holding his hand – rather, that Trent was holding my chin in his fingers, his eyes locked onto mine, and that my fingers were trying to pry him free from me.

We weren’t moving.

“Angel, what’s wrong? What is it?”

“I…I just…so fast…I can’t…”

“Angel, settle down…we’ve stopped.”

I focused on that, pushing down the crippling anxiety that had infiltrated my mind. I clamped my eyes shut and bit down on my lip, concentrating on our immobile position.

A car rocketed past, and the jeep swayed slightly. I almost leapt back into gripping terror, but Trent was pulling me close, stroking my hair.

“Look, it’s okay, Angel, everything’s okay…it’s all fine now. I’m here.”

I fought back a sob.

Be brave, Angel.

“Are you…can you tell me what’s going on?” He asked quietly.

I shook my head.

No. He can’t know.

He can’t know that I’m a freak.

“Okay,” Trent whispered, allowing me to slide back into place. “I know the jeep rattling like that must have been scary. We’ll just have to deal with my manager when we see him.”

I nodded aloofly.

My stone, I thought, looking at the logo on the glove compartment again. My stone’s back.

We rode in silence for the rest of the trip, never going higher than sixty miles per hour. After about forty minutes, we arrived at the Riverton Bar, and I extracted myself from the jeep and let myself in through the back door.

“We’re going to be running late,” Trent reminded me. “Do you need me to give you a hand?”

I shook my head. “I’ll be quick, I promise.”

“Okay,” he nodded. “Once we leave, we’re not coming back anytime soon. If you can’t carry it, leave it. Clothes, books, just leave it all. I’ll take care of anything you need.”

“Ok,” I answered, rushing inside.

I knew I didn’t need much.

A moment later my hands descended upon my backpack, and I quickly checked through the contents.

I liked to call it my Breakaway Bag. A sturdy, waterproof backpack, it contained everything that I needed to scamper off under the moonlight. I checked for a few discreet pockets – social security card, state ID, shit like that – and then did a very brisk inventory of the rest.

Towels.

A few changes of clothes.

Extra socks and underwear.

Pads and tampons.

Cheap first-aid kit.

Throw blanket.

Folding knife.

Taser.

Yeah, I was golden.

I had just enough room to shove in a couple of small items of some sentimental value – a birthday card that Old Greg had given me – when I realized that I was abandoning him.

He’d done so much for me.

He’d never know what happened.

I snatched one of my old notebooks back out of the trash, tracking down the only writing implement I could find – a thick permanent marker. Hastily, I scribbled a clumsy note for him: Old Greg,

Thank you for everything, from the bottom of my heart. I’m going on a little adventure and I might not be coming back. I’ll call and tell you all about it…

I’ll never forget you, and I wish you the best.

Angel

I pinned the note up above my cot, grabbed the trash bag, slung on the Breakaway Bag, and locked up on my way back out.

He’d be here in a few hours probably. That was his routine on the weekends, after all. Luckily, I didn’t work tonight either, so he had time to find someone to replace me.

I hoped, at any rate.

After turning the key in the lock for the last time, I realized that I didn’t know what to do with it. Thinking quickly, I slipped it beneath an easy chair by the door.

Hopping back into the jeep with Trent, I avoided his glance. I knew he’d be mad that I took so long.

“No second thoughts?”

I looked back up at him.

He wasn’t furious.

He was pleased.

“I’m ready.”

“Good,” he smiled, twisting the key in the ignition.

His hand clasped onto my thigh as we kicked out gravel from beneath the tire. My hand rested upon his, enjoying his warmth, his pressure, and his companionship.

I felt like I was where I needed to be.

I felt like, just this once, I belonged.




 

TRENT

I t was well past daybreak by the time we finally pulled up behind the RipFest venue, parking with the other rental cars. It appeared that half the busses had already left, eager to make distance on the day.

Predictably, Steven flew out from my tour bus as soon as we were within earshot. With his trademarked hands in the air routine, he was even more livid than before.

“Alright, you dumb fuck, you and I are gonna have some words,” my manager angrily declared. “And without the company of your dumb bitch here.” He turned to her. “Babe, show’s over. Your sweetheart’s getting back to work now, bye.”

I poked a firm, commanding finger into his chest, and let my anger be known.

“If you ever call her a ‘dumb bitch’ again, I will shatter your bones under one of these tires,” I practically spat at him.

He didn’t back down.

“Cut the shit, ass-wipe. We were supposed to be on the road over an hour ago, right? Why the fuck ain’t you picking up your goddamn phone?”

“I forgot my phone,” I answered unapologetically.

“You…you forgot your phone.” He was dumbfounded. “That is the stupidest goddamn shit I’ve heard out of your smart mouth yet. You fuckers never leave your phones out of sight.”

“Yeah, well, I was distracted,” I told him, pushing past to bring Angel to the bus. Within the instant, I knew the mistake, but it was too late to backpedal.

“I see that,” he coolly observed. “Speaking of distractions, I can’t wait to see you explain why you’re dragging a…an associate onto the bus.”

“She’s my guest now,” I gruffly replied.

“That’s not gonna fly.”

I opened the door for her.

“Just head to my room. Do you remember where it is?”

Angel nodded quietly.

“Good. Go.”

She pushed inside, her backpack catching on the door for a brief moment before she disappeared through the door.

“She looks primed and ready to hit the nature trail at a fucking campground,” Steven muttered. “You turn down a whole bunch of groupies, but you get your dick wet with a hitchhiker? Bitches literally throwing themselves at your cock not good enough?”

I grabbed him by the cuff of his shirt, tugging his face disgustingly close to mine.

“You want to talk? Let’s talk,” I coldly started. “You have been a fucking thorn in our side from the start. I have no idea what your goddamn problem is, but you need to cut your bullshit and start acting like a fucking manager instead of a spoiled little bitch.”

Steven’s eyes flared with anger, but he didn’t dare try to tug away from me.

“I promise you, Steven, I will work on being easier to deal with. In exchange, I bring this girl with us. She stays out of the way. No problems. No distractions. She’s gonna be great for morale, and she’s coming back home with me. Okay?”

His beady little eyes positively glowered, but he didn’t lose his temper. However, he did seem to evaluate the circumstances, because there was a pause before he finally opened his fat, ignorant mouth again.

“Okay. Fine. Be the fucking prima donna,” my unsightly manager finally muttered. “The bitch – the girl stays,” he quickly corrected himself, “so long as she ain’t a liability. She stays out of my way, she doesn’t interfere with the band, or your performance, and she can stay.”

I let go of his cuff. “Deal.”

“We’ve only got, like, five or six shows left anyway. Don’t go fucking this up for some pussy.”

I contemplated knocking him out, but chose to take the high road. I met his sneer with a furious curl of my lip before letting myself onto the bus.

The others were loitering around the kitchen and entertainment areas. Dylan and Terence were playing Mario Kart on one of the game consoles we kept hooked up to the big-screen TV.

Waylon, however, was contemptuously watching me with a disdainful frown. As I tried to walk past, he stepped in front with his arms crossed, his greasy, lean frame almost comical in threat level.

“What’s this fuckery about you coming in late with some wet-behind-the-ears chick?” He asked me pointedly.

“It doesn’t concern you,” I told him distantly.

“Actually, it does. It means I’ve gotta miss lunch. You know how much I hate missing lunch? It makes me all cranky, you know?”

“Yeah, I’m aware. I’ll make it up to you.”

“Right…”

He let the thought trail.

With a sigh, I took the bait.

“What’s the problem?”

“What was your rule with the bus?”

I fucking knew he was going to pull this.

“…No girls.”

“Right…” the thought trailed again. “Except, funnily enough, just saw one. Only, the rest of us? We’re already here. She came from your direction. Wanna, you know, clue us in on that?”

The others were listening now.

I growled inwardly.

It was time to lay down the law again.

“She’s not going to be a problem. I’m taking her home with me. She’s going to stay out of sight, you understand?”

Waylon deliberated on this for a moment.

“Yeah. Guess so. Even at the shows, right?”

“What?”

“Well, you know, special treatment and all. Unless you want to rub it in our faces, that is. If she’s staying out of sight, that means she’s not leaving the bus for the shows. That’s only fair, wouldn’t you say?”

“What difference does it make if she watches us play?”

Waylon smiled cruelly.

“Well, here’s a scenario: I’m playing. I’m rocking out. Having a good old time.

“I look over, who am I gonna see? Bam. It’s your broad. I lose my focus. I start missing chords. What a distraction, am I right? It’s just a total slap to the face. Here’s the fearless leader’s girl, where’s mine? Oh right. Can’t have one. My thoughts start wandering, my fingers start missing chords…”

I swallowed back my burning temper. I’d have been more up for this shit if Steven hadn’t already put me in a filthy fucking mood. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to assault my guitarist, then go back outside and lose my shit with the manager.

Neither of which were acceptable.

“You see where I’m going with this?” He asked, feigning politeness. “It’s just a total bummer, but easily avoidable.”

“Fine,” I growled. “I’m too tired for this shit. You win. She stays on the bus during shows. On one condition.”

“Oh yeah?”

“She stays out of your sight? You stay out of hers. Don’t go near her, don’t speak to her, don’t even think about messing with her. You understand?”

Waylon smiled wickedly.

“Heh. Yeah, all right then. Have it your way, boss. The girl and I steer clear of one another. She stays in that cage of yours until we’re home, I don’t mess with her.”

“Thanks,” I grumbled.

It made me look weak to give into his demands in front of the others, but I was exhausted.

I was also struggling to understand what I was really hoping to accomplish with all of this.

Seriously? Bringing her onto the bus?

Taking her back home with you?

What the FUCK are you thinking?

I couldn’t explain it, but I barely had the energy to keep standing. Instead, I gave a brisk nod to the others – who quietly returned my acknowledgement – and stumbled towards the back of the bus.

Once in my room, I spotted Angel seated on the edge of my bed. Her backpack was slumped in a corner, still zipped up and ready to go.

With a heavy sigh, I let my fatigue finally settle in. Was it worth it? Was it worth ostracizing my band, my manager, and my entire meal ticket for this chick?

Angel looked up at me softly, a few strands of her hair falling in front of her eyes. It was clear that she sensed the conflict – hell, maybe she’d even heard that asshole talking shit.

“I can go if you need me to,” she whispered sadly.

“Where I need you is here,” I murmured.

What? Seriously?

It was like my mouth was running without me. First, there was my hesitation with the sex when I climbed back on the bus, and now this. My brain wasn’t participating in any of this, not since I’d descended upon her in the middle of the night.

But is that better, or worse?

I didn’t really have an answer. It seemed like my heart and my tongue had grown cozy together – too cozy. I needed to be smarter than this. I knew that I had to think rationally about this sudden change in the dynamic… after all, I’d just invited who was supposed to be a victory fuck onto my bus for the rest of the tour, alienating my band and our manager in one fell swoop.

But the way that she looked at me, and that pain in her eyes, told me that somehow… somehow, I’d made the right decisions.

Maybe because I didn’t think about them, I wondered.

Angel was looking at me, watching me think to myself. As the fatigue of the night finally overcame me, I sank down to the mattress and pulled her into a deep embrace. With my mind finally quieting down again, I collapsed into the bed with her, allowing the world and its stupidity to fade into blackness.




 

ANGEL

I  slept the best I’d ever slept when I woke up that afternoon, curled up in Trent’s arms. He was knocked out solid, quietly snoring away, and I watched this beautiful, strange rocker murmur and shift in his sleep.

This had been fast, but it had felt real.

I didn’t quite understand it, and I could tell that he didn’t, either. Not really, at any rate. He seemed the impulsive type, and he’d completely thrown me off-guard by almost backing down from the sex last night… and by inviting me into his world like this.

I’d heard his bandmates. They’d sounded pissed.

But he’d stood his ground, the alpha male that he was. It was clear what he wanted, and that he’d make concessions with them to have it. He could probably have told them all to go to hell, but I’d seen that he did care about them – especially onstage.

Do they fight a lot when they’re not performing?

Is that what it’s like to work with people like this?

Eventually, he woke up too. Once we’d climbed out of bed and freshened up a little, Trent laid down the single ground rule: stay back here. He made it clear that other members of the band had expressed some discomfort in having me around, and that he’d had to agree that I’d stay in his bedroom or in the adjacent bathroom.

I’d been too tired to really think much of being a complication, particularly in the madcap dash to get back to the bus and finally rest. It wasn’t hard to figure out the math once I dwelled on the details.

After all, I was on a bus with a bunch of guys who probably didn’t appreciate someone being thrust upon them at the last second – especially not a girl, regardless of the fact that I was apparently fucking their leader.

It was fine by me. I liked his room – it was kind of sparse, and not terribly big, but that seemed like the kind of thing Trent would favor. It was a little larger than my small backroom at the Riverton Bar, but it was free of the odds and ends that cluttered and dominated the space.

“I don’t need much,” he told me at some point after we’d woken up. “Not on the road, at any rate. My place is a little different…but I like to keep my distractions minimal when I’m on tour.”

“But what about me?” I chuckled coyly.

“I make exceptions,” he whispered, his fingers threading into my hair and exposing my neck for his hungry lips. “Exceptions for cute girls who know how to ride my cock the right way.”

Oh good, I thought to myself. So the arrogant asshole thing’s going to stick around for a while.

Oddly, I kind of liked it.

But we couldn’t play for too long.

Trent and his band had another gig.

The single, curtained window in his room didn’t tell me much, and my host kept me plenty preoccupied for a short while. But as he left to practice with them before the show, he told me where we were.

“Houston.”

“We’re in Texas? We just sailed through Louisiana and I didn’t even know?”

“Yeah, guess so.”

“But Houston is so far…”

“And now you understand why I was speeding,” he told me a little gruffly. “Steven might be a total asshole of a manager, but he’s generally competent. Generally.”

Before he left, I reminded him to take his pain medication. With an appreciative smile, he dug the orange bottle out from a hidden spot in his closet, and then popped into the bathroom to swallow it with a cup of water.

After he left, I stayed put. I flipped through some books of his, realizing that I should have tried to find something to keep myself preoccupied. But it wasn’t like I actually had anything like that back home, anyway.

I’d mostly spent my time tending to the needs of the bar, occasionally walking further into town and occupying myself at the single, small bookstore that we had.

At least there are different books here.

A few hours later, after the night had fallen, Trent finally returned to the bus. He planted a quick kiss on my lips before going to wash off in the shower. When he came back into the room, I was preoccupied with thought.

I knew that I had to tell him.

“There’s something you need to know about me,” I reluctantly blurted out.

Briefly, just for a fraction of a second, a look of penetrated concern flickered across Trent’s face. With the blink of his eyes, it was gone, replaced with his cool, smooth confidence.

“What’s that? You’re not really from Alabama? Secretly a government agent? Betrothed to another man?”

I shook my head, trying to not take personal offense to that last one. I knew he didn’t mean it. He had just sensed that this was bad.

“You know how I freaked out in the car earlier this morning?”

Trent looked genuinely troubled for a moment.

“Yeah. There’s a specific reason for that?”

“There was an accident,” I told him.

“An accident.”

“I was in the car with some people – I don’t really remember who. Just a group of us. The driver, he was going too fast, taking too many risks…we hit something and I was thrown from the vehicle.”

“Oh my God,” he spoke, his face growing pale. He covered his eyes, looking incredibly guilty. “I had no fucking idea. I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t know,” I told him.

“But were you…were you hurt?”

“Well, it was a high-speed collision, and I was ejected from the car,” I snarked lightly, before toning myself back. “I mean…yeah. I was hurt pretty badly.”

“What…how did you…?”

“How did I survive?” I asked, almost bitterly. “I don’t know. I was thrown into some trees. Luckily, I wasn’t too mangled up. But I was in a coma for, like, weeks.”

“And your friends?”

“They didn’t make it,” I told him, fighting back tears. “I think the driver did, but the rest of the people in the car, they all died on impact. Getting thrown out saved my life.”

“And your memory?”

“Yeah,” I continued, struggling to recall the details. “It’s kind of fuzzy. I lost a lot of my memories from that point and back. The doctors told me that they don’t know how I woke back up. But the damage was done. I barely remember a thing from before the accident. Hell, the accident itself is totally gone. I only know what happened because I was told.”

I realized that Trent was squeezing my hand, staring deeply into my eyes.

“So, what do you remember?”

It wasn’t an easy question to answer.

“It’s kind of like…you know how you dream sometimes, and occasionally you remember it when you wake up, but sometimes you don’t? If you’re lucky, you’ll remember it in the shower, or maybe something during the day will remind you…and maybe it takes months for it to click?”

Trent nodded thoughtfully.

“Right. So, I remember bits and pieces – like, I know who my parents are. I can remember little… flickers of things. Like, mental pictures. The way the sunlight bounced off of my hand, running through the cattails in a pasture. I remember a man – I think he was my grandfather – carrying me on his shoulders when I was really young, spinning me around in the rain.”

He squeezed my hand gently.

“But…most of it is gone. All I have are these tiny, fleeting moments. They’re small, and maybe insignificant, but they’re all that I have left,” I told him.

It was only as he brushed his knuckles against my cheek that I realized I had been crying. Trent looked pained as he listened, wiping my tears aside.

“Everything from before me being sixteen and younger is like a dream. I can’t remember much at once. It only comes in small flashes, and then they’re lost unless I really focus on them…and I can barely remember they were ever there from the start.”

“Have you been checked out?” Trent asked. “Have you gone to see someone about this?”

“Not since the start. The follow-up treatments were so expensive. Just the hospital visit from my coma alone was terrible. It basically bankrupted my parents, not that they had much to begin with.”

“And where are your parents?”

“Back in Alabama,” I told him. “Not Riverton, though. Further back… deeper into the state. Interstate doesn’t go anywhere near it.”

“You haven’t really mentioned them before,” Trent observed. “Is there a reason why?”

Involuntarily, I thought back to my other secret… the secret I wanted to take to my grave. His hand squeezing mine felt so distant all of a sudden, and things were growing darker and darker…

There was a voice, a husky chuckle.

It shook me down to my core.

With a deep, calming breath, I summoned up my strength and fought my way back to him from that crushing darkness. The whole thing couldn’t have taken more than a second or two but, to me, it felt as if I’d drifted back to that lightless abyss for hours… possibly days.

“There aren’t really many pleasant memories,” I quietly conceded to him.

“I see,” he answered with a suspicious but supportive nod. “I’m not going to push you on that. I just…I can’t imagine what it’s gotta be like.”

“What do you mean?” I asked sincerely.

“I mean, I remember mostly what it was like, growing up,” he told me. “But to have most of my life completely gone? I can’t think of how hard that’s gotta be.”

“It’s not as difficult as you might think,” I shrugged. “It just took some getting used to. Luckily, I had help. Like with Old Greg. He didn’t have to take me in like that, but he was a total lifesaver. I don’t know how I would have coped on the streets.”

“How did you wind up in Riverton?” He asked, tilting his head.

“I was just hitchhiking…I think Old Greg was the one to find me. It’s hard to be certain.”

“Old Greg?”

“Yeah…”

I pressed harder in my head, focusing on the memory. My nose got that slight smell of copper that told me I was on the verge of remembering.

“That’s right…” I smiled. “It’s kind of in pieces…but yeah, Old Greg picked me up on the side of the highway and he brought me back to his bar. It must have been late at night…the place was closed when we got there. I don’t remember much else.”

“You weren’t scared?”

“No, that’s the funny thing,” I recalled. “I trusted him. Without even questioning him, really. Something about that old guy just told me that he wasn’t trouble. Maybe I saw something good and pure in his eyes.”

“Do you think you knew him before?” Trent asked, wondering about the connection.

“Nah. I wasn’t anywhere near home when he found me… He was just some lonely old codger who took pity on some stupid wayward kid in the middle of the night.”

Trent didn’t seem too convinced, but he didn’t try to pry.

“Anyway, my head’s starting to hurt…I think this little trip down Memory Lane is kind of taxing me. How about we talk about something else?”

Concern flickered across his face, but he swiftly brushed it aside. I appreciated that – that he cared, and that he cared enough to not try and force me to open up.

“Of course,” Trent smiled, pulling me into his embrace. “We’ve got the whole night ahead of us.”

My hand brushed against the bulge of his cock, and I grinned wickedly up at him.

“I can think of a few things to fill the time…”

“Oh yeah?” He chuckled.

“That’s right,” I whispered, unzipping him. I could already sense heat emanating from the growing bulge, and I lowered my face as I withdrew his thick, mighty weapon…




 

TRENT

We settled into a fun routine over the following few weeks as our band tour finally wound down.

Working on material while Angel slept.

Chatting, eating together during downtime.

Practicing with the band.

Rocking out onstage.

Briefly appearing at the afterparties.

Finally, taking Angel in my bed.

It was the perfect routine. Out on the road, doing what I love, and coming back to the bus with the girl I had slowly turned into my own, private sex fiend.

She might have been a virgin, but she was making up for lost time. Angel loved fucking everywhere she could, burning through my extensive repertoire of sex positions, and just flat out reveling in our contact together.

Which didn’t bother me one bit.

Besides being physically a challenge in the bedroom, she still contested me mentally. She was always trying to pry into my head and figure me out.

For someone who had been stuck in the sticks for as long as she had, Angel had ideas – big ideas...

To my total surprise, she was fun to brainstorm with. I’d sit in the room and write poetry – pretty much the closest you can get to a song when you lack the instrumentals – and I let her read some of it sometimes.

Angel made solid suggestions, and helped me tighten up some of the lyrics. I’d sing a few parts, here and there, and she’d recommend different tones or help guide me a little in the delivery. The girl was a natural.

Sometimes we listened to recorded jam sessions together when a song was coming along. I played a few studio session snippets, singing some of my lyrics over them.

And the feedback she gave?

Golden.

It was fresh… Almost naive. A new take on the sound.

Where did this fucking girl come from?

Of course, I knew that. I’d plucked her out of that place, thinking she was a challenging, hot piece of ass that I couldn’t bear to part with.

Turns out I’d found myself a diamond in the rough. Angel was proving herself incredibly useful in ways I hadn’t even remotely considered.

She held up to her end of things. She was like a ghost to the rest of the band, but I knew she was getting bored. Restless.

That’s how I noticed her penchant for drumming her fingers. I didn’t think much of it at first, but the more that she did it, I realized that she was pretty good at keeping rhythm.

“Do that again,” I asked her one day.

“Hmm?”

“With your fingers.”

“You mean, this?”

She rattled out a slight beat.

“Yeah. Do that again. Faster.”

She did so.

“Do it four times in a row.”

Angel looked at me oddly, but complied.

“You can hold rhythm,” I observed. “And you’re pretty talented at it, from what I can tell…”

“Is that good?”

“It means you might make a decent drummer someday,” I chuckled. “If Dylan ever drops dead on us, that could be useful.”

We were interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Yo, we’re refueling for the road,” Terence called out. “You need anything?”

“Come on in,” I called out.

Terence quietly let himself into the room, smiling politely to my girl. “Hiya, Angel. You enjoying yourself?”

“When someone’s here, yeah,” she smiled.

Of course, out of everyone around us who would be even remotely civil about Angel being around, it’s my bassist. I didn’t overlook that fact as I motioned him over.

“Hey man, take a look at this…”

After introducing Terence to her surprisingly rhythmic skills, we took turns giving her instructions for drumming her fingers. I thought better and drug up a pair of pens, and had her rattle out some cadences against a few surfaces.

“Yeah…” Terence nodded thoughtfully. “Your girl’s good. She’ll need training to take it any further than pens on your countertop, but this is actually pretty rad.”

“Yeah,” I thought aloud. “I definitely agree.”

Since we needed to get going, we left her to her devices for the time being. Taking advantage of the pit stop for refueling and supplies before getting back on the road, I took the opportunity to refill the mini-fridge in my room.

I also decided to treat her to a tablet.

She almost didn’t accept it, until I reminded her how much time she’d be alone while I was working with the band on and off the stage. It was a bit of an impulse buy, but I had the cash to blow, and I wanted her happy while I was gone.

Besides. Chances were, she would stop putting out if I didn’t try to make an effort, anyway.

“Well… okay,” She whispered to me after unboxing the device. “But seriously, you didn’t have to do this. I’ve got books and everything, I could probably keep myself fulfilled anyway…”

Angel thanked me later that night with a ton of fantastic sex; it culminated in the most incredible blowjob I’d ever felt.

After that gesture, I felt better about dragging her along and leaving her trapped in my small bus suite. Most of our stops had decent wifi, and with some movies and books on the tablet, she’d have something to occupy herself.

We were on the tail end of our tour. RipFest was just a last-minute addition that sold tickets – lining our earnings during what would have been a brief lull, while taking an already great lineup and making it better.

But that meant that we were tired.

Tired and volatile.

I know that I should have spent a little more time with them, instead of cooped up in the back of the bus with my little Angel, but I hadn’t anticipated that the rest of the band was growing resentful.

“Look who’s here!” Waylon sneered at me when I walked into the practice session one afternoon.

“Sorry I’m late,” I replied. “Lost track of time.”

“I’ll bet. Guess you’re finally done fucking your little honey for a few minutes, eh?”

I ignored his remark, knowing that he was just trying to goad me on. I would find a way to stick it to him later, maybe after the tour…but there was no point in fueling him before another big show.

“Let’s just get to it,” I grunted.

Terence the bassist glanced up at me with a slight nod of his head. No matter what, he was always the agreeable, reasonable one.

We practiced for a while, but I wasn’t really feeling it. The rest of the musicians seemed to pick up on it, but I forced myself to go through the motions.

Angel was a distraction.

But not the kind they probably thought.

It had taken her presence for me to realize how grueling and miserable the tour had been. Part of me felt bad that the others didn’t have this – that they had to watch me experience this bliss without finding their own way to attain what I suddenly, irreversibly had.

The stress relief helped, that’s for sure.

But she complemented me.

The more I talked to her, the sharper I realized she was…and the more vulnerable. It was this pervasive feeling hidden just out of view. I knew that her forgotten past bothered her, although she tried to keep it out of the way. I also knew that she did her best to leave it well out of sight, but the unanswered questions burned in my bind. Why had she run away from home? How much of her past was lost to the accident, and how much had she chosen to forget…

Didn’t take long to realize she was just as stressed as me…And just as grateful for the endless carnal distractions.

The rest of the band wouldn’t understand.

That was fine by me.

I remembered thinking about the filth that I was drenched in…and how the darkness swallowed me whole, tainting me in its depths.

But when I was with her…

I felt a little lighter.

I didn’t directly understand this intoxicating whirlwind of tension just beneath my skin… not until she brightened her light on me.

I was tired.

I was ready to go home.

I was done.

And I couldn’t wait to take her with me.




 

ANGEL

“T  his is our last night on the road,” Trent whispered to me one early morning in the dark. We were lying in bed together, cuddling naked. It was swiftly becoming a favorite pastime of mine.

“I’ll bet you’re ready to be done with this.”

“Oh, you have no idea…”

I knew what I wanted to ask, but he never made it easy on me.

“So…” I started.

“So,” he repeated, a sly smile on his face.

“After tonight…what happens? Do I have to go back to Alabama, or…?”

Trent rolled over, propping up his face with his elbow. “Well, that’s up to you, honestly.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” Trent grinned. “Kind of grown to like having you around for now. You’re just so great in bed,” he whispered, kissing my neck as he hand ran up my thigh. It sent a shiver up my spine, even if he was mixing in a little too much arrogance into his words for my taste. “I was sort of thinking you would come back with me.”

“What, to your place?”

“That’s right.”

I searched his eyes, but there was nothing there to tell me that he was anything less than completely sincere – regardless of his inability to be kind for more than a few minutes without making himself sound like an egotistical or insensitive prick.

Truth be told… I didn’t want to leave him even if I knew I was playing with fire. This thing that we shared, whatever it was, struck me as the flicker of a lightly burning fire. So far, we could pull back from the heat, save ourselves from the inferno in our future. Everything that we did only added fuel to the flames; it built up a glowering blaze that threatened to erupt into wildfire with too much tinder on the pile.

Am I equipped to handle it if I get burned?

I tried to push these thoughts aside, focusing on something true and solid. I needed another stone; I needed something else to take my attention, something to focus on when things grew too wild between us.

I will not be a burning Angel, I thought.

So, I agreed.

Why wouldn’t I have?

It’s not like I really had anywhere else to go, anyway.

The last performance night came and went, surprisingly quicker than I thought. I’d never thought to ask, but apparently the whole band – manager and all – lived in the same city. That made sense, explaining how they’d come together in the first place.

The tour had been scheduled to end at their hometown, earlier than usual. After they came back into the bus and cleaned up, the driver took us by each home, dropping each member off. As the prospect of rest came, each band member was clearly relieved, if not a bit exhausted.

They even allowed me out of the back of the bus to say their proper goodbyes for now.

I hadn’t heard anything but awful things about Steven, but even he seemed civil, given that the tour was finally over. Although, we clearly weren’t on the best terms after all; he angrily sneered at me when he saw me pop out to head for the bathroom.

Soon, there was just the two of us left, Trent and me, and the bus pulled up to a curb to let us out in a small neighborhood.

Throughout our entire time together, Trent had barely said a word about his place. I guess I came up with my own idea of where a rock star lived… Somewhere cold, industrial, and smelling of the filthy city.

As I stepped out of his car and gazed up the driveway, I realized just how wrong I’d been.

Beachfront.

Honest to God beachfront!

For such a cocky and egotistical guy, he’d been modest in his silence. Here I was, thinking he lived in some rudimentary, dirty old house, but the truth was just completely incredible. Sitting against the water with the ocean to its back, his house put me in awe. A place like this had to cost an absolute fortune...

Once we stepped inside, I realized just how big a star Trent really was… As beautiful as the home was from the driveway, the interior was on a whole different level. I’d never seen a house like this… Hell, I’d never been in the same county as a house like this!

For the generous den area, a massive 81-inch television screen dominated the space with ample sectional seating for a dozen people or more. One hell of an interior designer must have come through at some point, because nothing about Trent exactly screamed tasteful stone paneling or expensive, modern lighting.

A few entire bedrooms on both floors were closed off, collecting dust from disuse. He kept two – one for himself, and another as a practice room, with a few instruments around and a sound recording chamber.

I didn’t even know that he could play, but these guitars, drums, and other assorted instruments were clearly not just for display. As I thought about this, I remembered that his fingers were slightly rougher than the rest of his hands. Once I’d put two and two together, I came to have a deeper appreciation for his talents.

Trent’s small fortress of a kitchen featured top-of-the-line appliances, enough counter space to feed a full party, and cookery that would make a professional chef weep. For a girl used to a hot plate and a microwave, it was like stepping into heaven.

“HOW,” I muttered breathlessly as I took it all in. “HOW CAN YOU AFFORD ALL OF THIS.”

“Friend of mine in the industry got it up his ass that he wanted to leave the country. Head somewhere exotic, like Hong Kong or something. I wound up getting a pretty killer deal...” He grinned self-importantly, carefully watching for my reaction.

“Still,” I murmured. My hands ran along the sectional couch. It was plush, comfortable, and looked like it had been barely used at all. “This thing probably cost more than I made all year…”

“This is the kind of money you wind up with when you’re smart, negotiate a good contract, and happen to strike it lucky with a few big singles,” he shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt that I got a competent lawyer involved at the start… or that we’ve been touring pretty much nonstop.”

Trent glanced around for a moment, lost in thought. “I think this is the first time I’ve actually stepped foot in this place in months. That’s kind of strange to think about, now that it’s all over and I can finally kick my feet up…”

“It looks like it. You could probably put most of this stuff back in the boxes, they look so new.”

“Yeah, well…material possessions were never really my thing,” he shrugged. “Just sort of weigh you down, you know? All I ever really needed was myself.”

“For someone who says that, you have a lot of it.”

“Look around,” he retorted.

I did, and I saw his point.

There was barely anything in the way of decorations. I could see now that on a couple of bookcases, he had some books…and a few awards, but a lot of empty space. There weren’t any paintings on the walls; he didn’t have the patience for extraneous pieces of décor on his countertops. Hell, the only thing that kept his coffee table company was the TV remote.

I flipped through living room cabinets, expecting a sea of blu-ray films or DVDs. That’s what guys like, right? Collecting up a sea of barely-watched multimedia to show off to their guests? Instead, they were almost all completely empty.

“My accountant basically forced me to buy this place. Said I couldn’t just leave my money sitting in the bank with the low interest rates… All this shit? It came with the house. Give me a ten by twenty hotel room and my guitar and I’m happy…”

“So… We’re supposed to live here? In a place like this?” Angel asked quietly, taking it all in.

“That’s the plan. We’re going to need to shop for some groceries,” he answered as he watched me peer around. “No point in stocking up prior to a tour, you know. Unless you have a problem with that…”

I almost burst into laughter.

“What did you want to do for dinner?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” he smiled cockily. “I was thinking something nice, tender, and juicy. Maybe you. Serve you up on a plate, your legs spread wide for me… nothing juicer than that.”

I lightly slapped at his wrist as he reached for the hem of my shirt. “There’s time for that… but I’m actually really hungry. Can we order takeout? Is it too late for that?”

“Nah,” he chuckled, immediately fishing out his phone. “What’re you in the mood for? Anything in particular?”

My stomach rumbled, as if offering a suggestion.

“You know, I feel like I could go for a pizza.”

“Kind of what I was thinking, too…”

We rattled out the details and settled on it, and he placed an order to a gourmet delivery pizza spot.

About half an hour (and an autograph to the star-struck delivery teenager) later, we were settling down in front of the big screen on the couch and enjoying thick, greasy, cheesy pizza. A sitcom was on in the background – one of those late nineties shows that seemed vaguely familiar.

We didn’t have cable much while I grew up, so pretty much anything on the television was alien to me.

“This is amazing,” I told him when the commercial break came back on.

He flashed a smile. “The pizza?”

“All of it,” I confessed. “The pizza. This place. You,” I added seductively. “A couple of weeks ago, I couldn’t imagine having this kind of life…and now…for a little while, at least, I do.”

“Hey, none of this for a little while bullshit,” Trent told me, sliding down in the couch to look me in the eyes.

“You…can’t mean that,” I replied, gazing into his eyes. “There’s no way…”

“I mean it,” he whispered hungrily, pulling me close. “You are mine, Angel. You belong to me… no exceptions. None whatsoever. Do you understand? You’re MINE.”

“I…”

The sheer force of conviction burning in his dominant eyes took me aback. They were filled with fervent fire, burning deeply and brightly.

I will not be a burning Angel.

“Shhh,” he whispered, a finger to my lips. He drew me up from the couch, tossing me over his shoulder, and dragged me upstairs towards his bedroom. Every ounce of resistance I had melted away under the heat of his desire, because deep down, no matter how badly I might be burned… I wanted it too.

“Not the bed,” I murmured as I took in his room. There was a large, four-poster king with velvety bedding of rich red and black hues. It was almost hilariously bohemian.

“Making demands?” He growled into my ear.

“Making suggestions,” I cooed.

Trent dropped me to my knees, shoving me towards a wall. I could already spot that insatiable bulge desperate for release, and I reached for it.

He swatted my hands away.

“No. I’m in control,” he snarled, advancing with ravenous eyes upon me.

The lust had taken hold. Seeing him like this was the biggest turn-on in the world. I already knew I was in for the night of my life. Trent wasn’t accepting anything less than complete and utter submission.

A sly smile crossed my lips. “Come here, you,” I grinned sexily, beckoning him with a finger.

And he descended.




 

TRENT

I  tossed Angel’s palms against the wall, grasping hungrily at her miniskirt.

“I need to get inside you,” I grunted hungrily into her ear.

Angel opened her mouth, but I quickly clamped my hand around her lips. With my partner instantly muffled, I felt her tongue along the backs of my fingers, only heightening my arousal.

My spare hand immediately unzipped my jeans, unsheathing the blazing, hard weapon between my legs. I deftly tugged at her panties, pulling them down her thighs just enough to give myself purchase into her smoldering, dripping pussy.

I wanted her.

Dominated.

Taken.

Mine.

First, I tore a condom free from its packaging in my teeth, sheathing my weapon.

I reached up with my free hand, clamping it lightly around her throat as I held her pinned between the wall and myself. Meanwhile, my cock strained hard between her legs, sliding against her outer lips.

She craved my cock.

Needed me inside her.

Good.

I gave her throat another squeeze before reaching down to grasp my tool firmly, stroking it along her lips. She groaned into my palm, cupped over her lips, and arched her back against me.

It was true that I wanted to tease her more.

But I couldn’t hold on any longer.

I had to feel her clench around me.

So I drove my cock deep inside in one hard thrust.

Instantly, her warm, wet folds enveloped my thick, bursting cock. I practically let myself go right there and then. It was a miracle I was able to hold it together.

A long, emanating moan drew out from her lungs, and she started to bounce her hips onto my tool. I held her back, pinned against the wall, with one hand still around her mouth and the other grasping a fistful of her hair.

Not yet, I smiled wickedly.

I’M in control.

Steadying myself slightly, I began to slam my hips into hers, gripping her hair like a rein. It took some effort to keep in position with both hands around her head, but I knew that she was enjoying this tremendously.

Her palms were still steady against the wall, absorbing the momentum of my thrusts – keeping her from slamming her face against the surface like a headboard.

I relinquished my grip on her mouth, instead digging my fingertips around her waist as I gripped her ass.

That sexy little miniskirt was hot, the ruffles bouncing with the intensity of our fucking. Of course, this would have been way easier if I’d ripped her clothes off of her and dropped my own, but I couldn’t control the spontaneity of it.

And I knew she was digging it, too.

My hands grasped her breasts fully as our hips continued to grind against one another, my cock burrowing deep into her sopping pussy. I let my fingers stroke her nipples, clenching them together to catch the small, puckering peaks and tug them up.

I knew that my weapon was coated in her sweet nectar by now, and as much as I wanted to force her to her knees and lick it completely clean…I had other plans.

My hands migrated. I let one drift around her neck again while the other headed south, rubbing circles around her clit.

She moaned with intensity again – I knew that a powerful orgasm was on the horizon if I kept this up.

“We don’t have much time,” she whispered.

“Hurry up, then,” I declared lustfully.

“What?”

“I said, ‘Come for me, Angel,’” I murmured into her ear. “Let yourself go on my cock.”

I could feel her begin to seize up, almost as if her body were simply waiting for my command. She went rigid, her arms stiffening against the wall as she did what I demanded.

What helped with that was that I picked up the pace. As soon as I realized she was close, I began jacking up the tempo, thrusting deep and powerfully into her.

As her pussy clamped down onto my erect tool, I felt her milk me dry. My orgasm rocketed into her, spurting several thick, hot ropes of my burning gift into her channel.

Or at least the rubber lining between us.

With deep, thirsty pants, I collapsed against her and the wall. Careful not to crush her, I steadied myself on either side, gulping down air.

“I don’t think I could ever get used to that,” she murmured.

“Good. Because we’re doing it again.”

“I…wait, what?”

“You heard me,” I told her, pushing her down over the bed and dragging her onto all fours. Removing and tying the condom, I set it aside and replaced it with a fresh one.

“We’re going to be exhausted enough as it is…”

“Spread ‘em,” I commanded impatiently.

A sexy smile crossed her face as she pushed her ankles further apart, and I pushed myself down into her wet, dripping chasm again…

After another amazing round of sex, we were curled up together in bed with spoonfuls of ice cream from the freezer – pretty much the only thing I had in the house. I’d turned the bedroom big-screen on, and some inane reality show was droning with the volume down.

Angel looked like she was on the verge of asking something, but holding back. I was about to directly ask her when she finally opened her mouth.

“Did you mean what you said, earlier?” She finally whispered.

I took another lick of my spoon.

“About what?”

“About staying here forever…being yours.”

“Of course I did,” I told her without skipping a beat. “I don’t say shit like that unless I mean it. You should learn to take me more seriously.”

“But we haven’t really known each other more than a couple of weeks…how can you possibly be sure?”

“Don’t be so critical,” I told her. “Trust me.”

Something seemed to dawn on her.

“You…you’re just going with this, aren’t you?” She asked, sitting up straight. “Just going with the flow? Do you actually care?”

“Of course I care,” I told her testily. “You’re mine. We established this. You belong to me. So I care about you and your well-being.”

She seemed uneasy.

“What is it?” I sighed.

“I get it now,” she bitterly replied, climbing out of the bed. “This is just your life, isn’t it?”

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” I replied grumpily.

She was getting upset.

Why?

Haven’t I given her everything she wanted?

“What happens when you get bored of me, Trent?” She demanded to know, placing her bowl of half-finished ice cream on the end table. “What happens then?”

I rolled my eyes.

“I’m not going to get bored with you.”

“You can’t know that for sure.”

“Drop it,” I demanded.

“I can’t drop it. I need to know.”

“Fine. You want it this way?” I ascended from the bed, rising up as a naked, angry stack of muscles and mounting irritation. “Kick the hornet’s nest, then. If you’re going to try and rile me up like this, then maybe I will get bored of you. This is where I come to relax between tours, or studio sessions, or practice jams. I’m tired. I don’t exactly need you fucking this all up for me.”

Angel bit back tears and grabbed her clothes, throwing on her shirt and panties before rushing from the room.

“Don’t you run from me,” I growled after her, but it was too late.

Fuck. Why?

What was the point of THAT?

Angrily, I threw my bedroom TV remote across the room. It broke apart against the wall, clattering uselessly to the floor as the batteries bounced away.

I glared at the television screen.

Two middle-aged bitches were fighting, and it kept cutting away to the overacted, stunned faces of a few people nearby – probably family members or friends.

There isn’t even anything decent on.

My ears pricked. I could hear a slight shuffle of her at the bottom of the stairs, and then silence permeated the house.

She’ll be back, I told myself angrily.

An hour passed without her return, and I decided to swallow my pride and walk back downstairs. As I descended the landing and flicked on a tableside lamp, I spotted Angel – curled up alone on the couch.

The size of my sectional only seemed to make her look even smaller, and for the first time since our argument I felt a pang of remorse.

“What are you doing down here?” I asked her.

“Leave me alone.”

I gazed towards the staircase. Up there was nothing but a wasted night without her company.

“Yeah…that’s not going to happen.”

Her shoulders bounced slightly, and as I approached her, she turned away.

I realized then that she had been crying.

“What was all of that, upstairs?” I asked her. “Where did any of that come from?”

Angel sniffled, still facing into the couch. She murmured something, but her positioning muffled the response.

“You’re going to have to try and run that one past me again,” I informed her. “Perhaps this time, you could face me. It would certainly help with the hearing.”

Angel reluctantly switched positions, rolling over to face me.

“I said, ‘You’re going to get rid of me.’”

I was almost furious.

Livid, that she would dare question me.

That she’d question my trust, my judgment.

But I could see Angel clearly, in that moment.

She wasn’t an insolent brat, begging for attention or throwing some sort of bullshit pity party.

She was scared.

“You don’t understand what this does to someone like me,” she clarified, studying my face as I relaxed. “You just swooped into my life and pulled me away from everything I hated. I never thought I’d really get out of there, away from that shithole town in the middle of nowhere…but then you came along.”

“You’re afraid,” I observed gently. “You’re scared that this will end, and you’ll wake up in that little room behind the bar.”

“This can’t be real, none of this,” she whimpered. “I can’t let myself believe it for a minute. When I do – when I give myself into it – it’s all going to leave me.”

“Angel,” I whispered tenderly.

“No,” she insisted, sitting up on the couch and rubbing her eyes. “You’ll get bored of me, or you’ll die, or something else will happen, and then I’ll have to go back to that horrible place…”

“Angel,” I insisted, sitting down next to her.

She looked at me, her eyes still moist with tears and fears. I brushed a knuckle lightly against her cheek, sliding the wetness away.

“Let me tell you a story,” I whispered to her. “This rockstar gig, it’s only been going well for the last couple years. Before that, we were playing basements and bars. Places lot like the one you used to work at… But we kept at it. We worked hard. The four of us would pile up five grand worth of equipment into a five hundred dollar van to drive fifty miles to make fifty bucks..”

Angel watched me carefully as I spoke.

“And when this thing finally took off…it changed us, that’s for sure. My band, they were never as self-entitled as they are now. That bassist, he’s the good one…Waylon and Dylan, those two are trouble… But me? I’m still driving around in that van, wondering when the party’s gonna end.”

I took a second to stare into her eyes, letting my words sink in.

“Maybe this ends tomorrow. Maybe it lasts forever. Maybe we’ll turn into these rock legends like the kind we played with at RipFest. Or maybe not. Who knows? But I know that fear. I know what it’s like to never know what the next day is going to bring. It’s going to be work, but you and I…we can make this happen.”

She leaned against my shoulder, listening to my words and stifling her tears.

“Angel…you’re staying,” I told her firmly. “I will find a way to convince you that you’re here for good…but tonight, you have to trust me. Can you do that?”

She quietly nodded.

“That’s right…just believe in me, in us.”

“Why, though?” She asked. “Why me?”

“Because I feel something different with you, Angel,” I told her. “If that’s not good enough for you…you’re the first girl who’s seen the inside of this place.”

She glanced around, clearly taken aback by the remark. “Seriously?”

“Like a heart attack… I’m glad you’re here, Angel.”

“Me too,” she whispered, her face finally breaking into a smile.

“That’s right. That’s the girl I like so much,” I told her, tracing her smile with my knuckle. “Now, why don’t you say we get upstairs and relax for the night?”

I took her by the hand, and we slipped back upstairs to my bedroom. When we crawled back into bed, maybe for the first time, we didn’t fuck like rabbits.

We lay there, holding each other, until sleep finally claimed us together.

It just felt right.




 

ANGEL

I  woke up the following morning in Trent’s arms. For a moment, I didn’t recognize where I was, but it all started to finally come back to me. He was happily snoring away, and I smiled and just watching him from a few inches away.

He finally opened his eyes a few minutes later, returning my smile with his own confident, cocky grin.

“You hungry?” He asked.

“Little bit.”

Trent nuzzled me closer, stretching his arms out with a yawn and letting them pull me tighter against his body. He rested on his back, and I slid into position against his chest.

I could feel his morning wood against me, and I wondered how his cock could stay this hard and rigid all the freaking time.

“We don’t really have much,” he mentioned, staring up at the ceiling. “We need to take one hell of a shopping trip.”

I nodded.

He lifted my chin and tried to kiss me, but I pressed a finger against his lips.

“Mm-mm,” I shook my head.

“What? What’s the matter?”

I turned away. “I’m a dragon in the mornings.”

It took Trent a second, but he realized what I was saying. With a mischievous growl, he pulled my face close anyway, tugging me into a loving kiss.

“Eh, fuck dragon breath,” he laughed.

My hand brushed his weapon, and his chuckles faded away to hungry, monstrous need.

“Nuh-uh,” I coyly commanded, watching him carefully with raised eyebrows and a slightly open grin. “You’re going to be good if you want this taken care of…”

I began to stroke him slowly.

He started to move forward, but I stopped.

“No…you want this, you’re listening to me…”

He growled hungrily, his eyes red-hot with pulsating need that stretched all the way down to the hammering, throbbing vein of his cock.

“That’s right,” I murmured, stroking him harder now. “You just lay back and let me take care of you…”

I lowered my lips to his weapon…

An hour later, we were freshly showered – together, of course – and in his Dodge Viper convertible. As he zipped in and out of traffic with the top down, we sailed along towards downtown.

After phoning in an order directly to the manager, we stopped in for breakfast at a small French café. Trent pulled a baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses on, and we took our seat outside in the patio area.

A waitress brought us our food, smiling knowingly.

“Is that really necessary?” I asked him.

He flashed a small, cocky grin.

“Act like you know me,” he chuckled. “The paparazzi just love a random sighting on the streets, either from a cell phone pic or their own cameras. And I have a reputation for being…somewhat private.”

“Can’t see where anyone would get that impression,” I remarked as I took a bite out of a delicious, buttery croissant.

“One wrong move, one word out of context, and I could be sitting on a scandal that might burn me alive,” Trent replied. “My band is a bit of an anomaly in the pop world these days, and the others have been getting into the wrong kind of attention. Public intoxication. Caught on camera with a girl and a hotel room balcony. Shit like that.”

“And you’re spotless.”

“I’m a disaster waiting to happen,” Trent laughed. “I could fall into a serious heap of trouble. Last thing I want to do is that…anything that would jeopardize their livelihoods. So, I try to keep clean in public. Now, within the safety of my own home…”

“You get filthy,” I replied knowingly.

“With the proper company, definitely.”

I sipped from my coffee, dwelling on this.

“You’re sweeter than people think.”

“You wanna run that one past me again?” He tilted his head, crossing his arms and smiling cockily at me.

“No, I mean it,” I insisted. “That night that I watched you perform, I saw how you stepped down at the end to let them all have the spotlight alone. And you’re careful in public because you’re the most prominent member of the group, right? So if they get into some small trouble, that’s just the guitarist or the drummer getting up to mischief. But if it’s you, then the paparazzi might have something juicy to seriously impact your band members.”

“Well…yeah,” he sheepishly admitted. “Honestly, I’ve never been the type to look out for number one. When I rise and reap the rewards, I take care of my own. I’m fine being Team Grandpa so that they can get up to trouble that doesn’t directly hurt the rest of us.”

I nodded as I took another bite.

He can be a cocky bastard…

Possessive, dominating, quick to anger…

But he can also be a seriously upstanding man.

“And people say men are simple,” I smiled.

“People are wrong,” he grinned back, a toothy, cocky grin stretching across his face.

After breakfast was over, we headed further into town on the rest of our trip. The sun was high in the sky as he took me straight to a few luxury-clothing stores.

As he followed me inside, I turned quizzically.

“You’re coming in? I couldn’t imagine that watching me try on outfits all afternoon is going to be terribly exciting. Anything in town you need to do?”

Trent smiled wickedly, his cap and glasses still on.

“Seriously? There’s nothing I’d rather do than watch you try on all sorts of sexy little outfits for me.”

And so the afternoon went on.

I piled up on clothes, always being careful to pick only a couple of things. It was only at his insistence that I stopped bugging out at the price tags.

As I continued being modest, he shook his head and snatched a few tops, shorts, or leggings off of racks and added them to my arms. When it came time to try everything on, the garments he had chosen looked great on me – and they were even the right size.

He certainly had a good eye.

I’d always been way more jeans and a tee than cute sundress, but I had to admit that I liked how these outfits hung on my body. It was something special to see myself change under the mirror to someone who could embrace who I was, rather than improvise with thrift store jeans and old shirts from years ago.

I poked out from the dressing room, doing a slight twirl for him in a silky black dress he’d plucked from a rack.

“How do I look?”

“Positively ravishing,” he nodded. “I’d tear into you right here and now if I could.”

I could feel myself blush a little.

I still wasn’t used to so much attention.

“He’s right,” a passing attendant commented. “That’s a fantastic look for you. Although…I would prefer that you didn’t do that in my store.”

Trent and I shared a smile, and the attendant started to walk away before she paused, peering at him closely. Recognition flashed across her face, all of a sudden.

“You’re…Trent Masters?”

Trent instantly looked displeased, glancing over at her from beneath the concealment of his glasses and hat.

“I’m very surprised you noticed me.”

“It’s the voice,” she smiled. “Although you always wear the same hat and glasses everywhere, so you kind of stick out.”

He grumbled, and I stifled a laugh.

“It’s a huge pleasure to meet you. I’m Jamie – I’m a really big fan of your band! I just love Extra Kings from your EP!”

I disappeared back into my dressing room as they briefly chatted, although Trent looked highly uncomfortable to have been spotted.

I went ahead and redressed in my street clothes, packed everything up, and stepped back outside.

He turned and rose to smile at me, but I spotted the attendant a short distance away. She was trying to inconspicuously snap a smartphone picture of us.

“Wait… that girl…”

Trent followed my line of sight, and caught her fumbling to hide the phone. Angrily, he stomped over towards her and held his hand out.

“Phone. Now.”

She looked like a deer, caught in headlights.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I saw you,” he explained. “She saw you. Delete whatever pictures you just took of us, right this fucking minute...or I’m finding the number to your district manager.”

“Okay, fine, fine, calm down,” she muttered self-importantly, pulling her phone back out. She swiped to her photos app and showed us the pictures.

It was four or five shots of him sitting there, and then one of me coming out and him standing. His hat had slipped a little, exposing enough of his hair to reasonably identify him.

“Delete them,” he growled.

“Maybe I don’t want to,” she insisted suddenly.

He whipped his glasses off, glaring down into her eyes. I could see her visibly shrink under his fiery gaze.

“Delete them right this fucking minute, or I’ll have your goddamn job in under five minutes,” he glowered. “You had one chance to meet your idol, as you so put it a few minutes ago, and you royally fucked it up. Now I know who you are, and I’m pissed.

“So, delete those fucking pictures in front of me or, so help me god, I will show you why you never want to meet your heroes.”

Her lower lip trembled.

The poor girl looked like she was about to break down into a heaving fit of tears.

Instead, with trembling hands, she deleted the pictures in front of us.

“Good,” he finally whispered. “The worst part was, I was gonna hook you up with some backstage passes for the next tour. But now? Fuck it, and fuck you.”

She was still standing there, speechlessly, as we strolled towards the nearest counter. As I walked quickly beside him, holding what was probably thousands of dollars in clothes, Trent slipped his glasses back on without a single word.




 

TRENT

M y father used to say there’s no rest for the wicked. That’s primarily because it was true.

And I was plenty wicked.

Not even a full two days after being back home, I had to disappear off to make a press appearance with the rest of the band. We were going to be interviewed and placed in a bit part for an upcoming summer film.

Apparently, the director was a big fan.

He’d written this scene where we were performing onstage at a concert for the protagonists. We were more a set piece than anything, but even I couldn’t turn down the opportunity.

I hated the idea of dragging Angel along, though. After all, she’d been trapped in the back of a bus for the tail end of our nation-wide tour.

I felt she could probably use the rest.

When I pitched this promo to her, she agreed.

“It’s only a couple of days, right? Would it be okay if I just relax down here? Go have fun, and I’ll be waiting for you when you come back…”

“I’ll hold you to that,” I smiled wickedly, climbing across the couch to kiss her deeply.

But I had to get my rest that night, since I was hopping a plane at 4 in the fucking morning.

Instead of tearing her apart in bed, I got a halfway decent night’s sleep.

She was still curled up beside me, sleeping away, when I kissed her goodbye on the forehead.

“I love you,” she murmured quietly.

I paused.

What?

She rolled over, deep in sleep, and I was left to deal with what that meant to me…what it meant for us.

Oddly?

I wasn’t bothered with the idea. In fact…

Hearing it cemented something in my head.

Something strong.

Something we could build a foundation from.

I whispered loving words in her ear, watching a dopey, slumbering smile cross her lips.

With that, I quietly slunk downstairs and picked up my packed bags, stepping out the door. Locking it tight, I threw my shit into the trunk of my car and gunned it for the airport.

It had apparently rained overnight. The streets were slick with overlooked rain; the reflections of the streetlamps so late in the morning gave the roads an otherworldly glow.

I liked it.

Lights, rising from the darkness.

Reflected in all that was here.

It suited me.

I dropped the car off at a private lot near the airport, handed the keys to the valet, and strolled towards my destination with my suitcase in hand.

My chucks splashed indiscriminately through my own reflection in the puddles.

The night was cool, and greatly refreshing. A light mist hung around from the passing of the rain. After so much time on the bus, it was nice to have this rejuvenation in the air.

“Hey, bud.”

I growled inwardly.

Someone was nearby…

But I couldn’t tell where he was.

“Bud. Talkin’ to you.”

There.

Some tall, lanky guy in dark rags was loitering in the shadows just ahead. Hanging out near the airport. Stepping out from the dark to confront me. Looking for easy prey.

He thought that I fit that bill.

I almost laughed.

“Your wallet and your phone,” he growled, flicking out a particularly vicious switchblade.

I continued walking up, and he took a step towards me. As he saw that I wasn’t going to comply, he assessed me briefly, deciding that I was somehow bluffing in my confidence.

Fucking strung-out junkie.

I was half a foot taller and a lot broader.

“Stop,” he growled again.

“Fuck off,” I replied coolly.

He was tense.

Probably wasn’t used to this.

Criminals lacking imagination never know what to do when people don’t act according to plan. It’s early in the morning, the roads are deserted, and he has a knife.

The plan says, the victim stops.

The victim is terrified.

But me?

Hah.

I am, sure as shit, no goddamned victim.

The downside is that this tends to make a tweaked-out thief like him unpredictable. When the script in his head goes awry, even he doesn’t know what he’s gonna do, half the time.

Two choices:

Back down.

Strike.

But I had this guy pinned, and I knew exactly what he was gonna do. As he jumped forward with the knife, I easily sidestepped him. Channeling my momentum into a wide swing, I brought my suitcase up in a sharp arc.

He whirled back around to face me, but the case connected with his head, throwing him off balance and against a nearby building. As he reeled from the blow, I dropped the case to the side, stepping forward to try and tightly grasp his wrist.

Surprisingly, the fucker was agile.

He dodged my grip and slipped to the side, lashing out with the blade in an unpredictable volley of jabs.

We were back to square one.

Only this time…we were both ticked off.

“Couldn’t make it easy, could ya?” He grumbled. “Just had to go and make this a fucking mess, didn’t ya? You piece of shit!”

“Go the fuck home,” I commanded him.

He merely grit his teeth, taking a ridiculous defensive stance. His blade still stood at the ready, catching just the slightest bit of light.

Nobody else was out here.

It was just him and me.

“The wallet, and your phone,” he repeated.

Out of my peripheral, I took in my surroundings…and a dangerous but workable idea formed in my head.

“Go to Hell,” I grinned.

With a snarl, the bastard lunged again.

I was ready. I dodged out of the way, carefully planting my sneakers against the ground. He whipped around and whirled towards me again, but I jumped backward and gave his strike no purchase. His desperate lunge put him off balance. Out of control…

He was right where I wanted him, lined up to be on the receiving end of one solid punch. A certain satisfaction rolled through me as I connected.

I watched him clutch at his gut as he stumbled back from the blow, but he managed to maintain his grip on the switchblade. Carefully but swiftly, I delivered a kick to his head before throwing my weight into a shoulder tackle, pinning him by the chest up against the wall as I scrambled to get control of his arm.

Persistent fucker that he was, the switchblade was still in play, but he couldn’t maneuver it with my grip. I twisted his arm round into a submission worthy of my wrestling days back in school.

“Drop it,” I growled.

He chose to spit into my face…

So I broke his arm.

He screamed, finally relinquishing the blade to the wet concrete as he fell to his knees, I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.

“Wrong time for this shit,” I told him. “I just came home with a girl who makes me crazy and now I have to leave her for a few days. Unlucky for you, I was already pissed off. I ever catch you on the streets again, I’ll break a whole lot more than that arm…”

I let go of him, and he curled up against the slick ground. The junkie probably wasn’t even listening to me through the sobbing and the pain.

I pitied him, almost.

Not enough to feel bad for him.

But enough to whip out my phone and call the police. I waited a couple of minutes as a cruiser pulled up, the officers dragging him off the pavement and throwing him into the back seat. I recounted what had happened as quickly as I could. With this minor detail to my night over, I bid the officer goodbye and nonchalantly lifted my suitcase back up from the ground. I had a flight to catch.

As I continued walking up to the airport, I wondered why I even bothered. A month ago, I would have left him there on the street to rot away, broken arm and all. Wouldn’t be the first time… My past was full of dark alleys and fights I had no business winning.

He had dared to challenge me.

Dared to try and overwhelm me.

And he had paid the price.

As I walked through the revolving door into the international airport, I realized that I had been changing. It had been so subtle, but I felt… different. I felt like I was becoming something more, maybe, as weird as that sounded.

I felt like a better man.

All because of that girl.

All because of Angel.




 

ANGEL

I  woke up the following morning, temporarily disoriented. At first, I didn’t recognize the ceiling above me – I knew it was going to take a few days at least for me to get used to that.

But then there was Trent’s absence. It took a moment, it finally came back to me.

The film cameo.

He had to do some promotion with the rest of the band, and that meant taking a few days away to film their scenes and do some video commentary for the blu-ray extras.

So, I lay around in bed for a while, enjoying the feeling of his sheets and the freedom of just being here.

It didn’t matter that my past was gone.

It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a job.

It didn’t matter that I had no money.

For this moment – this beautiful, shining moment – I was alone in the expensive house of a rising rockstar, the same very rockstar who fucked me whenever I wanted it.

And it felt good.

I clamored out of bed and threw on one of his shirts and a pair of my panties. Satisfied, I wandered downstairs to rummage up some breakfast.

My eyes fell on a clock.

Half past noon.

I must have slept GREAT.

I was halfway through a delicious, crisp ham sandwich when I heard the knock at the door.

My heart seized up.

Don’t answer it.

I hesitated briefly.

Just when I thought it was gone…

KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK.

There was a muffled voice from the other side, and I thought I distinctly heard my name. But the voice was familiar somehow, and curiosity got the best of me…

I came over to the door, peering through the peephole. There, pacing angrily on the other side, was his band manager.

“It’s an emergency!” He shouted.

Without thinking, I unlocked the door and popped it open. It didn’t even occur to me that I wasn’t wearing any shorts…not until Steven’s face fell onto mine, and his eyes briefly trailed downwards.

“What’s the matter?” I asked him.

“Ah, so you are here…I figured you probably were,” he smiled.

I suddenly didn’t like this.

“Trent’s not home,” I told him, starting to close the door.

His palm flew out and caught it, and his devious smile only widened. It sent a careening strike of fear down my spine.

“You and I need to talk,” he told me. “About the other day. About the mess you’ve made.”

“No, I don’t think that we do.”

I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I knew I wouldn’t like it. Instead, I tried to close the door again, but he was surprisingly strong for such a thin frame.

With his other hand holding the door ajar, Steven pointed his bony finger into my chest, glowering down at me.

“You’re already fucking things up for Trent. How long did you seriously think that you could fuck around here?”

I was flabbergasted.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re a goddamn liability, just like I said you were gonna be! Nobody ever fucking listens to me, do they? I had you pinned from the start, but nooo, Steven’s just the asshole manager…”

My curiosity finally erupted.

I knew it was a mistake…but I had to.

“What on Earth are you talking about?”

He looked legitimately surprised.

“You… wait, you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

Steven’s face curled into surprised menace.

“Ohhhh…you’re in for a world of fun.”

He whipped out his smartphone and began fiddling with it for a minute. By the time he’d pulled up a webpage for me, I was thoroughly confused.

But that confusion quickly turned to horror.

It was a highly trafficked celebrity news and gossip site called “Web News Now”, or WNN for short. Right there at the top was the latest article: RARE: Trent Masters spotted harassing employees, treating mystery woman. Sugar baby, or sexy new fling? Interview inside!

“Go on,” he whispered wickedly. “Read it.”

Swallowing my hesitance, I opened the article. Inside were the cell phone pictures we had seen before – the ones that the attendant had deleted off of her phone – as well as a few others after we had left her company.

“I don’t… but how?” I asked. “We made her delete these! We watched her do it in front of us!”

“You’re that naïve?” Steven snarled. “By the time you two spotted her, she could have already emailed them to herself or texted them to friends or let them upload to the fucking cloud. There’s all sorts of ways to keep them. That would be bad enough, but Trent got the girl fired?”

My spirits sank as I continued reading.

Sure enough, there were a few paragraphs of speculation – about Trent in public with me, buying me clothes, and then about my relationship to him…

But after that, there was the interview.

Turned out, that girl – who went by the shortened “Chel” for the interview – had taken offense to Trent snapping at her. She’d leaked the photos intentionally, by the sounds of it, and during the small interview she went on the absolute warpath.

WNN: Meeting Trent must have been fun, right? What was he like in person?

CHEL: Complete paranoid jackass.

WNN: Oh? Care to go on?

CHEL: He was cool at first, but the longer I was talking to him, the weirder he sounded. Like he was a loose cannon or something. Then, he lost his shit at me for absolutely no reason at all like a total f*cking douchebag.

WNN: And that’s why you reached out to us? With the photos and the interview?

CHEL: I just think that the world deserves to know how much of a creep and an asshole Trent Masters really is.

WNN: You didn’t provoke him?

CHEL: He was buying clothes for this vapid bitch who clearly didn’t know what she was doing. I worked at the store, so I thought I’d do my actual job and, you know, help?

WNN: And that’s when he lost his temper?

CHEL: Yeah! He threatened me, and I decided to peace out away from that. But when she came out in our clothes again, we have to keep an eye on the clients, right? So I dutifully hovered out of the way.

WNN: And when he saw you, he was angry.

CHEL: Oh, he lost his shit. They both did. And that’s when he made a scene to my manager. I thought that might be the end of it, but no, the jackass made some phone call and got me f*cking fired.

WNN: Just for doing your job.

CHEL: I used to think he was totally cool.

WNN: Don’t meet your heroes, as they say.

CHEL: Yeah. He even said that to me before he pulled my livelihood out from under me. I’m a college student, putting myself through school, and some rockstar high school dropout decides he’s going to screw my life up? Not cool, dude.

WNN: Not cool indeed.

CHEL: And the girl didn’t try to stop him or come to my aid at all. She just watched him tear my life up. She’s probably f*cking him. I wouldn’t be surprised if they wanted to get rid of me to have a quickie in the dressing room.

WNN: Tell us about this mystery woman.

CHEL: Woman? Nah, dude, this groupie chick is way out of her fucking league with a guy like him. Didn’t see much of her. She had obvious lovey dovey eyes for him. I mean, what girl who likes a bad boy wouldn’t?

WNN: You think she’s a groupie?

CHEL: Or a prostitute. She certainly dressed like the kind of hooker a rockstar would go for.

WNN: Think that’s his girlfriend?

CHEL: No way. Trent Masters doesn’t date. And even if he did…after he flew off the handle at me and ripped out my only way to make a paycheck, I pity ANYONE who winds up stuck with that lowlife, grade-A son of a bitch.

WNN: Thanks for your time, Chel!

CHEL: Thanks.

I looked up from the phone with horror and regret plastered across my face.

“She’s lying,” I told him in futility.

“I don’t care if she made up every fucking word,” Steven glowered. “The truth is, you’ve been a liability from the start. A distraction. You’ve been around my client for weeks, now. Did you know that he’s not returning my calls, texts, even my emails?”

He poked his finger into my chest again.

“Trent’s too wound up with you. You’ve been keeping him preoccupied from his duties to the band, to his manager, to everything.”

“He just got back! He’s relaxing!”

“Yeah. And as careful as he is, he’s back one day with you and then something like this shit happens. Did you know that he’s never been caught by the paparazzi? Not even a single cell phone picture? Guy is clean as a whistle. You come into the picture, you fuck it up from the word Go.”

“He should be back tonight,” I told him. “I don’t have a phone…I can wait for him and tell him to talk to you. That it’s urgent.”

“Little late for that, sweetie,” Steven growled. “You see, my job isn’t to fuck Trent. My job is to make sure that he stays on the straight and narrow. And you have made my job this much harder.”

“So, we’ll wait for him to get back, and then we’ll talk it all over and find out what we need to do.”

“Nuh-uh. Ain’t gonna fly.”

He crossed his arms and looked at me expectantly.

“So…what, then?”

“You make a decision,” Steven told me pointedly, tilting his head. He was almost grinning. “You either decide to stay here and continue distracting your little rockstar crush, or you let him move on with his life and continue making the magic happen.”

“You…you want me to leave?”

“Of course I do. You’ve been a thorn in my side – and his – since the start.”

“That’s not true,” I told him furiously.

“No? Do you have any idea how hard he works to keep this band together and out of trouble? And now he’s publicly pissing off fans and getting coverage on the biggest paparazzi site on the web.”

“Of course I know how hard he works. He tries as hard as he can to keep a clean image. And she’s lying,” I insisted.

“Of course she’s fucking lying! You think I don’t know my own band? But what does that matter? The damage is done. This is how it starts. He’s going to be scrutinized now, and they’ll find something else, and then something else, and another…”

I shook my head.

No. He’d knock Steven out if he were here.

“Of course, Trent doesn’t listen to reason, either,” Steven continued. “He’s gonna run this entire thing into the ground for a hot piece of ass, isn’t he? It’s not even just him you’ll drag back down into the dirt with yourself. You’ll be taking the whole band with you.”

My breath caught in my throat.

“No…that can’t…”

“If I were you – and I am so glad that I’m not – I’d ditch town. It’s still fresh in his head. Trent hasn’t totally invested in you. You’re still just some groupie to him, you know? You can get out without hurting his feelings.”

“But that’s not true,” I answered sadly. “We talked so much… he went out of his way to try and prove how much he cares…”

“And you fell for that? What are you, fucking eighteen? Do you know how many girls that asshole has made feel special right before he rips their heart out?”

The sound of his raucous laughter was like a pail of icy water to my face. It snapped me out of the daze I’d been in for the last few days – no, the last few weeks.

I’m just a distraction.

A liability.

His laughter started to die down, and Steven looked at me with something that vaguely resembled pity.

“You see it now,” he told me sympathetically. “How stupid you’ve been. You thought you could change him? You seriously thought that you would be the one girl in the world who would improve him?”

I turned away.

I spoke the only words I could.

“I don’t have any money,” I told him.

“Of fucking course you don’t. Do you think he’d just leave you his credit card or something? He doesn’t trust you, honey. He never really has.”

The words stung. I wanted to run and hide and never come back up for sunlight.

“I can’t get a bus without money.”

Steven went silent.

I looked up at him, afraid that he was angry. But no… he was merely calculating, weighing options in his head.

“Listen. Pack your shit. I’ll take care of the bus ticket. And I’ll even toss you a few hundred bucks to get you on your feet when you’re there.”

“You would… do that?”

“Of course,” he told me. He wasn’t smiling. “You think I’m a bad guy? I’m just doing my fucking job. Ironing out the creases. Cutting off loose ends. It’s what I’m supposed to do. Doesn’t mean I’m a prick. Trent just paints me that way because he doesn’t like it. Who would? I’m sympathetic…”

I nodded quietly.

“Like I said, pack your shit. I’ll have you on a bus in the hour. Where do you need to go? Back to Riverton, or wherever it was called?”

“No,” I shook my head. “I can’t go back there… Not after the way I left…”

“Smart thinking,” Steven agreed. “Maybe you’re more intelligent than I would have figured. So, where are you going instead? Pick a spot, honey. I can have you on a bus to Miami, or Philadelphia, or wherever the fuck you wanna go.”

I sighed heavily. There was only one other place in the world for me… one other place where I knew I really deserved to be. It’s where I should have been all along.

A place so terrible I shut it out.

A place so awful I never thought about it.

I took a deep breath. “It’s time I went back home.”




 

TRENT

TWO DAYS LATER

I  knew something was wrong the second that I stepped foot into my house. Compounding, rising dread twisted its way up in the back of my head, like smoke in the darkness.

I’d felt it from a mile away.

And I didn’t like it.

“Angel?” I called out.

No answer.

Maybe she’s asleep, I wondered. I couldn’t bring myself to believe it, though. No…something was definitely wrong.

I dropped my things at the door, scouring for any signs of a breakin. The front door was unharmed, and I didn’t spot any broken windows on my way to the stairs.

Hopping two at a time, I ascended up to my bedroom. Our bedroom. Flicking on the light, I peered around the room like a hunter sniffing for prey.

There was nothing out of place.

No signs of a struggle.

Except…

My heart sank as soon as I spotted the letter on the bed. Scrawled in girlish handwriting, I first spotted her signature at the bottom as I snatched it up under the light.

Trent,

I’ve enjoyed our time together. I really have. But it’s time for me to let you be who you need to be. We both know this wasn’t going to last… Please don’t hate me. And don’t look for me. You won’t find me.

Angel

My hand clenched, but I restrained myself from shredding the letter apart in the instant.

And there, on the pillow?

The tablet I had bought her while we had been on the bus. It was just sitting there, as if it weren’t hers. She’d left it because she’d honestly thought it didn’t really belong to her.

Fury built up inside.

Boiling, pulsating anger.

No, I snarled to myself.

You don’t get to do this to me.

Irrationally, my mind boiling with pain and regret, I felt like I had just been stabbed – right in the fucking heart. The knife twisted again and again as the letter fell to the bed from my lifeless fingers, and I fought the whipping storm of emotion that was threatening to tear me apart.

No, I repeated to myself with rising hostility.

This isn’t happening.

This CAN’T be happening.

But something didn’t add up.

Through the hatred and the anger, a small spark of rationality spoke through. Like a calming knife through the bubbling, snarling flesh of my fury, it cut through the bullshit and whispered something into my ear.

She wouldn’t do this.

I paused, letting the thought continue on. It was calming, soothing, but most of all…it sounded like it was making sense.

This isn’t Angel.

Not without interference.

Not without the right push.

Something had happened…and I was going to find out exactly what. But I didn’t have to think long or hard before a single name popped into my head.

Steven.

He’d hated her from the start.

What was the word he’d used?

Liability.

I picked up the phone, forcing a friendly smile across my face. It was one of the hardest things I’d had to do.

“Steven! Are you around?”

“I’m kinda in the middle of something. Where are you?”

“I’m just picking up my car,” I lied. “I should be home in about forty-five minutes. Think you can meet me there?”

“Now’s not a good time, man.”

He sounded apprehensive.

Which told me I was right.

“It’s important. I think you’re right about Angel – she’s a liability. Time I cut her loose. But you, being my PR guy and all…mind backing me up?”

“What? Rreally? But she’s…I mean, uh…”

“Steven, stop fucking babbling. She put herself up in a hotel and she’s on her way to my place. Can you come straight over?”

“I’m not so sure this is a good time…”

“C’mon, Steven. You and I, we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. Help me out here and I’ll make it worth your while.”

“…Alright. Half an hour?”

“Sounds good to me.”

About thirty minutes later, there was a knock at my door. Through the peephole, I could see the lanky, condescending fucker.

“Door’s open!” I called out, muffling my voice and taking a step out of the way.

The door popped open.

A moment later, Steven walked in.

“H-hello? Angel? Trent?”

I stepped forward from behind the door, slamming it shut. He barely had time to turn before I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and slammed him up into the wall, knocking a large photo frame down and shattering the glass.

“Trent – buddy – what the fuck are you–?”

Roaring with anger, I threw him across the room. He hit the ground hard, trying to scramble to his feet as I rushed towards him.

“Back the fuck off–” he started.

I landed a solid punch against his cheek, sending him sprawling into my sectional couch. As he struggled to climb back up, I jumped on him, landing a knee in his chest and knocking the breath from his lungs.

“Oof!” he cried painfully.

As I started to hit him repeatedly, Steven tried to dislodge me – first by force, then by throwing weak punches, and finally by attempting to scratch me.

I finally climbed off of him, and he lunged forwards. But instead of reaching me, he slipped, hitting his head on my coffee table.

With my anger barely controlled, I pulled his sniffling, shaken form up from the ground. Half-expecting him to be whimpering, he was instead snarling – broken but angry.

“You fucking piece of shit,” he growled.

I held him by the shoulders, my enraged eyes matching his gaze with enough strength to apparently surprise him.

“What. The. Fuck. Did. You. Do.”

“What?” He snarled back.

“Don’t make me ask again, you spineless, backstabbing, limp-dicked son of a bitch.”

Steven’s furious sniffling began to settle, and he looked at me with a mixture of fear and absolute irritation.

I have to give it to him.

At least he doesn’t back down.

Maybe he’s less spineless than I thought.

“Angel, right?”

I nodded angrily.

His face curled into a shit-eating grin.

“You had me worried with your little phone call. Sorry Trent. Your lovebird is long gone by now.”

Because I couldn’t afford for him to lose consciousness on me, I delivered a strong punch to his gut. He crumpled to the ground, moaning and clutching his abs while I stood up and popped my neck.

“That’s for not answering my question,” I told Steven coldly.

I pulled him back up from the ground, half-supporting him on his knees in front of me.

“Let’s try again. What. The fuck. Did you. Do?”

Steven’s painful, defiant glance flipped up towards me. I could already see bruising and swelling starting to settle in.

He was going to look rough tomorrow.

“You know what I did,” he mumbled. “She’s a distraction. A ticking time bomb. That bitch is your motherfucking Courtney Love. You have other people depending on you. The rest of your band, the roadies, the label. Ever since you snuck her onto that bus, your performances have been shit. Critic opinions, not just mine. And then there’s the paparazzi thing.”

“What paparazzi thing?”

Steven laughed painfully.

“Have you not been on the Internet at all in the last couple of days? It’s been all over the gossip sites.”

I pulled him closer.

“Tell me. Now.”

“I’ll do you one better,” he chuckled before wincing with pain. “I’ll show you. Let me down.”

Reluctantly, I relinquished my grip.

Once he’d pulled himself up off of the floor and fished his phone out of his pocket, he did just that. He showed me what had happened.

The article.

The pictures.

The interview.

I read carefully, twice over, before handing him the phone back.

“This is nothing. It’s fixable.”

“It’s a little harder than that,” he told me.

“No. No, it’s not. This is your job. You run public relations for us. You manage us. Well, you’re supposed to, but you’re so fucking terrible at it that I can’t believe we got stuck with you…”

Steven opened his mouth to retort but, after one glance at my eyes, he closed it again quickly.

“So you showed her this, then.”

Steven nodded.

“And you made up some bullshit to make her go away?”

“It wasn’t bullshit, Trent. What makes this girl different? You left her here the first chance you got. No money, no friends, and a backpack full of clothes. Leaving was her choice. All I did was lay out the facts.”

“The facts?”

“Everything I told her was true. You can believe that I filled her head with complete shit, but my job is to keep this train moving.”

“My girlfriend isn’t some piece of dead weight to be cut loose,” I growled menacingly, advancing upon him.

I was so furious that I hadn’t even realized the Freudian slip.

“Well, you have your professional opinions, and I have mine,” Steven snarled with a slight hiss of pain. “All I know is, I did my job. You know, you’ve been a hock of shit since day fucking one. Always making shit difficult. You’re a real piece of work, Trent Masters. This is the worst fucking gig I’ve had in years! And I represented The Spitting Pigs, drug-fueled orgies and all!”

I grabbed him by the back of the neck and pulled him close, one last time.

“Steven…where is she.”

“I don’t know.”

“Wrong answer,” I replied, wheeling my fist back.

“No! No! Wait!”

He feared for his life now.

“What?”

“Seriously! I don’t know! She wouldn’t tell me! She wouldn’t even let me see the ticket! I just gave her some cash. I have no idea where she is!”

“Think,” I commanded.

Steven held up his hands.

“I don’t know! She never said!”

My fist trembled. It was ready to strike.

He called out in fear: “It’s not just me!”

I paused, letting that sink in.

“…What.”

“I mean. It wasn’t my idea!”

I hesitated furiously.

“You’d better start talking, and now.”

“Waylon and Dylan, it was their idea. Waylon’s been pissed every since you brought the bitch into the bus. They’re already talking about replacing you. I’m doing you a fucking favor, Trent.”

He looked so absolutely fearful that I couldn’t help but believe him…and that only made me angrier. He saw the venom in my eyes and recoiled in terror, his hands up.

“Wh-wh-what are you doing?”

“Taking out the trash,” I smiled evilly.

After roughing him up across my living room and knocking him out, I carried him outside over my shoulder. I strolled over towards the line of trash bins outside, contemplating throwing him into them as one last fuck you.

Nah.

No reason to piss off the garbage crew.

Instead, I tossed him to the curb and told him to get the fuck out of here. Brushing my hands, I pulled out my phone.

There were some calls to make.

I needed a plane and a car.

There was only one lead to follow.

I hoped with all my heart that it would be enough to track her down.




 

ANGEL

A t least half a day before Trent would be back home, I was already back out of the bus and quietly, miserably waiting at my destination.

And that life, as I knew it, was long gone.

I only had to wait at the bus station for about two hours before Mom showed up, pulling up in her battered, ancient sedan. It wasn’t surprising to me to see that it was still marked with dings, dents, and a crumpled backseat door.

“Angel! Good lord, girl, I thought I’d never see you again!”

Proudly boasting ratty, unkempt hair and loud makeup choices, Mom gave me an awkward car hug as I climbed into the passenger seat.

“Where have you been all this time?” She suddenly demanded to know.

“I think I was staying…with a friend, or something,” I told her reluctantly. “Nowhere near here. The last little while, I’ve been living with…well, I guess it’s not really important.”

“I see,” she nodded, kicking us into reverse and peeling out from the bus station. “All that really matters is that you’re back now. God, Angel, I was so worried about you these last years, I had no idea if you were dead or alive…”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to scare you like that.”

“Then maybe you should have considered not running off in the middle of the night,” she sternly lectured me. “What the hell were you thinking, disappearing into the dark? I searched for you for days! Weeks! Months! We put out a report and everything!”

I found that odd, especially since I’d only really been a few hours away. Granted, it was the middle of nowhere, so maybe the report didn’t make it out there?

Mom briefly turned to me, a sympathetic look on her face. “Why did you leave, honey?”

I shook my head.

“Now’s not the time,” I whispered, trying to change the subject.

“Well…just stay with me for now, and we’ll get you taken care of…won’t we, dear?”

“Okay, Mom,” I nodded. “So… What happened to Roger?”

Panic seized my chest as I uttered his name, as if he’d jump out of the shadows at any second.

“Like I said on the phone, we got separated a few years back,” Mom smiled at me with freshly whitened teeth. “It hit him pretty hard when you ran away… Especially after all the time he spent helping you in the hospital. The man was in a panic.”

I bet he was… I thought to myself.

“He…he isn’t still in town?”

“No, sweetheart,” Mom said. “I’m sorry. We fell out of touch. Haven’t heard from him all year.”

My panic began to settle down.

“Okay…” I said quietly, trying not to alert her to my fear. Mother would blame herself if she ever knew the truth…

“Mhmm,” she nodded, steering us onto the highway. The sun was setting, and there weren’t too many cars on the road.

“Listen…I’m sorry to call you up, out of nowhere,” I tried to tell her. I felt compelled to apologize. “I know that it’s a lot, asking for help out of the blue…”

“No, no, not at all,” Mom reassured me. “I’m just so happy to have you back. You have no idea. A mother should never be separated from her daughter when they need each other.”

I thought on this, and a silence developed between us. Mom took the time to turn on the radio, flicking through a few stations.

I caught a brief snippet of Wicked Wilds as she flipped from signal to signal, and it made my heart sink.

Oh, Trent, I despaired to myself.

If only we could have been together.

I miss you so fucking much.

“Ah, here we go,” Mom chuckled, settling on a contemporary country station. Immediately, the twang of a wailing, energetic acoustic guitar sang out, accompanied by the rich but depressed voice of a rugged cowboy singer.

“Down by the bayou, I saw you last  Beer in my hand, the past in the past  On one fine hell of a winnin’ streak / We made love by the river’s creek…”

Turning away from Mom to gaze out the window at the dark, sailing trees, I let myself finally experience the weight of the choice I’d made.

I did this for you, Trent, I thought to myself.

But it didn’t stop the tears from falling.

It was a couple of hours later before we arrived back home in our tiny little stain on the wooded Alabama wilderness. The familiarity of the small bridge over the tiny river – the single decent landmark here – awoke the faintest wisps of childhood memories…

I could almost see it. I experienced a small barrage of scattered visions in the shattered glass of my life before the accident.

Skipping and playing through the trees.

A solitary school bus, pulling up by the bridge every morning – bringing the kids a town over for elementary school.

A time before I knew of mountains and oceans.

Before I knew of great castles and bustling metropolises.

I swallowed the tension that appeared in my throat. This was a place that I never liked to dwell on, and it was the place to which I had resigned myself.

I was going to live here again.

No friends.

No job.

No nothing.

As if reading my gloomy mind, Mom chirped up. “Oh! My disability check should be in the mail again any day now. Until then, I’ve got some food in the fridge you can have. I picked up your favorites when I knew you were coming…got you some of those juice popsicles you used to like so much, some cherry Pop-Tarts, some Lunchables…”

“Mom, I never liked those popsicle things,” I told her. “And what about stuff like bread, or vegetables, or fruit? Can I go get some of that?”

“Nonsense!” She smiled toothily. “We’ve got some bread at home, some peanut butter…no jelly, though…and I think I still have some grapes or something. Let’s wait for that check, and then we’ll take a look at what we can get you.”

“Wait…did you say that you collect disability now?”

She glared at me.

As if I’d questioned her moral integrity.

“Of course I collect disability. My knees are so weak, I can barely get anywhere! Always hobbling around, I’d fall and hurt myself otherwise! And without that son of a bitch ex-husband of mine, I’ve got to support myself some way!”

I snuck a discreet glance down at her legs.

They looked fine.

“Okay, Mom,” I smiled faintly. “I’m sorry that I offended you. And thank you. For getting me, and everything else.”

“Of course, dear,” Mom sweetened slightly, pulling into our drive. We scattered gravel as we drove past concealing trees and foliage, finally exposing the green, barely livable, large shack of a house. “Anything for you, my sweet darling.”

I was wrong earlier.

THIS is when I resigned myself to my fate.

Well…at least Roger’s not here.

It was the only solace that I had now.




 

TRENT

T  here was only place I could think to look for Angel, and that was where I’d met her.

The last time I was in Alabama, I’d been reduced to the resources that my tour had provided me with. Namely, we were given access to a sleek pair of fresh but ultimately cumbersome jeeps.

Not this time.

This time, I rode in style.

It was just the way I liked it.

I revved the handlebar of the motorcycle, feeling the engine rumble with satisfaction between my thighs.

This was the way to do it.

As I whizzed between cars on the interstate, whipping from lane to lane, I kept an eager eye out for the proper exit. At my last stop, I’d paused to re-evaluate the directions, and I knew my turn was coming up soon.

But not just yet.

Which gave me time to think.

Steven had crossed the fucking line. He had been a self-righteous loser and a pain in my ass from the start, but now he had interfered with my personal life.

And now, here I was.

Cleaning up his fucking mistakes.

Taking back what was rightfully mine.

And there had been co-conspirators.

After everything that I’d done for them, half my band had turned on me. Everyone from the manager to the drummer had been a part of this.

But not my bassist.

Nice to know there was someone I could trust.

I shook my head, clearing it for what was coming next. Because there were more pressing matters to attend to…

There it is.

Riverton.

When we’d left in one of those silly jeeps, I thought that was the last time I’d see this backwater scrape of a town. Nestled serenely between the sticks and the ass-crack of nowhere, I figured that was that.

Funny how life turns out, I guess.

As I found my way onto the main highway through this boring little town, I felt my mind wander. I remembered what it felt like, feeling like I was covered with filth all the time. Dirty. Disgusting. A hideous creature, relegated to the shadows.

The filth, burned off by the light… Angel was my light.

I was drowning in brightness. Why the fuck did I leave her behind?

You’ve changed me so much, I whispered in my head to her. I don’t care what it takes. I’m going to find you, and I’m going to bring you back.

After a few minutes, the ramshackle bar came back into view. It looked even worse with no darkness to hide its decrepit nature.

I crunched gravel beneath my tires. Stabilizing the motorcycle, I brought it to the side of the building, kicking down the support stand.

Pulling off my helmet I heard the door creak open, then a pause. I could only imagine what was going through his head as I had my back turned.

After a moment came the sound of mirthless, angry chuckling. “Of course it was fucking you,” rang out the defeated mutter of Old Greg.

I hung the helmet from the handlebar, turning to face the crotchety old man. As I did so, I heard the click of his rifle, and gazed upon his furious, wrinkled form.

“You have some fucking nerve coming back here, boy.”

“I need your help,” I responded.

He laughed, spitting into the grass. “My help? You took her away! You swooped out of fucking nowhere and you stole her away from me!”

“She’s gone,” I replied, ignoring his rifle.

Angel’s lost.

I can’t die now.

Maybe when I know she’s safe.

“She’s…gone?”

“You’re the only person who knew her,” I answered, holding my hands up – out of respect, rather than any fear. “I care about the girl. I’ve come here to find answers. I need to know what happened to her, and I think you know more than you’ve told her.”

Old Greg’s eyes quivered with fury, but he slowly lowered the rifle. “I’ve told her everything, asshole. The problem is that she can’t remember any of it.”

“Help me find her,” I pleaded. “Someone near me sent her away, alone and afraid. I’ve come to keep her safe. But I can’t reach her. Do you know where I can look for her?”

He planted the head of the rifle against the floor, leaning on it disdainfully. He stared at me angrily for a moment, and finally sighed and shook his head.

“You love that girl?”

“More than life,” I replied, not a moment of hesitation in my voice.

“I guess you’d better come inside, then. We have a lot to discuss if you want to find my granddaughter…”




 

ANGEL

I t was mid-afternoon when I finally woke up.

I don’t recognize this ceiling…

And then I did.

And I almost went full panic mode.

But I settled down as I remembered the events of the previous day – of arriving at the bus station, of Mom picking me up and driving me back here…back where it all began.

A shudder slipped through my shoulders.

Reluctantly, I tossed off the threadbare scrap of a blanket, crawling off of the mattress on the floor. It was stiflingly hot and humid, and I didn’t like it.

Rising up and looking at myself in the cheap mirror that had been pulled out for me, I realized that I looked like a total mess.

Huge bags under my eyes? Check.

Ratty t-shirt and a pair of panties? Check.

Ragged, unwashed hair? Check.

Don’t I just look like a fairy princess.

I could hear scrounging about in the kitchen.

“You finally awake in there?” My mom called out from a few rooms away.

“Yeah, going to take a shower,” I replied back.

“Go on, then!” She shouted.

I stumbled over to the bathroom with a change of clothes, flicking on the shower. As I waited for the water to warm up a little more than arctic blast, I stared myself in the mirror.

This is what life is going to be like, I told myself. At least for a little while.
I can always find another way once I’ve got my footing. Maybe I can hitchhike out to the city and find myself a job waiting tables.

I shook my head.

The last time I pulled that stunt, I got lucky. Things could have ended up so bad… Like with those bikers back at the bar…

Can I be lucky a second time? A third?

I doubted it. I’d used up most of my luck living this long.

Once the water was finally just warm enough to climb in, I settled into the shower. She only had a single bar of soap, so I tried to lather off the top layer before rudimentarily scrubbing down my body.

I needed it. The thin layer of oil and grime came off.

I’d only been in the shower less than ten minutes before the water starting turning bone-chillingly cold again. Shrieking and fighting the faucet, I hopped back out and dried off, then dressed myself in my underwear, a graphic tee, and my miniskirt. All I had were some of my old bartending clothes. At least I felt human again…

I wandered into the kitchen, where my mom was watching her soap operas on a small countertop set.

Mom glanced over at me and scowled.

“You look like a hooker.”

“It’s just hot in here,” I told her sadly.

“Yeah, well, the A/C still ain’t fixed. Get used to being hot. Speakin’ of, you used up all my hot water, didn’t’cha?”

“I wasn’t in the shower long, Mom,” I reassured her, moving towards the refrigerator.

“Now how am I gonna shower?”

“I thought you said you didn’t need it?”

“Are you back-talking me?”

Fearfully, I glanced over at her. Mom’s eyes were wide and calculating, and I was afraid that she was going to lash out at me.

“No, Mom. I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again, I swear!”

She glared at me furiously.

Finally, she huffed with a cruel smile.

“See that it doesn’t, baby-child.”

I nodded, and she turned her attention back towards her soap operas. Meanwhile, I scrambled as quietly but quickly as possible. She hadn’t gone to the grocery store or anything, so it was looking like breakfast was going to be a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

Scratch that… Peanut butter sandwich it is.

I toasted a pair of bread slices and waited the two minutes in painful, awkward silence. When they popped out, she jumped slightly, casting me a scowl, and I apologized and slathered one side with peanut butter.

“You gonna just sleep all day?” Mom asked as I was disappearing through the door behind her.

“No, Mom.”

“Good. See that you don’t. I have a friend coming over later. I need your help.”

“Help?”

I turned towards her, and she tilted her head as if to continue talking to me. Her eyes were still glued to the countertop television.

“Yeah. This place is a mess. Maybe you could show your appreciation for the roof over your head by cleaning up a bit. Been hard to keep the house up with my disability...”

“Who’s coming over?”

Mom turned to me.

“Someone like none of your concern.”

I could feel myself trembling. I didn’t know who was coming, but something told me that I wasn’t going to like it.

Mom’s face sweetened with pity.

“Oh Angel…I’m sorry. It’s just…you’ve been gone so long. All those sleepless nights, afraid that you were dead…maybe I’ve forgotten how to be good to you. Come here.”

I set my sandwich down and padded over to her. She threw her arms open, and I bent down to hug her.

Her embrace was strong. Warm. Relaxing.

“There, there…I’m sorry that I’ve been a bit grumpy today. I can’t find my medication. I know it does things to me when I don’t take it…”

“It’s okay, Mom,” I told her.

“That’s right. It’s okay. It’s all okay.”

I nodded, and we separated.

“Now, I’ve got something for you to do. Something to help you pass the time, at least. I won’t be having any more back talk.”

Mom pointed towards the kitchen at the huge stack of filthy dishes overflowing in the sink.

“Clean that up like a good girl, then you can start on the rest of the house. Now, let me catch up on my soaps, and I’ll take you into town later to get you some groceries. That sound good to you?”

I nodded reluctantly.

It was hard to keep from feeling a little uneasy. Something about this place seemed wrong. Wisps of memories flashed in and out of existence, but my time in this house was a dark blur. Fear. Sadness. Hopelessness…

Amidst them all, the one dark memory of this place I could still hang onto… The one I wished I could forget…

The night I ran away.




 

TRENT

“Y ou’re Angel’s grandfather?” I asked, thoroughly surprised. “She never said anything like that to me.”

Old Greg muttered under his breath as he popped off the cap and handed me a beer. With a deft maneuver, he effortlessly burst off the top to his own against the bar table.

“Ever since the accident, that’s one of those scraps of information she can’t seem to hold onto,” he grumbled. “Probably for the better.”

“She told me that she trusted you,” I commented.

For a moment, it looked like he might smile.

We sat in silence as Old Greg took a long drink. Over his shoulder, I saw something pinned up on the wall – a sheet of paper, heavily crumpled, and filled with the scratchings of a marker. It looked like a hasty note that had been squashed into a ball, then unfolded on second thoughts.

He followed my gaze.

“She left me a piss-poor excuse of a letter. I didn’t believe it at first, but when she wasn’t back the next morning, I knew it was true.”

“Why the next morning?”

His old chest sighed. “She’s walked out of here half a dozen times, but she always comes back.”

Old Greg glared at me for a moment.

“It’s hard to have your granddaughter almost taken from you. To watch her lay there, lifelessly in some hospital bed, barely clinging to life. You think there’s nothing worse in the world. Nothing besides death, at any rate… But then I got her back. She’s healthy as ever, getting better every day. Problem is, somehow, I’ve still lost her. She’ll never remember the times we’ve had together.”

He swigged from his beer, still glowering at me.

“And I’m a coward. I couldn’t tell her.”

“You didn’t tell Angel you’re her grandfather? What the hell is wrong with you?” I said.

“Some things are better left forgotten. That girl, she’s been through hell. Don’t want to go dredging up bad memories. That accident was a blessing in disguise. She was safe here, and now you’ve gone and lost her.”

“I’ll find her.”

“If I had keeled over these last few days you’d be fucked, and you know it,” he growled, pointing towards me with his beer hand. “Only reason you’re here is because you have no idea where else to turn.”

“That’s true,” I agreed, “and I know I’ve fucked up. I don’t know how, but I’ll figure it out, and I’ll keep it from happening again. But I’ll fight through hell and never stop searching until I find her.”

“And why the fuck is that?”

“Because I love her.”

Old Greg laughed heartily. It was a sarcastic, holier-than-thou laugh, and it gradually contorted into a horrendous coughing fit.

I jumped up to help, but he waved me away and drowned it out with the beer.

“You think you love her. What a fucking joke. You’re even more hopeless than I thought, dick-bag.”

“You don’t know me,” I reminded him tersely.

“Oh, I know you,” Old Greg chuckled, his breath rattling in his chest. “I know your type. You think you’re the hero in some bullshit romance, right? Just gonna swoop in and save the distressed damsel? Please.”

The old geezer was starting to seriously test my patience.

“If you’re not going to help, then just say so,” I demanded, crossing my arms. “But if you are, then we need to cut the shit now.”

He stood up, walking over to me.

“You saved her before, I recall. Bunch of drunken, horny bikers wanted to rape her. Tell me, fuckface, why haven’t you brought that up yet? Why not twist my arm with that? You know it would work, and you’re just wasting time…”

I stared this angry, sly bastard straight in his fiery, ancient eyes.

“Because if you are her grandfather, then you’ll never forget that. And I’m not going to resort to some cheap trick to convince you.”

His eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Look me in the eyes,” I told him, “and tell me to my face that I wouldn’t tear the world apart for her. Go on.”

Old Greg searched deep into my gaze.

The silence of the room was deafening.

Finally, his shoulders sagged.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m Trent Masters. Of Trent Masters and–”

“I’ll tell you who you are,” he cut me off indignantly. “You’re a cocky scrap of shit. You’re a fucking arrogant piece of work who thinks you can walk into a broken girl’s life and just save her. As if it’s that fucking simple. This is my granddaughter. I’m not talking about some street urchin – this is my flesh and blood, and you…you’re used to getting your way. You don’t accept ‘no’. You can’t accept ‘no.’ You’re just some misguided force of nature who sweeps people up and leaves them broken in the dark, only this girl… She’s already broken.”

“That’s not who I am at all,” I told him confidently.

“Oh yeah? How many?”

“How many what.”

Old Gregg smiled evilly. “Don’t play stupid with me. I can smell the filth on you, boy. Before you met my granddaughter, how many girls did you chew up and spit out? How many girls did you leave when you were finished with them, cast aside in your wake?”

For the first time since coming to terms with my world and my place in it, my unshakeable core was suddenly rattled. It was only a second, but it happened.

And the motherfucker saw it.

“Yes…yes, I thought so,” he answered. “You thought you could just come to this place, drag her back down into the muck with you, and set her up for even more pain? You think I didn’t pin you for a sorry sack of shit from the start?”

“It’s not like that, old man,” I tried to argue.

“Sure it is.”

“It’s not!” I threw my beer with all my force, shattering it against the wall.

Old Greg didn’t flinch.

“Name one,” he finally spoke.

“Excuse me?”

“Didn’t stutter, boy. If you ever gave a shit about any of the girls who came before her, why don’t you name one. Name one of your conquests. And don’t make up a name – I’ll know if you’re lying to me.”

I sat there, seething with anger.

Holy fuck.

He’s right.

Old Greg’s face slowly, surely contorted into a wide grin. “You can’t. You can’t name one fucking girl that you’ve coerced into that viper pit of a bed, can you?”

No. He can’t be right.

“You fuck and forget. My granddaughter wasn’t the first. There have been so many. And you think she’s the one with a goddamn memory problem?”

A parade of faces flew through my head.

Featureless husks.

I couldn’t remember their details.

Dozens of them.

No… It was more than that.

Old Greg stood up from his chair, confident in his complete victory over me. He coughed for a second, and then slid his beer – nothing but dregs now – over to me.

“This is what you are, punk. You’re the filth at the bottom of the bottle. You take what you believe belongs to you, and you distort it. You make it lesser. I can see it plain as day across your face. That is your legacy. You think I want my granddaughter to remember a sack of shit like you? You don’t even know her name.”

“Her name is Angel.”

“Oh yeah?” Old Greg toothily snarled. “Angel Who?”

I stared deep into the next table over. I knew her name… It was Angel… Angel………. Fuck.

He’s right, I repeated to myself.

This is who I am.

I’m going to hurt her no matter what I do.

Old Greg brushed up the shattered beer, dropping it into the garbage. He poured himself a glass of water, gulping it down thirstily before finally turning back to me.

“215 Wilde Grove Drive. Beaten up old house, green, tucked away behind the trees. Dirt driveway. If you pass the tree with the old tire swing, you’ve gone too far.”

I looked at him incoherently.

“She ain’t here, which means she’s there. It’s the only other place she knows.”

“Why are you…why are you helping me?”

Old Greg leered close to me, his rotting breath invading my nostrils.

“Because I’m a dying old man, you sack of shit. Because sometimes – just sometimes – people change. You’ve already gone down swinging for her sake, so I think you have the capacity for that. If you do…then you’re my best chance at keeping that girl happy and safe.”

I stood up from the table, coming to terms with the insights that this arrogant geezer had given me.

I hated them.

I hated him.

But as much as I hated to admit it, the old decrepit fucker in this ramshackle little bar was right.

“But that ain’t the whole reason.”

I turned to him, catching his cold and calculating eyes.

“If she’s there…Angel is in danger.”




 

ANGEL

I ’m not sure how long my stepfather had been abusing me. The time prior to the accident was a complete blur, and probably always would be. When I first saw Roger in my hospital room afterwards, I didn’t know who he was…

…But I knew that I was very afraid.

I was high on morphine the first night he came to my bedside, my mind firmly half in and half out of this world. It would be weeks before I could talk, and months before I’d take my first walk across the hospital room. Maybe he thought I was damaged forever… Maybe he thought I wouldn’t remember, or that I didn’t realize what was happening to me. The sick fuck thought he could get away with it.

The bastard did what evil men always do.

He took advantage.

Thank god that I was in a moderately monitored hospital room. Nurses were in and out, keeping a lazy eye on me but never around enough to rattle his confidence. Still, I knew that if I’d gone into outpatient care at home, he probably would have been far more dangerous.

But that still didn’t stop him from doing what he could get away with. He saw me. He sometimes took pictures of me. He touched me, splintering my fragile, drugged mind into shattered, dirty pieces.

My memories didn’t ever really come back, and I know it’s because of him. My bastard stepfather descended upon me while my brain was trying to put everything back together. If I hadn’t been so focused on forgetting what he was doing to me, maybe I would have pulled my former life back... but while the memories were gone, so too were most of the nights that he came to visit me, his mind sick with desire.

He didn’t leave marks. No tell-tale hickies pocked my skin, and no scratches or obvious signs of abuse were left for the right nurse to discover.

I kept quiet. I was too weak. When I started to show signs of life, he made one thing very clear. If I told anyone about our relationship, he’d kill me.

The safety of the hospital couldn’t last forever. Roger made it crystal clear how much my medical bills cost this family, and how I was going to repay the debt…

However, I got a lucky break.

At the time, Roger worked as a roundabout on a freighter. The life was rough, paid very well, and took him away for small stretches: three weeks on, one week off. It just so happened that my first night back coincided with an off-season shift too lucrative for him to pass up, and so he couldn’t bring his sexual tension with me to its inevitable conclusion.

Mom kept me on my anxiety medication. She told me that I babbled “nonsense” about abuse while I was under, but I couldn’t blame her for not taking me seriously. After all, people say crazy stuff under medication… even if sometimes it’s dangerously true.

From the beginning, I started fighting the effects the drugs had on me. In brief moments of clarity, I knew that the clock was ticking, and I’d have no strength to fight him when he finally came back for me. By the time his last week was almost over, my strength was enough that I could concentrate… and I knew what I had to do.

While Mom was gone, driving hours away to the docks to pick him back up, I sprang into action. I’d packed my breakaway bag, snuck into her room and stole away my identification and my prescription refill – just in case.

I abandoned that place in the dead of night. With my anxiety temporarily out of the picture, thanks to the drugs, I could pull back some of my former memories. There was a place, in the back of my head, somewhere safe and secure… a place called Riverton. Somehow, I knew that there was refuge there, and from that I could figure the rest out along the way.

I hitchhiked towards it, eventually coming across Old Greg. He seemed startled to see such a young girl on the road in the night, but something in the old man endeared him to me. While he treated me to late dinner at a diner, I broke down in tears, leaving out most of the details.

I didn’t tell him I had been sexually abused.

But I told him that I had been in an accident, that I couldn’t remember much of who I was, and that my family was dangerous. That I would die before I let myself go back there.

He took pity on me, putting me up in his bar…

Old Greg would be so angry if he knew I came back here, but I just couldn’t bear the thought of looking him in the eye after the way I’d left. He was so kind to me… Kinder than I ever deserved. Maybe I’d head out there in a few weeks once I’d settled in. He deserved an apology.

“You going to eat, or just sit there thinking?”

Mom had brought me a bowl of chips and some ranch dressing. I hadn’t so much as touched it since I’d come to the table.

“Go ahead and eat up,” Mom smiled. “After you’re done, go pretty yourself up, company’s coming.”

That pit came back into my stomach. I’d been worried about that all afternoon… it had been a festering feeling, eating away inside me.

But I knew better than to cross Mom.

She had taken me back in.

She had given me a roof, and food.

Well… I looked down at the plate. Some food.

“Hurry up in there,” mom shouted.

“Okay, Mom,” I answered, forcing a cheerful smile across my face.

“Thanks a ton, Hon,” she answered.

After that, I was left in the quiet.

The crunching of the chips shattered the silence with every crispy bite. Agonizing, piercing chomps controlled my attention, ringing out in the quiet like a rhythmic, mounting growl of danger.

When I was done, I set the dish in the sink and found Mom. She was sitting in a recliner, watching some old silent film on the living room TV.

“Over there,” she motioned with a wrist.

I followed her gesture and lifted a package off of an end table. It wasn’t particularly large or heavy, but it seemed ominous to me.

“Bring that over here.”

I did as I was told.

Mom raised her saggy arm, muted the television, and turned to face me.

“Open it up.”

“I don’t understand.”

“What’s not to understand? I got you a present.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond.

So I nodded, pulling the tape off the box and opening it up. Turning it over, a small orange bottle fell into my hand.

“See there? Momma’s gonna take care of you doll. I got you your medicine.”

I turned the bottle over, eyeing the little pink pills inside. I hadn’t seen these things in years.

“I know how anxious you get… The depression. All those panic attacks? You’ve been so high strung since you came back, dear.”

“I don’t like the way these things make me feel, mom. They make me a zombie.”

“I don’t want any back talk. We have company tonight and you’re going to be on your best behavior. You take two of those or you can get out,” she said, pointing toward the door.




 

TRENT

T  he address wasn’t in Riverton – it was hours and hours away, another quiet spot called Point’s Hallow.

My cell signal was shit out here. When I finally arrived at the village, I accidentally crossed a small bridge and passed the entire place up, expecting to find it just beyond the next bend. It was only after fifteen minutes of nothingness, driving through trees and wilderness, that I realized I’d probably missed the place altogether.

Turning around in the fading light of day, I backtracked to the bridge. Standing guard at this side, apparently marking the edge of Point’s Hallow, was a seafood restaurant. With nothing else in sight, it commanded the eye from its perch, raised on stilts over the river. Painted along the side was the name: Jack’s.

Some landmark, I thought to myself.

Back across the bridge, I investigated. None of the roads were marked, making my job tougher than it needed to be. The population couldn’t have been any more than maybe eighty or a hundred people, judging by the sparse houses. Almost nobody was around, and I didn’t want to start banging on doorknobs…

The single person I saw wandering about, a woman in smeared overalls with ratty hair, looked at me suspiciously as I pulled up and flicked up my helmet visor.

“Is this Point’s Hallow?”

“Who’s askin’?”

“I’m looking for a girl. Name of Angel.”

“Angel?” She laughed, exposing a few missing teeth. This place was seriously in the sticks. “You must be a friend of hers!” She was suddenly suspicious again, eying me strangely. “Are you a friend of hers?”

“I am,” I confirmed confidently.

The woman peered at me a moment longer, and then nodded. “Good. Yeah, she’s here. Got back into town a few days ago. You know where to find her?”

“Willow Grove Drive,” I told her.

“Yep! That’s it, her and her parents…you know how to find it?, don’t’cha?”

“I’m from out of town,” I bluntly explained.

“Right,” she cackled, sizing me up on the motorcycle. “Might’ve noticed by now, they ain’t no street signs… No fancy gee pee usss for us folks in Point’s Hallow, we don’t need ‘em… anyway, here’s what you do…”

She rattled off directions, involving a handful of turns that apparently centered on particular trees and piles of scrap. “You got that?”

“I do. You’re really helping me out here.”

“Great. Tell ‘er that ‘Tricia said ‘hi!’”

“You’ve got it, ma’am,” I nodded.

She positively swooned as I kicked back into gear and drove towards the house.

Her parents.

Old Greg had said she was in danger. He’d spent a few minutes telling me what a piece of shit Angel’s stepfather Roger was before hurrying me down the road.

But maybe he wasn’t the only piece of shit in this town.

I paused, letting the engine rumble as it idled between my thighs.

My thoughts reflected back to what Old Greg had said. Sure, I’d known a lot of that myself, but it was easy for me to justify how I treated people. When someone else explained it, someone who barely knew me…it sent a shiver up my spine.

You take what you think belongs to you.

You don’t accept ‘no.’

You CAN’T accept ‘no.’

I shook my head.

This wasn’t my decision. It was hers.

I shuddered.

No. Extenuating circumstances.

My asshole of a manager sent her away. He filled her head with complete bullshit. She never would have left it I was there. I needed to let her know how I felt.

And if she didn’t want to come with me, I’d leave her… Once I knew she was safe and sound back at Old Greg’s bar, away from the danger.

With a heavy heart, I continued on my way. Tricia’s directions had been a little on the bizarre side, but she led me the right way. After a couple of turns, I spotted the silent tire swing, dangling from a tree in the front yard.

I remembered Old Greg’s words from before, when he’d given me the address: If you pass the tree with the old tire swing, you’ve gone too far.

A dirt road was to my side, heading into the trees. I turned onto it, driving as quietly as possible through the shadows until I saw it.

It was just as Old Greg had said.

The green house was in even worse shape than the Riverton bar. A window was busted out; the roof was caving in from a fallen branch. With the sun set and the shadows growing, the place looked like it had come straight out of a horror film.

Angel’s HERE?

My shaken confidence exploded into a blaze of conviction.

No, I thought to myself.

This isn’t good enough for her.

No matter what happens…

I killed the engine and kicked down the stand, parking next to an old truck on the edge of the street.

She deserves better than this.

And I’m gonna give it to her.

Every step I took towards the front door, my fresh insecurities burned away. With each heavy stride forward, my doubts, my fears, everything inside that told me that I might not be good enough for her faded away.

It all burned to ash in my throat, and the ash blew away in the wind. Here I am, filthy and contorted king that I am, ready to make a change.

I raised my fist to knock at the door.

That’s when I heard my Angel scream.




 

ANGEL

T  he medicine hit me like a sack of bricks, dulling my senses within minutes. Just like before, the pills pushed their digging, constricting fingers into my head, forcing up a wall between the world and me.

I hated it.

My speech slurred and my vision shook. Even my mind had started to drift. I’d planted myself on the couch and was content to count the dirty spots on the carpet, at least for as long as I could.

Mother means best. She just wants me to feel better.

An hour later, as I was absentmindedly running my fingers through my hair, I heard something outside. Quietly and gradually, I peeled myself up from my seat and stumbled over to the window. The old Ford pickup, rusted halfway to hell with a brutishly cracked windshield, was as unmistakable as the day I saw it last.

Oh God, no.

Roger had come for me.

“Mom? MOM?”

Her exasperated voice came from deeper in the house, somewhere towards her bedroom. “What is it, dear? I can’t understand you.”

“Roooooger... Rooger…” I could barely utter the warning. My tongue was tying itself in knots, rebelling against that blackened name.

“Oh, don’t be alarmed,” she called out cheerily. My mother came into the room, a smile slathered across her face. “He’s a good man, Angel. He cleaned up his act! Joined the church and everything. When he heard you’re back in town, he just wanted to pay you a little visit.”

“NO!” I shouted, stumbling away from the window.

Standing above me, Mom’s small smile soured. She suddenly looked at me like I was disgusting to her. “The Devil’s in you, girl. Has been ever since the accident. Always making you say evil, wicked things…”

I watched as she opened the door, my mouth hanging open. I had to calm down. Losing control of myself was only going to make things harder. I needed to get the hell out of here. My feet struggled to gain purchase on the floor, the medicine dulling my senses with a drunken, crippling high.

The door opened, Roger’s smiling face peering in.

The sight of him burned terror into my mind.

“Sally!” Roger grinned. “And you brought our little one…”

“I’m gonna head down to the store and let you two get reacquainted,” Mom smiled, glancing from him to me. I felt something inside me struggle to scream; it was caged up, struggling to penetrate this damning haze. “Roger, be a dear and teach this girl some proper manners.”

No. You CAN’T leave. Don’t do this to me!

I bitterly tried to say something – anything – but the words came out sideways. Mother just smiled and gave Roger a pat on the arm, thanking him for coming before stepping out the door.

I sat there in stunned silence, my vision pulling into a tunnel. Time seemed to stretch forever. Roger found himself a seat on mother’s recliner and waited patiently.

Five minutes passed, then ten. The medicine had taken hold. I was slipping away, just like I always did…

“I see you’re scared,” he said, his voice full of malice. “You never should have run away, my little Angel…”

My mouth was moving, but no sounds were coming out.

“I’ve missed you, babygirl,” Roger grinned. “It’s been too long. I thought I’d never see you again… but here you are. We’re back where we should be… together.”

A memory flashed into my head.

It was the night that Trent took me away from Riverton. I the early hours of the morning, with the sun rising ahead of us, he was driving so quickly. I’d almost blacked out from the anxiety of being brought back to the accident… but I’d focused on the logo on his dashboard.

I had made it my stone.

It had kept me hanging on.

Roger was the demon from my past, threatening to engulf me again. If I was a fallen, burning Angel, casting myself down into the dirt from the life Trent tried to show me, then he was Satan himself.

The words came back, whispered into my soul.

I will be no burning Angel.

My eyes focused onto his, unwilling to lose to him. I could barely form the thoughts, but they came, pushing through the darkness. No matter what he might do to me – what he might take from me – he was not going to have my soul.

Maybe Trent would have deserved it. He’d pulled me up from the shattered, meaningless life I’d been living. Maybe he would have changed. He had the capacity for kindness and generosity, deep inside that arrogant mind of his.

But I’d fled the safety of his arms, because I thought I was bringing him down… but also because I knew I didn’t deserve it. Because I didn’t want him to have that kind of power over me, neither him nor anyone else.

What had that gotten me?

I’d been trapped here, with my mortal enemy. But now, even though my body’s sluggishness was going to betray me, I knew more than ever that I would never give in.

I will be no burning Angel.

“How much do you remember, sweetheart?” Roger asked, carefully watching me and grinning ear to ear.

“Stay… Stay away…” I managed to barely murmur, the words sounding far less coherent as they left my throat. “You can’t… I won’t let you…”

He laughed heartily.

Of course I didn’t have any control here.

That didn’t mean that I’d go down without a fight. Even if I didn’t have an ounce of strength in my veins, I’d resist whatever vile things my stepfather had in mind… I would never give in.

“Don’t worry,” Roger said, reaching out to the little table next to the recliner. He lifted up the bottle of pills mother had given me, glancing at it and giving it a little shake. “When I’m done tonight, you won’t remember anything ever again.”

Something snapped inside me. I couldn’t move… I couldn’t fight him… but I channeled every last drop of resistance I had into my final act of defiance.

I did the only thing I could… I screamed.




 

TRENT

Without a second of hesitation, I threw my weight into the door, tearing it free from its rotten hinges in a burst of splinters and debris.

There she was. Angel was looking up at me from the floor with wide, glazed eyes full of surprise and sudden recognition. Her scream had been cut short by my sudden arrival, but a new sound had risen up in its place.

“Who the fuck are you?”

The voice was cold and fierce, but as I turned, the man who spoke them looked neither of those things. He was older and frail, but Old Greg had been wise enough to give me a physical description of Angel’s monster. Without another word, I knew what a piece of shit I was staring at.

“Hello, Roger,” I grit my teeth.

Confused and furious, he tried to clamor to his feet from the recliner. I was faster, knocking his ass straight back into the chair. With his filthy, oily head slumped to the side, Roger was out like a goddamned light.

He deserved worse. It took every last ounce of self-control to resist snapping his thin little neck in front of her.

“Get up, Angel. We’re getting out of here,” I said, looking back to my girl against the floor. She didn’t respond or make any move to climb to her feet.

“…Angel?”

Something was very, very wrong.

Angel was mumbling to herself as I kneeled down next to her. I could already see that she was a pale reflection of her former self… as if the life had been sucked out of her.

“What the hell did they do to you?” I questioned, hauling her up into my arms. Her limp, dead weight brought my rising worry to new, horrified levels.

Angel’s head rolled to the side, but she weakly shrugged her shoulder to the side. When she did it again, moving her head with the motion, I followed the direction to the bottle of pills.

They fucking drugged her.

“Stay with me. I’m getting you out of here.”

I thought quickly, deciding I’d need to show this bottle to someone. Maybe I could get her a counteracting agent if she didn’t pull back from this soon… and it would certainly give us ammunition against her parents.

We can cross that bridge when we come to it.

She smiled weakly as I snatched up the pills, then walked her out to the bike and secured her on the back of the seat. My suspicions were confirmed as I held her steady – there was no way in hell that she’d be able to hang on. Improvising, I pulled my belt off and used it to strap her tighter against the backrest. Climbing on, I fired up the machine and felt her grip me weakly.

We have to get out of here.

Out of this town, out of this goddamned state…

As I twisted the throttle and started down the road, the blast of a shotgun went off behind us. Frail bastard that he was, Roger must have managed to get up out of his goddamned chair.

“Hang on!”

I gunned it around the first turn and blasted down the nearly abandoned roadways. Angel’s arms tightened around my chest just enough to let me know she was there. I sure as hell wasn’t going to waste my time looking for police in this Podunk little town. I needed to get Angel somewhere safe, then we could figure out what happened back there.

The biting wind seemed to bring Angel back, miles ticking by as she pressed herself against my back, her strength ever so slowly returning.

That’s my girl…

I rode long and hard, putting as much distance behind us as I could. My destination was well in mind. Angel and I were leaving Alabama behind… tonight. But there was no way I could do that without giving Old Greg another chance to see his granddaughter, safe and sound.

“You came for me…” Angel whispered softly as we came to a stop outside the old Riverton Bar. Her legs shook lightly as she stepped off the bike, but she quickly gained her footing. She didn’t even need to lean on me that much.

Sure, the motorcycle had presented a logistical problem at first… but the wind had done wonders to snap her back out of that drug-fueled cloud.

“What the hell did they do to you, Angel?” I asked, looking her over. “Are you hurt? Did he harm you?”

“I think I’m okay now. Mom gave me some of my anxiety pills…” She sounded weak still, but at least she could hold a conversation. It was progress that I was willing to take. “She said she just wanted to calm me down. I didn’t really have any withdrawal symptoms before, but I guess my body forgot how to hold them like I used to…”

“And that sick fuck, Roger?”

“I think he was going to kill me,” she replied, her voice quiet and fearful.

“That will never happen,” I snarled. “There’s no statute of limitations on the things he’s done. Soon as we get back, you’re reporting that bastard. I don’t care what it costs, I don’t care how long it takes, we’re taking him down.”

Angel glanced up at me, strands of her hair falling in front of her eyes. I was afraid that she was going to resist me on this, but the night had sapped her strength. Instead, she surprised me: “Do you really mean that, Trent?”

My resolve hardened. Even if I hadn’t just walked in on a complete atrocity, the forlorn, hopeful look in her eyes only made me more infuriated. How can someone hurt somebody like this? “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my entire fucking life.”

Quietly, a small smile crossed her lips.

I took Angel by the hand and walked her away from the bike, my other arm around her shoulder. Her footing only slipped slightly twice as we crossed the gravel towards the front door of the old, decrepit saloon.

Old Greg was tending at the Riverton Bar when we stepped in from the darkness. Angel was still a bit shaky on her feet, and he faltered at the sight of her, instantly abandoning his patrons. A silence fell over everyone as they turned and recognized their usual, plucky bartender – trembling and clutching onto me in the doorway for support.

“Angel!” He held back tears, hobbling around to greet us. “You’re back!”

She looked at him strangely for a moment, then back to me. “Old Greg, I’m so sorry… I shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye. I just couldn’t look you in the eye.”

“You look like hell,” he muttered huffily.

“Thanks a ton,” Angel grumbled in return.

I glanced between them, confused and only growing angrier by the second… until I realized that the two of them were softly smiling.

“Tell me what those people did to you, girl.”

Angel looked away, unwilling to speak.

Old Greg peered at me curiously, instead.

“There was trouble,” I answered carefully.

“You saw what was happening to her,” he stated bitterly. Not as a question, but a recognition. I wasn’t sure if he really wanted to have this conversation, particularly in front of his patrons, but I nodded sternly.

“First time something out of the ordinary happens, I always write that up as a fluke,” Old Greg told me, “but when it happens again, there’s a pattern. You are no fluke. You’ve saved my Angel again.”

“If happens a third time, I definitely don’t want a shotgun involved.” I allowed the corner of my lip to curl up, watching his reaction harden with realization. “It was cute when she did it the first time, but I’m getting real sick of that.”

Before Old Greg could open his mouth to retort, Angel chuckled weakly. “I think it’s your turn next time, Trent.”

“I’ll just rely on my fists, thank you,” I grinned.

Old Greg’s lungs heaved with a deep, reflective sigh. “The last time we spoke, I sent you from this place a different man than the one who entered. Tell me, Trent… have you decided what kind of man you are?”

“I have,” I nodded.

“And what kind of man is that?”

For the first time since meeting, I looked at him for who he really was. He wasn’t an obstacle to a sexual conquest. Nor was he a crotchety, elderly fool in a rundown bar, or a hurdle in my quest to find her.

Old Greg was a mentor…and a friend.

“The kind that will keep Angel safe and protected for as long as she’ll have me, and even past that,” I told him. “I give you my word that, no matter who I was before…Angel will always be safe with me.”

He stared me in the eyes, searching for any chink in my resolve. After a moment, he finally nodded. Angel seemed confused, but she hadn’t said a word.

“I don’t expect miracles, son… but I see how she looks at you, and how you look at her… and it makes me believe.”

He extended his hand.

I thought back to when I made that gesture to him. He’d seen me for what I really was, back then. I’d been an idiot, fueled by the erection in my jeans, eager to take and use whoever came crawling my way. Angel hadn’t mattered to me. She had just been my latest sexual conquest, ripped away from me before I could claim her. Old Greg had me rightfully pinned as a lecherous snake from the start, and had ignored my grasp before.

With these thoughts in my head, I gratefully, appreciatively shook his hand.

I was a changed man…

No longer the king of the filth.

And it had only been because of them.

“Thank you for bringing her to me,” Old Greg smiled, the first sincere expression of joy he’d had towards me, “and for giving me one last time with my Angel...”

He pulled me in close, whispering in my ear.

“And promise me, son, that you will never let her step foot in this state ever again.”

“You have my word,” I solemnly agreed.

I saw unmistakable sadness flood his expression. It was only there for a brief moment, before cold, hardened resolution replaced it. It was the only sliver of weakness I ever saw penetrate this old, hardy man.

Old Greg nodded curtly, gave Angel a quick but emotional hug. This time, when he and Angel parted, I knew that it had happened the proper way – no stealing away in the middle of the night with a hastily scribbled note.

I knew that they could both live with this.

We parted ways for the final time, before he turned back towards his patrons. As I held the door open for her, proud that she didn’t need my support now, I glanced across at him for one last moment. With a grave expression on his face, Old Greg never once looked our way again.

It wasn’t until I got outside that I realized he hadn’t come clean. He never told her who he was, or the history they had together before the bar.

Maybe he just wanted to stay forgotten.




 

ANGEL

I n my darkest moment when I needed him most, Trent had come for me. The impact that had on my world was profoundly changing, and I finally realized that I could truly, honestly trust him. From that moment on, nothing was ever the same again.

I felt like the most special girl in the world.

Once we had dropped the motorcycle off, Trent and I took a cab to the airport. While he checked in with the airlines and bought us a pair of tickets back north, I couldn’t help but reflect upon everything I’d been through.

It seemed so crazy to remember myself as being trapped in Riverton and desperate to leave. It felt so long ago, although it had only really been a few weeks. From the night he’d walked into my bar, he’d changed my world… and I’d changed his.

We brought out the best of each other.

“Are you ready?” He asked, dispelling my thoughts.

I turned to face him. Trent was smiling down at me, the most loving grin I’d ever seen plastered across his face.

This was it. No breakaway bag, no clothes, no history, no family, and no money. He was truly, honestly looking at me like I was the most valuable thing in the whole world.

“Yeah… I’m ready,” I smiled back.

“Next few days are going to be hard, Angel. We’re meeting up with a detective back home. You’re going to tell him everything you remember… can you do that for me?”

“I’ll do anything for you, Trent.”

“Good,” he replied, sighing with relief. “Listen, I snagged us a pair of first class tickets. There’s an outbound flight that’s leaving in about fifty minutes. You ready to get the hell out of here?”

I nodded. “I was born ready.”

We walked together, side by side.

He and I were a force to be reckoned with.

Occasionally, someone would glance over at him with faint recollection. Occasionally, he would earn a quick double take. He popped into a small shop and quickly bought a baseball cap and a pair of sunglasses, handing me a pair as well.

“Just like old times, huh?”

He smiled slyly, pocketing the receipt and threading the glasses around his ears.

“You’ve got it.”

After that, we wandered towards the proper terminal, stopping to use the restroom and grab a bite to eat before our flight. Everything from the last few days felt like a fading dream, and although I’d never forget what he’d done for me… I was just so happy to be back with him.

During our wait, we sat down together in a pair of available seats – with myself resting against his side and under his strong, comforting arm.

Some time passed, and before I knew it, I realized that I was yawning and opening my eyes. There was the slight recollection of a dream, something about dangerous shadows and being unable to move, and my own guardian angel coming for me…

“It’s our time,” Trent was whispering to me.

“Did I…did I doze off?”

I stretched, peeling myself off of his sturdy frame. For a moment, I was terrified that I’d drooled onto him, but I realized that Sleeping Angel had kept her shit together.

Thankfully.

“Just for a little while,” he nodded. “I let you sleep about as long as I could…but we need to get going now.”

The flight back was kind of uneventful. With Trent’s insistence, I tried to get my rest. I fell back asleep easier than I thought I would, finally letting the weight of the day collapse around me. The experiences so fresh in my mind made my sleep fitful at times. My dreams were dark and cloudy, and I felt alone and scared.

Every moment that I opened my eyes, my beloved Trent was there, holding and comforting me. I knew that the dreams would probably be like this for a little while, but I felt at peace that he would be there, every step of the way.

The sun was rising in the distance. With its light guiding the way, Trent and I watched the clouds roll by while we flew over state after state. From up here, the stresses of the world below were nothing to us; like an Angel in flight, there was nothing here but smooth skies, beautiful cloud cover, and a sunrise that brought tears to my eyes.

“That’s so beautiful,” I murmured to him.

“It really is,” Trent nodded.

The tip of his index finger slid beneath my chin, and he gazed down deep into my eyes. We stared into one another, our gaze as unbreakable as our bond. This man had saved me the night that we met. While his intentions had been different back then, I could see no traces of rampant lust or ulterior motives in his soul.

He simply loved me with all his heart.

“I love you, Trent,” I whispered.

“Angel, my darling… I love you too.”

As we kissed, the sun’s early rays illuminating the heavens beyond, I knew that no matter what the future brought… with Trent Masters in my life, I was finally home.




 

TRENT

Six days.

That’s how long it took to put the asshole in jail. Her mother tried to play completely ignorant. For her sake, I hoped she didn’t know what that man did to Angel. I was just glad to know we wouldn’t be seeing him again anytime soon.

We’d finally settled in, our home free of the police and the media who’d been storming this place since we got back. Angel had finally calmed down. Her sleeping fits had relaxed, and she woke up refreshed for the first time since I found her again.

The experience had drained me, too, although not nearly as much. To my surprise and satisfaction, I didn’t hear a peep out of Steven, nor the rest of the band.

There would be time for them soon.

However, there were much more important things on my mind for the time being. I hadn’t dreamed of being physical with Angel for a while after such a harrowing, traumatic experience, but she’d started showing hints that she was ready for things to return to normal between us.

That’s why, the first day after she woke up refreshed, I took her out for a day of calming and relaxation. While she was enjoying a therapeutic day of mud baths, massages, and mani-pedis, I took care of a few errands – mainly, striking the fear of God into the traitors who had almost separated us forever.

Once I’d come home confident that I wouldn’t have any more surprises like that, I took a dip in the pool and a relaxing shower. There were things she and I needed to discuss, but I still wanted the night to be one that she would always remember.

I half-dragged Angel around through the door and across the house. She struggled to keep up with me, but didn’t speak a word of complaint. Sliding the back patio door open, and we stepped out on the topless porch. There wasn’t a cloud across the night sky, exposing all the twinkling stars in all their glory.

She instinctively placed her hands against the bannister lining, her back towards me. As she delicately but casually steadied herself, my hands fell upon her beautiful shoulders.

“Is everything ok?” she asked quietly.

“Tell me why you left, Angel…”

She cast her eyes downward, trying to avoid my probing gaze. I knew that she didn’t want to disappoint me, but it was time that we finally had this discussion.

“Your manager, he said…”

“No, Angel. Don’t put this on someone else. I need to know what you were thinking,” I replied in the calmest voice I could muster. Just thinking of him made me grit my teeth, but I needed to be comforting and understanding to her now.

“I didn’t want to drag you down. You, this band, your future. I’m a nobody… I don’t deserve this.”

“Do you mean that, babe?” I whispered. “Is that really how you feel?”

She sighed. “If you’d asked me that a week and a half ago, I’d have said yes. I don’t know how I feel anymore. You’ve made me so happy, and you’ve been so understanding… I know I don’t deserve this, but goddammit, Trent, I don’t want this to ever end…”

“Angel, meeting you is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Before you came into my life, I was going through the fucking motions. I was a broken, filthy, unclean man, barely happy with what I had… and looking for something, anything real. I had resigned myself to my fate… to a life of cold cynicism, flaming out early and never making anything more of myself.

When she didn’t respond, I continued.

“But Angel… you make me want to be better. You make me feel better, about myself, my place in the world, everything I can possibly fathom. You think I don’t know where you’re coming from? Trust me, I never deserved any of this shit,” I said, waving my hand around at our surroundings. “And I sure as hell never deserved you.”

My beloved looked up at me, her pretty eyes full of tears, and I said the words I knew she needed to hear again. I would spend my entire life hammering the point home, if that’s what it took.

“I love you, Angel. I will always love you.”

Those gorgeous windows into her soul glistened over as the tears ran down her cheeks. Caressing the side of her face, I brushed them aside. She clasped onto my forearm with both hands, holding me close.

“I love you too, Trent. Oh god, can you forgive me for being so stupid? I’ll never leave you again.”

“Never?” I asked, sensing the moment.

Angel matched my gaze, filling her eyes with love and… something somehow more. Her soul burned with complete adoration and a rising, primal hunger. After all, we hadn’t been intimate in a week.

One look in those beautiful eyes, and I knew that she was definitely ready.

“…Never.”

I didn’t let a second pass. I pulled her into a deep, satisfying kiss, my hands sliding across her shoulders and clasping her soft skin. As I felt Angel gasp into my lips, I ran my strong hands down her arms, tracing her silhouette and cupping her ample bosom.

Angel’s murmurs of pleasure sent a burning chasm of need through my body. I could feel it in my lungs, in my fingertips, and definitely in my twitching cock, awakening from its long slumber.

My hands slid to her back, and with a powerful tug I shredded her blouse. As she gasped, I pulled it all the way apart, ripping the cloth free from her body.

Her round, perfect breasts were immediately exposed for my hands, and I graciously wrapped my fingers around them.

I could already feel her erect little peaks.

Her nipples were springing to action.

I was going to make sure Angel never, ever left my side again… with the most extravagant night of sex that she could possibly imagine.

My lips found her neck, nestling into the lean muscle. Parting them, I bit down, enjoying the sweet taste of her skin. I could feel her gasp, her neck stretched out for me as I took her in.

Yes.

I was going to make this special.

Hunger overcame me, but I pushed it back down. Instead of ripping her body completely bare for me, and penetrating her against the railing, I took my time: slowly, surely shimmying her out of her jeans. I left her panties and socks alone, simply casting the leggings aside – already forgotten to me.

With my loving partner in just her panties and socks, I allowed my fingers to set to work. They carefully, firmly traced the contours of her skin, gliding across her curves and her creases. I wanted to memorize every last detail, every slight dip of her flesh.

My eyes closed, letting my fingertips do the seeing for me.

The picture they painted was that of a trembling but confident woman, a woman who knew that she was loved and protected by the one she cared for most. They told me the tale of a woman who knew it was all going to be okay from now on.

But they told me more.

The painting increased in depth.

My shuddering, exposed partner suffered from inflicted uncertainty. Her contorted memories were an unstable foundation upon which she built herself up, shakily rising to meet coming challenges.

She didn’t know for certain whom she was.

But I knew I could help her decide.

Every step of the way, I’d be there.

I’d always be ready to support her.

Ready to hold her up.

My fingertips began to squeeze, to dig into her bare skin. I couldn’t hold myself back much longer…but I knew how to diffuse a little heat and keep it all about her.

My hand slid down, and I grabbed a handful of her ass beneath her panties. With a slight gasp of pleasure slipping from her lips, I lifted the other up, gently caressing her breast again. My thumb slid across her nipple, playing with the tight, engorged nub…

She was pushing against me now, indicating subtly her readiness. But it wasn’t quite time yet.

Instead, I slipped my hand around front, diving into back into her panties. My intrepid finger hadn’t even parted her lips before I could feel her enticing nectar.

“Angel, you’re so wet,” I whispered huskily.

She simply nodded breathlessly.

“We should do something about this…”

With that, I dove the finger inside, eager to please her. Her muscles clenched down around the digit. She was so fantastically tight that I was afraid she might crush it, but I slowly, gently worked her drenched mound into submission.

My thumb found her engorged bead, hiding beneath the hood and ready for my touch. Taking care to not overstimulate it, I gave it ample attention as well.

Her restrained bucking and deep breaths told me everything that I needed to know.

As I pushed her further, sliding a second finger deep inside, I listened and watched for every last signal her body was sending me.

They all screamed one thing:

Fuck me.

But no…not yet.

There will be time for that soon.

I finally pushed her panties down, over her thighs, stripping her to her socks. She stepped out of them quickly, trying to turn around to unleash my throbbing tool from its prison within my jeans.

Instead, I drew her over to a nearby luxury patio chair, coercing her to sit down comfortable in it. Stripping her socks off, I had her where I wanted her – without a thread on her body, her ankles parted for me.

I climbed down on top of her, kissing her lips deeply. I trailed down to her breasts, suckling her ample bosom and flicking her nipples with my tongue. Afterwards, I pressed a line of kisses down between her thighs…

But I hadn’t tossed the socks aside. Instead, I quickly bound her wrists down to the chair, eager to completely control her.

She was ready.

She was mine.

Angel looked up at me with an inquisitive, aroused glance. While I let her briefly fight the binds, I reached over for one of the shredded pieces of her shirt. To my satisfaction, it was just long enough for what I intended.

And what I intended was pure satisfaction.

I folded it over a few times, and then set about tying it around her head. With her improvised bindings and blindfold in place, I decided that it was time.

Pressing my lips to her thighs, I kissed all over, worshiping the tantalizing flesh. But my restraint could only last so long, and I began to hungrily lap at her wet folds.

While Angel moaned and fought the restraints, I set to work. Her delicate, delicious lips were perfect for my tongue as I poked inside her, tasting her sweetness.

Her fluids ran down my chin. They were delicious, flush with her very essence.

Meanwhile, I took advantage of her dominated form. With my partner at my very mercy, I ran my fingernails tantalizingly down her skin, clenching into her sweet, supple flesh.

I could feel her pull against the bindings.

I could feel her body submit to the pleasure.

And it only pushed me forward.

My tongue darted deeper into her creases, my lips practically adjoined to her own, lower set. Angel bucked her hips into my hot, wet mouth, eager for more, needing more, requiring more of my warmth and my explosive touch.

I was all too eager to supply it.

Pulling back, I sank my teeth into her thigh, plunging a pair of strong, flexible fingers deep into her body. With the advantages of this, I could easily reach her button of pent-up nerves, the spot that craved sweet, provocative release.

Pushing her towards climax, I continued to fuck her with my fingers, pleasing her budding clit with a thumb all the while.

Even if I’d wanted, my lips couldn’t stay off of her. I kept kissing her skin, planted fluid-stained kisses along her thighs, her abdomen, even along her supple breasts.

Balancing myself above and against her, my fingers controlled her from beneath, drawing all of her attention to fighting the pleasure.

As I lifted my gaze from her amazing chest, I could see now how the bindings all but bit into her wrists. She was moaning uncontrollably, her mind submerged deep within her physical ecstasy.

I lowered my lips to her nipple, sucking it into my mouth. My tongue lapped against it, playing with the erect nub, and then I thought better of this and switched to the other. My free hand lifted, squeezing the first breast, tweaking the nipple between my thumb and my forefinger.

She gasped for release.

“Please,” she finally pleaded, “please stop teasing and just give it to me…”

“No,” I whispered in her ear, drawing out her pleasure with my fingers now slowly, gradually drawing in and out of her. “I need to bring you to the edge…and let you hover just there…”

She cursed my name furiously, stringing out a colorful array of expletives.

I wasn’t finished with her just yet.

But I was ready to bring this to the next level.

I removed myself from her, gazing down upon her panting, restrained form, watching her rub her thighs together and practically snarl.

“Hush,” I commanded, placing a finger against her lips. “Settle down…I’m about to give you what you want, but you’ll need to be a good girl for me…can you do that?”

She nodded furiously.

“That’s what I want to hear,” I whispered, leaning back up again. Loudly, I unbuckled my pants, whipping off my shirt and the rest of my clothes. I even tossed my button-up onto her bare body, just to emphasize what was coming.

But I had no intentions of making her cum just yet, even with the entirety of me against her.

No, our game was going to go on…




 

ANGEL

M y body was experiencing an absolute nirvana that I never, ever dreamt impossible. The way that he knew just how best to tantalize me, to continuously push me to stark new heights…

I had long given up on actually escaping my restraints by now. Trent, to my great surprise, had quickly but adeptly improvised bindings that kept my wrists pinned down to the arms of the patio chair.

Truth be told, I wasn’t actually all that eager to get out of them…that was, up until the endless torture of his teasing.

Oh god, his fucking teasing.

It was driving me insane.

All I wanted to do was feeling his deep, animalistic penetration. I craved the touch of his huge cock deep inside me, the thrusting of his magnificent girth to stretch me to my limits.

With the blindfold of my shredded shirt still blinding my sight, I had been drowned in blackness from the start. My senses were on maximum overload, puckering for his definitive pressure and the intensity of his loving attention.

That’s why, when I finally felt the tip of his bulbous crown gently parting my lips down below, I felt an overwhelming need to be completely and utterly dominated by him.

But wait.

No.

No, don’t you fucking do this to me.

Instead of pushing the crown deep into me, he was merely toying with me further. I could feel it push apart my lips, sliding along the nerve endings outside, but never thrusting inward.

Goddammit.

He’s STILL TEASING ME.

Furiously, I fought against the restraints again, but they were so tight. I couldn’t get any leverage to even begin to free my wrists.

Instead, I had to lie there and accept my fate.

I mean, there are worse fates.

But this? This was absolute torture.

…Torture of the most satisfying kind.

“Are you ready for me?” He whispered, pausing his diabolical teasing for just a moment as I caught my breath.

Biting my lower lip flirtatiously but needfully, I nodded enthusiastically to him.

“Good,” he murmured, but his tone…

Something was off.

Only then did I realize the mistake.

He wanted me to stay enthusiastic.

But would it change his behavior?

Would he finally fit himself inside me?

His satisfied groan as he resumed teasing the lining of my drenched, sopping pussy told me that no, it didn’t change a goddamn thing.

UGH.

GOD.

DAMN.

IT.

ALL.

TO.

HELL.

“If you don’t fuck me now, I swear to all that is out there that I will make you absolutely regret this,” I cursed him.

“You sound like you mean that,” he chuckled.

“Look. Me. In. The. Eyes.”

“I can’t…got a little something in the way,” he laughed cockily as he continued teasing my body.

“Ohhhh…you are going to feel my wrath,” I started giggling madly. “I am going to rip you to pieces when I’m free from these!”

For emphasis, I tugged violently at the bindings.

“I’m sure you are,” he whispered, “but I need to believe that you’ll never run off like that again. And the only way to be sure is to condition you…through a marathon of mind-breaking teasing. Wouldn’t you say so?”

“Trent, I am never going to run again,” I pleaded desperately. “Never. Ever.”

“It’s you and me,” he told me.

“That’s right. You and me.”

“Forever?”

“Forever.”

I didn’t even realize what I was saying until after I’d spoken the words, but I gasped with understanding.

Did he mean that?

Did he want me to stay forever?

I didn’t have time to dwell on this, because suddenly, his cock slammed hard into me.

My body was driven over the edge as he began furiously fucking me, his weight pushing down over me.

He was fiddling with something briefly to the side, and then the back to my chair collapsed down.

With a slight, padded thud, I realized that I was on my back, my bindings still securing me in place, and he was pushing down on top of me. His majestic, furious cock was penetrating me, over and over, again and again…

And I almost immediately came harder than I thought was humanly possible.

My brain practically whited out in complete, ethereal bliss as the punishing string of climaxes robbed me of all rational thought. The intense collective release left a tremendous ache all across my body. It was only as I began regaining my senses that I realized my tension had loosened my bindings.

Within an instant, I’d ripped my wrists free and thrown myself up from him, tearing the blindfold from my eyes.

As I glared down at Trent, sitting up to face me, his surprise fell way to what was almost fear.

“You look pissed,” he stammered out.

With a snarl, I descended, shoving him onto his back on the unfolded patio chair, where I had just been lying.

“MY TURN,” I furiously told him.

Grabbing his long cock with my hand, I lowered myself down onto it.

“You’ve been in control all this time…”

I moaned hungrily, feeling the overwhelming power of his cock slipping deep inside me. With a deep gasp, I struggled to keep my mind clear.

“…And now, I’m in control. Because you and I… We are partners now. Equals.”

Trent’s lip curled, but he didn’t contest this.

I lowered myself down hard onto his cock, and we both shuddered together with pleasure.

“And that means, from now on…we’re on the same page, you and I…”

I thrust down again.

“No secrets…”

And again.

“No fears…”

And again.

“No running away.”

Trent’s fingertips dug deep into my skin as he threw his head back in ecstasy. I don’t think he remembered what it was like to relinquish even a tiny bit of control.

“You and me, Angel,” he whispered seductively. “You and me against the fucking world.”

“That’s right,” I murmured, leaning forward to grasp onto his shoulders. I rolled my hips into his, and he thrust up to meet my movements. “You and I are a team. And from this point on… I won’t run, and you won’t control. We’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”

“You’re goddamn right,” he smiled.

I leant down, sealing the promise with a kiss. It wasn’t a hungry, lustful kiss between us – but that doesn’t mean it was any less passionate than any other kiss we’d ever had.

As we pulled away, we were in a different world together.

We were unified.

We were one.

We were together, in body and mind.

“Are you ready for this?” I whispered.

“Show me what you’ve got,” he grinned cockily.

I rolled my hips down against his again, harder than ever, and he practically let loose in the instant.

“For the rest of tonight, I’m calling the shots,” I told him. “And you’re going to be okay with that.”

“I already am.”

“Good,” I cooed, rocking against his body.

And for the rest of the night, we didn’t fuck. We weren’t at it like hungry, ravenous teenagers, sloppily banging with complete, animalistic abandon.

Instead…

We made wild, passionate, furious love.

And it was the second-best night of my life.

As for the best night…




 

ONE YEAR LATER

A s I nodded tearfully with what must have been a ridiculously goofy smile, the roomful of pop stars and rock musicians burst into thunderously cheerful applause. Trent, happier than I had ever seen him, almost fumbled the ring as he slipped it up onto my finger.

Living with a mega rockstar for twelve months had been an enlightening experience. I’d adjusted to his world now – the endless promos, the record deals, even the paparazzi.

Trent Masters and the Whiplash dissolved a few weeks after we arrived back home, citing “creative differences.”

Of course, I knew what really happened.

It had ended with split lips and broken bones.

The other musicians were off doing their own thing – the last I’d heard of them, they had tried to pull together a new band with pair of new singers, but were inwardly struggling to define their sound. It wasn’t looking hopeful.

And that was before dreadlocked Waylon wound up with possible charges of sex with a fan just below the age of consent. It was still inconclusive, but from what Trent had told me… it was probably inevitable.

Trent, meanwhile, had rescued his old bassist from that fate. Terence, ever quiet and studious, was a talented professional of several instruments. With Trent on vocals, acoustic, and electric guitar, Terence handled bass, piano, and occasionally violin duties.

But they still needed a third.

I politely declined when they originally approached me to play drums. I didn’t have any professional training, but they were convinced that my ability to keep rhythm was all I needed to get started. I practiced day and night…

Turned out, it worked. The two of them kept throwing out words like “a natural” and “drumming prodigy”, but I didn’t really believe any of that. I wanted this, and these days, I was willing to work hard and take what I wanted.

Together, we called ourselves The Tonic Electronic, quickly striking out a single that surprisingly found its way onto on the Billboard Top Ten. A few months later came our debut EP, up for critical acclaim and routine radio play.

I just liked the feel of the drumsticks in my hands. Although we knew we weren’t going to tour much, I loved knowing that I was onstage with my lover and our friend – making music that drew large, dedicated crowds.

It didn’t hurt that, while I completely trusted Trent, I got to watch him routinely turn down thirsty, lustful groupies and send them towards our very grateful stud of a musician.

Trent’s repeat success had also drawn the attention of a major label veteran – and that friendship quickly blossomed into mentorship. Guided every step of the way, he was weeks away from formally debuting his own label, Whiplash Records.

Not only were we self-representing, a couple of other singers wanting to go solo had already headhunted Trent to support them. He was just putting the finishing touches on the proper team of studio professionals to see their careers rise.

Some of them were here this night, watching Trent propose to me. I’d naively thought this was some kind of a label pre-launch party, which is why I’d been surprised when other Top 40 musicians had been present.

As the champagne popped, and musical celebrities came to offer their congratulations, I realized that I had found my place in the world – a place beside the man who had always looked out for me and kept the evil men in my life away.

With that said, though, my distorted memories from before the accident were probably never going to come back…

But you know what?

I didn’t need them.

This new life of mine that Trent and I had forged together was perfect, just the way that it was. And now, with his ring on my finger, I knew that we were going to be happy together for the rest of our lives… I even took the time to let Old Greg know about it… It just felt right.

While we enjoyed the company of our friends, my fingers slipped into my pocket for my phone. I was going to make a post to Facebook for our fans to see. That’s when my fingers brushed against the folded sheet of paper – the results from my surprise exam earlier today.

I hadn’t even told him my big surprise yet.

Trent was going to be a daddy.
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PROLOGUE


T  HE AIR felt too damp and still for Northern California in August.

The night reeked of unease.

From the odd weather to the moon that stayed sheltered behind the evening’s clouds, it was as though the Universe was all too aware of what we’d done and felt uncomfortable bearing witness to it.

In the darkness, I stood and writhed at the feeling of my dirtied white tank top clinging to the skin of my back. My stale breath couldn’t seem to decide whether to heave slower, quicker, or —should fate allow me the reprieve — stop entirely.

I wrapped my arms as tightly as I could around my torso. I still believed I could find some elusive comfort beneath these watching stars.

“How much longer?” I asked Landon again while wiping some more tears from my face before he noticed. “The sun’s up soon.”

Landon, my then-high school sweetheart, looked up to me with his bright blue eyes and tensed brow with exasperation. Despite his expression, I knew in my heart that his patience with me would hold strong no matter how annoying I became tonight, or any other night really.

“Y—You shouldn’t be doing this,” I panted with an aggressive shake of my head. “Landon, you shouldn’t fucking be doing this.”

I lunged forward to try take the shovel from his grip but he stopped me.

“Lucy—”

“This could ruin everything for you. I shouldn’t have brought you into this. I shouldn’t’ve agreed to it! This was a mistake; A big fucking mistake. What have I done? What the fuck have I done? I’m worse than him now!”

I broke down beneath the weight of the moment I found myself in. My knees buckled, collapsing me into the dirt where I wished to stay forever; in this darkness, brooding on what I’d done, living out my punishment.

In my state of seemingly endless panic, my breath kept rapid. Every inhale of the muggy summer evening felt viscous, suffocating me of any reverie I once found in fresh air.

Kneeled in my deserving suffering, I could make out the beads of sweat building on Landon’s brow. He stood three-feet deep in a muddy hole he’d been digging for what I guessed was the better part of two hours. His hands were dirtied beneath the moonlight and the old shovel he was holding had worn through his leather gloves.

A harmless rustle from the bushes caused me to startle again. I turned left and right for any sign of the police or FBI or whomever else who were surely trying to find us by now. Tears stung raw in the back of my throat.

“Babe,” Landon’s soothing cadence entered my ears. “Lucy, it’s probably a bird. No one, no one is looking for us.”

He climbed from the hole, removed his gloves and rested his hands on either side of my sweaty face. After wiping my damp hair from my forehead, he made sure my eyes were locked on his.

“You’re safe now. You’re always safe while I exist. Do you trust me on that? No bad will come to us for this. Do you trust me?”

I nodded.

Me and Landon had been together three trialling but fulfilling years. In that time we’d shared, I’d happily given him all of me — My secrets, my fears, my problems and my heart; But most importantly, he had my trust — A part of myself I hadn’t offered to anyone else in my life, not even to my own family.

He cradled me into his arms and squeezed tightly. A kiss against my forehead rested my nerves for a moment and briefly distracted me from where I was. But then I made a mistake…

A mistake of tilting my head up to look some feet beyond Landon’s shoulder…

There was a body basking beneath the blue of the moon. Daryl Palermo, the man who gave me life laying unnervingly still on the ground. His once sun-kissed skin was pallor with the ghoulish glow of the dead.

My empty stomach wretched.

He ceased to exist, unable to inflict any more pain upon me or my mother— But why did that thought not make me feel better like it should? Landon felt my dry heaves and hid my face again. Even in death, that man had me retreating like some scared puppy into the safety of Landon’s arms. This time, he wouldn’t deal me merely a small cigarette burn on my arm for not recording his Raiders game. In death, his punishment was inescapable and unending; I made a choice and I would bear this moment forever.

The nook of Landon’s elbow rescued me from further anguish. He combed his fingers through my hair.

“I’ll finish this and we can move on, okay? Daryl won’t hurt you anymore.” He embraced me tighter until my back clicked and the sickly earthy stench of soil was replaced with his Old Spice deodorant. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”

I took a moment to breathe my boyfriend in so he could refill my strength. I wanted to feel some hope that things could return to normal again once the trauma had worn off…

Then my head shook of its own accord.

My heart knew the truth:

“I’m never forgetting this, Landon,” I confessed. “I’ll never forget this. I can’t do it like you do. I can’t blank out the bad stuff and just move on from here.”

My breath hastened again. The realization clogged my airways.

“We need him back,” I choked. “He can’t be gone yet. I’ll take his place. I’ll do it.” I turned my fury to the Gods. “Take me instead. I want him back!”

I lurched away from Landon with an overwhelming belief that I could somehow shake Daryl back to life.

“No, Lucy,” Landon cried and pulled me away. “Listen. Look at me. Look at me! You won’t carry this alone. I’ll be here for you. I am so sorry that I can’t take the pain away, but this is about becoming stronger. Becoming stronger without him to get in your way. You’re a fighter. This is what fighters do. We never asked for the circumstances we were given in life but we sure as hell can choose how we’re going to deal with them. You and I, we’ve always found answers to our problems. We always have.”

I thought back to the times we stood hand in hand, getting through the bullshit of our lives; Like when Landon was wrongfully accused of battery. Framed by a local gang-banger, he almost ended up in prison for five years. I took the fall, claiming self-defense and the cops bought it. Or there was a time when Landon couldn’t afford our school trip to Disneyland because his second foster mom drank the funds away. We worked our asses of mowing lawns in the neighborhood to pay for it. I remember to when my mom, high on her vices, had my neck tightly in her grip when she thought I’d raided her stash. Landon stood up to her by smashing her pipes and pouring her junkie filth down the sink… And he ended up taking a good left hook from Daryl for his trouble.

I didn’t want to think about Daryl right now… I didn’t want to think about all the ways he’d hurt us. I didn’t want to think about all the ways he’d hurt everyone.

“D’you hear me?”

“There might’ve been another way,” I said. “I should’ve found another way.”

Despite Landon’s optimism that everything would be okay with Daryl gone, I couldn’t accept it. I’d come to terms with the concept that Landon and I were cursed to live a life of suffering.

“No!” he snapped back and held me tightly by my shoulders. “There was no other way! You’re the one who went to Mac begging for help behind my back. Did you seriously think I wouldn’t get dragged into this? The things he did to you…The things he was going to do. That man would have ended you, and nobody would have blinked a damn eye. Not the school, not the cops. You were a prisoner with him, Luce. And when I said I’d kill to protect you, you knew I meant it.”

“I don’t blame you for any of it,” I responded numbly. “But I don’t want it. I fucked up. I fucked everything up!”

We stared at each other then I pulled Landon into me one last time to dig my bitten-raw fingernails into the muscles of his back. His warmth, even on that balmy night, was the nearest safe-haven I could find.

“Come with me… Please…”

“I can’t do that Lucy… You know that. I owe the debt to Mac, the club won’t let me patch out… If I go with you,we’re both going into the ground.”

“To hell with Mac, to hell with your fucking debt, and to hell with the goddamned club,” I cry, landing fits against Landon’s chest.

“I love you, Lucy… It’s not safe for you here. Get in the damn truck and don’t stop driving. Forget I ever fucking existed.”

“I can’t do that, Landon…”

“You have to.”






CHAPTER 1



SIX YEARS LATER


Six years almost to the day.

The visceral memories — the musty smell, the damp heat, Daryl’s pallor skin in the moonlight — I bury them with a palmful of prescribed meds I take every morning.

I click the cabinet door closed and lower my gaze to the sink instead of the mirror. I know what to expect to see in the reflection after an hour of sleep and I don’t want to be reminded of my exhaustion.

The beige and coral-colored pills form a small pile in my hand. I dry swallow them with well-rehearsed ease. Reminiscing on the burial of my father is the base state of my stream of consciousness, a song I hate playing on never-ending repeat. The pills help turn the volume down a little.

Time has allowed me to admit to eighteen-year-old Landon being wrong about the pain in my life ending that night. It didn’t. Then again, we were naïve and too hopeful for better circumstances. I don’t blame him for believing that ridding me of my father and of himself would solve all my problems. Still, through the wickedness and darkness my father brewed I rationalize that I’d rather have endured his wrath than have to deal with my present mental state. This guilt I carry is debilitating. I seek closure I’ll never find. I wander around in limbo, my present life just one big fat consequence.

I move from my bathroom into my tiny studio that looks out off the west cliff of Baddock National Park.

Northern California. The place I now called home… Through my back door, I see the morning blanketed with a dense marine layer that blocks my usual view of the ocean, or any other view beyond the redwoods in my backyard.

“Another day in paradise, hey handsome?” I say to my landlords’ overweight black cat, Babeen. I’ve come to accept he must enjoy my company to theirs considering how much time he spends here. I appreciate the companionship. Then again, maybe he just likes being fed.

My stomach croaks emptily as it digests my medicine. Babeen mews.

“Yeah, yeah. Alright, we should eat something.”

I crack open a can of tuna for Babeen and try ease my own grumbles with a banana. It isn’t long before he’s finished and makes his way to the couch… I’ve barely taken my first bite as I follow him.

“Mind scooting over?” Babeen lazily lifts his yellow eyes to me then returns to staring out the window. “Someone’s touchy today. What’s up little buddy?”

I sidle in beside his big furry mass that takes up half of the sofa while attempting to swallow a few more bites of banana. Babeen mews again and narrows his eyes.

“Well, it is my sofa technically, y’know?” He sits up, stretches, then clumsily climbs over to sit upon my lap.

“Oh, now you want some love, huh?”

I can’t explain how helpful it is to have another presence in the house, even of the feline variety. I consider Babeen somewhat of a confidant in the matters of my life. I tell him almost everything — my boy problems to my work frustration to my deepest hopes and desires — but I still don’t mention that night… Not even to a cat.

While we rest in silence, the sound of his purring lulls me. My eyes grow heavy with the warmth of Babeen’s weight and I drift to sleep.

 

An abrupt creak.

I jolt violently to the sound of my front door opening. My palm presses to my heart. Babeen leaps from me, scattering away through the back door.

“It’s only me.” I spin to stare wide-eyed at the figure in the doorway. It’s Billie, my landlord slash best friend…

Of the people in my life, this amazing woman would serve as the best soundboard for my woes but I’ve already built our relationship on an unstable foundation of mistruths. The town of Baddock know me as Lucy, but I’m far from the Lucy I’ve tricked them into thinking I am. I did it to protect myself. I long to tell Billie the whole story, especially when she warms me up with a few glasses of red. I wish I could tell her that I live in a state of paranoia. About how I still wait for the police to show up on my doorstep. I want to tell her about my recurring nightmares and that I can’t sleep longer than three hours a night. I want to tell her that I’m alone in this world. I want to tell her that I’m not who she thinks I am….

And I want to tell her how hard every day is that goes by without Landon in it.

But Landon doesn’t exist in New Lucy’s world.

“Everything okay? You look like you saw a ghost.”

“I was just having a little nap,” I say.

Billie rests the back of her hand to my forehead. “Aw, honey. What’s goin’ on? You feelin’ okay? You do look a little pale.”

I suck my teeth. My truths that I keep bottled up in me have reached a critical mass when someone pries. The secrets that I used to keep so easily are batting at their cages.

“I’ve been having a hard time sleeping.”

“Night terrors again?”

“Mm-hmm. Sleep paralysis. I lay there wanting to scream but…I can’t. And I can’t move and…yeah, I’m exhausted.”

“You sure you wanna work today then?”

“Yeah, ‘course.”

Billie takes one of my coats from a hook and rests it around my shoulders.

“We’ll get you better.” She squeezes me in for a hug. “Do you remember anything specific about them though? I mean, I used to be into studying the meaning of dreams and all that. I read a lot o’ books on them.” Her heavily make-up’ed face beams. Any chance Billie gets to relay her pseudo-spiritual wisdom on me is a chance she’ll take.

I smile to her. “They’re silly, B. I’m sure they mean nothing. Probably hormones or whatever messing with my mind.”

Billie sashays over to the corner of my studio that is aptly also my makeshift artist studio. The walls are littered with inspirational drawings, my own chicken-scratch sketches and paintings, and various nature-sourced relics I’ve collected from the forest floor during my hikes like pine cones, desert flowers and rodent skulls.

Billie’s fingers float over the curves of my latest oil piece that sits on my easel.

“Lucy Rivers, you talented girl, you,” she says, turning to me with eyebrows raised. “This is incredible. Dark, definitely, but incredible.”

“It’s nowhere near finished but thank you.”

“It looks stunning, baby girl.” She cups my face in her over-accessorized hands. “Though, gotta say your nightmares and producing…this? Well, I’m thinking there’s a past life of yours embedded in this one. Our bodies do that, you know? They’ve done research.”

“Oh, really?” I give a puckered smile to humor her.

“Really, really. They say trauma and fears from past lives lock into our DNA and stay with us.”

“They do, do they?”

“Look it up on your Google. Our ancestors imprinted us with their pain. Isn’t that incredible?”

“Sounds shitty to me, to be honest. Can’t that pain just die with them? And, besides, the painting doesn’t mean anything. I’m just…Drawn to darker tones right now. It’s seasonal.”

“Nightmares, or night terrors, and this kind of work being borne from someone as sweet and innocent as you just doesn’t make much sense, Lucy, y’know?” I think she’s onto me for a minute but then she gives me a hearty giggle and a toss of her over-bleached hair.

I tilt my head to examine the woman in the painting…

She was birthed in a dream of mine. She’s naked, half-bent over and reaching for a single fibre sprouting from the charcoal earth. The colors of mustard, storm grays and crimson swirl psychedelically around her disfigured body. While I stare at her, I suddenly feel she’s too revealing. There’s this lingering itch that if I let Billie analyze her too long she’ll soon know the truth— That I’m not who she thinks I am.

“We should go,” I say and push her out the door.



“Alright, alright. I can’t hold it in any longer,” Billie says. We finish our walk to The Baddock Tavern and General Store— One of only twenty businesses spread across the town. “I have a little bitty confession to make.”

“Spill.”

“Weeell,” she says, “you know that new guy at the post office?”

“Oh. With the…”

“Yes, yes. The one with the lazy eye who I made fun of the other day. Yes.”

She turns the key in the front door and we walk inside. The entire building is made of wood and slate stones which leaves the room freezing in the mornings.

“Yeah.”

“Well, over-the-hill Billie here might have herself a date on Friday night.” My mouth falls open and my eyes widen.

“Aw, Billie. That’s adorable!”

“Yep, a real date where we’re getting dressed up and heading to a restaurant out of town.”

“Ooh, very continental,” I reply, doing my best to be in high spirits. My excitement for my best friend should show more than it is but the happiness is seeming harder to produce today.

“Come on.” Billie’s eyes catch mine and she lets her whole body sigh and her lower lip pout forward. “Are you actually sick? Because I’m sending you home if you’re sick!”

“No, I’m fine. Tell me all about him. I wanna hear.”

Billie continues despite reading the signs that my mind is elsewhere today. She rants on about their cute dealings with each other the past few days, how they keep bumping into each other, how he’s also twice divorced.

“Oh! And he’s got this bucket list item of traveling across the country on a Harley Davidson motorcycle. He even said I should go along with him when he’s saved up the money, Luce. Can you imagine how romantic and sexy that would be? We’d be like Bonnie and Clyde.”

“That’d be…a dream come true, Billie.” My mind clouds with Landon as soon as that dream — that all too familiar dream— is mentioned. He had a map with a line in red marker for the roads we’d take, and a magazine page of the exact bike he wanted— The 2002 Harley Davidson V-Rod, if I remember correctly. Our silly little escape plan that never came to be… He’d already half filled a mason jar with odd coins and dollar bills to go towards the goal. I don’t know where that jar is now.

“You’re coming with me,” Landon had told me as we cuddled up on his single bed.

“Can Mom come too?”

Instead of answering me, he took the red pen and drew on the magazine page. I took it from him to see he’d drawn a side-car just for Mom.

“Lucy?” Billie’s voice brings me back to reality.

“I’m sorry. That’s…That’s so great! Billie, he sounds perfect for you. Truly.”

“Hmm, I do recall you referring to him as dull and homely so I don’t know whether to take that as a compliment.”

“Hey now. That isn’t what I meant. You know that,” I plead with a creased brow. “Come on.”

Billie raises both her eyebrows as she folds up some dish cloths. “It’s OK. I know I’m no Grace Kelly.”

“Billie, you’re beautiful.” And I mean it, despite her choice of attire and Botox showing quite clearly that she’s having a hard time embracing her late thirties.

“Quit making me blush. Always such a sweetheart to me aren’t you? I’m too lucky to have you around here.”

“Why?” I laugh.

“You have it all going for you, baby girl. You’re young, gorgeous, talented and kind. Why would you choose to end up in this place? You should be running around the world right now with some Italian hottie. Heck, you should be running the world. You were born with potential, Lucy. People like you have purpose for this lifetime. You shouldn’t squander it here.”

“Okay, Mom,” I tease.

“Yeah, make fun of me but you are squandering your gifts. You and Todd should go on a trip somewhere, perhaps.” Todd. I hadn’t even thought about him today. “I think you should take a couple weeks off to explore. You said you’d never been to another state before, right?”

“I think it’s a bit soon for a trip. You know we’re not exactly together yet.”

Billie’s right though. I haven’t been outside California and have no plans to now that Baddock offers me the sanctuary — or, rather, purgatory — I sought when I ran away. The idea of leaving this place gives me chills.

The bell on the door twinkles brightly and in walks Todd. He’s wearing his navy NYC baseball cap that he wears everyday, a tight gray tee that shows off his figure, and is already smiling at me by the time I see him. I forget to smile back.

“Ladies, how are we today?”

He meets me behind the bar, holds his hand to my hip, and gives me a friendly peck on the cheek. Over his shoulder, I can see Billie making an excited face and trying to coax me to hug him.

“Morning,” I say. “How are you?”

“I’m great. Crazy night last night, dude. Super busy, Billie. Looks like you might be able to give us those raises after all.”

“Todd, my darling,” Billie yells from the door of the general store at other side of the tavern, “those raises only come when you all actually do your jobs properly. You forgot to put the mop away in here last night. I’ve told you enough times that it makes the place smell like absolute shit. Come and smell this.”

Todd and I laugh to one another. I’m still not sure where he and I stand relationship-wise. He seems into this, more than I am… I’m not looking for anything serious…For now, it’s all very fresh and I appreciate having him around.

When we reach the door, a small breeze of the mop smell that Billie mentioned hits my face. I recoil off of Todd and gag loudly, shoving my mouth and nose into my elbow. That smell. The smell.

“Y’alright there?” Todd says as I try fan away the nightmare again.

“I’m fine.”



We continue on our day of serving customers consisting of both Baddock locals and outside campers coming to find the solitude we in this town pride ourselves on. Pints of beer, plates of pub grub, loud conversations, and giggling children all make up the ambience of the place that I love. It’s loud, boisterous, friendly and distracting.

“How was your day off? I tried visiting after my shifts but you weren’t home.” Todd rejoins me at the bar. He took over serving in the general store. I knew I couldn’t bear even a waft of that smell again so made up a lie that Billie said I had to stay at the bar.

“Really? Sorry. I was out all day hiking and swimming. Maybe you missed me on the way back.”

“Todd, my boy. How’s the Chevvy coming along?”

“Not bad, Ralphy. Got a few more parts to save for but she should be ready soon.” Todd serves Ralph Clinton, the only cop in town. “But, that’s dope, babe. Did you manage to do any more work on that naked chick painting?”

I squint at his referring to the piece in such a vulgar way. The woman in the painting has become somewhat of a living creature in my world. There’s an urge to protect her, to keep her safe from the opinions and judgements of others.

“Um…Yeah. The naked chick— That I’ve poured my soul into by the way.” I smile to ease the tension but hope I got my point across. Though I wish to call Todd out more, it’s not worth the argument.

“It looks really good so far,” he says, sidling in behind me. “I can’t wait to see it finished.”

“That is if I actually do finish it.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s my baby. I don’t know if she’ll ever be done.”

“Why not?”

“Well, I wake up every day and know I need to improve her somehow or make sure I’ve expressed correctly. It’s like she evolves with me. But at the same time, I do feel a little uninspired in working on her right now for the same reason.”

“You’re uninspired?”

“Well, yeah.”

“How?”

“What do you mean? I just…Don’t have the motivation to work on her.”

“You poor, poor thing. I mean, yeah, your life is definitely super uninspiring.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Living off the grid, in perfect weather, under redwoods with no sign of urban life to be found for miles. Life is just sooo hard for poor Lucy.”

“Um, yes?” I say accidentally until I realize my life might seem perfect to an outsider.

I knock him playfully in his arm to regain some composure. Most of the time, his sarcasm’s fine but, as with Billie, I don’t have the patience for much today.

“Inspiration doesn’t just come from nature and calm.”

“So, where do you think you’d find it?”

I take a beat to ponder the question. I haven’t thought about where I’d seek it lately. My nightly hikes of late have revolved around me debating my existence rather than my art. I used to return from the trails, my hair damp from a swim in the waterfall, and I would immediately be at my easel lost in my work. Now, though, I return home and collapse on the sofa. There, I fall into a depressing nap before the sound of the nocturnal creatures or Babeen wake me up again only to toss and turn until sunrise.

“So?” he asks again.

“In time,” I decide to say.

“In time?” Todd laughs at my response and slides a pint to the next customer. “You’re adorable.”

“Right.”

“Hey,” he says when he realizes my mood’s shifted. “I’m just playing around, Lucy. Hopefully you’ll find that time soon. You’re talented. You’ll find it again.”






CHAPTER 2


I  look up in my frenzy of a work shift to see the clock reads eight in the evening— The post-sunset crew. Figures why the place is crescendoing with patrons barely able to squeeze beside each other to approach the bar. The other staff weave through with customers’ food orders, Billie is run off her feet sorting deliveries, Todd is filling pint after pint, and all I want to do is hide in a dark corner for five minutes and take a breather. Instead, I continue to hold my smile and try to hear the orders above the thunderous harmony of conversations.

I rack up a tray of beers for a rowdy group of Australians at the front and put my waitressing skills to good use, making sure not to spill too much.

“Hiya, beautiful,” one of them says.

“Hey, fellas,” I reply. “We have five pints of IPA and a Corona.”

“Just set ‘em down, love. We’ll sort ‘em.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, course.”

“And while you’re at it, how ‘bout you take a break and have one on me?” says another. I reveal a reluctant polite smirk. I guess he’s cute but not my taste at all with his hipster beard and loud Hawaiian shirt.

“Super flattered, guys but I gotta stay at the bar. We’re way too rammed right now.”

“You enjoy it when it’s rammed, love?” His mates snicker.

“Scotty, show some fuckin’ decorum, mate. Anyway, love, come on. One drink.”

“No, really. I can’t. I’m so sorry.”

“You’re gonna make our Marco cry,” another one laughs. “Your man at the bar can handle himself. Look, he’s onto it.”

I start to panic slightly as Marco has taken his hand and is now squeezing on my forearm so I can’t just walk away. It brings back bad memories I don’t want to spend the day thinking about. Sadly, this kind of situation has occurred more than once at this bar. I know to stay calm.

“Well, gentlemen, perhaps if you wait around I’ll be free when it’s a bit—”

“—Bit frigid, aren’t ya, babe?”

My frustration peaks. I snatch my arm back, accidentally knocking two of the pints all over the table and the floor. The Aussies creak their stools back and look down at their dampened clothing.

“Crap! Sorry! Lemme get some stuff to clean it up.”

“Fuck’s sake. Careful there, babe. You stain this, you’re buying me another one.”

I stutter in place as my anxiety tightens in my chest.

“Well?” they press.

I sidle through the customers to find the mop hidden in a closet…

Whoosh! A small gust causes that musty, sickly smell to waft into my nostrils. My anxiety climbs higher. The water in the bucket is grey and muddied…

My father’s white face appears behind my eyelids…

His pale face…

The sunken cheeks…

The feel of the night’s humidity…

The sharp ting! the shovel made as it hit rocks buried deep beneath the soil…

The memories are too real.

I trip backwards and leave through the back door into the dark, crisp night air. I wipe my brow onto my sleeve, not realizing how much I was sweating.

Bang!

I leap again as the door slams shut behind me. I cry out in fright. “It’s just the wind. Just the wind.”

“Shit,” I whisper to the night, knowing I have to make my way through the tavern again and walk beside the Aussie’s with no mop and no cloth.

I focus on putting one foot in front of the other. That’s when I realize I’m a good thirty feet down the street with no intention of turning back. I reason with myself I just need a break to stop my panic attack then I’ll head inside eventually. But I need five minutes… And five minutes turn to fifteen, then twenty.

The further away the low hum of the tavern gets, the more I regain some composure and calm. I hit the railway crossing and finally feel comfortable enough to stop and take a deep inhale.

Then a car approaches from afar with its headlights pointing directly at me. I stand further away from the road just in case they haven’t seen me. But instead of driving on, the car screeches to a stall. A young woman climbs from the driver’s side without turning off the ignition. She approaches me quickly. I consider removing my Swiss Army knife just in case.

“Excuse me!” She squeals before I have time to act. “Excuse me! I need your help, please. Please!”

I look over my shoulder to see if she may be talking to someone else also wandering in the dark.

“Hey, please help me!”

“What’s…What’s wrong?” I say and step out beneath a streetlight so we can see one another.

“Th—There’s been an accident. Someone’s been run off the road. I…I was just going to the store to get firewood and I drove by them just lying there. I don’t have a phone to use so I was just going to the store to call an ambulance. We need to call an ambulance.”

I make out the look of panic on her face and rest a hand on her shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay. Where are they?”

“Uh, they’re like…back there, like, two miles, I guess…I think. I don’t know. I rushed to find help and I went as quick as I could. I don’t know this area very well.”

“Is someone still with them?”

“No. No! Shit! I panicked and figured calling an ambulance was the best way I could help.”

“Nearest ambulance is an hour away and the hospital is even further. If somebody’s hurt, it’ll be faster if we bring them in…”

“But… Do you have a cellphone or something?”

I glanced over my shoulder and shuddered at the thought of going back for my purse.

“No… Just bring me to the accident, if it’s bad, you can go back to get help.”

 

We speed toward Old Road.

Around a sharp bend, the black remnants of skid marks stain the road and a motorcycle is lying haplessly on its side just barely visible in the grass alongside the road, its metal components twisted into uselessness and the rider nowhere to be seen.

Before Jules has even completely stopped her car, I leap out and ran towards the bike.

“Are you okay?!” I yell, hoping for an answer.

I ease my way down the six-foot-steep grass hill, spotting the leather clad rider laying prone on the ground. He’s saying something but I can’t hear it over the beating of my own heart.

“Should I go back and try to find more help?” the woman who drove me here shouts.

“Just a second,” I replied loudly. Bending a knee, I crouch beside the biker. He’s lying on his back with his face turned away.

“Sir, what’s your name?” I say bluntly and clearly while my hands pat his jeans to try and find a wallet or phone. I come up short.

“Ughhhh,” he groans in pain. “Fuuuck. It hurts.”

“Sir, what’s your name?”

He turns his head toward me. I angle my own and squint to try and see the man’s face but it’s shadowed beneath his helmet. He groans again a little more clearly this time.

“Don’t worry, just relax… We’re going to get you help.”

“Nooo,” the biker slurs and touches a hand to my arm. “No cops. No ambulance. No hospital.”

Had he been drinking? I wondered to myself. He wasn’t making any sense.

“Sir, you need help. You’ve just tumbled off your bike, okay? You could be seriously hurt.”

“No. Goddamn. Help.”

“You don’t have any say in this. You’re lucky to be alive.”

I stand back up, but the biker’s leather glove latches firmly around my ankle.

“You call…anybody,” his gravely voice tells me, “I’m…a fucking dead man anyway, sweetheart. You wanna send me back there, huh? You wanna put an innocent man in jail?”

I kick my ankle away from his touch. “Relax. You won’t get in trouble.” I’m not sure if that’s true. If he’s drunk there’s every possibility this guy will end up in jail, but that’s not my problem.

“Don’t,” he orders again.

“Just leave me here. Help me to my bike…”

“Excuse me?” I say.

“You heard me.”

“No way I’m leaving you here,” I reply. “Besides, that pile of metal isn’t going anywhere.”

“What?” the biker hisses roughly. He lifts his head so that his bloodied face becomes illuminated in the moonlight.

I stumble back at who lies at my feet because I know what this means: New Lucy just died.






CHAPTER 3


Y ou did it again you fucking dope. I don’t know what I’m doing here, lying in the wet grass with a couple of strangers lingering over me telling me I need to go to the hospital. I don’t need any goddamn help from no one. I can’t feel much pain. Sure, my face feels a bit beat up but it’s nothing I haven’t endured before. I have places to be tonight. I remember that…I think. But what I can’t seem to piece together is why the fuck I’m here— Wherever here may be.

The chick who was desperate to get me help has fallen silent. I’m now getting another lecture by some other lady about how if I don’t get medical assistance something bad might happen to me.

“Something bad already happened,” I say.

I’m already steps ahead. If I were taken to a hospital, police’d be up in there quick trying to slam me for all those warrants I remember skipping out on…Do I remember? Anyhow, no way in hell I’m heading to prison. Not this year. Not this damn lifetime.

“Where am I?” I ask.

“Baddock National Park, off the 1-B. Two hours south of The Bay.”

“Aw, shit.”

My brain spasms as it tries to remember what the fuck I was up to earlier today. Did I stay at a buddy’s house who lives out here? Did I have an event to make it to? Why the fuck am I on the coast? I must have hit my head a lot harder than I thought.

“Where were you going?” says the young girl. “If you’re not going to hospital, can I call someone for you?”

“I, uh…” I trail off. I analyze whether my body is ready to sit up yet. While I decide, I unbuckle my helmet from my chin, discarding it into the long grass. I lift my neck slightly higher to test the extent of my injuries. The pain seems familiar, therefore not all that serious enough to warrant an emergency room visit. Finally, I’m able to sit up.

“Careful, careful,” says the older woman.

“Do you feel okay?” The younger girl asks. She’s a pretty one, but her questions are getting on my nerves.

“Look, no offense but can ya back the fuck up?” I realize my voice is croaky and my mouth tastes like ass; all dry and bitter. “I’m fine.”

My fingers comb through my hair. It’s fucking hot here in my leather jacket. I’m suffocating. But when I go to take it off, a sharp pain propels like an electric shock up my shoulder. A whine escapes my throat accidentally cuing the girl I’ll name Mary-Sue to pipe up again.

“Y—You are hurt,” she says quietly, almost timidly.

“Yeah, no shit.”

“Then…”

I sigh. She shuts up and finally realizes there ain’t no point in pressing someone as stubborn as me.

“You wanna help so bad, darlin’? Help me take this off.”

I wait, surprised when she doesn’t assist me right away.

“Okay,” I say. “So you don’t wanna help me. I’ll do it my damn self.” I shake the jacket off. This makes me cry out. My shoulder doesn’t feel right. “Fuck! Goddammit! Doesn’t help I can’t see what the fuck I’m doing.”

“Stop it, you’re hurting yourself,” the girl cries out, moving a bit closer. She is fucking dangerous gorgeous, petite with long, hair and a body that’d make any man lose their manners.

“What’s your name?” the older woman asks.

I’m in shock— That’s why I can’t remember shit. I laugh her question off for now because I don’t have any goddamned idea what my name is.

“How many fingers am I holding up?” the older woman continues as if it fucking matters.

I flip her off with my still functional arm.

“Hey! She’s just trying to help,” Dangerous Mary-Sue pipes up.

“I don’t need any fucking help!”

She pauses and stares. The look she’s giving me is hard to read. She seems deer-in-headlights, wide-eyed and slack jawed as though I’ve caught her in the act. Then her heads drops and she moves back into the darkness beside me.

“Let me help you,” she says gently.

And I do as she shimmies the final sleeve of the jacket from my arm.

“You’ve dislocated your shoulder.”

“Yeah, cheers for that, Sherlock.”

“If you quit that attitude, I can put it back in but I need you to stay really, really still. Hey miss, do you wanna speak to him for a little bit for me? Hold him still.”

The older woman crouches down to me, putting an arm behind my back.

“Are you ready?”

“Yeah, just…Just gimme a sec. I’m just distracted by the fact I’m about to be in excruciating pain right now.”

“Quit complaining,” Mary-Sue says. “You’re so drunk this won’t hurt a bit.”

“I’m not drunk,” I say then realize that could probably help explain my current fuzzy head and short temper.

“Just ignore her,” the older lady says. “Talk to me. Are you from around here?”

“Portland,” I answer instantly, the city flashing to life in my mind. I guess I hadn’t forgotten everything. “Been there… Awhile.”

Click. Mary-Sue gently extends my arm. I flinch, but before I can say another word, she makes a move that is anything but gentle.

“Jesus fuck!” I shout. A shocking pain so jarring buckles my sanity. I shout like a little bitch into the night. It seethes down the tendons of my arms like mercury.

“There.” Mary-Sue gives me a demeaning pat on my leg. “All better.”

“You said it wouldn’t hurt!”

“Quit being a baby. You’re a fighter. Fight through the pain,” she says sarcastically. “You don’t want to be using it much for a few days. We’ll need to strap it up. I’ve got a first aid kit back at the tavern.”

“The tavern?”

“Yeah, it’s where I work now…I mean…It’s where I work.”

“We’re not taking him to the hospital?” the older woman asks, but Mary-Sue stops her. “Lets just get him back to the tavern. That’ll give me a chance to look him over and we can use the phone there if he still needs an ambulance.”

“Any chance of a name before I’m kidnapped by a couple strangers in the middle of the woods?”

“I’m Jules,” the older lady says, but she goes quiet when she realizes I wasn’t really asking her… We sit there in an uncomfortable silence until my Mary Sue speaks up in a voice no louder than a mild wind…

“It’s Lucy. Lucy…Rivers.”

“Lucy,” I reply, a cool but distant feeling of recognition rolling around in the back of my mind. I try to hang onto whatever fucked up memory is still inside my fucked up head, but it’s gone as quickly as it appeared.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I say, hauling myself to my feet.

Lucy gives me one hell of a confused look, and she tries to stop me as I walk over to what’s left of my ride, telling me that I need to take it easy… I might not remember everything, but I know taking it easy was never my strong suit. I stare down the black two lane highway and feel an overwhelming urge to get the bike out of sight.

“Help me with this,” I ask her, grabbing onto the handlebars with my good arm. Together, we pull the wreck further into the grass. On our way back toward the car they arrived in, Jules is eyeing me suspiciously.

“So, before I let you in my car, maybe you could tell me your name?” she asks.

My head pulsed with pain. “Look lady, I can’t think straight right now… I don’t… I don’t know…

“You don’t?” she replied, cutting me off. “You don’t know your name?”

I closed my eyes, ignoring the throbbing ache behind my eyes as I dragged a word from the depths.

It felt right… It felt like home. Right or wrong, I was going to use it because I needed to get the hell off the side of the damn road.

“Landon….. My name is Landon.”






CHAPTER 4


M y finger pulls at a ring of water left on the wooden surface of the table. My knee is bouncing underneath it. This is torture. This is the gods playing some cruel trick on me. They’re taunting me. The only thing that could bring me relief right now is to scream and cry until my throat is raw. But I can’t.

Instead, I’m made to sit in a booth at The Tavern beside the single love of my life, and he’s acting like he doesn’t even know me!

“So, Landon. What do we do with you?” Billie says, standing beside me with her arms folded. “‘Cause you sure as hell aren’t staying here by yourself.”

The tavern was empty by the time we arrived back allowing me a chance to endure another panic attack in the privacy of the bathroom.

“I’ll stay with him tonight, Billie,” I say. “If anything goes wrong, it’s on me.”

“That’s an even worse idea. No way in hell I’m trusting him around you. No way, no how, young lady.”

“I’m right here,” Landon says.

We ignore his comment. “You’re being dramatic.”

I’ve hardly spoken a word since we walked back in here. I keep coming back to the idea that this might be one very lucid night terror. How else can I rationalize this? Heck, I don’t want to rationalize this because it means facing heavy choices I’m nowhere near stable enough to make right now, or ever for that matter. Landon is supposed to be a ghost of my past. I’ve spent six years trying to let him go, to stop loving him, to stop thinking about him. All that anguish spent fighting the memory of him and here he is, in the flesh, in my tiny town.

“Why are you even here? What brings you to Baddock?” Billie continues.

“It wasn’t by choice, darlin’. This one’s the reason I’m here.” Landon gestures to me with his one free arm since his other is now in a sling. I wanted to be left the hell alone back there.”

“You don’t ‘darling’ me.” Billie leans onto the table to tower over him but Landon doesn’t seem intimidated. “Your boyish charms may work on the other ladies but they sure as shit ain’t flying here. I’m not asking you how you ended up in my goddamned tavern. I’m asking you why you’re in this goddamned town.”

“I wish I could fucking tell you,” Landon replies, rubbing his temples. “Look, things are a little foggy right now.”

I continue to dab disinfectant onto his facial wounds fighting every urge to have him hold me, to inhale him, to feel him. I want to thank the Universe for returning him to me. I want to be happy that he’s back but I realize the truth…

He’s not back, not really. He doesn’t look at me the way he used to. He’s not my Landon right now; Just some version of himself lacking the memories to make him mine.

And maybe there was a greater truth… Landon might not remember why he came to Baddock tonight, but I was pretty sure I knew.

He was here for me.

The only question was… Why? Was he in trouble? Was I?

“Look, Ma’am, I understand you’re upset. I have no clue what the fuck happened tonight. I’ve got a fucking concussion, I can barely remember my name, and your lecturing isn’t really helping ease the pain.”

Landon kicks his feet up on the table.

“You arrogant shit.”

“Billie!” I say. I have to stand to back her away from him. She’s gone red in the cheeks and I know she’s one to hit a man when the situation calls for it.

“This is my establishment, boy.”

“As you’ve said ten times before. And I’ll say again, I never asked to be brought here. I told this one to leave me out there.”

“Billie, stop. Stress won’t help his head trauma. Save it for tomorrow.”

“He’s not staying here, Lucy. If he can’t remember anything he should be in the hospital.”

“I’m not going to a goddamned hospital,” Landon said, his voice sending a shiver up my spine. I had to calm them both down before something bad happened.

“Trust me Billie. It’s ok. He’s been through a lot tonight. We all just need some rest.”

Billie narrows her eyes to me but finally relents to my pleas. “You best be believing you’ll be explaining yourself tomorrow when your memory’s working again. We’re a small, quiet town and we don’t need any of this bullshit being brought here.”

“Okay. I think he gets it.”

“He’s gonna hear it from me every time I see him until he leaves… Which is when exactly? Because I want you gone yesterday.” I choke. The thought of him leaving carries new weight for me to burden. He can’t just leave like that, not before we’ve talked this through and he remembers who I am!

“Ignore her,” I say quickly and guide Billie behind the bar to change the subject.

“No, you will not ignore me.”

“Billie, relax, please. Where’s Todd?”

“I sent him home once it quieted down. He’s doing a double shift tomorrow.”

The dull sound of the phone ringing in the office saves me from making small talk to calm her down further.

“Excuse me a second,” Billie says. “You keep him right there and be careful. Who knows what weapons he’s got on him.”

When she’s gone and the door clicks close, I look to Landon. He’s turned his attention to browsing through a well-read coffee table book called Beautiful National Parks of the United States.

I allow myself a moment to simply watch him, my chin cupped in my hand. I love how he’s aged. He’s a man now— The same boyish good looks but with a few more rugged lines that have come from what I’m sure are more hard years and experience within the motorcycle club he got involved with back in high school. His brow is strong, his hair is pulled back, and his chiseled jaw perfectly accentuates those cheekbones of his. He’s wearing only a black t-shirt and his jeans. It’s painful how attracted I am to him, even now… For a minute as I stand playing voyeur, it’s like a fantasy has come true; I’ve been offered the sweet power to peer into Landon’s life for a moment and know he’s okay. That’s until I remember I’m not just a fly on the wall. I’m here with him, actually in his life. Our worlds have collided again in the most bizarre way. I’m joyful and utterly terrified.

“I know this is kinda weird,” I pipe up before I’ve even thought through my idea, “but I have a sofa bed you’re welcome to take until you’re ready to get back on the road… Maybe you’ll, you know, remember things tomorrow… Billie’s gonna be a bitch about you staying here but I’d be happy to have you.”

Landon takes a sip of the beer I’d poured him because I didn’t know how else to busy myself. He reclines in his seat. “That’s real sweet of you but don’t put yourself out for me, honestly. I’ll find my way outta here somehow. You’ve done too much already.”

“Where will you go?”

At that, he lifts his eyebrows and tightens his lip. “I don’t know… Back to Portland. I think… My club… If I go back I think I can find them…”

He searches his mind for some more answers. I can tell he’s more frustrated by this than he’s letting on. I learned to read the signs of Landon’s inner distress early on in our relationship: The flared nostrils, the thousand yard stare, and the way he combs his fingers through his hair repeatedly. He doesn’t find the answers he’s looking for and leans forward to rest his forehead to his fisted hands.

I sidle in beside him again, wrapping my arm loosely around his shoulders. I like feeling the warmth of him against me. “Hey, it’s gonna be fine. You’re in shock. Tomorrow, things will come back.”

Landon lifts his deep blue eyes to me. He has creases in the outer corners that he never used to have. I can only hope they’ve been caused by a life of laughter he’s been living since I left. Then I glance down to the grey inked tattoo on his right arm that’s now fully finished. The way it accentuates his muscles is undeniably sexy. How I long for him to be able to see me through the same new eyes— To witness how I’ve grown into a woman. Would he be impressed?

“I’m really sorry we had to meet under these circumstances, Lucy,” he says in his deep cadence.

The lying is still so hard to do. Each time I go to speak, I send it through a filter of ‘Is this what a stranger would say to another stranger?’.

“M—Me too.”

“In another life, I like to think I could’ve taken you out, thanked you properly for what you’ve done for me tonight.”

I stick a final Band-Aid over a gash in his cheek. “Oh, really?” I smile at the alien sensation of butterflies awaken in my belly. “And what’s keeping you from doing that?”

“Well, unfortunately I—”

“Lucy! In here, please!” Billie interrupts. “Now.”



Inside the office, Billie has closed the door and is explaining to me how she’s going to call Ralph, the local cop.

“What the hell, Billie?” My jaw flexes. “It’s three in the morning. Don’t go waking him up for nothing!”

“He needs to know what’s going on here, Lucy. Why doesn’t Landon want to go to the hospital? That woman who dropped you two off told me he’s lying about his name. You don’t know who this man is. You don’t know what he’s capable of.”

“I said to give him a break until tomorrow. Tomorrow! Wait until he has some memory, Billie. This is ridiculous. He has no idea what’s happening right now! You drag Ralph out of bed and then what happens? How’s Landon supposed to be questioned when he has no answers to give?”

“Maybe he’s lying so he can slither out of this mess he’s made.”

“He is not lying,” My voice is cold, aggressive and I might’ve just given too much away in how impassioned I sounded.

Billie studies me. “I’m doing what’s best, Lucy,” she says, grabbing the phone.

My fists clench at the thought Billie would do this. Ralph isn’t one for being lenient on out-of-towners. He’d probably arrest first and ask questions later.

“No,” I say, grabbing the phone out of Billie’s hands.

“Excuse me?”

“No, Billie. I’ll move him out of the tavern but there is no way I’m giving him over to Ralph until the guy knows what he’s doing here and where he’s from. I’m putting my foot down.”

“Why do you care so much, Lucy? He’s a stranger and not a nice one.”

“Do you see how worried he looks right now? He’s scared, he’s hurt, and he doesn’t remember a damn thing. He needs a night to sleep this off.”

Billie lowers her eyes and sighs. I’m winning her over.

“I’m gonna offer him my sofa until he feels ready to leave.”

“Oh, like hell you are. Not happening.”

“Listen. I’m giving him my sofa, and when he is better, we can figure out what to do next. But for now, you’re not going to call Ralph or anybody else.”

“He could be dangerous, Lucy. That man is a patched member of a motorcycle club. Did you see his jacket? He’s not some recreational bike enthusiast, Lucy. He’s a gang member. He looks rough— His tattoos, his whole look, the fact he doesn’t want to go to the freaking hospital! He’s bad news, baby girl. And worse news for you.”

“You’re reading too much into this. He’s just a guy who crashed his bike.”

“Look, I’ve lived a little more than you have, young lady,” she says. “You’ve been sheltered from how bad the world can be. I know how kind and loving you are and that you want to believe in people but trust me when I say that some people are born bad. Don’t get mixed up with his breed.”

A fire sparks in me. “Don’t condescend me. I’m not as innocent as you think I am.”

“Perhaps, but you are as naïve. With your Catholic upbringing…” A lie I told. “…I’m looking out for you, Lucy. Your love for helping people is a beautiful quality but only when you use it with good judgement.”

“I don’t wanna argue this anymore. If he’s not feeling better in the morning I’ll take him to hospital in the morning with Todd’s truck. I’ll be with him a few hours and if in that time I’m raped, murdered or otherwise then, well, you have my permission to write ‘I Told You So’ on my tombstone. But, like I said, that’s not going to happen.”

“I’m not the bad guy here, Lucy. Why the attitude?”

I roll my eyes and scoff. My heart palpitates with frustration and I turn to leave. This is a weird place to find ourselves— we never argue, ever. It feels wrong.

“Lucy!”

“Leave me alone, Billie. I am a grown adult and you’re not my mother. He’s staying the night and if you call Ralph about this, I’m quitting.”

I leave, shutting the office door behind me. In the tavern, Landon’s still sitting with his face in his hands. I make sure to step on one of the creaky floorboards to capture his attention.

He shoots awake, puffy eyed from the deep nap he must’ve drifted into. “You okay? I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Yeah, sweetheart. Just fell asleep.”

I fall with a sigh beside him and kiss him gently on his head to give him some comfort. He leans back a little from me.

I turn my face away as it blooms a hot blush across my cheeks. “I…I don’t know why I did that.” I have to stand up again and pace for a bit, pretending to rearrange some things on the walls like books and ornaments.

I hear him laugh a breathy laugh from behind me. “Landon, please don’t read into that.”

“Hey, darlin’. Don’t stress. It was sweet. Weird, sure, but sweet.” He laughs again. “Nice to know someone cares.” I inwardly scold myself.

Billie clears her throat to get my attention and reappears from the office, leading me a little away from Landon so he can’t hear us. “I have to go home now. Know that I don’t feel comfortable the way I’m leaving you right now. You two can stay here and I’ll know if you leave because I’ll check the security cameras. I’ll be back at six tomorrow.”

“Billie, I’m an adult. This is on me.”

“No, it’s not on you, actually. That blame would fall on me, your boss and best friend. Remember,” she starts to lower her voice to a whisper, “there’s the gun in the safe. Or the kitchen knives…Oh, maybe I shouldn’t leave the knives out—”

“—He’s not a serial killer, Billie. He isn’t. He’s sweet and normal and not going to bring any harm to me, I promise.”

“You got a crush on this dude or something?”

I twirl a strand of loose hair. “Pfft, yeah, that must be it,” I tell her sarcastically. “That bad boy charm.”

“I’ll text Todd for you and let him know what’s happening.”

“No!” I hiss. “I mean…No, thank you. It’d only complicate things. Please don’t tell him.”

“You need to be honest with him, baby girl. Don’t keep shit like this from him. This is serious.”

“We’re not together.”

“Doesn’t matter. He cares about you.”

“Well, I’ll tell him myself tomorrow.”

“I’m letting him stay, I’m texting Todd so he doesn’t get a shock in the morning,” she says, presenting her hands to me. “That’s the deal.” She grabs her coat from the hook and before I can complain further she holds her fingertips to my lips. “Landon, I’m heading home so I’ll leave you both to be mature adults and figure out what we’re going to do with you. My cell will be on the whole night if you need anything, Lucy. You got it?”

“Thank you.”

“Cheers for all your help, Billie. It’s real nice of you to let me stay.” Landon sounds genuine in his sentiment.

“Mm-hm. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She exits out the door, letting the cold evening breeze blow inside. I shiver.

Landon stands, stretching his one free arm then walks over to me. “Everything okay? You look upset.”

“Billie can just be a little overprotective. Sorry for her whole attitude.”

“Hey, look. I will do my best to find a way to leave ASAP. I don’t wanna burden you with my vegetable brain too much longer.”

“You really don’t remember anything at all? Do you? High school? Yesterday’s breakfast?”

Landon huffs to ease the tension and browses some wood-carved Californian animals on a shelf. “At this point, darlin’, I know my head hurts, I lived in Portland, and I ride on that wreck of a bike we left out there…” He trails off. Something on his hand catches his attention instead. I can make out a silver ring on his thumb that he examines a while. “And… There’s a girl in my life named Mia… Mia Rossi.” When he finishes talking, he looks at me and presents his hands as though to say ‘ta-da!’. But his trick hasn’t impressed me, not one bit.

A girl…. A girlfriend?

My chest constricts. I turn my expression away from him to hide my shock. I’ve never experienced such sudden heartbreak. I’m such a short-sighted idiot! Why did I never consider the possibility that he moved on from us? But I’m a hypocrite. I was out here leading Todd along like one day we’d be dating… Trying to forget Landon existed…

Maybe I needed to crash a motorcycle.

“W—What sparked you remembering her?” I stammer.

“This fuckin’ cheesy-as-shit ring is engraved with her name.”

My hands are visibly trembling and I have to hide them in the pockets of my jeans. I know if I try speak anymore, my words will come out shaky. This is a pain I can’t endure. I think of the two of them together, holding each other, telling her he loves her, maybe even talking about our secret. Would he lie to her about how much he loved me? Would he even mention me at all? I don’t know which would be worse.

“Well, who is she?”

“Think she’s my girlfriend… Or my wife. Ask me in the morning and maybe I’ll know,” he replied, glancing down at his hand again, then back up to my face.

“Lucy? You’ve gone a little pale.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. I’m fuckin’ sick of having all this attention on me. How ‘bout you tell me more about you?”

“I think you know most of it already,” I say truthfully.

“Oh, really? So all there is to a fascinating woman like you is that your name is Lucy and you work in a tavern. Oh, and you’re very persistent in your caring of tall, dark, handsome strangers.”

We make direct eye contact and it intimidates me. “Yep, that’s pretty much it.”

“What’re you into then?”

“Into?” I say and move back to sit in the booth.

“Hobbies, interests, whatever you do when you’re not working.”

“I mean, I paint and draw some. I hike.”

“Oh yeah? What d’you paint?”

“Anything. Impressionist portraits lately but I do landscapes too and sketches and stupid little collages with leaves and things like that.”

“I’d like to see them sometime.”

I smile. “Pfft, good luck with that. I don’t exactly enjoy showing people my work.”

“You sell ‘em?”

“Heck no,” I say, wide-eyed. “I’m not quite up to that standard yet.”

“Somehow, I think you’re underplaying yourself, Lucy.” Landon joins me on the seat and puts his arm around the backrest behind me.

We talk some more. Despite his lack of memory, Landon still has that charm and engagement in conversation that makes you feel like every word you say is important. Ninety-percent of the conversation is about me and art and painting and hiking. Usually, that would terrify me to have so much attention on me but not with him. With him, speaking about myself feels cathartic and significant.



I look up at the clock to see it’s now three o’clock in the morning.

“You wanna sleep?” Landon asks me softly. I shake my head. “Good.” His mouth parts to say something more but he backs off.

“What?”

“It’s…it’s nothin’.”

“Go on, say it.”

He purses his lips and lifts his eyes to mine. “Forgive me for how fuckin’ weird this sounds but can I just say I feel better when I talk to you.” His sincerity intimidates me. I lighten the mood with a soft punch of his arm and a playful ‘shut up’.

“I’m serious.”

He smiles again and the conversation continues, this time moving over other topics Landon seems to have no problem remembering… Harleys, Portland, and ‘Would you rather…?’ type questions.

It’s here in the dim amber glow of the tavern, laughing at Landon’s jokes, getting lost in his eyes, and feeling his breath near me that I find myself torn in two, utterly conflicted. I almost have him back…

And I don’t know how I’ll ever let him go again.






CHAPTER 5


“Wakey, wakey, gorgeous.” I nudge Lucy, who’s asleep on my thigh. She groans a while then wakes to look up at me.

“Wakey, woken,” she tells me with a sleepy smile. “The alarm has spoken.”

Her innocence is endearing.

I chuckle. “Wow. Someone get this girl a spot at slam poetry night.” For that, I receive a whack into my ribs from a sleepily disgruntled Lucy. She’s made me genuinely smile for the first time in who knows how long. I appreciate her for it.

She sits up slowly and rubs her face. I won’t lie that I’m a little taken aback by how calm she seems to waking up where she has. Doesn’t last long though. The reality of the situation hits her and she quickly stands up to back away from me.

“Shit,” she says to the far wall then turns her head back to me. “Landon?”

“Unless you’ve got a new name for me today, then yeah.” My memory’s still cloudy and I’m pissed about it after three hours of uncomfortable rest. With a sigh, Lucy heads toward the bar to pour herself a glass of a water.

She watches me a moment then cocks her head. “How’s your, uh, your head today?”

I have this persistent migraine I know ain’t a good sign but I have no choice but to endure it for now. Lucy can’t find out about it. “Better.”

“And your memory?”

I think of last week to what I go up to. Blank. I try to think of my parents’ names. Again, nothing. Where I went to high school…Where I work…Hell, even my favorite movie. It’s all white noise. “Fuckin’ wrecked, Lucy, if you’ll excuse my French.” I hope to God this Mia girl’s out there looking for me ‘cos ain’t a chance in Hell I can find my way home in this state.

“This really isn’t safe for you to put off seeing a specialist. We need to get you checked out. What if there’s permanent damage?”

“There won’t be.” I drag my teeth along my lower lip. I know I’m wrong. Fuck knows how brains and brain damage work but I can’t bring myself to go. There’s an intuition I can’t ignore, a goddamned good reason for me not wanting to see cops or hospitals trapped in my fucked-up head, and I’m gonna listen to it.

“How would you know?”

“Lucy.” I pound my fist against the table. She shrinks back a little. “Sorry. I’m tired. Just, please, not again with this shit, especially this early. No fuckin’ hospitals. That’s it.”

“But I promised Billie.”

“Well, Billie doesn’t seem to give a fuck about me and my well-being anyhow.”

“She’s just overprotective of me.”

“As she should be. Besides, she won’t have to worry long. I’m headed outta here today.”

Lucy stalls on her way back to me, her hands holding two glasses of water. “You can’t leave.”

“Huh?”

“Y—Your bike’s wrecked.”

My hands comb through my hair. That, too, had slipped my mind. How the fuck am I meant to fix her in this podunk town, let alone afford it? And where is my wallet?

My head shakes. “Fuck it. I’ll walk if I have to, hitch a ride somewheres. I’ll quit wafting my bad air through your sweet town.”

“Stay at my place,” she answers quickly. “Remember, I have that sofa bed. It’s not the best but it’s out of the way, beneath some redwoods and nowhere that anyone’ll find you. No visitors besides Billie.”

I can’t handle this girl’s innocence. I stand to meet her and put the glasses on the table with my non-slinged hand. I cradle her face as I stare at her intently, needing her to believe me on this. “Quit being so trusting, darlin’.”

“But I do trust you.”

It’s no use getting through to her. “Why the fuck would you trust me?”

“Because you haven’t given me any reason to think otherwise.”

“I might be a little out of my skull right now, but I’m from a patched MC. I don’t trust myself.”

I lay out my cut on the table, running my rough, dirtied fingers over the wrinkled, well-worn leather. There’s an embroidered logo of a dragon, the only patch that remains attached to the piece. Above it is an arc of a darker patch of leather where something has been torn off. There’s other rips in the leather that suggest a knife has been at it.

“You see this?” I ask, running my fingers over the missing patches. “Either someone hates me being a part of this club or I fucking do… I’m bad news, darlin’.”

She takes a minute to cast her gaze down along the black and grey ink on my arms— Skulls, people’s names, and grim reapers, all of which seem foreign to me. Then there’s the other tattoo of which I can still translate. “When you got ‘In death do I rise’ in Spanish across your fuckin’ chest, I’m figuring I ain’t the best company to keep for a girl like you.”

“A girl like me?” Lucy shoulders by me and switches the lights on. “Who do you think I am?”

She ties her long hair back into a ponytail. Her eyes are sleepy and her leftover makeup is smudged around her eyes and still I’m so attracted to this chick. She’s fucking gorgeous in every way I like but I can’t pin down exactly why.

“Lucy, I mean no offence.”

“No, tell me who you think I am?”

“I mean, you seem a little naïve, a little small town, girl-next-door type. The kind of girl I think I dated when I was a kid,” I said, my head aching with little flashes of memory too swiftly fading to hang onto. “You’re the kind whose daddy would kick me out of the house soon as I picked you up for prom and, to be honest, someone who really needs to learn a lesson or two about staying fucking safe.”

I half expect a laugh in return but instead she tells me, “Fuck you.”

“Woah, there she is. Think that’s the first time I ever heard a bad word fall from those sweet lips.”

“You have no idea who I am.”

“Alright, prove me wrong.”

She scowls, probably stopping herself from mentioning a time she shoplifted some gum from a convenience store back when she was sixteen to prove how tough she is.

“I buried someone,” she squeaks, glancing up at me and watching my response.

“Oh, uh-huh.” I laugh along with her attempt at a joke but she doesn’t follow suit. I’ve offended her.

“Forget it.”

“Aw, don’t be like that. Tell me what’s the worse thing you’ve done.”

“Landon, how about you quit being a prick to me? All I’ve done is help you.”

“I’m just making conversation, darlin’.”

“Well, darlin’, I’d appreciate it if you’d fucking stop. You don’t wanna go to the hospital? Fine, I won’t take you. But you damn well better come up with a plan on what we’re gonna do with you before Billie gets here and tears us both a new one.”

“Oh, so you’re afraid of her and not me?”

“There you go again.”

“Fine!” I snap. “I’ll leave.” At that, she rolls her eyes, huffs and folds her arms. “What? I’ll leave. That’s what you want, right?”

“No, that isn’t what I want. I want you here since you can’t remember where the heck you’re even from. That jacket… Somebody might be looking for you.”

I’ve upset her. Her voice is quivering in her frustration with me and I want to calm her down but she keeps zig-zagging around the room, pretending to tidy the place.

“I’ll grab a motel.”

“With what money?”

I look at the cash register on the bar without even thinking. Lucy must see me because she walks back to me and knocks a fist on the table in front of me. “Don’t even think about it!”

“What? I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re a thief. Is that who you are?”

“Woah, jeez. I fuckin’ glanced over there. Get outta here with that bullshit.”

“No.”

“I ain’t gonna steal from you.”

“What’s your name?” Lucy says, ignoring what I said. “Your full name, Landon. What is it?”

“Really? We’re doing this again? I. Don’t. Know.”

“Try. We’re gonna play a game. I ask you questions and you answer them as quickly as you can. Got it? So, what’s your full name, Landon?”

“I don’t—”

“Landon, what’s your name?”

“Ask a different fucking question,” I say.

Her expression suggests she’s not impressed. “Where were you born?”

“Portland.”

“What color is your hair?”

“Dark blonde.”

“Faster. How old are you?”

“Twenty six.”

“Wrong. How old are you?”

“Wait, wait, wait one sec—”

“—How old are you, Landon?” she interjects forcefully.

“Twenty eight?”

“How old are you, Landon?”

“Fuck, I don’t know?”

“Goddammit.” Lucy slaps her palm to the table. “What’s your girlfriend’s name?”

“Mia.”

“Where is she from?”

“Ohio.”

“Ohio?”

“I guess? I’m answering fast. I don’t—”

“What’s your favorite color?”

“Forest green.” I smile. She seethes.

“What’d you wanna be when you grew up?”

“Uh…”

“Faster!”

“I don’t know.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.” That one comes out easier, automatically almost.

“What’s your club’s name?”

“Devil’s Dragons,” my mouth answers before my mind has even had a chance to think. Lucy pauses her interrogation. She raises an eyebrow to me and bites her lip. “You remember your club?”

I stand up to take a second.

“Landon, is that the club’s name?”

“Yeah, guess your aggressive methods work,” I say. “Lets take a break though because you’re giving me a fucking migraine.”

I collect my leather jacket, checking the pockets again for my wallet. I’ve got to get out of here. I look at the Devil’s Dragons emblem on my cut again and flip it over. There are some patches missing on the front of it too. Bits of my memory were clicking together. This was bad fucking news… There’s only a few ways out of a club. You either die, retire, or you go out in bad standings. You don’t lose your patch unless you’re out bad.

“What’s wrong?” Lucy asks, noticing my hesitation.

“Nothing sweetheart, just trying to remember,” I reply, my hand sweeping across something solid beneath the leather. I flip the jacket open and reach into the pocket, pulling out a small matchbook.

Big Sal’s, Jethrow, Northern California, it reads, with a small image of a naked woman.

“What’s that?”

“Matches from some bar. Y’ever heard of Jethrow?”

“Jethrow? You remember Jethrow?”

As soon as she says the words, an image appears in my mind; A slow fog of recognition rolling into my conscience. There’s a road with a few mom and pop stores, and the inside of a bar but there’s a lingering feeling that this memory is wrong. I feel uneasy.

“Landon?”

“I’m gonna need a minute,” I reply, closing my eyes and rubbing my temples. The pounding ache is killing me.

Lucy inspects her watch then collects her belongings. “Billie’s gonna be here soon. We should go back to my place. Relax on the way.”

I have to go with her. It’s my only option. When I’m at Lucy’s, I can sort out a ride to this bar and see if it jogs my memory…






CHAPTER 6


O nly when guests other than Billie arrive do I become aware of how much a pig-sty my place is. It represents my mental state— With clothing, art supplies, and various other miscellaneous items of a young woman strewn across the squeaky floorboards. I ask Landon to wait outside a minute while I do a quick walk through, kicking things out of the way.

But first, I make damn sure to hide a photograph of the both of us taken back in our junior year of high school that usually lies in my bedside drawer. I give myself a minute to trace a finger over a much younger, brighter us on the bleachers at a school rally. Landon is clean shaven, his hair is short and he’s smiling so wide his cheeks dimple. I’m wrapped tightly in his arms, with my dyed-black hair, scene makeup and lip piercing that’s creased into my duck-face pout. Tears clot my throat and I cough them back down. For now, I stash the sun-bleached photo into the vegetable drawer of my refrigerator under some wilting lettuce, assuming that’s a place Landon won’t peruse.

I carry on, opening my curtains and letting in some light. Why am I so embarrassed by my state of living? This is Landon. My Landon. He doesn’t need this place to be spotless… but I still feel an obligation to present myself well.

I peek at him through the window beside the front door. He exhales, holding his forehead in his hand. I can almost feel him thinking… Remembering… If I could just keep him here long enough, maybe he would remember me.

But do I really want that?

Nothing makes sense since he crashed into my life. His presence has shaken up the snow globe of my boring existence, unsettling the particles of my new life. I’m taking a big risk letting him stay here. For the first time since moving to Baddock, I have no control over my situation and my hands haven’t stopped sweating since his arrival.

The bathroom door opens. Babeen shows his flat, chubby face.

“What are you doing in there, silly kitty?”

I walk to close the door again then realize I haven’t taken my medicine today. Babeen revs a loud purr. “Yeah, yeah. I’m taking them.” I quickly fill up my palm with my prescriptions and move back to the main room. But when I walk in there with my palm cupped to my mouth, Landon is in my living room. The pills clog in my throat. I gag unbecomingly. It doesn’t help that he’s standing there watching me with an amused smirk. I wretch some more.

“Shit, are you okay?” He realizes I’m actually choking and runs to my aid. I can’t answer as the pills spill out of my mouth with a clatter into my kitchen sink. Bitter remnants tinge in my throat. I don’t want him to see me like this but it’s too late now.

“You trying to kill yourself?”

“I told you to wait outside.”

“It started raining. You want me to get you some water?”

“No, go away. Don’t look at me like this. Go make yourself at home. Feel free to kick the cat off the sofa.”

I remain hunched over the sink, keeping an eye on Landon as he approaches sleepy Babeen.

“Hey, little man. You’re a cute lump aren’t ya?” He scratches Babeen behind his ear causing his shiny head to press further into Landon’s palm.

“I’ll be right back,” I say.

In the bathroom, I make my second attempt at swallowing some new pills. They go down successfully and I relax a little knowing their effects will kick in soon. They soften my paranoia and anxiety to a point of welcomed numbness I’ve missed since yesterday.

“Everything okay in there?” Landon knocks on the door.

“Yeah.”

But is it? What am I supposed to do now? My soulmate’s sitting out there on my sofa right now and he doesn’t even know it. What options do I have? I can’t leave with Landon back to Jethrow. That cesspit of crime and deadbeats. If he was still connected to Jethrow that meant he was still connected with his MC.

And Mac… The MC President…

Not only would I never step foot back in that place but anytime I think about leaving Baddock, I freak out. This is my safe zone. I don’t leave. I could Misery him, maybe? Lock him to my bed until he remembers how much he loves me…

“What are you doing, you idiot?” I hiss to myself in the mirror. “Quit remembering what was. He has somebody else.”

My fingers pull at the flaked mascara that has smudged around my eyes. There’s a part of me that wants to cry when I analyze how I look; Cry or scream. I want a release. “Maybe when he remembers, he’d leave her for you…But we can’t be together again, we promised…Lucy! Dammit! You are nothing to him anymore.”

I punch the mirror. It shatters into a cobweb-shaped crack. “Fuck!” I shout and shake my hand out. Luckily, there’s no blood.

“Lucy?!” Landon yells.

“I’m fine! Put the TV on or something!”

Warm, stinging tears stream instantly down my cheeks. I’ve successfully bullied myself into submission yet again, keeping myself from ascending from this purgatory. I’m not allowed hope or happiness. I made that choice a long time ago.

“You can’t leave with him,” I keep whispering. “He doesn’t want you to go with him. He has a new life and you’re not part of it. The club won’t remember you. Jethrow doesn’t want you and you don’t want it. You don’t want to go back there, remember?” My psychotic babble continues as I run a bath to disguise my audible sobs. “You live with this pain…You chose this…You live with it…He’s not yours to have anymore…Just toughen up and let him go.”






CHAPTER 7


L ucy’s bath has lasted an hour. I decided not to disturb her in case she yells at me again. I don’t wanna put pressure on her or make her feel any worse. I’m sure this whole situation has been rough for her. Not that I’ve done anything to make her stress out— She seems to bring that on herself. The girl seems tightly wound as they come, but I owe her some common decency.

In the time she’s been gone the cat has been shadowing me around the room. I need to know who this girl really is. Why does someone so sweet seem so compelled to help someone like me?

Before I can go rifling through her drawers, I find her paintings. There’s one resting on an easel in the corner. It’s a woman all hunched over, looking a bit rough. I knew she was talking herself down when she said she wasn’t that talented. Lucy’s got a gift, that’s for damn sure. The painting makes me feel something. It’s dark, layered with emotions far darker than I thought that pretty little butterfly could ever feel.

“What’s your mom’s deal then, huh buddy?” I say to the cat who replies with a mew. “Yeah, that so? She single then?” The cat glares at me. “Right, right, right. She’s yours, I get it, I get it.”

I keep perusing her stuff, making sure to put everything back in its place. The chick doesn’t have too many belongings; mostly clothing, some nature shit like leaves and acorns stuck to a cork board on a wall behind her painting. She’s got some sketches pinned up as well. Some of Billie, some of the redwoods and some of the cat.

“Quite the poser there, buddy,” I say and tousle his fur.

He jumps onto the table and knocks a notebook to the floor. I open it, seeing that it’s full of pressed flowers, journalings and sketches. I flick through a few more pages until my eyes land on something curious.

“What the fuck?”

There’s a word scratched into the page…

A familiar name…

LANDON.

The word’s been gone over and over again so many times that the page has become embossed.

The bathroom door opens and I slam the book shut.

“What are you doing?” Lucy appears, wrapped in a white bath towel, and dripping with water.

“Uh, I was…uh…Just, uh…” I bumble like a fuckin’ idiot. I’ve been caught. But when I think I’m gonna be received with a snarky tone, instead Lucy turns her attention to a closet at the other side of the room. Maybe she didn’t see me sleuthing after all. She lazily files through some half-empty hangers until she comes up with an outfit.

“Hungry?”

I shake my head. “You’ve done enough for me. You don’t have to feed me too.”

“You haven’t eaten.”

“I know. I’ll be alright, Lucy.”

My mind won’t let go of the name in the journal. My name…

Landon.

Her father? A friend? Her ex?

Maybe that explains it. This chick’s a psycho and she’s making me into this ex of hers. He must have really fucked this girl over. Maybe she was trying to make it right by taking me in like some lost puppy when she realized I was called Landon too.

I stop myself. The thought of some asshole treating this girl badly has my blood boiling. I turn back toward the easel in the corner, looking away as she dressed shamelessly in front of me.

“That’s a pretty dark painting,” I tell her. Lucy slips into a too-big I Heart California t-shirt. I watch it drop down over her body at the edge of my vision. I was starting to think this girl could make anything look good… “Who is she?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m still finding out.”

“She isn’t you?” I ask, turning just enough that I can watch her slip a pair of panties up over her hip.

“Can you quit staring and turn around for a second?” she asks, letting out a little laugh.

“Sorry,” I reply, looking back at the colors etched into the canvas.

“She isn’t me, Landon. She’s just a painting.”

I flinch as she says my name. Now it just seems so familiar coming from her lips. “She looks like you.”

“She’s definitely not me.”

The soft pitter-patter of her footsteps cue me to turn around again. She’s dressed in some old jeans so tight they should be illegal.

Eye-candy or not, I can’t shake this feeling that I need to tell her what I saw in the journal. I need to catch her off her guard so she’s honest with me about it.

I’m right there ready to say it but I stop myself. I can’t do it, not yet, in case she really is crazy. I need to be standing near an exit.

“I have work a little later. But help yourself to whatever. My refrigerator is empty so don’t go in there, but there’s some snacks and cereal in the cupboard. I’ll make sure to bring home something a little more substantial for you tonight.”

“Lucy,” I press.

“Shut up. I want to.”

She walks right up to me from the kitchen with an open palm and a glass of water. “Here, take these.”

I look down to see three white capsules in her hand. “What’s this?”

“Poison. So I can knock you out, chain you up and have my way with you. Take it.” My forced laugh must be telling because she leans back wearily. “Woah, wait. Do you really think I’d do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s not poison, Landon,” she says shoving the water into my chest. “It’s milk thistle. Billie says it’s good for memory. And that’s an ibuprofen to help with the pain and swelling in your shoulder.”

I still hesitate. Since when did I become the poor victim in this situation? Where have my balls gone since meeting this girl? I don’t take her offerings.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Just take them.”

“Thanks,” I reply, throwing the pills into my mouth and taking a drink.

“Anyway, who’s this guy?”

Lucy crouches down and lifts the fat cat into her arms. “This gentleman is Babeen. He’s the landlords’ cat. They live further up the hill. I think he likes me better though, don’t you, little prince?”

She looks back at me, assuming I’d continue the conversation but I can’t do it. I can’t hold this discovery in any longer. Something inside is screaming out that this is wrong. I shouldn’t be here. I need answers. My time is now…

“Who’s Landon?” I blurt out.

She backs off and places Babeen on the floor. “W—What?”

“Who is Landon, Lucy?”

“You are.”

“I know I am, but that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about the real Landon, the one written in your sketch book over there.”

“You went through my things?”

“Don’t dodge the question. The cat knocked it off the shelf.”

“That’s fucking private!”

“I don’t give a damn now I’ve seen it. So who the fuck is this guy?”

“I…”

“It’s a simple fuckin’ question. Who is Landon?”

She’s hyperventilating.

“Lucy, relax and just answer me.”

“It’s nobody!”

“Nobody doesn’t get their name carved through twenty sheets of paper.”

“Who goes through someone’s journal like that?”

“It’s an art corner, it’s not exactly locked away in a dark closet. I just wanted to see some of your shit. You’re really talented. I just saw my name and… I’m not trying to freak you out.”

“Well, you damn well have.” Lucy shouts, returning to the bathroom and slamming the door. I stood there in silence for ten more minutes before she finally emerged, her makeup doing a piss poor job of hiding the fact that she’d been crying.

“I’ll be back at ten.” She doesn’t give me even a look nor a chance to respond.

Whoever the fuck her Landon was, he definitely left this girl broken.






CHAPTER 8


I  wake up before Landon does. It’s raining again.

I arrived home last night, relieved to find Landon hadn’t run away. Instead, he passed out on the sofa bed, his leather jacket pulled over him with Babeen asleep on the arm rest. I don’t know if he went through more of my stuff and don’t care to find out.

I stay wrapped up warm beneath my comforter, watching Landon from my bed for a good half hour, trying to mentally process my new reality. He still sleeps the same, with a light purring from his throat. I reminisce about how much I wish he could be here in bed with me, comforting me but, strangely, he’s the thing I need comfort from right now.

I’m overindulging in his presence. I can’t keep watching him like some creep so I head to the kitchen to cook us up some breakfast. I remember Landon’s curious way of enjoying his eggs— Scrambled with caramelized onions and douses of Tobasco sauce. Hopefully he can still remember enjoying it that way or I’ve just wasted five eggs on him.

Though I’m attempting to be quiet, the pans still make the odd clattering noise. Landon stirs and outstretches his free arm.

I see his eyes open, fold my arms and stand beside the bed.

“Morning,” he says wearily. Babeen leaps off his torso.

“I’m sorry about yesterday… I shouldn’t have stormed off like that.” I walk back to the kitchen to get his serving of eggs then present them to him.

“We’ve both had a bad run these last couple of days. Don’t overthink it. I’m sorry too.”

“I made you apology eggs.”

“Apology eggs? You didn’t have to do that.”

“Again, I wanted to.”

He sits up and I take a space of mattress beside him so I can backtrack on why the name was in the journal. More almost-truths pour out of me. “I—I knew a Landon once.”

“You wanna do this right now?”

“Please.”

“Okay. Go ahead.”

“I knew a Landon… I left him behind a long time ago.”

He straightens up further, letting his leather jacket slip off to reveal his muscular torso that I hadn’t had the privilege of drooling over yet. I swallow hard then continue my confession, keeping my eyes on Babeen as a distraction.

Landon looks down at his eggs, a faint smile crossing his lips. “Sweetheart, you don’t have to explain yourself.”

“But I do… Landon… I need to tell you…”

“Tabasco?” He tries to lighten the mood. “Good call. Love spicy eggs.” He takes a forkful.“So, you off to work again today?”

Words catch in my throat. Maybe if I wait just a bit longer… If I give him a chance to remember…

“I’ve got the day off. I was thinking maybe we could go for a walk. I can show you around the place a little bit. Maybe nature can help bring some memories back… If you feel up to it.”

His presence is making me nervous again. Maybe it’s the sight of his bare body, or the way he’s looking at me. He takes another bite of eggs then smiles.

“It’s lame, huh?” I continue when he doesn’t reply. “Never mind. I might go off by myself. There’s a waterfall a few miles down the cliff and you can swim there. It’s nice.”

I can’t shut up. I turn around and mouth ‘oh my god’. I have to consciously stop myself from slapping my head in embarrassment.

“Lucy,” Landon says.

“Yep?”

“Y’alright?”

“I’m just tired… Or more erratic than usual.”

There’s another long pause and I head to my closet to change into my hiking gear, assuming Landon wouldn’t want to hang with this much crazy for the day. I bend down to pick up my boots, but when I stand back up I can feel him just over my shoulder, his breath along the edge of my neck.

“A walk would be nice,” he says, his voice low and seductive. “I’m already getting cabin fever out here.”

My nerves calm a little.

“Off-the-grid not appeal to you?”

I ask the question because I remember a time in the past when it did. Back when Landon was afraid of being arrested for yet another petty crime. He wanted to disappear, but he stayed because I couldn’t leave with him.

“Its just a little too quiet out here. Puts me on edge.”

He’s still behind me as I bend over to grab my other boot. I can feel his eyes raking over me and a little thrill goes up my spine as I pull it over my foot and tie the strings into a double knot.

“That’s what I like about it.”

“You like being on edge?”

He’s still watching me. I turn on my heel, bringing myself face to face with the man I’d never been able to resist.

“I like the quiet.”

I walk past him, removing a tank top from my drawer. I don’t know why I do it but I lift my nightshirt over my head without asking Landon to turn around this time. I wish I could know if he’s staring at my bare back right now.

My silk shorts are still on. Should I risk teasing him by removing those too? My shyness get the better of me. I take some panties and my hot pink workout leggings and head back to the bathroom.

“Should I expect you back soon or is this gonna be another hour long bathe?”

I smile over to him. “I’ll be right out.”






CHAPTER 9


“Wanna slow it down?” I’m panting as I fail to put one step in front of the other on the stoney trail. My body still aches from the accident and I’m not ready for this kind of movement. I’m ten-feet behind Lucy and her pretty little swaying ass is the only thing keeping me going at this point. We took a left off the main hiking trail about twenty minutes back. Now Lucy’s leading us over dead trunks and dense foliage. “Sorry, I’m used to doing this alone. We’re not far.”

“How about I take the lead for a bit, huh?”

She flashes a big toothy grin at me and presents her hand to let me pass. “What’s the matter, can’t keep up with a girl?”

She gives me a condescending back pat.

“I’m keepin’ up just fine, sweetheart. Plus, I’m doing this one handed.”

“You want to take it out the sling for a bit? Here.”

After she’s helped me free my arm after days being wrapped up, I’m given a small glimpse of relief. I stretch it out and it feels good. I won’t be deadlifting my bodyweight anytime soon, but I could probably throw a decent punch if I had to.

“Hope my ass won’t be too much of a distraction for you,” I say, stepping out in front of her.

“I’ll try have some decorum. Those torn up jeans really emphasize those shapely glutes and thighs, though. Can you blame a gal for staring?”

I flip her the bird with a half-smile. Lucy had dug this pair of jeans out of the depths of her closet— The only item she could find that almost fit me. They probably belonged to some old boyfriend.

Maybe they belonged to her Landon.

I shook the thought out of my head. Further down the trail, I can see the redwoods lead off a cliff.

“We’re almost there,” Lucy says and points to a pile of boulders in the distance.

“We climb over those, climb down a small hill and we’ve arrived.”

From the looks of things, the hill she’s leading us to is anything but small.

I troop onward, picking up my pace. I don’t dare tell the girl about the incessant throbbing in my temples. I’m ignoring the pain, figuring it’ll cure itself eventually. Have I got a death wish? Head traumas are serious but every time I even consider checking into a hospital, I freeze. It’s like I know that going to the hospital will be the last thing little bit of freedom I’ll ever experience… I squeeze my fingers into my head to try force back the pain once more.

The boulders are now directly in front of us. I scale them slowly, turning round to extend my good hand to Lucy to help her out. She rests her touch in mine so I can lift her up. We catch each other’s eyes and make a smile that’s full of things unsaid.

Like how we both want to fuck each other.

I got that fucking ring on with Mia’s name on it, but I feel nothing when I try to remember her. Maybe worse than nothing… Disgust? Anger?

I can’t shake the feeling that Mia is one of the reasons I came to this town in the first place… Like I was running away from more than just the club.

“Wait,” Lucy says just as I’m about to start scaling down the hill in front of us. “Never one to stop and admire the view, are you?” She cocks her hip. I study her body, running my eyes over her curves. With a snap of her fingers, she draws me back to her face. “I don’t mean this view. I mean that one.”

I follow her pointed finger. The sun is high and the clouds have fully evaporated to become only a small mist strewn across the sky. I take it all in. It’s fucking breathtaking— From the dark blue of the still ocean to the rolling hills to the desert-like tundra and scattered trees. For a minute, the stress over my situation dissipates. I’m awash with a calm I don’t wanna let go of. I want to kiss Lucy. I want to stay here a while.

“Alright, I can maybe get why you live here.”

“Beautiful, right? Nothing matters up here. I can stop time, pretend worries and the real world don’t exist. I’ve never seen another soul take this route the six years I’ve lived here.” Lucy grabs the collar of my tank top and pulls me in a little closer to her. “So I better not catch you telling anyone about this place.”

She giggles as I lift my hands in joking defeat. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Careful down here, okay? The ground is slippery.”

She eases herself over the side of the cliff, carefully watching her footing along the ledge below. I follow after her, moving with a bit more confidence despite the slick rock. I think I’ve got the hang of it until about twenty feet down, I crane my neck to see the waterfall and my foot rolls on a large stone. I tumble forward, the powdered rocks beneath me not giving me any hold. I moan out as I tumble down the last few feet.

I land on top of her when we reach the bottom. “Ow, shit!” she whines from below. I look down at her, cradling her head in my hand to lift her up and stroke her hair from her cheek.

“Shit! Lucy! Are you hurt?”

She stares up at me with a worried brow until she squints her eyes and starts laughing up to me.

My apologies turn to laughs of my own. I realize my hand hasn’t left her face.

What am I fucking doing?

And why isn’t she shooing me off her?

After a moment of selfish indulgence, Lucy clears her throat.

“No offense but you make a better human than a blanket.”

She gives me a little shove and I roll away, watching as she gets to her feet and pats off some of the dust.

“Well, that was a shortcut. How’s your arm?”

“Still in one piece.”

She spins around and walks with more pep in her step and sway in her hips. I lift myself up and follow her over grey and tanned rocks until we reach a small pool with a waterfall booming into it.

“Welcome to Lucy Falls,” she yells back to me as she removes her clothing revealing that stunning, soft, and curvy body barely hidden under her tight black swimsuit.

“You just gonna stare, or are you gonna join me?”

There’s no way I’m not taking up the opportunity to get wet with this gorgeous human being. I wait until Lucy has dived in and lifted her head back out of the water. Only then do I peel off my shirt.

Lucy panders to my little strip-show with a closed smile. When I catch her staring she dips back under the water.

Lord, give me strength.

There’s shade from the redwoods that dapples sunlight over the dark green of the water. I stand at the edge of the pool on a larger stone and look up to the waterfall. Am I sixteen again? Because all I want to do is climb up there and jump.

Why not?

With Lucy submerged under the crystal water, I make a move around the side of the rock-face, doing my best to scale it.

While being careful not to hold any moss-covered rocks, I make my way up to a cave half-hidden behind the waterfall’s stream. Something about it seems inviting and new, and with my arm aching I can’t resist sitting in it for a while. It seems a safe place — A place where I can be with whatever thoughts and memories I have left. I’m able to fit inside, the waterfall giving me some security for contemplation. The ambient gush of the water roars before me.

What the fuck am I doing out here?

I think of Mia again.

Is she looking for me?

Where does she think I’ve gone?

The same feelings of anger and disgust start to well up inside. Memories flash by like ghosts. There’s some kind of deal… Some kind of necessity…

I reach out to get a handful of water that I splash onto my face. It’s freezing. So freezing in fact it offers relief to this relentless migraine.

“Hey, you!” I turn my head to see a very wet Lucy holding onto the side of the rock and crouching into the cave. “Can I join?”

“Get in here.”

I offer out an open arm for her to tuck into. “I’ve been to this waterfall that many times,” she yells over the roaring, “and I’ve never been up here…”

The space is so small she has to squeeze right up against me. I have to hold back another urge to kiss her.

“Why haven’t you?”

She brings her knees up to her chin and hugs them tightly. “Safety… You’re the first person I’ve ever brought here. I just didn’t wanna slip when I was alone. Wouldn’t be the best way to go, being leech food.”

“No, you’re right. I’m glad I’m your first.”

“Oh my God!” she yells, her voice echoing. Her arms extend triumphantly, her face beaming with happiness.

“Ha! What are you so excited about?”

“Just this. I can’t get over it. This is amazing. I could live in here. Something about the loud sound, the chill. Chaotic serenity, right?”

“It’s a bit tight for my liking. I guess you’re used to small living spaces, though, right?”

“Hey, my studio is perfect. You shut your mouth. There’s something about the simplicity of having a small place that calms me. That and little belongings.”

“A minimalist, huh?”

“I guess, yeah… Makes it easier to move on. I can put my whole life in a car and be gone tomorrow…”

“Why would you need to do that?” I ask.

Even bathed in the roar of the waterfall, her silence is deafening.

“You know… You’re growing on me, Lucy,” I finally say, breaking the tension.

“Why?” she laughs nervously, tucking her head into her forearms.

“You’re not as innocent as I thought you were.”

“I’m really not,” she says with a smile and a blush.

“I’m embarrassing you.”

“No…”

“Darlin’, I gotta know your whole story.” She giggles nervously back at me again. “Where you’re from, who you are, who’s hurt you, who you loved, your boyfriend, where you’re headed…You…You fascinate me.”

She pushes her damp hair back and sighs. “It’s boring, Landon.”

“Well, bore me then. I’m in the mood for boring.”

“I’m from San Francisco,” she starts. “I don’t speak to my parents… No boyfriend…It—It’s a little confusing. I like painting, hiking, and swimming and Babeen, Todd and Billie are the only people in my life.”

What she says is surface level. It’s been well-rehearsed. My gut tells me this girl has been through hell. Maybe some abuse in the family or something like that. Whatever it is, any thought that someone could hurt her makes my fists clench. All I can think of is the girl in the painting back in her room.

“That’s it,” she shrugs.

“That’s not it, Lucy.”

“What do you mean?” she says a little more concerned now. “That’s…it.”

“There’s more to the story, but I’m not going to make you tell it if you don’t want to.”

“I’m boring, Landon. I told you. Any pivotal life events of mine are painfully basic and predictable.”

“Such as?”

“Uhh, such as…Like…” Lucy searches for a believable answer. “I dropped out of high school in my junior year. I have a tattoo on my ankle of the Chinese symbols for fried rice. I’ve never really had any close friends.”

“Sweetheart, you gotta sell it to me better than that if you want me to believe you.”

“I’m not a liar.”

“I’m unconvinced, Lucy.”

“Landon.” Her tone turns serious. I put up my guard too.

“What, you think I’m slow? Maybe I hit my damn head but I can still read people.”

She doesn’t respond. Before I can say another word she’s leapt through the heavy blast of waterfall and dived into the pool below.

“It’s rude to ditch a conversation!” I shout down to her.

“Come on, pussy! Jump!”

I tilt down to see how far the fall is. Adrenaline grips me but I crouch and prepare to dive. Lucy’s distorted figure appears through the stream. “Move away!” I yell down to her.

And then, I jump.

The cold nearly makes me gasp as I hit the water. I can feel it penetrating my wounds, flaring up pain from my accident, turning my head into an ice cube. I use my legs to kick myself to the surface and I let out a shout.

“Holy fuck!” I shout over the deep hiss of the waterfall pounding the surface behind me.

“Toughen up, Princess.”

Lucy is treading water a few feet to my left. Her lips look to be turning purple but she’s hiding any indication it’s bothering her.

“Why is this fun for you?”

“It’s refreshing. It’s good for the muscles.”

“No, it’s the damn arctic in here!”

I swim toward her until we’re face-to-face. We’re both breathing heavy, our lips so close. She definitely looks down to my mouth then coyly looks away to the shore. She wants to kiss me as much as I do her.

“You’re fucking crazy, you know that?”

“You’re right,” Lucy breathes, hesitating. “It is cold. I’m gonna head out.”

She swims to the shore then takes a towel out of her backpack. As she dries herself, she watches me playing around while I think. I don’t know what I’m thinking about specifically— The thoughts are flying by way too quickly to make any sense. I’m thinking of when I should leave this place. I’m thinking of the accident. I’m thinking of the cops, or the permanent brain damage I could be causing myself by not going to the hospital. I’m thinking about my ride that’s now in pieces still sitting in a fucking ditch outside town, and I’m thinking of the time it’s going to take to fix it.

And then I’m right back thinking of Lucy again.

“Landon!” Lucy shouts from the shore.

I spin around to see her pointing at me. “Yeah?”

“Can you come here for a second?”

“Why?”

“Just…Come here for a second. It’s nothing serious.”

I start swimming toward her, curious about what’s to follow.

“You’re a bossy one,” I say as my feet hit the sandy bottom of the shore and I walk out.

“Turn around.”

And that’s when I feel it — The gentle sucking of something attached to my shoulder. My stomach shudders. Lucy sparks a lighter behind me. Then there’s a tugging on my skin and finally the suction relents. A fucking leech?

I exhale, disgusted but I gotta man up. When I turn around, Lucy tosses something back into the water. I cringe. “Why would you throw it back?”

“Uh, because it’s his territory we encroached on. They’re harmless.”

“Guess I should thank you for saving me…Again.”

She drops her head and flicks her nail onto the Swiss Army knife blade she has in her hand. “Just be glad he didn’t decide to latch on to something a bit more sensitive.”

“Jesus, Lucy.”

“Just keep thinking about that when you’re pissed off, cold, and walking back in those wet jeans… So… You want a drink?”

I give her a nod and watch as she pulls a couple of Pabst Blue Ribbons out of her backpack.

“The fresh air helping your head?” she asks, watching me carefully as I open the can.

“Maybe… Things are a bit clearer. I can see faces… Places… And Mia…”

Lucy goes silent again. She looks like she’s holding her damn breath.

“I wasn’t with her,” I say, catching her off guard.

“How do you know?” Lucy asks.

“Every time I think of her, there are feelings… I’m angry. I’m disgusted. I can see her face and all I want to do is forget it again.”

“So maybe you had a fight with your girlfriend,” Lucy says, ribbing me with her elbow.

“It’s not like that… Just… Let’s not talk about Mia right now. How about you? Don’t tell me there’s nobody in your life,” I say, giving her a little cocky smile.

“I guess there’s Todd… He works with me up at the store. Billie has been trying to hook us up for months.”

“You not ready to settle down, continue your basic life as a married woman?”

“I’m only twenty-four. I’m too young for that yet.”

“Twenty-four, huh? You ever had another boyfriend other than, y’know, my namesake?”

Lucy stands up. There’s the satisfying ksshk! of the beer can opening and she takes a big swig before answering. “What’s with the interrogation today?” she says with a more serious tone.

“I’ve just got nothing much to offer in conversation on my end. Besides… You’re interesting.”

“Stop saying that.”

“What?”

“That I’m interesting. I’m not.”

“That’s up to me to decide that.”

She stares out at the water as the sun dips behind some clouds, sending our oasis into a semi-darkness.

“What’s your favorite motorcycle?”

“A vintage silver super glide,” I recall, able to picture its curves and colors. “Sexiest bike I’ve ever seen.”

“You sure?” Lucy replies. “Not…A V-rod fan?”

“More into the classics.”

Lucy, still facing away from me takes another big sip of her beer then starts spluttering.

“Wrong hole?” I ask.

But then her spluttering turns to a soft twitch of her back. She’s crying.

“Everything okay?”

“Always, Landon.”

I stand and approach her but before I can get close she puts down the beer and throws herself back into the water. I wade in after her, my legs screaming in protest at the sharp cool water.

“Thought it was too cold for you, pussy,” she says, trying to disguise her quivering chin. It’s when I look up to her eyes and she’s looking back at me that I can see the tears rolling down her face.

“Lucy?”

She doesn’t swim away. This girl is too fucking trusting, but there’s a part of me that doesn’t know if I should trust myself. I like the girl, sure. She’s endearing. Complex. Breathtaking… But who the hell am I to deserve her?

“Did I say somethin’ wrong?” I say.

“No.”

“Why are you crying?” My finger rests to her chin, legs kicking hard to keep me above water. She drops her gaze to watch her fingertips swirl through the surface of the water.

“Lucy.”

“Landon, I…”

“You what?”

I watch her mouth closely when she drags her teeth over her lower lip. This time, I physically move away back so I don’t do something with her that I’ll regret. There’s a deep part of me that wants to take care of her, but why? Who is this girl and what is she doing to me?

“I have to tell you something,” I husk.

“Tell me what?”

“All I want to do is fucking kiss you, sweetheart.”

“W—We can’t,” she says meekly through her tears. “It’s all messed up now.”

Carelessly, I approach her again, this time unable to stop myself from wrapping my arms around her freezing figure. She buries her face into my chest and returns the embrace by interlacing her hands behind my neck. I squeeze her tighter. I was meant to meet this girl. Fuck knows why. I’m not into mumbo-jumbo shit like that, but being around her… I don’t feel any urge to leave this place. As long as she’s around, I wanna stay and figure her out. To hell with the club I could barely remember. To hell with bikes and bitches. To hell with Mia and whatever the fuck she had done.

What Mia had done…

Feelings flooded back. Betrayal. Sadness.

Anger…

Like an out of body experience I can feel my bike beneath me, the engine roaring as I rode through the night. A few more miles would put me at the scene of the accident where Lucy found me, but at that moment, one feeling stood out among all the others.

Fear.

What the fuck was I running from?

Lucy’s sobs pulled me back out of my own head.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” I say.

Her head shakes.

“When you’re ready to talk… I’m here.”

She mumbles something into my chest and I pull back to look down at her. “What’d you say?”

“Not for long,” she says again so I hear.

“I’m remembering things Lucy. I need to understand what happened with my club…”

“Apparently.”

She lets me go and swims back to shore.

We stay there by the rush of the waterfall for another hour, but we don’t do much talking. The intimate moment in the water is all but forgotten. She’s keeping something from me, but as I watch her bathing in the afternoon sun I realize the truth… I have no right to know what that something is.

Because I’m keeping something from her.

I look down at my hands, my eyes sweeping across my scarred and callused knuckles. My memory might be fucked, but I know exactly what kind of life those broken and battered knuckles represented…

I’ve lived the kind of life a girl like Lucy could never accept.

I know what kind of man I am.






CHAPTER 10


L andon had been quiet on the hike back to my place, and when we finally made it, he crashed hard on the couch. Maybe I’d worked him a little harder than I meant to. I looked over at the bruises that had blossomed on his arms and chest from the accident. It was easy to forget just how much damage had been done. I promised myself that I wouldn’t push so hard tomorrow.

If he was still here tomorrow…

I had to get some sense of normalcy back into my life. I threw on some clean clothes and left Landon to rest, heading out the front door without any real destination in mind… Which meant only one thing.

I was going to visit Todd.

As usual, I found him outside his place chopping wood. He stopped himself halfway through a swing of his axe and wiped his brow on his handkerchief, giving me one of his million dollar smiles.

“Here’s a sight for sore eyes,” he says and jogs toward me to land a kiss on my forehead. My arms wrap around his torso. It’s then I notice how much my emotions have shifted. Todd had been a good friend since I’d come to this little town, and maybe someday that was going to lead to something more… But as he held me I knew one thing above all others.

Todd’s not the man I want wrapped in my arms.

He leads us into the house and I step inside, but I sense Todd still waiting behind me. I turn around to see his arm pressed against the living room door frame.

“So,” he starts. “Billie told me about this guy you brought back to your place.”

“It’s only for a few days,” I start, but Todd cuts me off.

“He hasn’t left yet?”

I consider lying for a minute but an honest ‘not yet’ escapes my lips. Dishonesty is wearing me down.

“Where’s he at now?”

“Sleeping on my couch.” I reply, jumping slightly as Todd slaps the wall.

I walk through to the living room and take a seat at the dining table. Todd follows me in, the door shutting behind him.

“This is totally fucking disrespectful.”

“It’s not disrespectful. It’s my house. Look, he’s got no memory, no ID, no wallet. He’s already starting to remember things and I’m just trying to help out someone in need. Where else is he supposed to go?”

Todd pours us both a glass of water and joins me at the table. “Maybe to his own home. He’s a grown man. Let him figure it out for himself.”

“He doesn’t know where he lives.”

“Yeah, well he sure as hell doesn’t live here. You care about people too much, Lucy. This is a man, not some dog with a broken leg. You don’t have to nurse his ass to health.” He reaches out and squeezes my hand. “And Billie thinks he’s dangerous.”

“Billie has been filling your head with bullshit.”

“Says the girl with a gang-banger sleeping on her couch. He was supposed to be on the road by now. What would Billie say if I told her he’s still back at your place?”

“You can’t tell her that he’s still here. Please.”

“What?”

“You can’t.”

“Why the hell are you keeping it secret?”

“Because she hates him for no reason.”

“So?” he replies. “Good for her. He’s bad news and she knows it.”

I stand up, frustrated to all hell and fold my arms. I’d hoped maybe Todd would be a sympathetic ear, but I’d made a mistake coming here in the first place. Before I could walk right back out, Todd grabbed my wrist.

“Stop with the damn attitude. Don’t you see how weird this fucking is? Why would you invite some criminal biker to your house? I’ve never been past your front door, but you let a stranger in like it’s no big deal?”

An anxious cramping in my chest starts to life my panic. I hadn’t taken my pills today… I was feeling good enough that I didn’t think I needed them. I haven’t relived that night since Landon’s been back. His presence has been filling my head so much that he’s all I think about. It’s freeing…

“I need to get back home.”

“What the fuck?”

I press my palm to my chest and try to slow my breathing. “I forgot something.”

“That the real reason you wanna go back?”

I take a few steps toward the back door to calm myself with the view of the ocean.

“Lucy, I don’t want to upset you. You can do whatever the fuck you want. But…I’m worried about you.”

“Yeah, I know. It is messed up. I don’t know what I’ve been thinking. I’ll ask him to leave tomorrow.”

Todd scoffs and takes my forearm. “You’re gonna stay another night with him?”

“Yes. I can’t just kick him out in the dark.”

“Stay here with me then. He leaves right after dawn.”

I file through for an answer. “I don’t wanna leave him alone with my stuff. And you know how much I hate being away from home.”

“You’re that paranoid about him stealing your shit and yet you let him stay? Do you see how dumb this is?”

“Fine. I made a bad choice. Forgive me for trying to do something nice for someone.”

“I mean, are we not a thing, Lucy? You just invite a strange dude to stay over. Do you not see that as a little shitty to me?”

“Todd… You know how I feel. We are not a thing… I’m not ready for that yet…”

I grab at my head. He isn’t going to understand, because I’m not going to tell him the real reason I’m letting Landon stay.

“Just stay here tonight. We’ll get his bike towed tomorrow. Then we gotta call the cops, Lucy. This ain’t your problem to solve.”

“The cops?!” I can’t deal with that thought.

““Lucy Rivers, I really like you,” he says.

Lucy Rivers. Hearing my fake surname come from his lips really drives in the grossness of having this façade. I’ve felt like Lucy Palermo again with Landon. Lucy Rivers. Who is she to me other than a veil to who I really am?

“I like you, too?” I reply, confused.

“Lucy…” My heart skips a beat as he closes the gap between us. What in the hell is he doing?

“This guy… This biker… He’s bad news…” And he trails off, holding a big, awkwardly long pause. “I get it. You’re alone out there in that studio. You’re lost. Vulnerable. Maybe having this guy around makes you feel a little better… But you don’t need him. I’m here for you Lucy. I want you to consider being my girlfriend, officially.”

“What?”

Todd leans back and scratches his head. “That’s…Not quite the reaction I was hoping for.”

“Well, I mean…But…What? Todd, we’re not even dating. Why would I want to suddenly make things official?”

He shakes his head in disbelief. “You can be…Such a fuckin’ bitch sometimes, Lucy. Do I really have to do this with you? What are we, thirteen? Do we have a set number of dates to go on until officially saying we’re going out?”

I catch my head. I can’t deal with this now, or ever for that matter. I don’t need this added pressure. “The answer is no, Todd. You’re m—my friend. I care about you but that’s as far as it’s going to go.”

“Are you seeing other people?”

“No,” I say with a scoff.

“So, what’s the big fucking deal?”

“I just…Relationships scare me, okay? I told you that. You know I haven’t had a serious thing since high school. And the fact you’d ask me this now when I’m obviously panicking. I mean, come on.”

“Well, I assumed we were getting serious but I guess I read us wrong again. Why did you even come here tonight?”

“Don’t be like that. Please don’t get mad, not tonight.”

“I am mad, Lucy. I can get as mad as I fucking want. Of course I’m mad. You come here mentally checked out, probably thinking about that criminal living with you. You shoot me down when I’ve spent days building up the nerve to ask you this… And you’re lying to me, Lucy. I don’t know why you’re keeping this guy at your house, but I know you’re not doing it out of the goodness of your fucking cold heart. Yeah Lucy, I’m mad.”

“I can explain…”

“I don’t want to hear it. It’s time for you to go before I fucking lose it, okay?”

“Fine,” I reply, “but I’m borrowing your truck.”

I didn’t give him a chance to respond as I stood up, snatched the keys off the kitchen hook, and headed straight out the door.






CHAPTER 11


I  never heard Lucy come home last night. Wherever she is, I fucking miss her. She’s the only distraction out here in this sleepy village.

I stare out the window to the ocean while holding Babeen. I can’t fully comprehend how this girl stands living so far away from reality. There’s nothing good on TV and no other form of distraction aside from the cat. It’s when the clock hits five PM and Lucy’s nowhere to be seen that I know it’s time to regain control. My mind’s made up. It’s time for me to man up and find my own way.

Inside one of Lucy’s kitchen drawers I find a map of the small town. I take a minute to trace the roads back toward the tavern, and from there, across to the highway that leads of town. I stop, tapping a sweeping curve with my fingertip. There it is… My ticket out of here. It’s a long walk, but I can make it.

As I walk down the driveway, a reflection of the sun catches in my eye and derails my whole plan. Looks like I won’t have to go hunting for it. There she is. Silver and chrome, still beat up from the accident and resting up against the garage.

How the hell did it end up back here? I jog over to my baby and fall at her side, running my hands down the bent chrome.

She’s hurt bad.

It was worse than I’d hoped. The paint’s scratched, the exhaust is hanging on by a thread, the wheels are fucked, and there’s no damn way she’s going to ride out of here anytime soon. This is no cheap fix. I hunt around and find a blue tarp to pull over her to keep her from rusting.

I’m going to need money…

I’m going to need some kind of job.

“I see you found it,” Lucy shouts, walking up the road behind me. I stop dwelling on my problems and let her beauty distract me a while.

“How’d you get it back here?”

“Wasn’t too hard… A few people stopped to help lift it into the truck. Getting it down was a little harder… I hope I didn’t hurt it.”

“The damage was already done,” I replied, shaking my head. “Thanks for getting her out of that ditch.”

“Yeah… Don’t mention it. You keeping yourself busy? How’s your head?”

“Still fucked… At least I had some reading materials,” I say, gesturing to her studio. “I now know 1001 tricks to try in bed, how to be a boss bitch plus a few unhealthy ways to lose ten pounds in a week. Every day’s a school day.”

“Ah, you found my secret stash of trash mags, huh? Guilty.” She brightens up. “Look, I need some way to unwind after this hectic single girl lifestyle I lead.”

“Yeah, I bet.”

She smiles at me and I smile back. Her mood seems different than it was yesterday. Comfortable… Happier… But still just a little nervous.

And I feel something familiar welling up inside of me again.

Desire.

This girl has an effect on me.

I follow her back inside and I watch her gather a few things from around the studio while Babeen squeezes his way between her legs.

“So, how was your day aside from dragging my scrap metal out of a ditch?”

“Weird. But…I have a surprise for you.”

“I’m not sure my legs are ready for another one of your surprises,” I laugh, still sore from our hike.

“Don’t worry, we’re not going far.”

I extend my hand and she takes it. We exit out the ranch slider into the clearing of her back yard that looks out at a vast expanse of ocean-side cliffs and tundra.

We breach a dense bush-line, curve around some big rocks until we are standing on an overhanging cliff. She pulls a big towel out of her backpack and lays it down on the dirt, laying out a small picnic as I watch.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to keep me here Lucy,” I say, sitting down next to her, my knees aching.

“I’m just trying to help,” she replies.

“I do have to head off tomorrow. I’ve got to get my bike fixed, find my wallet, and figure out what the next step is for me. I can’t do that here… I’ve already overstayed my welcome.”

“You’re no burden,” she says.

“Yet.”

“Never. Honestly, stay as long as you need. I enjoy your company.”

“Lucy, I don’t wanna offend you in saying this. Why, goddammit, why do you want to keep me here so badly?”

“I don’t.” She’s quick to answer. “I just want to make sure you’re fit enough to leave. What if you go back to Jethrow and realize it was a mistake? You’ll be alone.”

“I want you to come with me.”

“What?” she asks, choking on a bite of her sandwich.

“Help me get my bike back to Jethrow. I’m remembering things. Names, faces. I know my club is back there and I know I can fix whatever the hell happened. I’ve got money there… I can pay you back for what you’ve done here.”

“Landon, you know I’d do anything for you it’s just… I can’t go to Jethrow… I mean…” She cuts herself off and her eyes widen. I stare at her for a moment. She’s do anything for me? What in the hell was going on with this girl?

“What about Mia?” she says, derailing my whole chain of thought.

“I might have hit my head, but I do know one thing. I’m not with Mia. I don’t think I’ve ever been with her.”

I pause as Lucy looks me over, her eyes clearly looking for some evidence that I might be lying to her… Thing is, I meant every damn word I just said. Body, heart, and soul.

“I need to tell you something,” she says matter of factly, breaking her silence. “Because you’re leaving and it’s one of the last chances I’m going to get to tell you…”






CHAPTER 12


I  tense up. The secret was right there on the tip of my tongue. I just had to breathe and the truth would be out there. I was going to tell Landon I knew him — know him — and pray he wouldn’t run. But I don’t do it. I can’t.

What’s the point?

What’s the point of any of this? Why am I trying to keep alive something we buried six years ago?

I walk to the edge of the cliff. My stomach lurches when my foot slips gently in some loose soil. I regain my footing and stare down to the crashing waves thirty feet below me. Who would miss me if I fell? And by me, I don’t mean Lucy Rivers, the bullshit artisté. I mean Lucienne Rose Palermo, the real me, the girl I used to be. Landon wouldn’t. To him, I’m a crazy girl too keen on nursing a convict. Todd wouldn’t either. He’d say I’m manipulative… That I’m just a girl who led him on and gave nothing back. And Billie… Well, I’m not who she thinks I am anyway. Let her miss Lucy Rivers. Maybe Babeen would miss me, if only for a few weeks until he realizes the other neighbors would put food out for him too.

“Lucy?”

Landon’s memory might never return. I kick some stones and watch as they splash into the ocean making so sound at all.

“Careful there, sweetheart.”

Landon’s memory might never return and I’ll be left alone with the secret; Left to bear the heavy load, left to be the only one questioned by cops should they reopen the case— Lonely Little Lucy.

“Why did you come here?” I say to the old Landon, though I know he isn’t here anymore.

“I still don’t remember, Lucy. When I do, you’ll be one of the first to know.”

“Why here?” I insist to this familiar voice behind me, pretending it’s the dead talking. “Why Baddock National Fucking Park? This isn’t even the quickest way between places.”

“Maybe I wanted to take the scenic route.”

He’s laughing this off. I kick a bigger stone into the water this time and take another step closer to the cliff’s breach, teasing myself.

“What if you came here for something important? What if you never remember?”

“Lucy, calm down. Please step back from there.”

“What if?”

“I don’t know… Lucy, please come sit back down. I ain’t jumpin’ in after you this time. That water’s a little rough for me.”

I look at Landon, full of unjustified rage.

I want him to remember me! I need him to! I need him to remember what we share, our past, our love for each other, what we gave up or I’ll lose my mind or throw myself off the side of this goddamned cliff.

I see red.

“Lucy.”

My eyes tunnel into feeling an anger towards him I’ve never known. My neck tightens, jaw clenched so hard it might fracture.

“Why won’t you remember?!”

He stands up and rests his hands on my shoulders. I slap them away. “You’ve got fucking head trauma you fucking idiot! Go to a fucking hospital! You may be ruining your life!”

“W—Where is this coming…I’m going to be ok, Lucy! I can’t go to the hospital… I know I can’t…”

“Why the hell not? Would you go to jail? What did you do, Landon?!”

“I don’t fucking remember, okay!”

“You’re an idiot!”

“You’re insane!”

And without warning, I land a sharp slap across his cheek. He huffs like an upset bull. I’d never think to harm him like that, ever. I reach out to ease the pain but he takes hold of my wrist.

“The fuck is wrong with you?” he says. I realize the madness of this all to him— The madness that an almost stranger just hit him across the face.

“You,” I say, exasperated. “You!”

“You don’t know me!” The word strikes me like an emotional bullet— Sharp, shocking, cold and quick. It makes real what I’d hoped wasn’t true: Landon thinks I’m certified insane. I’ve failed to suppress my feelings for him.

“Why can’t you remember?” I whimper.

Landon stares at me a minute, his expression too soft to suggest complete anger and disgust. We stand in silence until he turns and makes his way back down the trail to my house. I curl over, falling to the ground to finally let out the screams and crying into the towels below me.

I want to run away, to hide somewhere deep and dark where no one will find me, inside the cave behind the waterfall. I long to cease existing. I’m not crazy — I know that — but there’s no way Landon’s going to believe me after that little breakdown.



Babeen appears when I’ve finally mustered the courage to head back inside.

“Hi, fella,” I say. “He’s finally left us, huh?” I scratch at his ears and kneel down to meet him.

Babeen meows.

“No,” comes a deep voice. “I haven’t.”

Landon is sitting shirtless on the kitchen counter. He looks distressed, his expression tense. I’m so embarrassed and self-aware that no appropriate words come to mind. All I mutter is a halfhearted ‘Oh’.

I watch him sitting there, admiring the man he’s become. There’s no letting him go— Not again, not now. When he leaves and I’m unable to go with him, I’ll be torn apart. I’ll become a walking shell, void of a want to show affection to anyone but him. He’s an incurable disease upon me, a poison, one that leaked back into my stable life and forever tainted the waters.

Landon slides off the counter and walks over to me, his height towering over mine. “You calm now?”

“Yes.”

Instead of scolding me like I thought he’d do, like Todd would, Landon puts his rough hands to the curves of my neck and lifts my head to look up at him. My exhale catches. I can see the intensity of his stare and the fire in those hooded eyes. Landon is after blood or answers.

I drop eye contact nervously. My chest heaves. He has a firm grip on me and tilts my head back up so my attention is exclusively with him. His thumb pulls down at my lower lip and he’s watching my mouth. My palms press flat to the muscles of his stomach and I feel him flinch.

“I don’t understand,” he says. “I don’t fucking understand…”

He presses his torso against mine.

I swoon, my knees going weak as he controls a deep and powerful kiss, pressing his tongue through the threshold of my lips. I breathe sharply through my nose, my stomach now full of unsettled butterflies batting their wings to freedom. The kiss makes me want to fly away with them. I can smell him again, taste him, Landon. My Landon. He kisses the same way he always did: Desperately, passionately, controlling me just the way I like.

His hands drag from my neck to pull through and tug at my hair, forcing me to reveal the soft skin of my neck to him. My nipples stiffen with his dominance. I give myself completely over to him. He tilts down to bury his face in the nook of my neck and places a delicate bite upon it. My skin’s ablaze. My blood pulses alive with an electricity, an explosive spark, I haven’t felt in years. I have never in all my life been kissed in the way he is kissing me now, backed by years of more fervor and technique compared to the days of us as awkward kids.

My knees knock together as his aggression nearly makes me collapse. He hefts me up into his strong arms, holding me firmly against his body as he walks us over to the kitchen counter.

With one hard sweep of his arm, he clears all the miscellaneous contents of my bench and sits me down on the edge. I’m kissing him back finally, my stunned paralysis wearing off as our tongues dance, darting and caressing but never staying long enough for either one of us to be able to predict the other’s next move. It’s like playing speed chess, and in this lustful haze, I have no idea which one of us is winning. All I know is that he’s the more aggressive player.

Landon hikes my shorts down my thighs, revealing my goose-pimpled flesh. He moves his touch past my hips and links his fingers into my panties, his thumbs caressing the sheer lace at the front.

“Do you want this, Lucy?” he says. My face flushes again.

I lean forward to pull him between my legs and nod against his head.

“So do I.” When the words ooze from Landon’s lips, I can’t hold myself back any longer. With trembling fingers, I lift my t-shirt over my head, then scoop my breasts out of the cups of my bra as we kiss again. They’re heavy in his hands. He tweaks my rosy pink nipples with his forefingers and thumbs, watching me writhe and shiver to his touch.

I arch against him, rubbing myself on the crotch of he jeans as he strokes my hair, mouth agape, our pleasures building to soaring heights.

“Fuck me,” I breath, unable to resist him not being inside of me.

His lips meet my nipples and he tells me, “Say it again. Like you mean it.”

“Fuck me, Landon,” I say through gritted teeth with my fingers tugging on his hair, my arousal now peaking.

Landon lays me on my back and runs his hands over my curves, now fully on display as he removes my bra and discards it. I’m laid bare for him. He parts my thighs and I wrap them high around his back, inviting him to tease my slit and feel how much I want him.

Landon groans, hiking down his pants quickly. He slips his tip into my wetness, easing it slowly back and forth out of me. It’s been so long since I’d felt this level of connection with anyone that I immediately tense, clenching down on his thick cock and making an even tighter fit for him to struggle into. He heaves back and forth while holding a gentle grip to my throat. That gesture alone suggests so much. The old him is in there somewhere, remembering what I enjoy. I turn my head to sink my teeth gently into his bicep at that knowledge. There’s hope for our connection.

“Ohh, fuck,” he growls.

He makes one long stroke into me and I throw my head back, reveling in how he fills me. I clench downward again as he bucks into me, his movements erratic and desperate. I wiggle and moan myself, unable to hold in my oncoming climax.

“Holy shit!” I breath, now having to grip onto the sides of the counter for dear life as he pummels into me savagely, ravaging my hungry self for his own primal needs. “I’m gonna come, Landon. Let me come for you.”

“Rub yourself for me,” he commands as he slings both my calves over his shoulders. I wail at the new sensation. He hilts so deep inside of me that my eyes roll to the back of my head. “Rub your clit, Lucy.”

I reach down and spread myself open, rubbing her for him as he requests. He sighs in approval and slows his thrusts. I can feel his shaft fattening, swelling with each pass. The wet friction on my clit verges on unbearable, and I squirm all over him, whimpering and whining as I reach my orgasm. I struggle to hold in my cries of sincere, deep pleasure as I tumble off the precipice of rapture.

“Come for me, Lucy,” Landon orders as he studies my contorted look.

I breach my pinnacle.

“Oh, God,” I whine. “Shit.”

My soft walls pulse around his cock. I flail a moment, my abs tightening to sit and hold Landon close to me. He’s unrelenting. He stays inside me and lifts me from the counter. He isn’t gentle now as he bucks into me, his hips slapping against the back of my thighs.

My hands link around the back of his neck and I watch him in my sweet reverie as his eyes clench closed. His cock gives way inside me and he starts to fill me.

We embrace as though we want to become one entity. Landon’s arms encircle my torso entirely and I sink my nose into the nook of his collarbone. I’m safe. I’m whole. They are feelings, long, lost and forgotten feelings so elusive that I’m scared they’ll immediately evaporate as soon as I let him go.

When he finally pulls away, he helps me regain my footing, still shivering from the magnitude of the orgasm he gave me.

He holds me in close to his body, resting his chin atop my head and places delicate kisses upon it. I make sure to make the most of this moment. I inhale his sweet, familiar odor and kiss his bare flesh. My butterflies haven’t let up. Landon, even in a state of amnesia, makes me feel so alive, so safe, so feminine, so beautiful, so wanted…

“What are you doing to me?” I hear him say from above me.

I wish I knew.






CHAPTER 13


T  he next morning, I sit at my easel in his t-shirt, suddenly realizing what to add to the girl in the painting.

Landon is out in the backyard analyzing the full extent of the damage to his bike. There’s a smile on my face I can’t hide no matter how hard I’ve tried. He’s got one too.

There’s a quieter part of my mind disgusted that I didn’t tell him everything… But I’m ignoring it.

My brush strokes glide and weave along the edges of the girl in my painting. Today’s palette is filled with muted pastels. They leap and dance around her and I add some light reflections into her otherwise sullen gaze. She has awoken.

I spin around with a smile and walk over to my radio. The dust is a sign of its use. I don’t remember the last time I had music on in here. Whichever genre of music station we received out here tended to bore me quickly. But I dial the tuner to the local Top 40 station and some cheesy boy band starts crooning through the speakers.

My immediate reaction is to change it. So I don’t.

The girl in my painting…What else does she need? I step left to right with the rhythm and try invoke my muse. My paintbrush is weaving through the air. I’m happy. This must be how happy feels. It’s been so long since I’ve felt it. My heart is alive. I’m alive.

A tilt of the head.

Perhaps she needs some brighter flowers…

A wreath…

Lillies…

Babeen approaches me. “What do you think, Babeen?” I shout over the music. “What do we think of adding some flowers? Too clichè.”

Meow.

Stepping back to the easel, I sketch out the bloom that will sprout from the girl’s exposed ribcage. My butt’s swaying left and right as I do it. I’m dancing. I don’t dance at all let alone when I paint. But it’s fun. I swipe small streaks of pale pink atop the brown below it. The tones compliment each other perfectly.

“Luce!” Landon yells over to me from the doorway.

“Yeah?” I don’t turn around to look back to him. All I want to do is keep dancing and painting. I want to hold onto this feeling, longing to exist in this moment forever if it were possible.

He mumbles something back to me. “What was that?” I say back. “Can’t hear you. Music’s too loud!”

“Lucy!” he shouts again.

I turn over my shoulder with a smile as he walks to the radio. The grease from his hands stain the dial. There’s new silence. I’m brought back down to earth.

“What’s…Up?”

“I really do need someone with a truck to get me and my girl outta here. She’s not in good shape. Might even be written off at this point.”

I put my paintbrush down on the easel.

“Oh.”

It wasn’t enough; Last night wasn’t enough to make him want to stay.

This isn’t how this was supposed to go. Our connection, the way we made each other feel, I really thought it would be enough to make Landon stay. Who would walk away from this?

“Can you help me find a ride out to Jethrow? It’ll be the last favor I ever ask of you, I promise.”

That statement cuts me more deeply than he’ll know. I want him to ask favors; I want him to ask them of me every day of his life, please. I’d willingly, happily oblige every time.

Even still, it can’t and won’t happen. Anxiety creeps back in. The happy bubble I’d been in only minutes earlier had burst, dropping me with a hard thunk back down to real life again.

Landon’s leaving.

Landon’s leaving soon.

These are truths I have to accept.

Either I let him go or I suffer more.

I have one task left and that is to help him get out now before we grow closer. I’ve been reckless— My heart can’t take this rollercoaster anymore. I want him to remember me, but what would I say if he did? How could I explain keeping our history a secret? Would he forgive me?

I drop my gaze to my palette.

“Got any ideas?” he probes while wiping his hand on an old rag. “I wanna see if I can get out of here tonight.”

“Um…Um…Yeah, sure. I—I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’re amazing. Thank you.”

Truth be told, I knew exactly who to call. Todd would be happy to help Landon get out of town… And the thought of it made me sick inside.

I was in no hurry.

I wanted to draw it out: Go do my six hour shift, come back home to Landon, pretend we’re still together… Let him hold me… Make him remember…

And if he doesn’t remember, he leaves me.

And then I’m alone.

And then I’m sad.

I don’t wanna imagine any further than that because all that comes to mind are those stones slipping off the side of that cliff and the splash no one would hear.

“I’m only going to be a few hours away, Lucy. What happened last night… It doesn’t have to be a one time thing.”

“I’ll think about it,” I reply, as if I hadn’t spent the whole day thinking about it already…

I give him a tight-lipped smile as he returns to more work on his bike. Once he’s breached the door, I toss my paintbrush hard against the wall to my right with a clack. The girl’s shiny eyes I’d just given her — they taunt me. Suddenly, I’ve given her this glowing, hopeful air. She’s a relic of a future and feeling I’m not allowed to have.






CHAPTER 14


I  go to work at ten o’clock. The busy lunch shift allows me a good distraction from my thoughts, at least.

“So?” says Billie. We haven’t talked much since our fight and she hasn’t been coming over to mine anymore to collect me for my shifts.

“I’m getting him a ride for tonight.”

“How?”

“I’m going to ask Todd to give him a lift… I’m sure he’d be happy to help send Landon down the road…”

“I certainly hope so. This has been a very weird time for you, Lucy. Don’t just think I’m gonna go quiet about this when he’s gone. I need to talk to you about this week and what the fuck you were thinking.”

Her firm tone makes me nervous even though I know I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m an adult. Plus what else more can I say to her? For me to move on, I have to keep up this charade of Lucy Rivers. And Lucy Rivers has never had a boyfriend called Landon come back from the dead.

“I have to take this order out,” I say to her.

She puts her hands on her hips and throws me a look of fury.

“Afternoon.” Todd appears behind me. I swallow nervously, having not spoken much since our awkward run in at his house. His body language isn’t giving too much away.

“H—Hey.” We give each other a quick hug and I back away, fully cowering in the awkwardness of the situation.

“Lucy, I want to apologize for the other day.”

“For what?”

“I was out of line. I shouldn’t’ve snapped at you like that. I know you get nervous and I should’ve been better to you about it.”

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry. Really. I was a bitch. I just…We were on different pages…”

“I’m patient, Lucy. I know you can get a little crazy sometimes.” Todd rests a hand to my shoulder.

“Why do you like me?”

“I ask myself the same thing.” He gives a toothy grin and pushes some hair behind my ear. I release it back when he turns away.



Through the rush of dinner customers, a welcomed face appears at the bar. Landon beams at me, smiling with his eyes. He’s dressed in his leather jacket and jeans— He’s ready to leave. I feel this urgency, this panic wash over me and suddenly I’m coming up with more plans on how to keep him here.

“Did you sort that ride out?” he shouts over the hum of the room while I’m busy pouring out pints of beer.

“Um… Yeah. I’m going to ask Todd to help you out as soon as his shift is over.”

“Oh,” he shouts again. He’s crestfallen. “You’re not coming along to say goodbye?”

“I have work to do here in the morning…” I reply, the lie burning my tongue. Landon seems to pick up on it, and his whole demeanor changes.

“Luce, look…I have to get out of here tonight whatever way I can. When does Todd get off? I can’t keep delaying this.”

“Here you go, Sir,” I tell another customer.

“Luce?!”

“Yeah?! Um…I’m sorry! Just… Let him finish his shift… He’s off at two in the morning.”

“And what if he isn’t up for giving me a ride?”

“Then we’ll figure something out in the morning,” I reply, secretly hoping he’s right.

I don’t give him a chance to respond, turning away and pulling out a bottle of wine to give to Billie.

“Young man, if you’re too blind to notice, Lucy is a little too busy for your shenanigans right now.” My stomach creases.

“Gimme a few minutes. I’m only looking for a quick ride outta here.”

“That so?” she says sharply. “Well then, there’s always the option of leaving in a cop car if you wish. Free-of-charge.”

“Billie, quit it.” My cheeks turn hot.

“Son, where y’headed?” says an elderly man, a little rough round the edges with white, shoulder-length hair and a long beard.

“Jethrow.”

“That up north?”

“I’m not sure on that one, Sir,” Landon says.

“It is,” I add. “About three hours drive.”

“You been there, Lucy?” Landon says with an air of surprise.

“I looked it up on a map,” I lie, “to see how far it is.”

Landon holds a weary look on his face as the older man keeps talking. “When you leavin’?”

“As soon as possible. I might have outstayed my welcome here…” he says, his eyes falling hard on me.

“Welp, son, that truck out there is mine if you don’t mind a slow trip through the hills. I’m headed all the ways up so it ain’t no trouble.”

“I’ve got a hog in about three pieces. If you can fit the both of us, I’d appreciate it… I’ll try to find a way to pay you back once we hit Jethrow.”

“Hell, my miles are on the company and I got plenty o’ room in back. Be good to have some company.”

Landon tosses his hair as he considers it.

I can’t hide my sad eyes glistening at him through the amber-lit bar.

“Fuck.” We let our gazes drop from each other. “If you’re offering then I will take you up on it.”

“Right then. I’ll be leaving after a little feed. I know it’s late…or early dependin’ how you look at it but if you don’t mind a red-eye run we can get you up there before the sun’s up.”

Landon looks back at me. I’m silently plotting to slash the trucker’s tires or call the company he works for to claim he’s a hazardous driver. I bite my lip and wring a towel between my fingers.

“Luce?” he asks. “Are you going to talk to me?”

“I’m busy.”

“Whenever you have a break.”

Billie begrudgingly gestures her head that it’s alright. I take off my apron and wave Landon toward the back door.






CHAPTER 15


I t’s cold tonight. I don’t want this to be the place I say goodbye, in the darkness of a parking lot. But what I’m coming to accept here is that there’s no version of my life with Lucy in it.

I only have one little trick left up my sleeve.

“I want you to come with me,” I tell her as soon as we’re outside. “I need you to come with me.”

She stops herself from saying something. Her head shakes side to side. She’s wearing me down with her mixed signals and secrets.

“Lucy, what is so hard for you about leaving this place?”

“Agoraphobia, of sorts.”

“Agoraphobia?”

“Yeah, meaning I can’t leave. I’m… Scared.”

“Scared? That why you take those pills?”

“Look, Baddock is more like a security measure for me. Nothing bad has happened to me since I moved here. I can’t say the same for…other places.”

I’m wrapped around her finger. I’m hanging on every word she says, just waiting for her to finally give in to my request or let me in, let me into who she really is. There has to be a way to persuade her to join me. After the most passionate sex one can experience, I don’t know how the fuck I’m supposed to leave her here alone. How can I not pursue something with her, follow this connection we share? I don’t want to let her go yet. She lightens up when she sees me. I can’t place why… And she makes me feel the same. I have feelings for this girl.

I can’t lose her.

“I can keep you safe from that bad stuff,” I tell her. She sighs a cloud of her breath into the night and seems to almost laugh off what I say. “All I’m asking is this weekend, for your help to figure shit out at least until I have a better handle on who the fuck I am.”

She picks some leaves off a bush beside her while she thinks.

“Lucy, c’mon. I’m fuckin’ begging you here. A weekend with you so I have a little more time. Then you can head right back here, back to your simple life. You trust me right?”

She lifts her doe-eyed gaze to me gives me a single nod.

“Then come with me. That trucker in there, I know he’s got room for both of us.”

“But…My job.”

“We both know you’re not working tomorrow. Billie will understand.”

Quietly, she answers me. She’s considering it. “Will you go to the hospital?”

“You’ll come?” I say with more pep in my voice.

“Will you go to the hospital?”

I don’t let myself get too excited yet, not until I hear her say it. For now, I have to agree with her. “You got it. As soon as I sort out what’s going on, I’ll go to the hospital.” I extend my hand for her to shake and she takes it. “You’re coming?”

“Lucy!” comes a male voice from the doorway.

“Oh, Todd. I’m…”

I scowl. Of course Todd would interrupt the one conversation I’m being vulnerable.

“Who’s this?” The dude is like a walking Abercrombie ad. Nothing like me. I take a step toward him and offer my hand.

“Landon.”

He dismisses my offered palm and throws Lucy a glare so powerful, I’m half-tempted to kick his ass for looking at her like that.

“Thought he was leaving.”

“W—He… He is.”

“Why don’t you just say goodbye and come back inside then?” Todd says, his temper flaring which I desperately don’t want it to do. We don’t need to make this messier than it is.

“Are you drunk right now?”

“Drunk? Pfft. I had a few shots. Some girls bought a round for me. Just providing my excellent customer service.”

Lucy shakes her head and looks at me for comfort. “Todd. Please keep calm right now.”

“Ugh, shut up and come inside.”

“I think maybe you should back off the lady,” I reply, stepping between them.

“Dude, I’m her fucking boyfriend. Go fuck yourself,” Todd says. I flare my nostrils and flex an inch taller, now standing toe-to-toe with the prick.

“She told me she doesn’t have a boyfriend.” I shouldn’t’ve said it. There’s no need to stir this shit-pot but I had to say something to bring this asshole down a few pegs.

“Stop it, both of you. Todd, stop it. we’re not together. I…Just…I’m fucking confused, okay? I need you to back off from me a little bit. Go back inside. I’ll be two more minutes.”

“No, you won’t,” Todd replies dismissively. He’s watching me with eyes full of fury, barely paying attention to the woman he’s disrespecting. “Get the fuck inside. Men are talking.”

My leather jacket creeks as I fold my arms but decide to stay quiet. I don’t need more trouble.

“See, thing is Todd, you talk to me like this every time you get angry,” she says, fearlessly, "and you wonder why I’m not with you.”

“You push me to this, Lucy. Every damn time.”

“Man the fuck up. You’re the one that’s got your panties in a bunch,” I say, drawing his attention off Lucy. I can’t take the way he’s talking to her but I decide not to fight her battles.

“Fuck you, bro,” he jaunts.

“I’m not your bro, bro.”

After some silent steps toward each other, our noses are almost touching. I swear there’s almost smoke blowing from my nose. Lucy tugs at Todd’s arm to put some space between us. He shakes her off then turns his attention back to me.

I stand up taller.

“You wanna go?” Todd says.

“Please. This is so stupid. Calm down and I’ll explain everything soon.”

“Get out of our town.”

“Oh, trust me. I am.”

“Todd, get inside. We don’t need trouble.”

“Don’t tell me what to do, bitch!” Todd snaps. “Why the fuck are you standing up for this piece o’ shit?” His fist hits a wooden pole beside us and he paces around a bit, raging and shaking his hand out from the pain.

“You’re a piece o’ shit,” I murmur.

“Yeah, I’m the piece o’ shit? I am? Fucking white trash over here,” Todd says. “What the fuck are you doing, Lucy?”

“I’m saying goodbye,” I say. He doesn’t hear her, instead he lunges at her, his hand seemingly ready to take her throat. I step between him and Lucy pulls me away.

“He’s a fucking criminal! A complete goddamn stranger! Don’t you have a brain in there?”

“You don’t know him,” she says. He was gonna hurt her just now. That mother fucker was going to put his hands on her.

“I know him just fucking fine. A patched MC member? I know your kind. You’re not welcome in this town.”

I wanna kick this fucker’s ass, show him he ain’t the big man he thinks he is, but I hold myself back. Fighting this asshole isn’t going to help me get home, and the last thing I want to do is get Lucy or myself into anymore trouble.

But then he paces towards me. I shove him hard so he stumbles backward. He grabs for me but I’m able to take his arm and twist it up behind his back. I’m not in the mood for this bullshit. Todd flays a bit until his knee hits my balls. I cry out.

“Yeah, who’s the piece o’ shit now, huh?” he says.

A left hook meets my ear. Actually, maybe I can find it in me to kick his ass. I feel some blood trickle out, tickling down my neck. I shift and tackle this pussy ass bitch to the floor, pummeling a hard punch across his cheek. Kid can’t be too experienced in hand-to-hand combat. He’ll give up soon.

“Stop it! Landon!” Lucy’s arm tugging me backward pulls me too. The fuck am I doing? I step backward as Todd shimmies back in the dirt, holding a hand to his face.

“She doesn’t deserve this shit from you and in no alternate Universe do you deserve her,” I spit.

“Stop it! Stop it!”

“You’re damn lucky she’s here to protect your ass,” I continue.

“Get the fuck out of here before the police arrive.”

“Who called the police?!” Lucy booms.

“Who the hell do you think called them?” Todd replies, grinning toothily from the ground.

I can’t hear any sirens in the distance, but something inside me makes it fucking clear I can’t be around if the cops show up…

“Landon…Just…Go.”

I turn to look at her, but she can’t meet my eyes.

“Really?” I say.

She shakes her head some more.

“Fine. See you in another life, sweetheart…” I say, stepping past them both.

“Don’t you dare go after him,” Todd’s voice echoes from behind me.

I’m pleading, begging that she will. She has to. This can’t be where this ends.






CHAPTER 16


I  consider following Landon, I really do. This situation is out of control and my mind can’t figure it out. This whole scenario is worse than I’d ever imagined it would be— Landon’s leaving. Landon’s leaving now…And he doesn’t remember me.

Todd sees my tears and pulls me in for a controlling hug.

“Why are you doing this?” he says into my hair. “You’re so silly sometimes.” I stare past him toward the far end of the gravel car park to the eighteen-wheeler on the far side. There’s shadows walking up to it. Is that them? It can’t be. He can’t be leaving now…

“You were gonna hurt me,” I say quietly into Todd’s chest.

“Pfft, I…wasn’t, sweetie.” He laughs it off. “I wasn’t.”

I lift my head back. He forces a laugh, this time. “Don’t shrug that one off. You lunged towards me. If Landon wasn’t there, you would’ve laid your hands on me.”

He keeps trying to laugh to ease the tension. “You say you know how I get and you push me there, right to my limit.”

“You’re really blaming me right now?”

“Christ! Listen to yourself. You are certified crazy.”

“You’ve almost done it before. Forgive me for having a guard up.”

“Well, sometimes you almost deserve it. And I’m sorry about that…that time. I was too drunk.” His jaw clenches and his fist slams atop the outdoor table as he tries to calm his aggression.

I fight the tears and back away from him.

Me and Todd fight. We always fight but he’s being vicious this time; Hitting me where it hurts— A place in my mind where I deserve to be punished. I’m drawn to the conflict. I’m obliged to stay and bear it because this is the way I think I need to be treated because, in my mind, it somehow makes up for what we did to Daryl.

“Oh, the silent treatment, huh? Fuck you, bitch.” Todd goes back inside behind the taps to return to serving customers. Billie catches my eye through the window with a look of concern but doesn’t approach me.

Outside, everything falls quiet. All I hear is my breath. All I see is the billow of it. My mind is awash with what-if’s and should-I’s.

I look to the truck, to Landon and the man hauling pieces of his bike into the back.

This punishing sentence is mine to face. I brought this life on myself and I am made to endure it for all I’ve done in the past. Any sadness that comes into my life is karma resetting the balance. If I choose to stay, things will settle back to normal eventually. I can blame this entire Landon thing to be an innocent, naïve mistake— The kind Lucy Rivers makes because of how much she cares for people and how she wants to see the good in everyone. I’ll keep working in the tavern. I’ll keep painting. I’ll agree to be with Todd in whatever capacity he wants me. I’ll accept that this is my life, because only a few days ago I already had.

But now I had a new choice…

I could go.

If I left, I’d be burning bridges beyond repair. I’d destroy my quiet life I’ve struggled to build myself up here in the redwoods. All those lies, all those relationships, all those years wasted in exchange to spend a few more days with Landon, to settle him back into life in Jethrow, life in the club, a life of crime, a life where he’s connected to a woman named Mia, a life where I don’t fit in anywhere. Jethrow, where my mom is either missing, dead, or so high she might as well be.

“What’re you doing out here? Get inside! It’s mad in here.” Billie shouts from the back door.

Auto-pilot rattles my bones. I obey. I walk back towards the door. Behind me, I can hear Landon’s voice beside the truck but dare not look back.

I enter through the Tavern’s kitchen, sidle beside the Tavern’s two chefs, down along the bar behind a sneering Billie, I collect my rucksack and barge through the heaving crowd and finally out the front door.

But what I see before me makes me trip and fall into the gravel. The truck, my way out of here, Landon and any hope for any alternate future, pulls away onto the road.

No.

No, no, no.

It’s not too late.

It can’t be too late.

I have to go after him. I have to take this chance.

I sling my bag back over my shoulders and run so fast I feel rocks flicking up onto my calves.

“Landon!” I squeal as the truck creaks up through its gears. I’m hanging behind so Landon can see me in the mirror, waving my hands furiously. “Landon, please stop!”

I see him lean out the window and squint through the darkness. I’m illuminated only by the red rear lights.

The truck starts breaking. I could slow down too but I don’t. I sprint right up until I’m at his passenger door.

The truck stops and he jumps from the cab. His hands hold either side of my head. “It’s easier if I go… I don’t want a goodbye, Lucy.”

“I don’t want one either.” I pant heavily. “I’m coming with you.”

“You…fascinating thing.” Landon is lost in my eyes and taking my hands in his.

“Hey!” Todd’s voice is heard from beneath the darkness of the road. “Lucy! What the fuck are you doing?! Where are you going?!”

“If you want me to come, it has to be now,” I say to Landon.

He smiles at me and lifts me up into the passenger cab. I give an awkward ‘hello’ to the trucker who I hope is okay with this and climb into the back sleeper section of the cab.

Twang! Twang! Twang!

“Don’t you dare run away from me!” Todd thumps his palm hard on the truck’s side paneling as we drive off. “You fucking bitch! What are you doing?!”

We accelerate. I cry some more, hearing Todd’s shouting get quieter and quieter. Landon’s arm is reaching back for me, squeezing my knee for comfort.

“This is the right choice, darlin’. You’re always safe with me.”






CHAPTER 17


M y knees are bent into my chest. The California highways at night become one big blur of darkness, truck stops, and passing lights.

I wonder what’s running through Todd’s head… Or Billie’s… I’ve just run off with Landon, a goddamned biker I’m not even supposed to know. They have no way to find me or contact me. Will they be panicking? Will they put out a missing persons report? If only I’d had time to do this right or to come up with a story that makes sense. Thing is, life doesn’t wait for the perfect time. I can’t see a hope of ever repairing my relationships here once I go back.

‘…once I go back…’ That thought confirms I haven’t fully chosen yet whether I’ll stay in Jethrow or not. I’ve chosen Landon, sure, but I can’t get my head around staying in that town… Baddock, the security of my studio, nature, and being away from the chaos of too many people— I fear I’ll miss all of that too much.

But that’s not a priority to worry about right now. I have three days to make a decision.

Now’s not the time, Lucy.

“You comfortable back there, darlin’?” Landon asks quietly.

“I’m okay.”

He reaches a hand back towards me and I accept it willingly.



We pulled off the highway to all take a nap and eat then returned on our journey into the morning.

The sun has risen over the hills that wall the horizon. The scenery’s changed from dense forests to open plains once more. Industrial businesses begin appearing, familiar ones. The old county abattoir that shut down in the eighties, still as decrepit as ever, clues me into our impending arrival.

Then I see it…

The worn-down sign…

Jethrow, Oregon, there to tell me I’ve truly left my comfort zone many miles behind me.

I laugh at the graffiti covering the ‘J’ and the ‘E’ that instead spells out ‘DEA’. Kids have done this for years and no matter how hard the town council try fix it, they can’t stop it from happening. Thing is, they’re looking at the problem all wrong. The issue isn’t the kids doing the graffiti— It’s the knuckle-head, addict parents who raise them and make the town the Deathrow it is. Fix them and you fix the sign.

“Great. Looking forward to this,” Landon says, tone dripping in sarcasm.

Driving through the old streets is strange to me but not foreign. Not a lot has changed as far as the buildings and Mom ’n’ Pop stores go. In fact, someone could’ve said to me that I’ve only been gone days, not years, and I’d have believed them.

It’s when we drive by the Savvy 7 Gas Station that my panic starts to kick in. I’ve left my meds behind so am afraid of how I might react just being here. My hands tremble as I rub them together and look into Savvy 7 to the bored, young female working behind the counter like I did back in high school. She was me once, only with less blood on her hands. I time-travel to back then, those six years ago, to Landon’s face watching me through the window of his mom’s truck, him shouting to me to be happy and keep fighting as I drove away. He wore a red baseball cap and his wife-beater was tainted with blood and dirt. This memory would otherwise hurt, keep me confined to my bed for hours, but all I have to do now is reach forward to the passenger seat to place my hand on his arm and I feel comforted.

“Here you go,” the truck driver, Bluey, tells us. We’re standing outside a shitty motel that used to moonlight as the Jethrow brothel. I don’t know if they’d ever be bothered to clean it up.

We thank him, unload Landon’s bike and watch him disappear down the main street. More panic seeps in. I’m in this now. No more running.



After twenty minutes standing in the uncomfortable morning sun, Landon comes back with some keys and gestures me to follow him. He opens a door into a suite that’s embedded with the smell of dampness and stale cigarettes.

“Wow, what a shit hole,” I say.

I wish I could be back in my studio wrapped up with Babeen right now. I drag my tensed eyes over the brown carpet, the pink sheets, the gaudy comforter…Bleck! It’s tacky, disgusting, claustrophobic.

“There’s only one bed,” I notice.

“It’s all they had sweetheart… I’m takin’ the floor anyhow.”

“The floor? You’ll get sick. There’s mould on the wall over there.”

“I’ll survive.”

“Landon, let’s not stay here.”

“They’re the only ones that take cash, Lucy. You got a bank card you want to use?” I don’t answer. I have a bank out of necessity to get my wages and for nothing else. I don’t even know how much is in there at this point. “Didn’t think so. Bluey gave me some money for tonight. He’s old MC crew from Santa Cruz. He gets it. We gotta keep this quiet and stay here till I figure out what’s going on, for our own sakes’.”

I cross my arms. “No.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m not your prisoner. I don’t wanna stay here and I don’t have to. It creeps me the fuck out. Let’s go somewhere else.”

I’m bluffing but I walk outside anyway and down the row of other doorways. There’s someone fucking in #18. I can hear them. A nervous businessman is staring out the window in #13, waiting for his call girl, I guess.

Landon follows me and calls after me nicely. I don’t respond. My inner child is screaming at me ‘WARNING WARNING WARNING’. The morning feels muggy and sticky already, that same air that I’ve come to resent.

“Lucy!” he calls after me again.

“Why am I even here?” I say, reaching the vending machine to buy a drink to cool me down. “What do I do now?”

“You stay a few nights with me and leave a free woman. I’m not holding you here.”

“Yes you are!”

“No, I’m not, Luce. You can go when you please.”

“You begged for me to come with you.”

“I know. I know I did. Let’s not make a scene here. Please come back in the room. We can figure this out.”

An older couple sharing a cigarette beside the rundown pool look up at us.

“Lucy,” he insists.

“I don’t care what these people think. Why the fuck should I care? That sign’s right. This is fucking death-row and I don’t want to be back here with you being sentenced to it.”

He shoos me away and walks back to the room. “I’m not indulging you here.”

“Indulge me in what exactly?” I follow him, craving an argument I know usually comes with Todd. I’m searching for some kind of sick relief that comes through yelling. Landon doesn’t let in.

“Indulge you in an argument, Luce. I’m happy to talk with you,” he says. “But I’d rather wait until you’ve slept. We’re both exhausted.”

We enter into the room again.

“Tell me what your plan is from here on out. And where exactly do I fit into it?”

“If you lower your voice, I will.”.

“Asshole!”

“Hey, where the hell did that come from? You’ve been off ever since we hit town…”

“Maybe I just think this is a mistake… I shouldn’t have come here… I—I’m going for a walk.”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Huh?”

“I don’t want you walking away when I know you’re still upset. Let’s talk this out a little bit.”

“Talk what out? I came with you, just like you wanted… Why couldn’t we have just stayed back at my place?”

“Tell me exactly what’s wrong. Let’s solve it,”

I forgot how patient this boy is with people he cares for. Still, I press on wanting to find a button of his. I take a pillow and toss it at his chest, fed up with these vague words that are becoming meaningless. He laughs slightly then picks it up and launches it back at me knocking me onto my ass on the mattress.

“Oh, shit! Lucy, I didn’t mean to throw it so hard.” I’m cradled up in his arms, trying to hold back laughter too. For the first time since we hit Jethrow, I feel… Better…

“Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Princess. It was a pillow, not a missile.”

He stands back up, hands in the air and backs away from me. I raise a pillow of my own high above my head and launch it towards him this time, but Landon makes a reactive side step to dodge it.

Thud! Csssh!

The small TV topples off it’s stand and onto the floor, cracking the screen.

“Shit!” I say cupping my hands over my mouth. Landon snickers then looks back at me. His goofy grin makes me laugh too.

“I ain’t paying for that. Bluey gave me money but…Not that much.”

“It’s your fault. You dodged it!”

Landon squints at me then stomps towards me with a jokingly stern look on his face. I squirm and giggle as he gets closer to me. I jump from the bed, running away from him as quickly as possible until he’s under my arm, throwing me over his shoulder. His muscles aren’t merely for looks — He’s tough and manages to lift me up with ease.

“Let me go,” I laugh and pound on his back.

“Nope. I’m sick of this. Over the balcony, you go, Palermo. You’re a liability. Now we can’t watch Wheel of Fortune tonight. You know I love Wheel of Fortune.”

He keeps playing while I’m left breathless and silent over what I just heard. I go limp and docile over his shoulder, letting his strength hold me.

“Lucy? You all good?”

As he goes to set me my feet back down on the floor, I try find words.

“What’d you say just now?” I ask. I know what I heard.

“I’m just joking about the TV, Luce. It’s alright. Damn thing probably didn’t work anyway.”

“No, before that.”

“I don’t know, darlin’. I was just playin’ around. I can’t remember.”

He said Palermo, clear as day. Palermo as in Lucy Palermo… The real me. The name he used to call me when he pretended to be mad at me. My own name. Landon remembers. My Landon’s in there, closer than I thought. Some part of him knows who I am!

“Lucy, you’re scaring me a bit here… If you really don’t want to be here I’m sure I can get you a bus back to California.”

“I’m fine,” I reply, staring at his eyes and hoping for another glint of recognition. “I’ll stay.”

“I think I might be winning you over,” he says, giving me a cocky smile.

“Don’t be arrogant.”

“I’m not arrogant… I just know what I want, and I know how to get it.”

Landon moves quicker than his injuries should have allowed. I found myself tackled onto the bed, twisting and landing on top of him, my breasts pressed into the hard granite of his chest.

And beneath me, I could feel something even harder than granite pressing against my thigh.

“Landon,” I murmur, and his name on my lips was like a prayer of thanksgiving.

“There’s my Lucy,” he grins and moves his lips to cover mine.

I kiss him back with everything I have, the years of pent up passion continue to pour into my frenzied and frantic movements. Our tongues meet and mingle once more, sparring for dominance as I let my hands wander down the body I had missed for so damn long. Lower and lower I touch, seeking, probing and stroking until my fist closes around the upright evidence of his desire beneath his jeans.

He brakes away from the kiss. “God damn, Lucy… You don’t know what you do to me…”

My hand begins to move of its own accord. “Maybe I do,” I murmur against the hollow of this throat. His skin under my lips is warm and practically pulsing with life. I lick my lips and they come away salty and sweet, so I kiss his throat again, sliding my tongue ever downward, tasting, licking and teasing until I reach the edge of his jeans.

Memories of our times before life pulled us apart filled my mind. Maybe if I could remind him… If I could show him what it was like.

I planned on teasing him into a frenzy, but all those plans went out the window the minute I pulled his jeans south and his cock bobbed free.

I gasp out loud to see Landon’s cock up close. The perfection I remembered was nothing compared to the work of art in front of me. "Oh my god, Landon,” I murmur.

"You like it?"

I close my fist around the long, elegant shaft, and it fits perfectly in my grip, heavy and smooth at the same time. I move my head over the tip before flicking my tongue outward.

“Fuck,” Landon grunts, letting his head fall back on the pillow.

"Are you sure you know how to get what you want?” I ask, darting my tongue around the tip in quick, rapid-fire swirls.

Landon laces his fingers through my hair, pain blooming across my scalp as he takes control. I gasp as he lines up my mouth, pressing his hips upward.

It had been so long since I’d let him use me like this. Maybe he didn’t remember me, but his body knew what to do. My lips close tightly around his shaft as he drives his cock deep.

He grunts and lets out a low, animal moan that inflames me with desire so delicious that my toes curl. Emboldened by his appreciative moans, I begin working his cock in earnest with my tongue, giving myself up to his control as he guides my movements. I am laving the entire shaft, inhaling deeply and taking the entire massive length of him deeper with every motion. His cock pulses with desire, the head hitting the back of my throat as he surges upward, willing me to take him in, to take all of him and swallow every last inch just the way he likes… The way the Landon I knew couldn’t get enough of.

I open my throat and slide back down the shaft again, taking him in right to the hilt as he gasps in shock. I like this. I like surprising him with my skill. He slows down, pulling my mouth back to the tip, his body straining against the orgasm that I knew was coming soon. The edges of my lips curl upward as I catch his eyes with my own. I moan, sending vibrations down the shaft, trying desperately to bring him over the edge… This is my little payback for every day I’d spent missing him.

Landon lifts his hands and releases my hair, threading fingertips through the wild strands and letting them fall about my head like water. He is giving me control, and I am ready to take it. I begin moving in earnest, stroking the shaft up and down with my hand while I swirl my tongue in wild circles along the veins and ridges.

Landon is moving his hips. This has become more than a blowjob. He is fucking my mouth with wild abandon and it’s a struggle to keep up. Somehow, my free hand has found its way down between my thighs, and I am lost in pleasure and desire. I am so sure he is about to cum, and I prepare myself to swallow whatever he has to offer.

To my shock he grabs a fistful of my hair and yanks my head upward. "Not yet," he growls, both to me and seemingly to himself.

"You don't want to finish?"

His eyes are dark with desires. "I know what I want,” he growls, and there is an authority in his voice that I desperately missed. He commands respect but makes me want to do what he says…

"Take off your clothes…”

Slowly, entranced by his gaze as it raked over my body, I strip down. Goosebumps raise across my body as the chill air hits my naked skin.

“I’ll never get tired of seeing you like this,” he declares, reaching out for me. "Come here… Kneel over me."

As if in a trance, I climb back onto the bed and swing my leg over his hips, but he stops me.

“Not there… A little higher,” he urges, snaking his hands around my ass and lifting me up to his shoulders.

"Wait, what….oh!" His tongue meets my center and I felt the sudden downward rush as my pussy floods in greeting. He laps up the wetness with relish while I squeeze my eyes tight, concentrating on the sensations. His swirling tongue darts in and out of my pussy, probing the delicate folds of my lips, and then moves upward where it finds the buzzing hot need of my clit.

“Oh God! Landon!” I cry as he finds that magical spot. He grips my ass tighter, pulling me down so that I am riding his face, my hips grinding in ecstasy as the rapid-fire pulse of his tongue against my nub sends shockwaves of pleasure radiating outward. I feel the liquid heat pour into my veins, spreading outward as my blood pumps hot as lava threatening to erupt. The pressure inside of me builds and builds, impossible to contain. I reach out and press my palms flat against the wall, swirling my hips on Landon’s face, riding his tongue to a crashing, punishing orgasm that sends me flying over the edge. I scream out his name as my whole body goes taut, my toes splayed, my thighs clenched, fearing that I might float away into space. Landon continues his relentless thrusts. I barely recovered from the first orgasm when the second tears a low groan from my throat. I reach down and clutch his head, pressing him up into the scalding hot center of my need, forcing him to stay exactly where I want him as I ride the wave of pleasure to a shuddering, shivering halt.

Landon looks up at me, grinning wetly, his stubble shiny with my juices. “I might not remember shit, but I’m pretty sure that was the goddamned sexiest thing I have ever seen.”

"Oh God, I'm exhausted," I gasp, sagging against the wall.

"Hell no you aren't, sweetheart.”

He grasps me around the waist, lifting me as if I were weightless.

"I'm not done with you yet."

He is pressing me ever downward. Closer and closer to that rigid, upright, almost impossibly large cock, the taste of which still sings on my mouth. I help angle my hips over him, and he presses his cock frantically upward, seeking my tight opening with a single-minded determination.

"Wait, Landon…” I hesitate.

“Lucy, for God's sake, have mercy on me," he groans.

“Are you sure? Are you sure you want this?”

"I want all of this,” he growls, thrusting his hips upward in once smooth motion. “All of you.”

I cry out to find myself suddenly impaled, Landon’s huge cock surging upward inside of me, filling me completely and stretching me wide. I gasp as his hands clutch at my ass, moving me up and down on the long shaft, forcing me to move even as the shock of his powerful entry rolls waves of pleasure through my body.

"You like that?" he rumbles, fucking me harder.

“YES,” I moan. The feeling of Landon inside of me was heaven. He touched every secret place of me that had been yearning to be touched. The places long forgotten ever since the day I’d driven away. My nerve endings went into overdrive and I began to ride him in earnest, a slave to my desire.

A slave to his…

"Yes you do, you do like this." His voice was low and husky and far dirtier than I had remembered. What he was saying, what we were doing, the lies I’d told him… It was all so wrong but there was no way in hell I could ever stop this. I looked down to where his cock was slamming into me, spreading my pussy lips wide as he fucked me upward, the rhythmic slap of skin on skin the only noise besides our mutual gasps and groans.

"Kiss me!" I cry as I fall forward, grinding my clit frantically into his pubic bone as he pounded into me from below as relentless and powerful as a jackhammer.

Landon growls and slams his lips into mine, parting my teeth with his insistent tongue. Each pounding thrust of his cock makes me cry out into his mouth as he devoured me with his lips and tongue. He moves his mouth downward, curling his tongue around the tender peak of my breast, drawing the tight puckered bead upward into his teeth, nibbling, teasing and suckling before biting down.

The sudden pain blends into the intense pressure from his punishing cock and sends me whirling over the edge into another screaming orgasm. From somewhere far outside myself, I heard his own guttering cry and felt his cock twitch inside of me, but I was too far-gone to react. With a sudden surge upward, I feel him finish inside me, his hot cum filling me as we come together in ecstasy, the culmination of all our pent-up feelings finally breaking free.

When the storm finally passes, I fall forward, burying my face into that soft space where his neck meets his shoulder just the way I’d always loved.

We stay there together, wrapped in the comfort of this ineffable bond we’ve always shared.

The world turns around us.






CHAPTER 18


L ucy takes awhile to wake up. I can’t blame her after the night we had. I’ve made her a coffee and place it on the bedside table. I’m tight from sleeping on the hard carpet last night but her looking up at me with those adorable, tired eyes puts me at ease.

Every part of me wanted to lay next to her last night and hold her, tell her how much I want to learn about her, apologize for our timing being so off. Another life, I’d like to think we might have had a chance.

I’ve thought over why I feel obliged to return to a biker club I can barely remember. Maybe I just want to show them my respect. Maybe I’m hoping coming back will help spark my memory.

Maybe I owe it to Mia… Whoever she is…

“You fix the TV?” Lucy asks, noticing the new set in the corner.

“Room eighteen guests checked out and may have accidentally left their door open.”

“Landon…”

“Hey, now. That ain’t stealin’. I’m borrowing it.”

I switch the channel to some morning news show. Lucy watches it attentively while curling up beneath the sea of blankets. I walk to her and perch myself at the foot of the bed.

“I’m headed to that place on the matchbook in a bit. You down to join me?”

“Nah. I’ll stay here.”

“You sure about that? Not much to do around here…”

“I don’t want to go out there. I know what’s out there and I know it’s all crap. So I think I’m gonna sit here, watch the news, go for a swim, order some Chinese food and relax a while.” I must give her a look of concern because she tilts her head that cute way she does. “What?”

“Please come with me.”

“Aw, Landon, you scared to go talk to a bunch of big mean bikers alone? Last I checked you’re the one who wanted to come back here.”

I present her my middle finger and an amused grin. She climbs out from the covers, dressed only in a slouchy top and panties and crawls towards me. She lifts higher on her knees, takes my dirty collar, puts her pouty lips a breath away from mine and whispers, “…Or you scared I might leave without a goodbye?”

I don’t really know what to say. This girl keeps spinning my wheels. Last night she seemed ready to run for the hills, and this morning she seems ready to fuck me senseless. It’s like flipping a damn switch. She’s off or on, no gray areas…

“That’s what I thought.” She pushes me away with a wink, knowing she won this battle.

The worst part is, she’s right. Goddamn, I want her to stay with me. I’m afraid if I walk out that door she might not be here when I get back…

I watch her hold her gaze with mine, no longer as intimidated by me it seems. “I want to kiss you again,” she tells me, bright-eyed. I take my thumb and drag it down her lip. It’s tempting. It’s fucking tempting.

“I…I want the same thing… But I need answers first.”

“Right, of course…Mia.” She’s back under the sheets in a flash.

“I just need to know what kind of man I am before I drag you down with me, Lucy…You’re playing with fire, darlin’. You’ll get burned.”

My cock is hard as a fucking rock. I want Lucy. I want her every hour of every day.

I don’t give her a chance to respond. I throw on my leather jacket, give Lucy a kiss on the forehead and head out the door. I need to step away from the situation before I end up the one burned.



A short walk later, I’ve finally arrived.

Big Sal’s.

Its sign is lit up in the day with blue neon lights that follow right on into the dark bar.

Stepping inside, the rest of the rundown joint is a relic of some forgone, cocaine-fueled time long past. It’s dark and stinks like tobacco and foul men at play. Hints of women’s perfume catch my nostrils as I listen to the metal blasting on the stereo. It’s instantly familiar to me. I sense no imminent threat here. When I catch the attention of the security guard and the young, pretty ginger thing behind the bar they seem completely comfortable with my arrival.

The music’s blaring so loud, I gotta shout for my order when I reach the bar. Little Red pours me a shot of whiskey and a beer before I’ve even opened my mouth. “How much?”

“Huh?” she says, confused.

“I said ‘How much?’”

“On the house, honey,” she says with a laugh, her hand atop mine that holds a few dollar bills. She stands back up and gestures her head to the back of the room.

Someone whistles. The music turns off. Some faceless bodies slide out from their vinyl booths, moving beside me and the stripper poles and out the door. Squinting through the dim, I notice some guys have stayed behind. I take a step back towards the door.

“That’s some big fuckin’ balls you got,” comes a powerful voice. He approaches with arms open wide and I receive his embrace.

“Y…Yeah.”

“Landon. Look at me, bro. Did you find Lucy?”






CHAPTER 19


“Bro, what the hell happened to you? You look like you seen a fuckin’ ghost or somethin’.”

“I… don’t know?” I take a deep swallow of the beer in front of me but the man snatches it from me. How the fuck does he know about Lucy?

“It’s eleven o’clock in the morning. Chill out, brother.”

Man, a drink would help me right now. My brain’s buzzing, running over all these moments with my Lucy, wondering if she knows me, or if I knew her, or if this whole thing was just some fucked up coincidence.

From beside us, more bodies appear— faces that feel like family…Or something close to family…

“The fuck is wrong with you? And what happened to your cut?” says one of them.

Garrett. I recall his name easily. He approaches me looking relieved and I stand from the booth to hug him. I recognize him. I know him. I remember him. Thank fucking God I remember someone!

I get a punch on my bicep and want to laugh. Garrett, my blood brother who I’d give my life for is shaking me excitedly. I have to try keep my cool for now in case I’m wrong about the whole story here.

“The fuck is wrong with me? The fuck’s wrong with you?” I smile to show I’m only messing around. Everything feels like a dream where it’s almost real life but some bits are off about it. There’s some blanks I can’t fill in.

“I was fuckin’ worried sick, bro. Thought the worst but Mac wouldn’t let us trail you.”

“Garrett,” I say.

“Yeah, ya fuck. It’s fuckin’ Garrett. Who the fuck you think I am?”

“Leave him alone, G. Landon’s rockin’ a mean hangover or something.”

I take my palm and squeeze Garrett’s neck. My brother’s are back; My MC brothers. Garrett is with me. I’m safer than I was. I have someone on my side.

“Where’s Mac?” I recall some more memories. Maybe the context of the bar and my brothers is sparking some things. I remember I had something to do with him or for him.

“Aw, hell no,” Garrett says. “Ain’t no goddamn way in hell you’re chatting to Prez like this. We gotta get you sobered up before the apology you owe him.”

“Apology?” That seemed a more plausible scenario than I had in mind. Why did I think this would be easy? I’d thought before about how maybe I’d run, that’s why I was on the bike. Shit. “Is Prez pissed?”

“What’s with you? You know Mac don’t forgive that quick. You’ll be lucky if you get out of this with a fucking beating. Why the hell did you tear your patches off?”

“I don’t know…” I stumble over my words, trying to back away and running into another lump of human muscle. I turn and look up at his huge frame.

“Haven’t seen you this blackout since that fight with Mia. Someone knock you over the head or somethin’?” I notice a badge on this guy’s cut. Rev. It’s Rev. And suddenly I know I know him too. “Your brain’s mush, bro.”

“Can’t stop, won’t stop.” I mumble and shrug at him.

“Yeah, we know that,” Garrett says. “Get that ass on the couch. I’ll get the girls to cook you up some chow. You get some sleep and we’ll figure this out later.”

I sit down on the sofa, forced to recline by Garrett’s strength. “I’m good man,” I protest but he’ll have none of it.

“I know how stubborn you are. Now lay the fuck down before I put you to sleep.”

“Garrett,” I say. “We gotta talk about something serious. I need help.”

“I know you got shit to talk about. But Prez said if we see you back in town to have him speak to you first. You know I can’t be brought into more shit. If Prez thinks I’m hiding something from him about you, you know how he gets. I got the kid. I need Mac on my good side. You understand.”

I don’t fight him longer than that. I fucked up. I’ve got a punishment to face that might not be pretty. I forget about Lucy for a minute to save me the pain of thinking about our future. The sofa’s comfortable. I figure I could take a rest on it a few hours, be up ready to handle whatever Mac’s got in store then make it back to the motel before sunset.



Someone clears their throat.

I open my eyes into the room. Everything’s dark now but I can make out the outline in the doorway. Standing six-foot-six, bald, rough and weather worn…It’s Mac, who’s leaned up against the door frame. He switches on the bright, fluorescent lights and I squint hard adjusting to them.

“Up,” he tells me and gestures his head for me to follow him into the clubhouse behind the bar.

He doesn’t say another word until we’re sat at the table where church — the club’s official meetings — is held. He wipes his nose on his bandana and narrows his eyes to me.

“Talk.” His deep voice, the result of decades smoking two packs a day, croaks at me.

“I gotta start by letting you know I ain’t thinkin’ straight right now.”

“I don’t want your goddamn excuses, boy. You can’t handle your piss. That ain’t my worry.”

“I haven’t had a drink, Mac. No disrespect but I crashed my bike, hit my head. Spent the last couple days trying to figure out who the fuck I am… But being here, some things seem to be clearing up.”

“I couldn’t give two holy shits about how you feel now. What I needa know is why you abandoned this club in the first place. Why you walked away from your brothers, from me. I gave you fucking everything!” His fist beats the table and he stands up, pacing behind my chair. “You made a promise to me. You said you could handle this, that you wanted her, that you wanted this for the club and our families.”

He squeezes my face. I rage inside but don’t fight back. “Mac, Prez… I get you’re upset. I get it….But I’m missing some memories. I fell off my bike. I don’t know what you’re talking about right now.”

His knuckles crack and his hands land on my shoulders. “Seems convenient you’d lose your head at a time like this.”

“I swear to Christ, Mac, when I get it back I’ll take whatever punishment you got but thing is I don’t know what happened. I want to give you answers but I’ve got none. Hell, I can’t even remember my own address.”

His thick, ringed fingers squeeze my shoulders. I flinch.

“What do you remember?”

“Garrett, when I saw his face. I remember Mia… Or at least, I remember her fucking name. It’s on this ring…”

Mac groans. Some part of me remembers that sound… The sound someone heard right before a beatdown.

“I remember where I’ve been the last few days. I remember the accident. This girl, Lucy, she’s been taking care o’ me. She’s here with me. She can back up the story.”

“Lucy?” he spins me around to look at him. Almost comically, he asks, “Lucy Palermo? You did all this for Lucy fucking Palermo?”

“No… Her name is… Rivers. Lucy Rivers. She’s just the girl who found me the night I wrecked. Put my shoulder back in its fucking socket. She’s from down in Baddock National Park. Who the fuck is Lucy Palermo?”

“Kid…” I give him a blank look. “You don’t remember a Lucy Palermo in your life?” I shake my head. “Then you need a fucking hospital.”

“Mac, look, I don’t know why but I can’t go to a hospital. What if I get arrested?”

“You lose your goddamn balls in that accident? Get up. We’re taking you to get some help. Don’t you think for one second this is me letting you off the hook. Best believe one of the boys will be at your side twenty-four-seven watching what you’re up to. If I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll cut your motherfucking dick off. We’ll finish this conversation later. Got it?”

“Got it.”

We move through the clubhouse and bar where someone catches my elbow. “Landon,” she says. “Thought you were going for good.”

“…Mia.”

She looks at me with a smile.

“You back to apologize?” she says.

I did something to her too?

This woman looks nothing like Lucy. Mia is Italian, sexy, tough-looking with full lips, full hips and full tits. She’s got long curly black hair and fuck-me green eyes…. And they don’t do a goddamned thing for me. She moves in close, and all I want to do is run.

“You want Mami to cook you dinner tonight?” she whispers in my ear.

“Landon. Get out here. We’re taking you to the emergency room.”

I’m pulled away from Mia who I shrug an answer at.

“What the fuck?” she says with her hands presented and a face like a smacked ass. Her friends comfort her since I’m overwhelmed from being manhandled out of the place to apologize.



Garrett and Rev take me to the emergency unit and have me stashed me into the back of the MC’s cage like some stowaway. They have their music blasting loudly in the cab. I try yell over it through the black divider that separates me from them.

“Talk to me! The fuck is this?”

“I told you, brother, we can’t,” Garrett says.

I slap the cage hard. “I have questions!”

“Yeah, so do we, bro, but let’s save it a few days.”

“Who is Lucy?”

“Don’t give me that that shit, Landon.”

“Mac said I knew someone named Lucy Palermo.”

Rev turns the music up to an unbearable level then makes a sharp corner. I’m thrown at the side of the van as it hurtles onto the freeway. I give up for now and take a knee in the back beside a handlebar.



It isn’t long before a flashlight is shining directly in my eye against my will. The doctor checks my vitals and asks a few questions. Then a specialist comes in to quiz me on my memory. It’s tedious. I don’t need it. More and more, I’m willing to live with the amnesia if it means that I can keep from dealing with whatever club bullshit I managed to get myself into… You can’t hate someone who doesn’t remember what they did wrong. Best you can do is judge them on how they live their life from here on out. But I’m starting to think my life isn’t quite as ideal as I might want it to be. I made mistakes. I have to face the consequences.

“So, what’s the prognosis, Doc?” Garrett asks.

“It’s slightly abnormal post-trauma amnesia. It may take a few months until he’s really recouped but it shouldn’t be anything permanent. He’s recognized you both already and any facts about himself should come back in a few days. It’s just lucky he was wearing his helmet. Mr. Ellers, you really should’ve come to us right after the accident. Next time it happens, you might not be so lucky.”

“Lucky? Ha.” I cough a laugh at her.

“Right. Well, listen, there’s no magic drug to cure this except Father Time. I’ve got a prescription for some pain meds for you and something to aid memory function. Follow the dosage instructions, keep away from situations that might cause further head trauma, like drinking, motorcycle accidents and fighting, and do the best you can to keep stress levels down. It can exacerbate memory problems.”

“Best keep your distance from Mia then, hey bro?” Garrett says with a hearty chuckle.

“Why?” I ask.

“G, not now,” Rev cuts in. “What’d the doc just fuckin’ say?”

“So, I’m free to go?”

“It’s up to you, Mr. Ellers. You’re welcome to stay in a shared room and we’ll check in on you periodically to see if your condition deteriorates. However, since it’s been days since the accident anyway, your cheapest option would be head home and get some rest then report back if you get any unusual headaches or you feel anything out of the ordinary. Your condition isn’t bad but you’re fragile. Be very cautious.”

“Landon doesn’t know cautious, ma’am, but we’ll keep him in line for you. He’s going back to the clubhouse and we’re not going to let him go anywhere…”

“I need to talk to Lucy before we go back,” I protest.

“Don’t worry about Lucy. Mac is taking care of that little problem.”






CHAPTER 20


I ’m taking the fact that Landon’s not back as good news…For him, at least. I know Big Sal’s. It’s the Devils’ Dragons strip-joint they own and the MC’s clubhouse is hidden out back. I knew he’d find people he knew there. Maybe he’s forgotten about me too, at this point. I don’t let it worry me too much for now. My day’s gone exactly to plan. Despite missing Landon and wondering if he’s remembering anymore about me, I’ve kept myself distracted and hidden away. Plus my Chinese food was filthy and delicious.

The fortune from the cookie read:

A ship in harbor is safe, but that’s not why ships are built.

The sentiment strengthens me today. I am that ship that sailed far on its odyssey and returned home, still afloat…if only just.

A quiet knock on the door makes my heart jump. I ease out of bed and go to let Landon in. Every nerve ending in my body is on edge. Will he remember me? Will he be able to forgive me?

I swing the door open with an apprehensive smile, but it quickly turns to a scream as a grizzly-bear of a man reaches through and grabs me up, his hand clamping down over my mouth as the door closes behind him.

“Lucienne, my dear. It’s been a while. I’m going to let go, but you need to promise me you’re not going to scream again… Give me a little nod that you understand.”

I go limp against him, nodding ever so slightly.

He lets me go and I step back away from him, stumbling toward the bed in my t-shirt and panties.

“I think you have a little explaining to do, little girl.”

“Mac… I’m sorry…”

“Sorry?” he says viciously. “The both of you get amnesia or what? You fall off his bike at the same time?”

“No,” I say, unable to hide my trembling voice.

“We had a deal, me, you and Landon, Lucy. I help you take care of that fucked up father of yours, you work for me or you leave town.”

“I didn’t ask you to bring Landon into it!” I shouted, tears starting to stream down my face. “You tore us apart.”

Mac sucks on a toothpick, grinning. “You should have stayed apart.”

“He came to me, Mac… I was just trying to help…”

The way the old man’s eyes move over my body makes my skin crawl the same way mom’s old friends used to when they’d come visit. I cross my arms to hide my body “You’re a wily one, huh?” He gives a wide grin. “Just like your mama was.”

“Fuck you.” Keep pushing, Lucy, keep fighting.

“Right. I get it. It’s good to be on guard in a man’s world, baby girl. I won’t stop you. Just one thing I gotta ask though: You in love with him again?”

“Again?” I say, knowing how foolish this charade is but sticking to it nonetheless. “We’ve always been friends…Barely friends.”

“Barely friends, hm? Good. You know how to protect yourself in this world. Landon or your daddy taught you good. Because know that I don’t need Landon to have any distractions, not when the club’s at the crossroads that we are.”

“I only came here to help him get his memory back… I owed that to him.”

“Oh, Palermo. You know damn well that’s not why you’re back here. You’ve been fucking him. I’m ain’t no damn spring chicken. You have to back off now unless you want the police digging up a little patch of dirt outside town. Landon’s not coming back to you. He’s engaged to a pretty little thing named Mia. Probably came down to tell you the good fucking news when he dropped his damn hog. Give him a few days and I’m sure he’ll be thinking straight,” Mac says, his lips curling even more viciously.

Something about the way he was sneering let me know I wasn’t getting the whole story.

“He’s going to want to see me before I leave… You know that,” I protest. I’ve lost Landon once and I’m damn sure not leaving without a goodbye.

“That’s why you’re coming with me,” Mac replies, turning and giving a little whistle toward the door. It opened slowly, and a pair of leather clad men I’d never met stepped through. “Help Miss Palermo gather her things, we’re going back to the clubhouse.”






CHAPTER 21


M y insides go all numb and mushy as I’m escorted into Big Sal’s. Where do I turn? I’m so tired— Tired to run away, tired to stay here, tired to fight my feelings for Landon, tired to tell him the truth, tired to keep up with the lie…Tired through every cell of myself.

Satisfied that I won’t be causing any trouble, Mac smiles at me and says me to make myself at home.

I mope towards the bar to order a beer, figuring it’s something tangible to focus on and do for now.

Luckily, the barmaid offers some amusement for me. I see her from afar: Jessa Minkoff-Weiss, the captain of my old high school’s volleyball team. I certainly know her, but there’s no way in hell she ever paid me more than a passing glance. I swayed more towards extracurriculars like smoking cigarettes at the reservoir with friends, ditching school, and painting in dark, locked rooms to avoid the wrath of Daryl.

“What can I get you?” Jessa asks with a peppy smile. I’d never figure she’d end up running with a crowd like this. For now, she’s behind the bar, but I know how these kind of places operate. It won’t be long before she’s hooked on something and out working the pole just like all the others.

“Corona, extra lime please.”

“Jessa!” a man yells from behind me. “She’s on Landon’s tab.”

I turn my head on a swivel looking for any sight of Landon, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Before I can ask about him, my train of thought is derailed.

“You the new girl?” Jessa says.

“Huh?”

“Oh! I thought you might be a new dancer. I know a few quit last week.”

“No… Not me. I’m just here to see Landon.”

“Well that’s a shame… You’ve got the body for it, and the boys just love a pretty young face. If you’re ever looking to make some money you really need to talk to old Mac.”

“I appreciate it, but I’m good…” I reply uneasy.

“I haven’t seen you around here but you look familiar… You from Jethrow?” Just as suspected, she doesn’t recognize me.

“I live down south in Baddock. Not sure if you’ve heard of it.”

“Of course I have! My ex-boyfriend went on fishing trips down there. It looks beautiful. How the hell do you live there though? Doesn’t it get boring?”

I nod and take a sip of the beer. “I could say the same for this place.”

“This place? Girl, you gotta be kidding me. The drama don’t stop here in this small town. Give it a few months, you’ll see what I mean.”

Though I already know exactly what she’s talking about. I avoid any further talk of my remaining here. “I won’t be sticking around long enough to find out.”

“Oh, shit. Sorry honey. I just figured since you’re not here to dance that maybe you’re here to stay…”

The sad reality of Big Sal’s and the pull of the club remained. Even back when Landon started up with the club they had a handful of women hanging around the club. They cooked, they cleaned, they fucked… If you wanted to end up a biker’s old lady, a little stay at the club was the best way to do it.

I wanted to tell her exactly how I felt about that, but I knew what kind of scene that might bring about. Was Mia one of the club whores? I don’t think I could handle the thought of Landon taking one of those girls on the back of his bike…

“It’s too bad… I don’t get to hang out with many girls our age here. Most my friends are moms, on the pipe, or crazy, y’know? Or all of the above.”

“Jessa!” someone squeals.

“Speaking of crazy,” she says quietly before a tall, curvy brunette sways her ass towards the bar and leans over to give Jessa a hug.

“Honey, how are you?” Jessa says.

“How do you think?” The brunette turns her head toward the boys in the corner.

“Is it true? He doesn’t remember anything?”

My ears perk up. They’re talking about Landon. I try to stay quiet but Jessa is having no part of it.

“Hey Mia, this girl is here to see Landon too,” she says, waving at me. I try to step back from the bar but she stops me before I can make my getaway.

“Girl! Wait up. C’mere and lemme introduce you to Mia really quick.”

Mia? She’s Mia? I stutter, wanting to avoid meeting her. I don’t need this pain but I feel obliged to greet her out of politeness. She gives me a bitchy, cautious look but still offers me a halfhearted hug.

I hug her back and purse my lips to keep myself from crying. I’m hugging the woman that stole Landon’s heart from me.

“Mac told me everything… You’re the girl that scraped Landon off the side of the road?”

“Y—Yes…”

As she lets me go, I turn heel and I don’t look back. Mia calls after me, but I’m not sure I can stand to say another word. This is why Mac brought me here. He wanted me to see it in person. He wanted me to know Landon moved on. I’m lost, confused in this labyrinth I built around myself. Some girls step up onto the platformed poles beside me. I start hyperventilating, feeling a panic attack coming on.

Not here Lucy, not here.

I bolt for the front door. I don’t want to see this. I don’t want to see any of this ever again.






CHAPTER 22


L ucy. Poor Lucy. I watched the whole thing from the corner without saying a word. I’m a fucking prick but I couldn’t exactly stand up and get in between this. I don’t need to make a scene here, that’s the last thing I want. But seeing her running out the door damn near killed me. There’s indents in my palm from squeezing my fists so tight.

I catch Mac’s eye in the corner and pace towards him. He’s sitting alone in a booth watching one of the girls give him a private show. Using his power to manipulate them into thinking he’ll bring them a better life. It’s filthy, wrong.

“‘Excuse us for a second, darlin’,” I say to the girl before slamming my hand down hard on the table in front of him. “So…Who is she?”

“She? She’s Hayley. You know Hayley,” he replies with a grin, giving the girl on his lap a little slap on the ass as she stands up to walk away.

“You know who I’m talking about, Mac.”

“Quit the dramatics, kid. Sit the fuck down.”

“Who. Is. Lucy?”

“Look, she’s someone you don’t needa be messing with anymore, end o’ story. That shit’s in the fuckin’ past. She might as well be a ghost to you.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Lucy, she’s a poison. She’s been lying to you. She knows the second you remember who she fucking is you’d be running for the damn hills. You told me yourself you never wanted to see her again and my suggestion is that you don’t unless you want this to turn ugly. You love Mia, remember?”

I know he’s fucking lying to me. I can see right through this bastard. “Some of the guys here know I went looking for Lucy when I dropped my bike. If I didn’t want to see her again, why the hell did I go looking for her Mac?”

“I don’t fucking know why you left, and I sure as shit don’t know why you did that to your cut… But look, Landon, it’s the past. You’re back, and you know what you need to do.”

“And what exactly do I need to do?”

”You’re taken. You’re engaged which means you gotta learn to respect your old lady,” Mac says.

“You’re the last to lecture me on respecting ladies you motherfucker so don’t give me that shit. I know I’ve never laid a finger on Mia. I remember that fucking much. So tell me why the hell am I marrying someone I don’t give a damn about?” I ask indignantly.

“You know what, boy, I don’t like your tone.” Mac stands up to meet me.

“And I don’t like your dodging my fuckin’ question.” Mac’s fists close but I ain’t scared of him right now. “Go on. Hit me, old man. I fuckin’ dare you. As long as you tell me the truth, you can hit me as hard as you want. I might not know who the fuck she is but I know how I feel about Lucy… And I know I don’t feel shit for Mia.”

Prez cracks his neck and takes another step closer to me, causing me to back off a little. The rest of the club settle their noise. My jaw flexes to take the oncoming hook to my face. He leans towards me, letting his hot breath waft up my nose.

“You can relax, kid. Lucy Palermo is no big fucking deal.”

“So I know her? The girl who was just here, I knew her?”

“Yeah, you knew her. She’s a junkies daughter, a memory, a high school girlfriend who meant shit to you. Come to terms with the reality that you’re with Mia for the good of the club. Maybe if you pulled your head out of your ass you’d see she’s plenty interested in consummating your fucking relationship.”

“I’m not going through with this Mac. Not until you come clean on everything.”

Mac stares at me with anger in his eyes. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This girl, this Lucy Rivers, she had me believing I was a strange when this whole time we had a history. I don’t know what to do with myself.

“You’re the one who agreed to marry Mia. You’re the one who ran off in the dead of the fucking night to go get your dick wet in old snatch. You’re the one who turned up here with his fucking patches torn off his cut. Until your fucking brain starts working right I’m gonna do you a favor, boy, and let you walk away from me with your skin on… Get some rest tonight, and don’t you ever fucking talk to me like this again or you’re worse than dead.”






CHAPTER 23


I  need answers, and I go to the only man who might give them to me. I might not remember everything, but I know Garrett is more than just a brother in the club. He’s someone I can trust, a best friend. I catch him outside by his bike and he pulls me round to the back alley to talk, lighting up a cigarette as we walk.

“Garrett, I need you to fucking talk to me.”

“Bro, you know the deal. Mac says….”

“I don’t give a shit what Mac says. I fuckin’ need you. I don’t know who else to turn to with this. How am I supposed to get my life back into place if no one will tell me a goddamn thing?”

“You just need to fall back into line and not think about this shit, Landon. You’re gonna get yourself killed, or worse.”

“You’re fuckin’ family, bro, help me out here. I need you to tell me about Mia. Why was I doing this? Why did I go looking for Lucy?”

“I…I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. It’s my fuckin’ fiancé. If this is club business I need to know what the fuck I’m doing. Who is she? Why are we even getting married when we ain’t done shit together?”

He chuckles and turns from me. “Bro, you don’t remember a damn thing about her?”

“Meaningless shit. Nothing that helps put the pieces back together. Garrett, you gotta tell me about her before I fuck this whole thing up.”

“Fuck it up how?”

“I’m going to call off this whole shit show. I don’t know why I left in the first place, but I’m fucking sure Mia had something to do with it.”

His eyes widen and he shoves my shoulder. “Fuck off,” he says, thinking I’m messing with him.

“What?”

“Are you insane? You got a death-wish, huh?”

“Just tell me what’s fucking going on.”

“She’s Mia Rossi, bro. You remember all that shit with her dad, don’t you? Please tell me you remember him. That dude that carved a big fucking scar into your leg? The deal with him?”

“Yeah, Giuliani.” I know Giuliani. I can picture his face, his large figure, the night he tied me up when he caught me and the boys interfering with a transfer with the Cartel.

“Right. You remember…”

“She’s his daughter.”

“Yeah and…”

“And they’re the fuckin’ Mafia, bro.”

Garrett kicks the dirt and walks back toward his cruiser. “I ain’t bringin’ all this shit up. This is so fucked how much you’ve forgotten, brother, and I ain’t gettin’ into trouble talking with you about it. You seem to have forgotten all the trauma of your life and that’s messed up. You want to be reminded of the details, see Mac. If you break it off with Mia, you’re fucking all of us over. You’re on thin ice, bro. Get it together.”

I forcefully take his arm and tug him back. I can out-muscle him if it comes to it. “In no world do I want to fuck you guys over, you know that! But cut me some fuckin’ slack here. Ya’ll gotta fill me in again on what I’m dealing with here.” He fights it a while. “Tell me the gravity of it. What we’re up against.”

Garrett’s rubs his lips together, considering the collateral that’ll come with him opening his mouth. This man would die for me and me him. I see his face make the decision to choose me over the club.

“This is you repaying your debts to the Dragon’s.”

“Debts?”

“Oh for fucks sake. The club was there for you, and it was there for Lucy. We’ve had your back numerous times when you needed us even when you were a prospect. You go back on your word with Mac and you’re already six-foot-deep. Look bro, this whole fucking Mia situation is your bright idea and we all agreed it was the best decision. You marry the mob princess and we end the turf war. Everybody wins and we all make money on the deal.”

“But I don’t want this…”

“You never fucking wanted this. That’s why she chose you. Mia is one coldhearted, manipulative bitch. She’s out here fucking half the Dragons, Mac included. She’s the biggest club whore we’ve ever had… But you’re the one she wants. You’re the one she couldn’t have and you wouldn’t let her have you so Mac played into her hand. Daddy issues man, the girl has daddy issues.”

“Tell me why I owe a fucking debt.”

“I’ve already said too much.” He looks to his boots then back at me. “Whatever you do just keep yourself safe, brother, and keep Mac happy. He’s not gonna let you throw Mia away when she’s sucking the chrome off his dick every night. You want anymore fucking answers, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“Maybe I am. I’m going to talk to Lucy right now.”

“You can’t. Stop this. You made the attempt to find Lucy and you fucked it up by bringing her back. It’s a bad fucking idea. Forget she ever existed. That shouldn’t be too hard for you.”

“So, I do know her. I know this Lucy like Mac said?”

“My lips are sealed, bro.”

“Fuck you, Garrett,” I reply, turning to walk away. “Fuck you and this whole fucking club.”

“I hope you can forgive me, brother.”

I don’t have a chance to ask what he means. A fist crashes into the side of my face and everything goes sideways…






CHAPTER 24


T  he motel has become my next temporary prison. My agoraphobia has followed me from my studio to the twin room of the motel. I’m terrified when the cleaning lady knocks on the door, terrified when random numbers try ringing the cell phone the club gave me, terrified when people slam their car doors outside…

I had let him go. I’d dreamt about saying goodbye on good terms. I’d dreamt about telling Landon how I’m not sad anymore, just numb, and that it’s okay that he’s not in my life anymore. Six years, every day as painful as the last and he comes back? This tug-of-war, playing with hearts that have been hurt too many times…

“I want all of this, all of you…” His deep, comforting words still ring in my ears more than he’ll probably know.

I’d settled for my Plan B— My life with Todd, living in my house of cards in Baddock I’d been building piece by piece, lie by lie.

When my old friend, Anxiety, peeks its wicked face back into my life this morning, I muster the strength to ignore it. I take deep breaths and try regain some control of my situation. Landon didn’t come home last night. I’m too scared to turn on my burner phone in case he’s sent a text saying words I don’t want to hear. My heart is resigning from this for now.

I wait, though. I’ve given myself permission to say a proper last goodbye to Landon. Our timing will never be right and our history will always be messy. These are facts that I am coming to terms with.

I hear the low rumble of a motorcycle.

He’s here!

The bike is left running as footsteps approach the door. I can tell we’re leaving in a hurry… I slip on my boots and throw open the door but the man who steps through is the last person I was hoping to see.

Mac.

He gives me a wicked, yellowed grin. “Hello, again.”

“What do you want? You wanna drag me back to the club again, huh? Torture me some more. Would that get you off?”

“I thought maybe I’d gotten through to you, little Palermo. Landon’s getting married and you’re not going to fuck this up. Landon had his little chance to escape the club then made the idiot move of bringing you back here.”

“I’m leaving, Mac. I just want to say goodbye to him face to face… I thought maybe he’d come see me before I left…”

“You think he gives a shit about you anymore? He got what he wanted from you…A nice fuck, some company for a few days.” The words are piercing. “He told me himself he’s done with you. You’re his past. Now it’s time to go. A lot is on the line here, girl. Mia is his damn future and I need you gone and out of his head before you do any more damage.”

“I just want to say goodbye.”

“The longer you stay, the more he might remember. It took the kid years to get over the shit that went down with you, Palermo. Years to find the balls to man up and forget you. It’s better if some things stay buried.”

I choke. “What are you talking about?”

“Still putting on that little fucking charade, I see. I ain’t here to play games, girl.” Mac walks by me into the room and sits on the sofa, kicking his dusty shoes up onto the coffee table. “The night I killed your daddy, Lucy. Don’t play dumb with me. The night you two called it splits.”

My head goes faint.

“What’s the matter little Palermo? Landon didn’t tell you what really happened that night, did he?”

“I… I don’t…”

“You don’t know shit, little Palermo. You don’t know the full story of what that man did to your fucking mother. You don’t know me and her had history once, beyond the bullshit you and Landon thought you suffered through. You don’t know how good it felt when I drove that knife into his fucking heart.”

“You… You killed him?”

“I did what needed to be done. You should be thanking me.”

“I need to see Landon again…” I whisper. “Please, please, Mac.”

“Landon owes a debt to the club because of what I did for you and for every other time we’ve stepped in for him. He’s marrying Mia and repaying that debt and I’m not going to let some little Palermo fuck that up.”

He cracks the knuckles on his left hand, grinning savagely. He reaches down and unclips the long knife strapped to his belt.

“Now I’m gonna ask you, little Palermo… Are you gonna leave easy, or are you gonna make this hard for me?”

Instead of going sad and powerless, I turn mad.

I storm over to Mac. “You won’t. You say you and my mom had history, why hurt me?”

“Y’sure I wouldn’t hold this to your throat and press?” He takes a step closer to me but I hold my ground and try to control my shaking. “You willing to put your life on the line?” he asks, pulling the knife from its sheathe. “I may have cared for your mother once upon a time but I couldn’t give two shits about her spawn.”

“Cut the bullshit, old man. Take me to Landon then I go. I only need two minutes.”

Mac gets to his feet and rests his hand on my neck. I feel fear rising within me as he lifts the knife and picks his teeth with it. He studies my face and body so obviously that I recoil. “And what do I get in return?”

“My leaving in peace.”

“Oh ho-ho,” he guffaws. “That so? So, I’ll have a riot on my hands if I don’t let you see him, huh?”

“I’m not scared of you.”

“Oh yes you are.”

“Take me to him now.”

“Well, I could do that but, y’see, by the time we reach Sal’s, he ain’t gonna be there. And where he is, well, let’s just say a pacifist like you might not approve.”

“Go fuck yourself. Where is he?”

“Alright, I’ll tell you,” he says with the lick of his lips. “The boys took him down to the warehouse to knock some fucking sense into him. If he don’t fall into line, they’re gonna patch him out the hard way. Maybe I’ll take you there and let you watch if you do something for me.”

He grins wickedly and I know what he’s implying as he stares down at my tits. I spit on his face. He snatches my wrist with his free hand and shoves a dusty handkerchief into my mouth. It’s shocking, choking me. “You crazy bitch. You Palermo women really do know how to put up a fight, don’t you?”

I jump, gagging on the dry cloth, screaming as loud as I can muster through the fabric and tug away from his sausage-like fingers that manhandle me tightly. Luckily, my knee breaks upward forcefully into Mac’s crotch and I get a good scratch across the whites of his eye.

He buckles, the knife clattering to the floor and giving me a chance to run.

I bolt for the door and run straight towards Mac’s big rumbling softtail fat boy. It had been eight years since Landon had taught me to ride but my foot kicked the lever into gear on pure muscle memory as Mac came charging out of the motel room.

I’m gone before he can get close, scattering dirt and gravel in his face as I tear out of the parking lot. Balancing such a large motorcycle is difficult. This thing rides nothing like Landon’s old beat up sportster.

I know where I’m going. The old warehouse downtown has been a club meeting spot for years. They used to hold illegal cage fights there back when I was just a girl. The place was as rundown to all Hell when I last saw it. I don’t know what I expect to find there but that’s no mind. I need to find Landon quickly.

I just wish I knew what I’m going to say once I do…






CHAPTER 25


T  -Bone is tossing a pair of wraps onto my lap and it feels like old times. I look around, my head aching and memories flashing in and out of existence.

The warehouse…

I know this place. This is my place… I stare down at my scarred and calloused knuckles, lifting up the wrist wrappings in my fist. Recollections of my past are flowing back like water. I’m in one of the dark locker rooms but just outside these doors is the cage. That’s the cage where new prospects earned their patch… And if someone wanted out of the club, they had to go back through that cage one more time.

They had to go through me.

Enforcer.

Oh God, that was my position in the club. I hurt people.

I wish I could forget.

“Wakey, wakey,” T-Bone says, throwing cold water on my face. “Time to look alive. I don’t wanna throw you in the cage with your damn eyes closed.”

I look up at T-Bone and give him a little nod. None of this is his fault. He’s just doing his job. Impartial. Cold.

“You’re lucky Mac is letting you do this,” T-Bone says, leaning back against a wall. “Most people tear their patch off and end up in the ground.”

Lucky?

Lucky to be alive?

Lucky to be here?

Lucky to step into that ring and risk permanent brain injury for a patch the old Landon clearly didn’t want?

I’ve never felt such hopelessness. My mood is in a constant state of aggression. I want to fight the world, fight everyone around me who’re meant to be my friends, my only family in this world. I want to run again, crash my Harley right back into that small town. Here, where I sit, these last few days— They’re nothing I want. I don’t want to get better. I don’t want to keep remembering all this shit I’d left behind me. I don’t want this life. I don’t want Mac breathing down my fucking neck. I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to bleed for this club. They don’t understand how lost I am. I’ve fucked up in the past— My consequences are proving that. But when is life going to cut me some slack? When do I get forgiven?

“Saw you and Mia,” T-Bone says. “You sort everything out with her?”

“Would I be here if I did?” I ask, my head pounding. Garrett did a number on me back in the alley.

“Guess not. Maybe you should just give the girl a try… Mia’s into some kinky shit…”

“For fucks sake, T, don’t tell me you’re fucking her too.”

“Forget about it man. I need your head in this one. You gotta get your rep back, man. Boon’s on some shit tonight, you gotta have that guard up. He’s a crazy mother fucker.”

Boon, the lowlife scum I’m fighting tonight. I remember him. I’d been in that cage with him before when he earned his patch.

He was good…

Real good.

He didn’t care about sinking his teeth into whatever artery came close.

“I can’t fight,” I say quietly.

“I ain’t the one pushing this, brother, Mac is. Rev told me about the accident. Don’t let this asshole hit you in the head, that’s all I ask. Mac might say otherwise but we don’t want you dead.”

“Maybe I should. I don’t want to fucking remember any of this.”



We walk out into the rowdy, drunken crowd who are standing around a makeshift cage illuminated by trash-can fires. They shout and cheer as I enter the ring. I can see Mia standing there twirling her hair and watching me, letting some asshole whisper sweet bullshit into her ear. There’s other patched Dragon’s who I can’t remember or haven’t met and a few crews in from out of town for the weekend.

Garrett steps forward from the group and puts his palm on the cage. I step closer so he doesn’t have to shout over the crowd.

“Why the fuck did you do this?” I ask, baring my teeth.

“I trusted you with my life, Landon. Always have. We’re brothers. This club is our family and you’ve been saying words about it. If I’m gonna ride with you again, I need to know you’re part of this family. I know you don’t mean the shit you’ve been saying. Mac thinks this might help you remember…”

I don’t give him a response. I just turn heel and spot Boon as he hops up and down on the far side of the cage. Soon as that bell rings, he’s going to come for me looking for blood. He’d had his eyes on being enforcer for a long time now. This is his chance and I know it. Pitbull versus pit-bull.

I don’t know how I’m going to pull this off right now, not when my world has come crashing down in pieces again. I’m remembering more and more about Mia… That bitch. She had everyone wrapped round her little finger. Long as she was here, Mac wasn’t really the one running the club. All she had to do was have a “talk” with his cock, and he’d do anything she wanted just like everybody else.

Except me.

I was never with Mia when I went to Baddock, and I’m starting to remember exactly why I went looking for Lucy. I have more questions than answers, but for now, I need to put it all aside and win this fucking fight. I need to get back the respect of the club, of my brothers, and then I can set about making all this right again.

Boon, skips around the ring, eyeing me out with wild eyes and laughing maniacally. He’s a goddamned viper fighter— He moves quick and strikes hard. All I need is to get him on the floor where I can use my strength advantage. I walk across the cage to meet him, holding out my fists and checking him at the center.

DING! The round starts.

I get low, blocking a kick that Boon tries to land on my head. My instincts and muscle memory seem to be saving me. My reactions aren’t too bad for now.

Back and forth we go where I land a few solid hits and so does he, pummeling my ribcage.

My head is starting to throb. I feel faint. I spit onto the floor and approach Boon again.

I take my stance low and grapple Boon to the ground, finding a hold where I can pummel his fucking ugly face to a pulp. A tooth comes loose beneath his mouth guard. That riles him up enough. He rolls with me a while until I get him in a triangle, but he manages to find a space to send a sharp hook into my jaw. I back off, stand up and topple a little. I’m dizzy but I can shake it off.

My eyesight gets darker.

Boon’s looks hurt, tired.

So am I.

We’re eyeing each other out a while, catching our breath, circling the cage until he lunges again. I duck through to the other side and send a kick into his chest. He flips me, pinning me with a hard thud to the cardboard on the floor. I’m winded and gasp for some breath.

He hits me a good few times. I escape, but only just.

Beyond Boon’s shoulder, I can see Lucy standing there in the crowd…

Or someone who looks like her… My eyes blur as a splash of blood rolls off my brow.

Vision or not, it distracts me enough for Boon to swipe again. I duck another incoming jab then throw an upper cut. More blood stains the floor.

I look beyond him again toward the crowd….

That’s no concussed mirage I’m seeing. It’s her.

“Lucy?” I mouth and trip backward.

She can’t be here. She’s gonna get herself killed.

She’s got her hands cupped over her mouth. I feel some cool blood trickling from my face. I skip around the floor but Boon gets another shot in. I crease inward as one of his kicks land into my ribs. He moves in to finish me but I burst up with a vicious uppercut, sending him flailing back into the cage. I follow, punishing him for every drop of blood I’ve spilled. I think of Lucy. I think of what we were once. I think of why I was running to find her. Left hook, right cross, then I plant one into Boon’s jawline and watch his eyes roll.

He’s done.

Boon crashes to the floor and I look up, watching as Lucy steps through the doors at the edge of the warehouse. The whole crowd is going crazy as I force my way out of the cage. Garrett is shoving my cut back into my bloody hands, the patches sewn back onto the leather.

I take it, but I don’t stop.

I barge as best I can through the crowd, pushing people aside as I make my way toward the doors. I have to find her. I have to stop her… My head throbs and my muscles ache, but with every step the dots are connecting inside my skull. I’m piecing together the brief stills I’d been gathering the last few days into what really happened. My past… My time with Lucy…

I remember.

I remember everything.



Six years ago…

I showed up outside Lucy’s house at Mac’s request. I saw him with Retch, the old vice president as they were carrying out Lucy’s distraught mother. Mac was holding his leather glove over her mouth to make sure she didn’t make a lot of noise.

That was my cue.

I walked inside.

I won’t lie. My body went into shock when I saw him.

I’d seen a lot in my eighteen years on this earth but never a fucking dead body with its life freshly taken. I found him right where Retch told me they’d leave him— On the floor of the kitchen with a tea towel covering his face. I lifted the towel to stare evil in the face. I thought it’d bring me some kind of sick happiness to know this bastard was gone, but that’s not what I felt. Daryl’s face was purple, his eyes wide open, slightly protruding from his skull. Mac had made it a quick job, pressing a blade into the prick’s lung until he’d taken his last breath in this world.

I gagged loudly, a new sickly smell creeping in, but I carried on with what I’d promised. I would bury Daryl, and Lucy would be free…

All I had to do was remove him without waking the neighbors.

The van was pulled up the side of the house ready to be loaded. It took me some time but I got Daryl and his weight down the back porch stairs. That’s about when everything went sideways…

“What…What happened?” Her voice prickled in my ears.

I looked up to see her standing there: Young Lucy, dressed in her short nightgown, sleepy eyed and in shock.

She stood still, expressionless at first then burst into tears and followed down the steps and outside to stand over her father’s corpse. I wiped sweat from my brow and backed away.

“You…you killed him?” she breathed.

In that moment, Lucy was pulled into the strong orbit of the club. Mac loved doing that— Getting people trapped in the web to manipulate them to his advantage. She wasn’t supposed to be here tonight. Mac made it clear she was going to be gone…

Now she was a witness.

“I…I had to. I had to.”

She stared at me a while and in that moment, I thought she hated me for good. That was the first moment I thought I’d lost her and it crushed me. But none of that mattered because I knew she would be safe now. She didn’t have to hide bruises anymore. She didn’t have to hide any of the horrible shit this man had done to her.

After some heavy silence between us, she stepped forward and hugged me. I wanted to collapse in relief but I knew I had to keep pushing through.

“I’ll help you,” she said and wouldn’t let me argue otherwise.

Then it was done.

We buried the monster, and we lost ourselves.

Sending her away was the biggest mistake of my life.

I wasn’t going to lose her again.






CHAPTER 26


I t’s almost pitch black outside except the light of the moon. Rows of hogs lined up outside the warehouse but I can’t see her anywhere.

A low grumble makes me turn my head to the left.

Some red rear lights illuminate the asphalt. I sprint as fast as my sprained hamstring will allow. “Lucy!” my voice yells as loud as it can over the hog’s rumbling engine. It’s Mac’s bike. The crazy girl stole Mac’s ride!

Over my shoulder I can hear someone calling me back to celebrate but I ignore it all. Lucy is backing out and I make it close enough to leap and grab onto one of the handlebars.

“Don’t you dare fucking leave. I’m not letting you go this time. Not after all of this.”

“Fuck you! Fuck the lot of you. You all deserve this hellhole,” she’s so upset, her hands tremble as she tries to clip her helmet on.

“Lucy, don’t do this.”

“You will always be a Dragon. You will always pick them over me and I get it, you want a family you never had. But that, what I saw in there, that’s not the Landon I remember. Landon wouldn’t fucking dog fight for some old motherfucker who tried…” She trails off.

I hold tightly onto Lucy’s clammy hands as she climbs off the bike and stamps the gravel beneath her.

“I’m not your priority anymore,” her voice quietens. “I get that. So let me go.”

“You are my only priority, Luce. Everything in my life, everything I’ve done… I did it to protect you from all of this darkness.”

“It hasn’t worked.”

“But I remember…”

“Y—you remember?” She doesn’t believe me.

“I think…I think I do…”

“No…NO!” Lucy throws her hands in the air and backs away. “I—I can’t fucking do this.” She turns on her heel but I catch her wrist.

“I wouldn’t have brought you back here if I knew it would hurt you this much.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Look at me, Luce. I didn’t know. I didn’t know what this town was but you have nothing to be afraid of.”

She mumbles some frustrated gibberish then grabs at air, probably wishing it could be my own throat.

I run my fingers through my hair and bite my lip, feeling myself choking up at her current state. I want to hold her but I don’t know if she wants me to.

“I do remember,” I find the courage to say. Because I hope whatever I can remember is the actual truth and I’m not missing anything, any details that might hurt her.

“What? What do you remember?”

“I remember that night. I remember us.”

It’s a long silent vacuum we stand in together, the lull of the crowd behind us but a distant and insignificant hum. The world spinning around us like it does. Nothing matters but this, us.

“We buried Daryl Palermo and I said we could never be together again.”

Finally, Lucy’s hands rest on my folded arms. We stand there, unable to look each other in the eye a moment, cautiously optimistic of what this connection means. She’s not alone to shoulder that burden again. I’m here with her.

I pull her into me. I feel tears stinging at my eyes but I don’t let them fall. She holds me tighter.

“You didn’t kill him though,” she says quietly.

I retreat a little bit. “How do you know that?”

“Why did you say you did it? Why did you have me believing that for all these years?”

“I…Shit…”

“We could’ve been together. If you were honest and told me that old piece of shit did it, we could’ve…”

“It’s not that simple, Luce. You were a witness. Mac would’ve used you. He would have blackmailed us both… You think I wanted you dancing in Big Sal’s just so we could be together? Fuck no. I didn’t want to pull you into the club’s business and despite every effort, I fucking did anyway. I wanted you to see me as a monster so it’d be easier to forget me.”

She falls against the bike and bends half over, unable to breath steadily. I hold her a while, letting it all sink in.

She’s dead silent.

“My hand grips her neck and I kiss her forehead. “You don’t need to bear the weight of this. If I could take it all from you, I would find a way.”

“You were looking for me when you crashed your bike, weren’t you?”

“You were the last good memory left in my life. I’ve thought about you every single fucking day since you left,” I said. “I couldn’t just leave the club… Not with my head still on my shoulders. I wanted to see you one more time…”

“Why did you make me leave? I would have stayed with you Landon…”

“I’d made my choice to be an outlaw and I couldn’t put that on you. You deserve the best of everything, Lucy. Everything. Daryl wasn’t the father you deserved and I wasn’t the boyfriend…”

“You were. And you were the boyfriend I wanted, too. You were everything to me, Landon. My whole world. Every happy memory, every laugh, every good time. What the fuck?”

She backs away from me to take a stroll and a breather.

“Lucy…”

“Mac tried to rape me at the motel. Gagged me with a rag. Drew his knife.” She says it clearly, straightly, powerfully.

“W—What?”

“He’s probably on his way here to kill us both and then what do we have? All I want is to just fucking be with YOU!” She’s talking to the Gods more than me but I’m with her every word. “Is that too much to ask? To just be with the person I fucking love?!”

Any pain I felt post-fight drifts into pure, unadulterated rage. My raw fists clench.

“He threatened me, said he’d go to the cops and tell them where we buried Daryl. I…I ca…” She trails off.

I embrace her tightly as if to squeeze her fears from her to take them for myself. “Hey, hey. You don’t cry. That fucker doesn’t even know where he’s buried. I chose the spot. He has nothing on you. Nothing. Luce.”

“I…I’m so scared.”

“Boys!” I yell to the crowd, knowing my next move I have to make.

“W—What’re you going to do?” Lucy says, taking my hands probably worried I’ll do some more damage that will keep us apart.

“I’m going to make this alright again. Where is he, darlin’?”

“Th—the motel was where I left him.”

“And you stole his bike?”

We smile at each other as she nods. “Good girl,” I tell her with a kiss on her head. “He’s probably back at the club. That’s walking distance from the motel…”

“What do you need, brother?” Garrett says from behind me.

“We need Mac gone. Tonight. I want him out of this club. We need a vote of no confidence and I want you all with me.”

They look at each other nervously. “The fuck is this coming from? You get hit in the head too many times?” Rev says. “We don’t discuss this shit outside church.”

“Then let’s go to church.” I take Lucy’s hand in mine and pull her into me. “That prick thinks he can get away with anymore of this psychopathic, manipulative bullshit with me, he’s got another thing coming. He put his hands on my girl tonight and he’s going to fucking pay.”

I see Mia’s face in the distance. Her lips draw tight as she moves in behind Rev.

“Will you stand with me?” I say to my brothers.

Slowly, more members move closer to hear what the commotion’s about. Lucy tucks in further behind me and clamps my hand tighter. I feel this urgency, we have to do this tonight or that’s the end of us.

“I need a vote of no confidence! Mac just tried to rape Lucy, and I’m not fucking standing for that.”

Mia squeaks. “You can’t get rid of Mac. We had an agreement.”

“You had an agreement with his dick. There is no fucking agreement. Not anymore.”

“F—Fine, fuck you. I’m outta this. Best be believing my daddy’s gonna have something to say. Kiss our fucking deal goodbye.”

“I’m sure we’ll get through it.”

“Don’t,” Rev catches her arm. “Don’t go.”

“Why not? Seems like I’m not welcome with the new meat in town.”

“Stay,” Rev orders. “You don’t need Landon and you don’t need Mac. You can ride with me.”

I see it all over Rev’s face. He’s had his sights on this girl the whole time. I don’t have time for this right now…

“Find Mac. It’s time for church.”






CHAPTER 27


L ucy wraps her arms tightly around my torso as we cruise up the back roads toward the clubhouse. I’ve never felt so powerful. I don’t feel an urge to run from my problems. With Lucy here, I’m whole again. I have a plan. I’ll see it through.

My heart is racing. I can’t let go of Lucy… I can’t let go of her ever again. I can keep her safe, but not so long as Mac is part of my fucking life.

Maybe it won’t even make it to a vote… All I know is the darkness ends here. Tonight.

The club is with me. I’ll speak my mind and they’ll vote with me. I’m sure of it. Most of the club fears Mac more than they respect him. I ride with the Dragons, and they ride with me. The roar of our engines falls silent as we park outside the club.

“He’s here,” I tell Lucy as we step off the bike.

“How do you know?” she asks.

“I could smell his shitty cigars half a mile out.”

I nod to Rev and Garret and they wave the rest of the club inside. Crossing the threshold feels different this time. A wave of dread flows inside its silent walls. The girls have went home, the club is dark. Mac is waiting here, he knows what’s coming… He’s ready for me.

I find him right where I expect him to be… At the head of the table.

He’s not wearing his most recent cut. I can see he’s wearing his originals. They were retired years ago, the tattered leather showing a decade of the worst kind of abuse. A bullet hole in the side, a knife wound, blood and beer spilled on its flanks. Normally originals only come out on special occasions.

I guess this qualified.

“We have to talk,” I say, gripping Lucy’s hand tightly.

Mac stands up, looking first to Lucy then back at me. “You sure you wanna do this in front of the girl?”

He’s not as collected as usual. His voice is a little shakier.

“I think I can handle it, Mac,” she says.

“Then you won’t mind me beating the life out of your lover boy here, will you?”

“We’re not here to fight. We’re here for church,” I say, stepping up to Mac.

He looks at Lucy and smiles, then lands a strong crack across my jaw. I trip backwards from the sheer force of his fist. My head feels shaken in my skull. Everything seems a little further away but I have to fight through it.

I hold a palm to my already-split cheek and snarl, a sharp migraine piercing through my temple. “You feel better now, old man? You always did love a good sucker-punch, didn’t you?”

“Sit the fuck down!”

I listen to him because I need him calm though it pains me to do so. Every fibre in me wants to rip his dick off and shove it down his throat.

“The rest of you, sit!” We stay silent. “This is club business, girl.”

“I think I’ll stay.”

No one else protests so Lucy cozies in behind my chair.

“I want you out of this club.”

“Oh, you do you ya? After all I’ve done for you?”

He laughs and picks at his teeth with his knife.

“I’ve paid back those debts three times over.”

“Paid them back?!’ He slams his fist on the table. “I saved your damn life you piece o’ shit. Your scummy old whore of a foster mom who you so desperately wanted to get away from, you remember her? I saved you from her. Just like I stepped in when you were too sackless to get rid of little Palermo’s busy-handed daddy.”

“I want you out of this club. You got us back into drugs, you got us tied up in this mess with the Mafia, you…” I bite my lip, now wanting to think about his slimy fingers abusing my girl. “You laid a finger on my woman when you’re the one crowing on about respect.”

He’s amused. “Your woman? Last I checked your woman is Mia, and she wanted my fingers laid on her.”

“My woman is Lucy, and you crossed the fucking line.”

“So you’re breaking it off with Mia? Hundreds of thousands of dollars down the pisser because you’re too much of a pussy bitch to marry a real woman?”

Lucy places a hand on my shoulder and I hold it for strength.

“I’ve lived too long in your shadow, listening to everything you had to say like some kind of fucking God. Now I see it, Mac. You’re a piece of shit, and I’m done taking orders.”

Mac’s temple is throbbing, his face going red. “The fuck is this?”

The other boys are avoiding eye contact. I should be nervous to have them on my side but I’m not…Not for what I’m about to do.

“Call your fucking vote then. You think the boys will be on your side? I’m the one who brings the money. I’m the one who takes care of this club. Not a damn soul in this fucking club is gonna vote for a pissant like you, boy. I was President walking into this room and I’ll be President when I walk out.”

“I’m not calling for a vote, old man.”

“No?”

“I want vengeance.”

“Maybe you got your head all fucked up in that cage tonight, because you’re making a big fucking mistake. I’m gonna let you take that shit back.”

“I’m not taking anything back. You put your hands on my girl, you pulled her into this mess in the fucking first place. You’re paying for every pain you’ve caused. I want vengeance.”

“You don’t need to do this,” Garrett says, but I cut him off with a stare. Vengeance is absolute with the club. It’s how things are settled when power is corrupted. Mac has served far too long, and I’m not the only one who wants him gone. The hell he’s put me through is just the tip of the fucking iceberg.

Lucy squeezes my shoulder tighter. She doesn’t know what kind of shitstorm I just opened up, but I reassure with a gentle pat of her hand that it’ll be okay…I hope.

My eyes meet my brothers around the table, old and young, familiar and strange, all of whom have come here to watch the final showdown. Either Mac’s reign ends tonight and someone else takes his place, or I’m left on the edge of death and leave this town with Lucy at my side.

“Vengeance,” Mac says, smiling coldly.

“Aye,” I say.

“Aye,” comes a voice from the back. Various members begin beating their fists upon the table, a few at first, but the sound is growing.

“You’ve put families, children at risk, you’ve let power go to your head Mac. You shamed Retch in his grave by getting involved with the Cartel when you promised not to… And you pulled that fucking knife on Lucy and tried to have your way. I’m angry, we’re angry…”

“Aye, aye, aye…”

More fists start a tribal-sounding beat upon the wood until there’s an uproar.

“Fine! You all wanna see a show,” he looks at Lucy and shoulders by her, “you’ll get a damn show.”






CHAPTER 28


A ll I get is one kiss from Landon before he’s through the doors and I’m unable to catch him. My heart feels like it’s about to damn near burst out of my chest. I can hardly hear from the commotion, from large bodies pulling Landon from me. I’m sucked into the crowd who are moving into the main area of the clubhouse. I look around, yelling out for Landon but my voice is raw.

This can’t be happening. No, no, no!

I grab at my head. I can’t be losing him, not again, not like this. I thought church was meant to be a vote, a VOTE! Not whatever’s about to play out here. I barge through some figures to take hold of Garrett’s arm.

“What’s vengeance?” I ask tugging on his cut. “What is he going to do?” He tucks me in his arm.

“Let’s get you out of here.”

“No! I am not leaving. Not a chance in hell. Just tell me what the fuck is happening?”

“Garrett, tell me what the fuck is happening!”

“You need to go. No ladies should see this.”

I slap him hard across his face so he gets the damn message. I’m not leaving.

“It’s…Last one standing stays in the club, sweetheart.”

“And the loser?”

Garrett swallows hard, considering if what he’s about to say is worth saying.

“Garrett, what happens to the loser?”

“He’ll…He’ll be lucky to walk out of here.”

Landon is bloodied and bruised. He’s not even cleaned up from his fight and yet he’s still going to do this. It will kill him. Kill him. He’s been through enough.

“You have to stop him.”

“I can’t.”

“You have to! He’s hurt. He can’t fight that monster.”

“He can, baby. He’s strong. He’s damn strong. Believe in him right now. This is happening. You can’t call off a fucking vengeance.”

The tears fall free but I push through to the front of the circle that’s formed. I cup my hands over my mouth at what I see. Mac already has his knife drawn as Landon circles him. My head shakes. I encroach further towards my love. “No, Landon! What happened to telling me we’d be safe?!”

He looks at me and smiles, a smile so telling I half believed he might survive this… But I see a flicker of doubt cross his brow.

I weep, loudly, but no one can hear me. I grit my teeth, stand two feet strong on the carpet and pray to Christ Landon has something up his sleeve.

Turns out his something was in his boot… Landon reaches down and draws the knife free. It’s not quite as long as the one Mac has been toying with tonight, but I can see the carefully honed edge is razor sharp. Landon is shouting something along with the club, but the deafening roar drowns out any meaning. He pulls his shirt over his head, revealing his battered and bruised body. Some of the damage I know from the accident… I’d traced those bruises with my fingertips… Others are new.

“Look, Lucy. The same knife that killed your daddy is about to kill your sweet Landon,” Mac yells with a devilish grin as he walks beside me. I want to throw up but I don’t let him see it affects me.

There is no referee and no official start. Mac sends a slice right across Landon’s chest. He retreats, a line of blood blooming under the lights.

“Stop this!” I shout. Garrett is beside me again, with his arms wrapped behind me, holding my arms and myself steady.

“Believe in him,” he whispers into me.

I don’t know how I can watch this. Already, the two have lunged toward each other, their shiny blades missing skin by mere breaths.

Mac slices again over Landon’s shoulder and he wails out again in pain. I can’t watch. I shouldn’t watch.

“It’ll be okay. They’re flesh wounds.” Garrett keeps encouraging me. “Landon takes them all the time.” I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse.

Landon lands a punch, another punch, then a knee to Mac’s stomach. He wheezes but forces Landon back with a vicious lunge, taking both of them to the floor. I scream as they tumble, arms locked. I can see Landon’s blade pressed into Mac’s shoulder, but it doesn’t seem to phase the man. He throws an elbow and connects hard with Landon’s face. I flinch and look away, breathing so rapid I might pass out.

A deep boom of cheer resounds around the room.

Oh shit.

I don’t want to look.

I press my hands tighter to my face but Garrett pulls them away so I’ll look again.

Landon’s back on his feet. I can’t believe it.

“Oh my God,” I whisper.

Mac lunges again. It’s clear he’s not going for superficial cuts this time. The knife drives forward toward Landon’s throat but he manages to dodge it at the last second. Mac lets out an ungodly sound, and that’s when I see it… Landon has driven his knife into Mac’s abdomen. His mouth tenses as he twists with his fist. Mac coughs, his eyes going wide. He looks down to the endless torrent of blood seeping from his wound onto the grey carpet. I want to throw up. Flashbacks of seeing Daryl on the ground in that crimson pool flashes back in my mind.

Conflicting emotions roll over me. This man had a role in saving me from my father… But he was also the man who kept me apart from Landon. This is the man who would’ve raped me if I hadn’t gotten away.

Mac falls to his knees and reaches out for someone. He’s looking for anyone who’ll stand by him…

Nobody reaches back.

Landon walks toward me from the other side of the ring.

Out of my peripherals, I see Mac arch his arm back. Then his blade catches the light. I leap past Landon with every intention of knocking Mac’s arm away before he can throw the blade.

I feel something ice-cold pierce through my chest.

There’s a sharp hiss of air from somewhere that isn’t my throat.

I panic and pat at myself. Then the wheezing starts. Every breath becomes a chore.

In…

Out…

Out…

In…

Wheezing…

Hissing…

I’m scaling the Mount Everest of finding air, finding oxygen to keep me awake. Things vignette. My fingertips reach for Landon. Things get darker. He catches my body before I topple to the floor.

“Call an ambulance!”

The pain hits me, every nerve standing on painful end. It burns, seers within me. I look down to the leather handle hanging from my chest. It’s alien, strange…

I’ve lost Landon again.

We were so close.

Darkness consumes me before I can even mouth our last goodbye.






CHAPTER 29


Blink, blink, blink.

“Oh my God,” says a whisper.

I feel numb all over. There’s a pressure, something weird in my the back of my throat. I open my eyes into a dimly lit room. Where am I? What happened? Where have I been?

My head flops over to my left and there’s a warm hand on the side of my face.

“Landon,” I croak. “Oh my God.”

He leans into me gently but I only hug him tighter. Then I wince at the sharp pain on my left breast. “Careful, Lucy… Careful. The stitches are new.”

Stitches…

The fight…

The knife…

“I—I’m not dead yet.”

Landon gives a warm laugh and strokes my hair. “Looks like we’re gonna have a bit more time together, if that’s okay.”

I half laugh, half cough as this thing…this…unfamiliarity washes over me. I touch Landon’s warm skill some more. I let the knowledge wash over me, the security of the hospital relax me. It’s soothing, cold, rippling through me as I come to a realization: I’m okay. I feel good, calm because I’m with him and there’s nothing in our way anymore.

I take his face in my hands and the tears fall again. I see his own eyes are glassy but Landon doesn’t dare cry in front of me. So he turns his head away for a moment and clears his throat. I grab at his hair, trying to drive it into me that this all real. Him, me, together, safe — It’s all real.

“I owe you my life, Luce…”

“I know,” I say casually.

He kisses me again all over my face. “It’s all over, Luce. It’s finished.”

“What happened? What happened to Mac?” I see it all over Landon’s face that he wants to hold it back from me. “Please tell me. I’ll feel better.”

“He’s in a hospital on the other side of town. Some of the boys are checkin’ in on him, making sure he’s gonna stay away from us.”

I nod. “He’s alive… Is he ever coming back?”

“Old Mac had warrants out for some of the shit he’s pulled. With good behavior he’ll be cooling his heels in jail for the next twenty years…”

We link hands tightly. “Who’s replacing him?”

“Rev, probably. He’s wanted that spot for years. We’re all just exhausted by all the bullshit. It’s time to start cleaning up the pieces Mac left behind. Besides, him and Mia are becoming a thing so maybe something good can come from that little shit show.”

“But that means the club is involved with the mafia and the cartels.”

“I know…”

Landon sees me struggling on the bed and he helps me sit up.

“When can I leave here?”

“Not for a few weeks. But I’ll be here with you…”

“I love you, Landon…”

He pulls me into him and we kiss deeply. I inhale his masculine scent and hold my hands to his face, running my hands over a thin line of stitches on his cheek. It’s just more evidence of how close I came to losing him…

“I love you too. And… I have a surprise for you.”



I spend the next few hours with Landon. I can’t speak without giggling and I also can’t stop smiling like an idiot. I’m too distracted by how handsome Landon looks, how happy I feel that the pain’s almost over. I want to cry more than anything, but it’s not tears of sadness welling up inside me.

There’s a knock on the door. I can make out a platinum blonde ponytail through the circular window. Billie’s face peeps in and she throws her hand over her mouth. She tiptoes inside like she’s trying to hide something but lets out a lowly squeal at me. I embrace her carefully and she lets my nose fill with her overwhelming vanilla perfume.

“My baby,” she whispers. “Jesus Christ.”

Landon climbs from the bed, out into the corridor and leaves us in private.

“W—What are you doing here?” I say, shocked to see her, and maybe a bit more shocked that she’s not already at Landon’s throat…

“Landon called me… But for now, don’t worry about any of that. I brought someone to say hello.”

From her large beach bag she pulls a fluffy feline, a much welcomed face today.

“Babeen, my beautiful boy.” I smush his fur and press my head to his.

Meoooow.

“Shh, Babeen, you have to keep quiet,” Billie whispers.

I laugh as I take the silly boy into my arms and inhale him while he nudges at my face. It’s a comfort I’ve missed. Then I take Billie back into my arms and start crying again.

“I’ve missed you guys.”

“We’ve missed you too, baby girl. My God. I’m so glad to see you safe.”

“Billie, I’m so so…”

“Hush. Hush your damn mouth. We’re here to get you better. The past is the past. You are alive. Love makes us do some damn foolish things and best be believing there’ll be some words. But for now, let’s celebrate breathing, shall we?”

I nod and laugh, pulling her into my arms again.

“I have so much to tell you…”

“Well, we’ll get to that. You just rest up first.”

She pulls away and I notice something shiny on Billie’s hand.

“What is this?” I say, taking a modest ring between my fingers.

“Oh, don’t get too excited. Me and lazy-eye may have given each other promise rings.”

My eyes fill with more tears. I’ve missed so much since I’ve been gone. Of all the things I’d let go about Baddock, Billie was the very last.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Ugh, for the last time, less apologizing, more healing.”

“No… I owe it to you. I need to tell you everything.”

“In that case, you go ahead and start at the beginning… And no lies this time. I’ve been letting you get away with lying to me for too damn long…”

“You knew?” I asked quietly.

“Course I did… But I saw good in you, and I thought you might come around sooner or later…”



It’s a few hours of talking Billie and Babeen finally leave me and Landon alone. I cuddle into his shoulder again. He places a kiss on my forehead.

“Lucy,” he says quietly.

“Mm…”

“I’ve been thinking about our future lately, about where we go from here.”

“What about it?”

“Well, there’s something I’ve been holding in the last few days and I didn’t know the right time to tell you. I didn’t want you stressing out anymore than you have been.”

I don’t know if I want him to keep talking or let me live in this Limbo bubble a few days more. But curiosity gets the better of me. “Landon, what are you talking about?”

“Do you see a future with us?”

I shake my head in disbelief.

“Of course I do.”

“I just want to be sure you’re ready to live this life with me, all the good, all the bad…”

His fingertips move along my collarbone and I collapse deeper into his touch. “Landon, you’re scaring me.”

He lifts my chin up and kisses my mouth. “Do you want this future with me?”

“O—Of course. I want it to be you and me, forever…”

“If that’s what you want… I’m getting back out of the club.”

“Doesn’t that mean another fight?”

“Not with Rev in charge… He’ll let me retire. Besides, I can’t keep being the fucking enforcer if I’m afraid the next fight might take me back to sixth grade english…”

I could see there was more he hadn’t told me yet. Something hidden behind his eyes.

“And… The doctor ran some tests on Wednesday…” he starts.

My stomach lurches. Shit. It isn’t over, is it? It can never be over for us.

“Are you okay?” I ask quietly.

“They ran the tests on you, Lucy…”

I clam up, my whole body going cold.

“Hey,” he says noticing my change in mood. He combs his fingers through my hair and watches my eyes closely. “It’s okay… The doctor says you’re gonna be a mommy.”






CHAPTER 30


10 MONTHS LATER…

Rebuilding a life isn’t all that easy.

I open my ranch slider of the cozy one-bedroom house that me, Landon and our sweetheart baby Daisy now call our home. It’s not quite Baddock, but Westminster, California is still a coastal town thirty minutes from Jethrow with plenty of nearby hiking trails, open roads and pre-schools. A place where we can be our real selves.

I’m Lucy Palermo and I’m in love with Landon Ellers, the best man to ever crash into my life.

I rest a big bowl of potato salad on the outdoor table that Post Officer Hernandez made for us. If he was this good around the kitchen, maybe Billie didn’t make such a bad choice after all… I take a second to survey the spread of food ready to feed all the folks arriving for the special one-month birthday of our precious little baby.

“Billie! Can you bring out the punch, please?” I shout inside.

“Sure, baby!”

Billie stumbles behind me and cheekily pats me on the butt. “I can’t believe this is the same house you two bought… Landon is one talented handyman. When are you expecting him home?”

“Shouldn’t be too long,” I say. “He sometimes gets a little lost in his work.”

It was true… Now that he’d left the club, Landon had decided to open up his own workshop. With a loan from Garret and Rev, he bought an old garage five minutes away from Big Sal’s and officially opened Ellers Automotive.

“Come here, baby girl,” Billie says, taking Daisy from me.

Hernandez is working the barbecue as Landon appears from the side of the house, muscles glistening, shirt slung over his shoulder and his face dirtied in black smudges. I gawk for a minute while he shakes Hernandez’s hand. Then he walks right up to me and lands a huge kiss on my lips. I swoon in his arms just like I always did.

“You’re all sticky!” I giggle and pretend to push him away. He won’t let me, picking me up.

“Get a room!” Billie shouts.

“Maybe we will.”

“Well hurry it up, because everybody’s gonna be here soon,” Billie says.

We both move into our brand new bedroom, decorated with a forest green feature wall, black faux fur blanket and a big banana leaf plant. There’s a painting on my wall— One of the many I’ve finished since finding Landon again. It’s the girl. Well, it was the girl. She’s under there somewhere, beneath some layers of paint after I started her all over again.

“She looks good in here,” Landon says, moving in behind me and wrapping his arms around my waist. “You like her?”

“I love her.” I watch the painting’s bright eyes as she floats above a huge ship in a dress that splays out across the canvas in light blues and golds and silvers. She’s full of motion, hope, and inspiration…

My hands search for the comfort of Landon’s neck and I grip him tightly as we nuzzle each other. My shoulders relax slightly when he’s finally in my arms after each day.

He squeezes me even tighter. My fingertips brush at his stubble, building speed and ferocity as we caress each other and grow more lustful for one another. Our chemistry is desperate and electric.

“Think we have time?” Landon says with an open smile.

I can read him like a book. I need no further invitation and nod excitedly. My head falls backward so his lips can meet my neck. He picks me up so that I can wrap my legs around his torso. Our tongues encircle one another’s and I’m pressed hard to the back wall. His strong fingers frantically feel underneath my skirt to my panties. I was ready for him the second I saw him out in the yard. He shifts them aside with a low, pleasurable growl and guides the tip of his cock inside me. A deep moan escapes my own throat and I kiss him harder to stifle the cries.

“Harder,” I whisper into his mouth, my body becoming alive with his touch.

He thrusts his thickness deeper and deeper. It’s as beautiful, desperate, passionate as every other time. I can’t let this feeling go that if soul mates existed he was mine. I feel more whole with him inside of me, near me, holding me.

My eyes roll up to the ceiling and Landon lets his teeth drag roughly along my neck, tugging my hair back roughly.

“Fuck,” she breathes. “Harder, baby, harder!”

He’s filling me so roughly my whole body jolts in staccato rhythm. I collapse into the nook of his neck to take him even deeper, my fingertips penetrating deeper into his flesh so deeply I damn near draw blood — but neither of us back down. Landon’s strength, his knowledge of what turns me on, builds me higher and higher pounding me rhythmically toward a height we can’t breach too much longer.

“Oh, God! I love you so fucking much, beautiful,” he breaths warmly into my ear.

I crash beneath the feeling.

Waves of my orgasm pulse around Landon’s length and he releases his load into me. He fills me, holds me, kisses me, and whispers sweet nothings into my ear. I rag-doll into his arms as he lands us carefully onto the edge of the bed. My cheeks blush to a soft rose as my climax subsides and we laugh nervously at each other. It’s like that with us sometimes— We wonder why we were allowed to find this connection.

“Lucy, I have something to ask,” Landon says climbing off the mattress to crouch in front of me and lift his pants up.

“What’s up?”

A gentle caress pushes some sweaty hair from my forehead then he cups my cheek. “You are so damn gorgeous, darlin’.”

“Baby, if this is about you getting that new TV, I told you we have to wait a few…”

Then he falls to one knee.

“Lucienne Palermo,” he starts.

“N—No…” I start crying. Then I look away then back at his most sincere stare on me.

“Lucienne Rose Palermo. You are my strength, my constant, my every good memory. I’d relive all the pain in my life if it meant spending one more second with you by my side.”

Then he pulls a green velvet box from his jean pocket. I forget how to breath.

“I want to be there for you, to protect you, to promise you truthfully, from the bottom of my heart that you will always be safe while I exist and it’s my one wish to live out that existence with you by my side, helping each other through the good, the bad, and whatever else we have yet to face. Lucienne Palermo, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

There’s a long pause as I hold my hand up to stop him for a minute. I inhale. I need to remember this feeling.

Everything is good.

Too good.

I’m okay. We’re okay. We’re okay forever.

I fall into him, convulsing with happy tears, our faces damp from more than just the afternoon heat. I’m in awe, speechless, screaming ‘YES, YES, YES!’ in my head but I can’t let it out. All I can do is suck in air in disbelief and gasp like an idiot.

“Is that a yes?” Landon asks through a chortle.

I nod ferociously and hold out my hand to him. He somehow manages to slip the ring onto my shaking finger. I never knew this much joy could be possible. I look down at my hand, at the beautiful purple crystal that looks to have all the stars contained within it from the light of our room’s chandelier being refracted within it.

“I love you, Lucy.” He catches my face and kisses me deeply until I soar so high I don’t think there’s a possibility of coming back down.

“I love you. I love you!”

I never knew life could be this good. More than that, I never felt like I deserved it.

Me and Landon make it back outside. Billie brings Daisy over to us but before we take her, I hold up my left hand up. Billie’s eyes go wide until she shrieks then Jessa does too. Daisy looks at them in awe and giggles herself. Landon takes his daughter in his arms to receive the rest of the congratulations from the party attendees.

It’s hard to feel okay being this happy, I think as I watch my world now; This life, these people, my girl, that boy.

Growing up you come to realize that people make mistakes so huge you don’t know how you’ll ever get through them. I’d made plenty of my own and resigned myself to the fact that I couldn’t be forgiven for them, that I deserved to be punished. But us humans are blessed with a beautiful toolbox of how to find hope again; Time, courage and forgiveness, brothers in arms when it comes to matters of freeing ourselves of heavy hearts.

The rest of the group give me and Landon their blessings. We shed happy tears. We drink champagne. Our sweet little Daisy keeps giving us that cute, gummy smile she always does. We bask in this random, loving support system we’ve all found together here somehow. Each one of us have all made our mistakes but, as much as we shouldn’t forget them, we can be forgiven of them when time allows.

Landon and I hold our baby between us, desperately squeezing each other, laughing through the kisses, knowing how we both feel.

I feel this lightness that surrounds me…

Now I’m safe…

Now I’m happy…

And here I stand…

Saved by the bad boy and him saved by me too.

 

You’re STILL not done! Turn the page for one last bonus, Saved by the Bad Boy!

You are the reason I write.
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CHAPTER 31

I t was thirty minutes after I stopped hearing movement from Daddy’s bedroom that I pocketed my phone, whipped off the covers, and crept back out of bed.

Project: Wayward Teen was a go.

This wasn’t my first rodeo in sneaking out of the house. I’d already picked the right clothes, favoring black jeans, a dark shirt, and an all-black pair of Converse sneakers.

Quietly, I slipped into the clothes in the darkness of my bedroom. I didn’t need anything but my little wallet, my phone, and my keys – and the keys were dangling downstairs anyway.

Thinking ahead, I’d already packed the wallet in the jeans. The phone had helped keep my boredom down while I’d waited for Daddy’s fatigue to set in. He’d had a busy evening on shift, and I knew he’d be sleeping hard tonight.

Which made tonight perfect for this.

With nimble reflexes, I slipped down the hallway, avoiding the creaky floorboards right outside the bathroom door. Further down, I slipped past the end table and the vase on top, unwilling to let a brief bump of the hip, or shattering clay, announce my little rendezvous beneath the stars.

My footsteps took me down the staircase, hooking around towards the front door. There were a few tricky floorboards here too, and the acoustics were painfully good in the open floor plan of the downstairs.

As silently as possible, I snagged my keyring from the hook by the door, listening for any evidence of Daddy near the top of the stairs.

Nothing. The coast was clear.

I carefully turned the lock, slipping outside and locking the door behind me. I hesitated near the door, listening against the panel for any movement from inside.

When nothing happened, I exhaled a thick breath of relief.

Turning and strolling down the driveway, I found myself wondering what Mom would have thought if she’d still been around to see me now.

I had been really young when she passed, too young to particularly remember her. Outside of her smiling face, gazing down upon me from portraits in the house, I had very little in the way of memories when it came to Mom.

Naturally, that made Daddy cling to me harder, since I was now all that he had left. He was a stern but strong father, but very, very strict.

Of course, as I glanced over at the weather-beaten Crown Victoria car in the front driveway, I knew that this wasn’t the only reason why he was so careful about keeping me on a tight leash.

My father was the local sheriff, working his way up through the force for the last twenty years.

And there was no way he was going to be okay with his little girl sneaking out in the middle of the night… Especially if he knew where I was going.

You might say that I have a problem… and his name is Hunter.

My particular problem comes roughly six feet tall and built with powerful muscles. He had the short and thick wavy hair I loved, a seductive little chuckle, and handsome blue eyes.

The kind that could never lie to you…

Slipping into my little beaten-up Hyundai coupe, I pressed my keys into the ignition and turned. The engine cranked to life, and I quickly pulled back through the driveway and onto the streets of our neat, suburban subdivision.

I always loved how our community looked at night. Passing under the streetlights, I glanced over clay-colored landscaping with its bits of desert shrubbery.

This place was pretty nice, all things considered. We lived in a good part of Phoenix, although it certainly helped to keep the local neighborhood safe when you had the local precinct’s Sheriff living across the street.

I wasn’t sticking to the nice parts of town. Not tonight… My little moonlight excursion was taking me about thirty minutes away. I was heading towards the seedy center of the city, the kind of place no self respecting good girl would find herself so late at night.

My phone remained quiet the entire time I drove, which was a pretty good sign to me.

The last thing I needed was Daddy waking up in the middle of the night and realizing I’d gone…

I saw the sign for the strip club perched a couple of blocks over. Despite all the work the city had done to improve its downtown image, the club had survived, neon pink sign and all. The parking lot was usually full of motorcycles which intimidated the locals and kept them out… People were probably waiting for the day the whole building would be knocked flat and replaced with yet another Starbucks.

But I knew that was never going to happen.

For public appearances, an investor who spent most of his time out of town owned and technically operated the strip club. He kept a couple of managers on the premises, and the girls were well taken care of for their efforts. He was keeping the whole thing afloat with an old inheritance.

The truth was a little different.

There was no investor. No mysterious and wealthy benefactor. Look beyond the parking lot and the big pink sign and you’d see the huge roll-up garage that butted up to the back of the building.

The strip club nothing more than a front for the local biker gang, a dangerous group of criminals known as the Devil’s Dragons MC. They were the guys who ruled the local roost, and most of the city’s illegal activities gave a quick nod to them.

It helped that their leader, a ruthless criminal known only as Eduardo, had made plenty of his rivals disappear. The lowlifes that remained gave the Devil’s Dragons the respect they demanded.

Just the thought of Hunter involving himself in that world made me grimace. He hadn’t told me much of why he’d done it…

I knew it had something to do with his sister. She disappeared a few months back and the police had done nothing but file a report and tell him they were very sorry. Hunter turned to the biker club for help and, and whatever terms he’d offered in return, they agreed.

His sister was brought home four days later. She looked like she’d been put through hell…

She probably was, if the rumors about where she was taken were true.

I feared that he’d joined them in payment.

Maybe I can talk some sense into him, I thought to myself. Surely, Hunter will see things my way.

Daddy opposed the Devil’s Dragons for all of the obvious reasons. He wasn’t exactly a big fan of Hunter either, and the second he caught wind that he was joining the ranks of those infamous criminals…

Yeah, lets just say a swift ban on Sarah-Hunter contact was very quickly enacted. I had to promise daddy that I’d never, ever see Hunter again.

But true love doesn’t have to resort to such stupid promises, does it? I was going to go see my man and save him from whatever trouble he was squeezing himself into.

And that was the end of that.

I pulled into the parking lot, ominously passing an entire fleet of motorcycles. The entire goddamn club must be here, I thought to myself.

Parking my car, I crept out and walked past the line of bikes. My first impression had been wrong. There were way too many motorcycles here… I stopped counting around thirty.

Half of them looked out of place. They were dressed different from the others with blacked out engines instead of the chrome I’d come to recognize.

Are there two clubs inside?

I might not have been a cop myself, but I knew trouble when I saw it. I’d grown up around enough law enforcement to know something big was going down tonight.

That didn’t matter. I was past the point of no return. Hunter was inside, and I needed to see him.

I swallowed my apprehension and continued onward, passing around the side of the building and to the very front. I paused and allowed myself to be repulsed by the exterior décor for a moment.

Bright pink neon signs flashed in my face, offering all sorts of lewd decadence and fun times inside.

Yeah, okay, I mumbled to myself.

Glancing around quickly, I spotted a few people ambling around on the pavement. It didn’t look like any of them were paying any heed to me, although I knew that I could never be too sure.

I was ripped from my thoughts. I’m spending too much time loitering around outside, I realized. What if somebody sees me out here and tells Daddy?

Steeling myself, I reached for the doorknob and pushed myself inside, totally prepared for the rest of the night ahead.

Spoiler alert: I was really fucking unprepared.






CHAPTER 32

A s I pressed into the building, my eyes immediate drew to the surprised hostess. I recognized her as one of the previous year’s graduates; I think her name might have been Chastity. Tall and lithe, she played up her excessive perkiness in the workplace with accent ponytails. She stepped out to try to head me off as I came in.

“Sarah! We weren’t expecting you tonight–”

“Where’s Hunter?” I asked immediately, cutting her off. I didn’t mean to be rude. I needed to see him, and I just didn’t have the time for this.

“They’re in the back,” she answered involuntarily, then scoffed at herself for the slip. “Now’s not a good time, though. I can send word for you if you’d like. Can I get you a drink of water or something – wait! – You can’t just…”

It was too late.

The moment that I processed her answer, my beaten-up Converse sneakers were taking me around the edge of the club and towards the private rooms.

I crossed down a hallway, glancing into open rooms and throwing a couple of doors open. I interrupted a couple of private sessions by mistake, choosing to apologize and close the doors again as I continued onward.

Chastity had just about caught up to me in her heels when I threw open another door, slamming into a tall, broad chest… not Hunter’s chest, but that of an older, gristlier stranger.

I peeled my face from his leathers, staring up at the distinctive patch of a long red dragon with great, curled goat horns, coiled through flames.

The emblem was immediately recognizable.

It belonged to the Devil’s Dragons MC.

“Lost, little missy?” An ancient, dusty voice growled. I stared up into the thick, scraggly beard of the biker, and into the curious but stern eyes gazing down upon me.

“I… I’m looking for Hunter…” I murmured.

“Hunter, looks like yer girl’s here,” he groaned loudly, turning to face the rest of the room.

As he stepped aside, I realized that I’d happened upon a conference room. Old and splattered with the merriment of a beer glass too many, a thick wooden table filled the room. There had to be fifteen or twenty bikers were seated around it. More dangerous looking men were standing behind them in a row that wrapped the room, barely crowding into the private chamber.

Close to forty pairs of eyes directed their undivided attention to me. My breath caught in my throat as I spotted that same emblem on about half the men in the room… There was another club here… One that I didn’t recognize.

And I was staring right at their leader.

The man seated at the very center of the table was hardened and vicious-looking. His bushy black whiskers barely masked a distinctive lip twitch, and my eyes cast quickly downward onto the mystery emblem on his chest. Even from this distance I could read the word emblazoned beneath.

President.

The rest of the room focused between the two of us as he rose from his seat.

“Who the fuck is this?”

“That’s Hunter’s girl,” one of the other bikers laughed. “Apparently, she’s come to say hello.”

“Hunter, you say?” He turned his head further down the table and laughed. “Your new boy, Eduardo? What a surprise! I guess his pretty little bitch is loyal, eh?”

I followed his gaze.

Hunter was seated among his kind, his stoic face gazing towards me. Surrounded by bikers, he definitely looked like he fit in: he was just as big as anyone else around that table, with powerful arms and fresh tattoos visible from beneath his new set of club leathers.

With careful, thoughtful eyes, he offered me a definitively wry stare. He was clearly not happy to see me. I felt my spirits collapse somewhere in my chest.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Hunter told me loudly, addressing the rest of the club as much as myself. It was apparent that he was trying to distance himself from the interruption in front of the other bikers.

I felt a lithe hand on my shoulder, and turned slightly. The hostess had chosen this moment to peek into the room. “I’m so sorry, gentlemen, I’ll escort our guest to the front while you continue…”

“No need,” the mystery biker leader spoke, leaning forwards to flatten his palms across the table. “You’re very lucky that we’re done here, little girl…”

With that, he lifted a nearby gavel, giving a quick slam to the table.

“Boys, go get your dicks wet, yeah? Plenty of pussy in the building, after all…”

He turned to another older biker, seated at the table with them. I instantly recognized the President of the Devil’s Dragons, Eduardo. Practically my father’s nemesis, his lips curled into a grin as he turned to face me.

I counted myself lucky that Eduardo thought himself well above the local law enforcement. If he’d had any idea who I really was, I’d be in the shit right about now…

“Agreed,” he growled. “Dragons, dismissed.”

Regardless of emblem, the bikers hooted and hollered before moving out the room in cacophony. The hostess gave me one last little sour look before disappearing off with the pack, and the Presidents paused to glance at me for a moment.

Eduardo glanced down at me as he passed by, and then turned to Hunter. “Keep your little bitch out of here, boy.”

With that, he was gone.

The other club president, the one with the mystery patch, stifled a chuckle as he passed by as well. “Nice legs on this one, boy. Better for wrapping around your head, eh?”

With a surprised and indignant expression, I turned to face Hunter. He shifted in his seat, his stoic expression quickly replaced with veiled venom.

“No need to bristle, boy,” the President laughed. “I’m telling you, though… I can see trouble a mile away. This girl here? She’s trouble. Don’t let her interrupt us again, you understand?”

“Crystal clear,” Hunter growled.

I squared my jaw as the President gazed in my eyes for a moment, a slick smile crossing his lips.

Before I could muster up the courage to say anything, he was out the door, whistling his way towards the front of the strip club – eager to whet his appetite with whichever girl valued his wallet enough to meet his needs.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Hunter repeated furiously, rising from his chair and crossing the room. He snatched me by the wrist and dragged me nearby to a small champagne room.

“You can’t just rush into a club meeting like that! This shit is serious! Do you have any idea what these guys do to girls like you?”

The anger was palpable on his tongue, and I shrunk inside. I’d been stupid and selfish, impulsive, and he had every right to be angry…

What was I thinking?

Hunter could see that his words had sunk in, and he pulled me into a deep embrace. “I’m sorry, Sarah… I’m happy to see you here. Thanks for coming, Princess”

I nodded softly against his chest. The familiar, subtle scent of his natural body musk, mixed with the worn leather, filled my lungs. I loved the smell of him, but this new layer – the biker leathers – invaded the happy memories.

It was a sign of how things had changed.

“You joined the club,” I noted sadly, pressing my face deeper into his chest.

“You know I had to,” Hunter replied softly, his fingers stroking my hair. “I gave them my word, and I abide by that.”

“There could have been another way – something else you could have done,” I started rambling. “There must have been something, anything–”

“It was my choice,” he reiterated firmly.

“I… but why?”

“My sister,” he said. “The Devil’s Dragons found her, just like they promised. They saved her before she disappeared into the sex trafficking circles down south. She’d be some rich asshole’s plaything if it wasn’t for the Dragons. I have to pay my dues…”

“There’s got to be another way,” I pleaded. “My dad has some money… I could steal his checkbook.”

Hunter lifted my chin with a finger. “You’re not going to do anything sweetheart… It’s not as bad as you think Sarah. Sure, they do some rough stuff, but you know that I can handle myself. They wouldn’t have accepted me if they didn’t believe I could.”

“I believe you,” I responded quietly… But that was a lie.

The Devil’s Dragons had a reputation:

Living fast.

Riding hard.

Leaving plenty of crime in their wake.

It was a wonder how the police hadn’t torn the club apart. Maybe they were just too powerful, or maybe they were just goddamned lucky. My father had always had a bone to pick with the Dragons, and as Sheriff of these parts, it was only a matter of time before he had the enough evidence stacked up to put an end to their freedom.

I didn’t want Hunter caught in the crosshairs when that trigger was finally pulled.

“Listen, Sarah,” Hunter began, his chest heavy with a deep sigh. “You know we can’t keep this up forever.”

Wait, what?

“Hunter…” I tentatively began.

“No, you need to listen to me,” he replied, facing me down sadly but firmly. “This life – I don’t want you dragged into it. The last thing you need is to get swept up into this world. I chose this, but you don’t have to… you’ve got a bright future ahead of you. I can’t let you throw that away.”

“Hunter, that’s my choice,” I insisted.

“You say that now… but you’ll regret it.”

I shook my head defiantly.

“No, Sarah, I know you,” he continued. “I’ve known you for years. If you follow me down this road, you’re not going to like where it goes. Maybe not for a few months, or a few years… but eventually, you’re going to see where you went wrong, and you’re going to blame it on this decision. I’m just saving you the pain.”

I bit back the tears.

“No, Hunter, you don’t get it: I don’t have a choice. Whatever comes, whatever happens, it’s going to be you. It was always going to be you. Wherever you go, whatever you do… I always want to be by your side. No matter what.”

Hunter swallowed. I could see how his jaw set, how his iron defense was beginning to rust. He didn’t want to do this, and that only encouraged me further.

“Sarah…”

“No, you listen to me. You need me. Do you know why? Do you understand why?”

He shook his head softly.

“Because you’re a great, big block of ice.”

He smiled, shaking his head again. “A block of ice, huh? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

I grinned back. “You have this icy wall around you, Hunter, keeping everything out – everything but me. But if you throw me away then you won’t have anything to warm you. Like a shifting glacier, you’re going to carve your way through the world… but what happens if you drift the wrong way?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You need me to keep you on the straight and narrow,” I told him. “You need someone like me who understands you – someone you can depend on to keep you on track.”

“You’re not very good at metaphors,” he grinned. “You think I’ll stiffen up and descend into the world of drugs and whores, huh?”

“It’s inevitable,” I answered. “Surrounded by that, without any good little angels on your shoulder to keep you safe…”

“And is that what you are?” He asked wistfully, gazing upon me with reflective, thoughtful eyes. “My good little angel?”

“Something like that, yeah.”

“You know what I think?” he said, taking a step toward me menacingly. I backed away until I felt my shoulder blades pressing against the wall. “I think you’re the addict…”

“I don’t do drugs,” I whispered back.

“I’m not talking about drugs,” he said, moving in closer. “You’re addicted to the things I do to you, princess… You’re willing to throw everything away to get another ride on my dick.”

Hunter shook his head. “If you’re my angel… I’m your devil. I can’t let you join me in this life. This world isn’t for you, Sarah. I have to do this alone.”

“Do you really believe that?” I asked, my fingers lighting across his shoulder. I could feel his warmth, even through the black leather. Hunter always put off a lot of heat.

“The longer we speak, the less I do,” he admitted. “But I can’t let you make that kind of decision.”

“I’m eighteen, and that means I’m old enough to make my own damn choices,” I replied, staring up into his eyes with whatever hellfire I could muster.

“The last thing you need is a bad boy,” he murmured, his fingers under my chin again. I could see the inhuman restraint in his eyes; he was wrapping his soul in chains to keep himself from separating the layers from between us.

“You’re wrong, Hunter” I told him, a little kinder. My eyes were still firmly locked onto his, underlining the point as strongly as I could. His restraint visibly and completely collapsed with my next six words.

“I’ll always need a bad boy…”






CHAPTER 33

T  here was no gentleness in what we did then – only furious, crippling need. We were doused in kerosene, and the burning embers in our hearts were ready to set us ablaze.

And ignite we did.

Our clothes were an afterthought, a barrier, a feeble obstacle to our needs. His rough hands shredded, tearing fabric and spraying buttons across the floor. My needful hands stripped him of his leathers, casting the tough material to the carpet beneath us.

Without the leather covering his chest, he was my Hunter once more – strong, defiant, and as loving as ever.

The center of the private room was a rounded sofa that receded into the floor. Hunter pushed me down to this surface and followed with the full intensity of his lust.

His lips found my neck – aching, tasting me, pressed against my throat with the kind of desperation only our love could muster. Hunter’s presence was equal parts hunger and compassion. He was willing to bend me, willing to bruise me, but never willing to break me.

Rough hands clasped over my shoulders, pushing me down further. I was forced from the couch and down onto my knees as Hunter spread his ankles across the floor, still wearing his jeans and the biker boots.

“You know what I want,” he murmured, his fingers intertwining into my hair. “Don’t keep me waiting…”

The lust lacing his voice only pushed me onward, and I eagerly met his request. Stripped down to just my bra and panties I got comfortable on my knees, unzipping his pants and tugging the black denim down his hips.

That familiar cock sprung to life in an instance, bouncing into view.

Already, I could see a twinkle of precum, beaded at the tip of his scepter. My mouth watered, savoring the gift as I descended, licking it gently from the slit before engulfing his thick rod with my warm mouth.

“Oh fuck, Sarah…” Hunter murmured with groaned passion, his fingers threading deeper into my hair. “You don’t know how bad I needed this…”

It had been awhile since the last time I’d been able to meet up with Hunter like this. Half the police force had it out for the guy who was “corrupting” the Sheriff’s daughter, and I’d been practically on house arrest for months now…

None of that mattered… We were together now.

Hunter’s patience began to wear thin. I always loved teasing him, dragging my tongue slowly, gradually up his rod, flicking the sensitive glans to spur him towards the edge, but never far enough to seal the deal…

He took over, his palms guiding me down his cock harder, faster, the fingers catching in my hair and pulling me back up with each stroke. His hips began thrusting to meet my lips, driving the force of his passion deeper into my mouth, closer towards my throat…

I pulled myself free, stifling a gag. A trail of saliva connected my lips to the pool that dripped down his thick, huge cock. I wiped my lips with the back of my wrist, my eyes slightly teary from the force of his love, and I coughed.

“Too deep?” He chuckled.

“I told you I can’t handle that,” I smiled faintly. “You’ve gotta let me go my own speed, Hunter…”

“Something comes over me when you’ve got those pretty lips wrapped around my thick cock,” Hunter grinned back, giving a slight wave to his massive erection. It stood at full mast, coated in my fluids, although I expected to add to them soon enough…

But not immediately, given how Hunter pulled me from my knees, and drew me into a heavy, fulfilling kiss.

Before I knew what was happening, he unclipped my bra and set my breasts free. Instinctively, I lifted my wrists to cover them, but he quickly put a stop to that, lifting my arms above my head with one sturdy hand. We dropped onto the couch, falling into the soft comfortable velvet…

I could see his pants still around his knees, and I tried to fight his grip to pull them free, but he wasn’t having any of that yet.

Hunter’s lips descended upon a perky nipple, flicking the delicate nub with his tongue. I felt little bursts of pleasure with his touch as he suckled the nip, taking it between his teeth and tugging – somewhere between a playful pull and a sting, in just the sweet spot I loved.

My whole body shook with desire. His teeth grew bolder as he gave into his lust, leaving bites along my chest, up to my neck, marking my skin with evidence of his hunger.

“Not too hard, Hunter… I can’t let Dad see…”

“Fuck that,” he murmured lustfully, tossing me down to the couch and kicking his boots and jeans free. He descended down upon me again, going straight for my neck, clamping his teeth into the soft flesh and sucking my skin with indomitable lust.

“Oh god…” I murmured, my hands moving to push him away, only to cradle his head against my throat instead. “God, Hunter…”

He repositioned his lips downward, sucking against my collarbone. I let him continue, peppering a trail of love bites and hickeys across my skin, caring less and less how visible they were.

I felt his thumbs hook between my drenched panties and my sensitive skin. As his trail of biting kisses pressed further down my body, he roughly drew them down my thighs and over my kneecaps.

“No, don’t rip them,” I murmured as I noticed him tugging them harder. I arched my legs up to help him free me from my last layer of clothing. “I like these…”

“If you say so,” he said softly, slipping them off of my ankles and casting them aside.

We were completely bare, and I reached down to his shoulders to guide him. My hungry, quivering pussy was slick with need – I needed him inside, and I needed him inside now.

Instead of following my lead, he merely pushed me back further into the circular sofa, burying a finger between my thighs.

“Oh god,” I moaned again, one hand gripping the sofa firmly while the other clasped its fingernails into the shoulder of that arm. “Hunter… I’m ready for you…”

“Oh, I know,” he retorted smugly, his grin widening as he watched me squirm. “But there’s no need to go straight for that, now, is there? Plenty of time to wind you up…”

I had always loved how thick his fingers were, and how easily they contoured to my inner folds. My hips bucked lightly against his wrist, and he met my barely restrained lust by pushing a second finger inside, coiling them around to push against my inner bundle of nerves.

I could already feel myself drenched with desire. He was trying to be tantalizingly slow, but I sense how furiously turned on he was… and I knew that two could play at this game.

My fingers grasped at the tip of his erect cock, stroking what I could reach. He hadn’t been prepared for this counterattack, and I could feel him tense up, groaning with need.

That’s right, Hunter.

Don’t fight it.

Just fuck me.

He pulled back, burying his face between my thighs. I gasped with surprise and buried my fingers deep into his brunet hair, bucking my hips upward to ride his tongue.

So effortlessly, he stroked my clit with the tip, toying with it, sucking it into his mouth. Hunter shouldered my thighs, his arms binding them into place around either ear. His fingernails dug into my skin, eliciting further moans from me as I rode the intensity of his face between my thighs.

My core was swelling, and I could feel him dragging me to the edge of pleasure, dangling me above the lofty height…

“Hunter, fuck, don’t stop, please don’t stop, just keep… keep… keep…”

He followed my stuttered request, rolling his tongue along my slit and over my clit, again and again, repeating the simple movements until I clenched my fingers in his hair, my back stretching and arching until the orgasm came and came hard. I felt wave upon wave of blinding pleasure rack my body, drowning my mind in bliss, surging along my nerves and lending strength to my curled fingers. I tugged him as hard against my pussy as his face could go…

I realized, only as I relinquished my grip, that I had been moaning a symphony of embarrassing, endless sounds from my chest. But as my body settled against the sofa, my limbs collapsing, I didn’t really care.

He had always been so amazing at making me come…

It was only as he positioned himself against me that I realized we were just barely getting started. I vaguely heard the sounds of rustling in his jeans, and opened my eyes to watch him tear a condom free from its wrapper with his teeth.

With a quick, graceful motion, he rolled the protective layer over his thick cock. I recognized the familiar premium wrapper – he always had to spring for the extra-large variety – before he pressed the tip to my outer folds.

“Are you ready for me?” Hunter chuckled.

“Do it,” I murmured.

“That doesn’t sound convincing…”

Oh, so we’re playing this game, then.

I leaned forward, resting on my elbows, aware that he held my thighs apart with his hips between them. One hand was wrapped around his cock, and the other was supporting one of my legs… the other one dangling off the side of the couch.

“Fuck me, Hunter,” I demanded seductively, biting my bottom lip as I stared deep into his heavy, fiery eyes. “I want you to fuck my wet pussy into submission, until I can’t take it anymore… and then I want you to come for me, baby.”

That was apparently all the provocation he needed, because he was pushing inside, his fingers a poor substitute for the real thing. His cock stretched my walls, and even as wet as I was… I still had to steel myself, letting him retreat an inch or two, only to push further inside.

I relaxed my body as best as I could, settling against the sofa with an ankle draped above us on the soft wall. Hunter groaned with pleasure as he continued to push further inside, hilting himself against my hips.

“Oh god, Sarah,” he murmured with only the faintest coherence to his aching voice. “You feel so fucking good… you’re so hot, so tight…”

I could only bite my knuckles, squeezing my breast with the free hand as I watched the surge of emotion across his face. His rough fingers clamped into thighs as he held them up, pushing my ankles onto his shoulders. Satisfied with that position, he began to drill himself into me, thrusting again and again, harder and harder…

My chest filled with moans – moans too intense, and too frequent, to possibly contain. I sang out a chorus of primal, feral sounds as he fucked me hard.

Soon, he pulled me onto my knees, pressing my palms down on the top cushioned edge of the couch. His knees between mine separated my ankles, and I felt the power of his body against mine as he burrowed deep inside me again, one hand clasping a fistful of my hair as he rode my hips hard. The soft surface gave just enough beneath our motions, putting a bounce in the way my body met his – a bounce that only drove the two of us even wilder.

“Goddammit, Sarah, your tight pussy is fucking amazing,” he groaned into my ear, his voice overcome with hardened need. “You’re going to make me come like this…”

“Do it,” I nodded against his cheek. “Come for me. Come inside this wet pussy, it’s all yours baby. Just fuck me and come for me…”

I felt him shake his head, and I had to stifle my disappointment. I wanted to feel him lose himself inside me so badly…

But then he extracted himself, pulling me up from the sofa and across the floor. My back was thrown to a wall, and his strong hands clasped my ass, lifting me up against the soft surface.

“Wait… what are you…?”

“You know that I’ve been working out,” Hunter chuckled hungrily, lifting me to his hips.

My tentative fingertips rolled over his strong shoulders and down his firm, tight biceps. He was always in great shape, but he was right – he was stronger than I remembered. With more time in the gym, he could be absolutely stacked.

“Yeah, I see that…”

Hunter gave a smug, husky little chuckle as he slipped me into place against him, pinned between his flat stomach and the strip club wall.

With a deft maneuver, I felt the strength sap from my limbs as his punishingly thick cock penetrated the slick folds of my wet pussy again. There was no need to prepare my body for this one – with the angle, and how drenched I already was, he hilted himself with little effort.

“Fuck, Hunter,” I gasped.

“That was the general idea…”

His lips descended upon my neck, and I let out a sigh of contentment. I hooked my ankles together into the crook of his back, my hand clasping the opposite wrist around the back of his neck.

Once I was nice and secure, with his hands still supporting my ass up against the wall, he began to thrust into me again and again…

It was a carnal circus, a physical paradise.

I loved how our bodies responded to one another’s skin, adjusting and tightening, squeezing and pushing.

“I don’t know that I can hold out too long,” Hunter murmured into my ear.

“It’s okay, I already came,” I whispered.

“I want you to come again.”

My eyes flickered open, and I gazed into his fierce, carnal stare. His lids were only half-open themselves, but I could see the deep need within that lustful pair of pupils…

I nodded. “Just… keep doing what you’re…”

He adjusted me against his hips, changing the angle slightly. I slid just an inch down the wall, but the way he was penetrating me now rubbed just right against my inner folds…

I gasped out my satisfaction, struggling for syllables. “Oh god, that’s even better…”

His grunted chuckle was lost against my lips as his kiss came down hard. My fingers dug into his back; my body remained pinned against his and open for him, ready for him, parted for his singular use.

Whatever he wanted…

Whatever he needed…

Hunter’s thick, rockhard erection was driving me closer to another staggering precipice. I knew it wouldn’t be much longer…

His motions grew more frantic with each passing second. He was crushing me with wild abandon now, filling and fulfilling me… and it turned me on so hard to know that it was me doing this, me bringing this beautiful man to the brink of ecstasy…

I rocked my hips to meet him – eager to roll my pelvis against his own, and desperate to bring him to the edge beside me.

“Oh fuck, Sarah! Fuck – just – FUCK!”

He stiffened up completely, his cock thrusting in as deep into my wet chasm as it could possibly tread. Luckily, I was already descending into an orgasm, and his last push threw me over the edge…

As our bodies seized up together, I felt a successive wave of multiple orgasms strike down every last ounce of cognizant thought that I could muster.

My mind went blank with pleasure.

Emptied of thought, emptied of self, I was merely a strained, tightened ball of pleasure, wrapped around the body of this amazing man. The sensations I felt assaulted me from deep inside as I felt his hot seed pump into my body.

As I felt my tightened muscles uncoiling, releasing their grip on his flesh, I rode out the last few orgasms while he panted in exhaustion. It must have been six, maybe seven in a row…

Hunter gradually slid me to my feet on the floor. Gasping, groaning, and clutching his head with a single hand, I could see how his chest heaved.

He was completely spent.

“Did we… did we just come together?” He groaned, one eye closed as he watched me. “I think we did…”

Fighting my clumsy legs, I strolled over to him and placed my palms against his hard chest. He was slick with a thin layer of sweat, and I wanted to lick every salty drop of it off of him.

“Do you see why I can’t give you up? Even if you try, you can’t make me pass on this… I need you too much… And you need me.”

Hunter nodded, pulling me into a deep embrace. I could feel his racing heart beneath his skin and bones, pumping against my cheek, and it only reminded me of how fast my own was beating…

We wound up together on the sofa. It was always so easy to curl up with him. My body fit the contours of his so easily, and his skin was like a furnace – putting out enough warmth to soothe me with something as simple as a cuddle.

My head had stopped pounding, and I was looking at the world with renewed eyes… renewed vision.

That meant him as well… and these silly ideas of leaving me behind.

“Hunter,” I told him, guiding his face to regard my own. “If you’re going to do this – if you’re going to join this world… I’m coming too.”

“Sarah…”

“No, don’t. Don’t tell me that I’m naïve, or that I don’t know what I’m getting myself into.” I nestled a little closer to him. “Look into my eyes… I know what I’m doing.”

He turned slightly, our eyes separated by a couple of inches and nothing else. He regarded me calmly, and then resigned himself.

Hunter knew that I was right.

“Okay,” he finally answered.

I felt the warmth of Hunter’s chest against mine, and comforted myself in the rhythmic rising and falling of his lungs. Nestling closer to him, I nuzzled my face into his neck, preparing to nip his skin and slip into sleep…



Something felt wrong.

My eyes flashed completely open.

Wait. I twisted my neck, gazing around at the room. Panic began to seize at my chest.

Oh fuck. We fell asleep!

What time is it?

I extracted myself up from Hunter’s slumbering body. He shifted slightly in his sleep, turning inward to the sofa as I fumbled around in the semi-darkness, whipping on my panties, jeans, and what was left of my shirt. Quietly but quickly, I crept over to the blackout curtains on the other side of the small, private room…

Ripping open the drapes, I gazed upon the clear sign of my own damnation. My strength left me as I dropped down to my knees in defeat. The bright sun filtered in, casting its infernal glow across the entire room.

“Mmf…” Hunter groaned, moving to cover his face in the sofa’s seam. He lazily called out to me: “Hey… Sarah, can you… turn out the light?”

“The light’s not on,” I groaned.

There was a pause.

Suddenly, there came the sounds of quick and panicked rustling. I felt the warmth of Hunter’s form as he stopped behind me, rubbing sleep from his eyes with a terrified look on his face.

“What fucking time is it?”

“I don’t know,” I moaned, scrambling around the floor for my phone near the sofa. It must have fallen out of my jeans pocket during the festivities the night before.

“Maybe your father hasn’t noticed that you’re gone,” Hunter spoke optimistically, taking a quick look at the window.

Before I could retort, there was a sound of commotion from deeper into the strip club. Apparently, there were still some people from the night before…

My spirits crashed further down when I heard the distant shout… “Police!”

Hunter groaned, covering his face with his hand. “I guess that was a tad optimistic, now that I think about it..."

All of a sudden, another noise joined the fray… Louder… Vicious… Deadly.

BANG!

I turned to hunter feeling as pale as a ghost.

“Was that a gunshot?”

“No,” Hunter replied as I listened to the hissing sound on the other side of the door. “That was pepper spray.”






CHAPTER 34

Hunter rushed across the room, his posture completely changed.

“Babe, we’ve gotta go.”

As Hunter threw his jeans on, I finally put my hands on my phone. A million missed calls, of course, and all of them from my father. I glanced back up and could see coils of smoke drawing into the room from outside the door. My eyes had already started to water.

“What are we going to do?” I said with panic in my voice.

Another muffled call came from down the hall somewhere. “Police! Drop the guns!” That one sounded familiar enough to strike terror down my spine…

“It’s war,” Hunter hissed. “Your father is coming for you and it sounds like he brought half the police in the damn city. The problem is this club isn’t going down without a proper fight…”

“The club?” I asked, confused. “Are you talking about the strip club, or your motorcycle club?”

Hunter didn’t skip a beat as he threw his shirt on, straightening a quick crick in his neck. “Yeah, Sarah, at this point I don’t think that there’s really a difference…”

The commotion had slowed in its progress, but it was still conspicuously advancing down the hallway towards us… And it had intensified. The sounds of actual gunfire were now filling the club as Hunter ran to the window, fiddling at the latches.

“Dammit!” He hissed when they wouldn’t move. “Stupid goddamn thing must be locked… guess I’m just gonna have to do this the old-fashioned way…”

I was frozen to the spot as I heard the violence going on outside this little room. Every part of me wanted this to be a dream… I just wanted to wake up in Hunter’s arms with the whole world set right again.

But this was no dream. My father was outside that door, and he was coming…

Hunter put his hands on a bar stool beneath the small bar along the far wall. Carrying it across the room, he steadied himself beside the window and raised it up to the glass, shattering the window. With quick reflexes, he used one of the bar stool legs to break out the glass along the edges of the windowpane, securing a safe passage out – so long as I didn’t touch the sides.

More smoke poured under the door, my throat burning as I locked eyes with Hunter.

He could read the terror on my face.

“Princess… we need to go.”

I couldn’t move.

“This way!” Another muffled shout: this time, it was undeniably my father. “Give me back my daughter, you sons of bitches!”

His response was given in gunfire.

Hunter’s gaze shifted from me, to the door, and then to me again. He was hesitating, one boot already on the crunched glass outside, the other on the carpet. I could see him evenly split between a world of freedom, and a world with me… even if only for a few fleeting moments.

He was calling out to me, saying something. I could barely register his syllables. Everything was moving in slow motion, and I was struggling to maintain my grip on the world.

I swallowed slowly. It was the first motion I’d made in what felt like years.

He was even more pained now.

Still saying something. Maybe even shouting.

I tried to speak the words to him, “I’m coming, Hunter.” When I parted my lips, I tried to tell him, “Please just take me away from here.”

But those weren’t the words that came out.

“Just… go…”

The world came to a complete stop.

As blurry and disconnected as everything felt, the next image burned into my mind. It was the striking pain plastered across his face. I met his heartfelt gaze and watched his heart completely shatter.

All this time, he had been afraid he would hurt me. Hunter had feared that taking me into the life would corrupt me. I had whittled at his conviction, convincing him that I was ready for this. I had promised him my complicity, my place at his side, supporting and nurturing him in the fire that he was about to tread.

The truth was now all too apparent. He shouldn’t have feared hurting me. He should have feared being hurt by me.

I had broken my Hunter.

His jaw set, and he lingered for a second that felt like an eternity. If that door burst open before he disappeared from sight…

And just like that, he was gone.

Not a moment too soon, the door to our room broken open, and a strong, familiar arm squeezed around me, pulling me into its embrace as a gas mask was forced over my face.

“Oh, thank God…”

It was my father, backed up by two of his deputy officers. They fanned out around the room as he let loose a barrage of questions:

“Did he hurt you? Sarah? Are you okay? What the fuck did they do to you?”

All I could do was sob, the weight of these last few minutes descending upon me, breaking me down into a husk of my former self. I choked on the words as much as the pepper spray I’d already inhaled. I was robbed of any coherency.

I couldn’t breathe.

“He’s not here,” I heard one of the officers declare. As I turned my strained, tear-soaked gaze, I saw him glancing out the shattered window. “Looks like we found his escape route, though.”

“Do you want us to try to apprehend him on foot?” The other deputy asked, turning towards us.

I could see the irritation in the deputy’s eyes as his stare lowered upon me – to him, I must have just been the wayward daughter, getting into the wrong kinds of trouble.

Every ounce of my body feared my father’s next words, but he surprised me:

“…No. I have what I came for.”

I shuddered in his embrace.

The first deputy again: “Are you sure, sir? He couldn’t have gotten far. We can intercept him if we leave now.”

My father looked down at me again.

“Sarah, I need to know… are you hurt?”

Trembling, I shook my head.

With a heavy, shuddering sigh, he answered: “No, McAddams… we need to get our wounded to a hospital and process the assholes we’ve already handcuffed. Let him go. Let him understand the cost of crossing me…”

“And the others?”

“If they know what’s good for them, they’ll skip town. This is the last day that the Devil’s Dragons prowl Phoenix. I’m going to call on some friends in the other precincts, just to be on the safe side… we’ll drive them out east. We can force them to fend for themselves in the fucking desert.”

He rose up, pulling me to my feet beside him. That’s when I noticed the strain on his face, and how he hissed with his movements. I saw how his free hand clutched at his side, the red stains already soaking his uniform…

Blood?

I felt nauseous. I felt fear. I felt loathing and fury, my stomach churning violently with a cacophony of building, whipping emotions. But most of all… I felt guilty.

What the fuck have I done?






CHAPTER 35

EIGHT YEARS LATER


I  clenched and unclenched my hands, lost in thought as I gazed down at them.

In my peripheral vision, a shambling form came near. I turned my attention, smiling as my father approached with a limp in every step.

I kept up the beaming smile, hiding how guilty I felt every time I saw him. As always, the sight of his cane drew back the painful memories of that fateful morning…

The morning that changed my life forever.

“That’s one hell of a promotion… Detective,” he grinned back. “I’ve never been prouder of you, Sarah. If your mother could see you now…”

He pulled me into his heavy, hearty embrace.

The retired sheriff was right. I’d worked hard for this career move, putting in as many hours on the street as I possibly could. I’d put myself through the ringer because I wanted the world to know I’d earned this.

It was worth it.

I’d proven my mettle, coming out from under my father’s shadow as the sheriff’s daughter. A transfer here, a big case there… I had worked myself to the bone for every precinct I touched. Desperate to rise above, I put in more overtime than any damned officer on the force. My endless nights pounding the street and hitting the books in the academy were being validated.

I could finally make him proud.

He released his grip on me with satisfaction beaming in his eyes. “How about we celebrate with some grub? Your favorite steakhouse is calling my name…”

“Actually, Dad… I was kind of thinking we do something small, at home. Maybe I can cook?” I asked, fighting the urge to tear up every time I saw his fingers clasped around the hook of his cane. “Unless you’ve been lying about how much you enjoy my chicken lasagna…”

He smiled softly, the happiness evident in his eyes. “If that’s what you want, Sarah…”

Unfortunately, the celebrations couldn’t last longer than the evening. I let my father out just a bit past ten o’clock and was in bed before eleven. I was expected at my Sergeant’s office bright and early the following morning, and after everything he had done for me, I had no intentions of displeasing him… After all, Sergeant Thompson had practically mentored me himself. He’d seen me as more than just the Sherriff’s daughter… he saw the perceptive and detail oriented officer I’d become. He was steering my path towards this promotion for years now.

That’s why it was a surprise when I found his office locked up tight the next morning. It wasn’t like my boss to be late. A warm, churning pit developed in my gut.

Something was wrong.

“You’re looking for Thompson?” One of the other Sergeants asked, passing by towards his area of the precinct. His friendliness was matched only by his impeccable record. “He’s out on sick leave.”

“Sick leave? But Thompson’s never sick!”

“Broke a leg,” he clarified. “Slipped in the shower right in the middle of budget cutbacks, too… For the next few weeks, you’ll be reporting directly to Lieutenant Crabbe.”

He added with a wink: “Good luck with that.”

“Thank you, sir,” I nodded politely, turning towards the opaque glass that marked the Lieutenant’s office in the back of the room.

I’d only encountered the man a few times, and none of those instances had been what I’d call pleasant. The Sergeants usually positioned themselves between him and us for a reason that rose above simple matters of hierarchy.

A shiver went down my spine. This morning was not getting off to a good start.

“And, by the way?” The Sergeant smiled, extending his hand. “Congratulations on the promotion. You deserved it.”

“Much obliged, Sergeant,” I smiled, shaking his hand. “If you’ll excuse me…”

“Carry on,” he nodded.

Holding my chin high, I crossed between cubicles towards Lieutenant Crabbe’s office. Each step forward sent an uncharacteristic impulse to my brain:

Turn back. Turn back. Turn back.

No, I thought to myself. I’ve come this far. I’m going to make my father proud and no asshole Lieutenant is going to stop me.

I knocked on the door, and heard an ambiguous grumble from inside. Unsure how to proceed, I hesitated for a moment before giving another brief, louder knock.

“I said ‘COME IN!’”

Great.

As I let myself into the room, Lieutenant Crabbe was perched behind his desk, twiddling his finger to indicate that I close the door.

The Lieutenant was a slovenly man: obese, sweaty, and perpetually fueled by anger that bordered on hellfire. His shitty attitude and unsightly physique was tolerated because he had an unblemished record of producing results, but his penchant for coming down hard on his subordinates was legendary on the force.

“I didn’t ask, Jones!” He shouted down the desk phone that was jammed against his ear, his thick, Cheetos-stained fingers wrapped around it like undercooked sausages. “I said do it! I don’t care how long your men have to stake out that fucking bowling alley, you do it and you do it with a fucking smile! Do you hear me?!”

Without waiting for a response, he slammed the phone down on the receiver, wiping his fingers off under his chair.

I hid my revulsion.

“So… Detective…” Crabbe muttered, gazing at me with his beady little eyes. Apparently, he’d already made an assessment, because those eyes were filled with contempt. “Out of the kiddie pool, eh? How’s it feel to be at the big kid’s table?”

I was taken aback, but thought quickly.

“This promotion is everything that I wanted, sir. I’m willing to put in whatever’s necessary to–”

“Don’t bother, Detective,” he sneered, leaning back in his chair. I heard it audibly strain beneath his weight. “Your boss says you’ve got the chops. Says your record speaks for itself. He doesn’t fuck up often, so I’m inclined to believe him… for now. I know that you’ve earned your spot here. Don’t piss me off by trying to butter me up.”

From the looks of it the only thing he needed buttered was a thick basket of greasy rolls sitting at the edge of his desk.

“That said, everything that landed you in that chair in front of me? It’s in the past. I couldn’t give a flying fuck about your previous work ethic. This little promotion of yours? It’s a clean fucking slate. You’re back to square one, but now you’re on a higher rung, you understand?”

I nodded respectfully.

“Good. Glad you’re hearin’ what I’m sayin’,” he grunted, shuffling a few papers around on his desk. “With that said, I looked into you. Work ethic notwithstanding, I don’t appreciate having some snot-nosed little sheriff’s daughter shoved onto my plate.”

And there it was.

It was always one reason or the other: the suggested nepotism, or the gender implication. Apparently, my temporary boss was one of the bigger misogynistic fuckers on the force, but went ahead and just struck for both sides anyway.

“You wanted this so bad?” The lieutenant grunted. “You’ve got it. Now keep it up, or else I’ll have you back out there scribbling out parking tickets so fast it’ll make your head fucking spin.”

“I understand, sir.” I chose my words carefully: “I’m not asking for your respect… I’m willing to earn it.”

He took a cold, hard look at me, but I didn’t waver in my conviction. After a moment, he finally nodded, apparently satisfied.

“That’s what I like to hear.”

He pulled open a drawer beneath his desk. Before I could pat myself on the back for learning the first steps in playing the game, he was tossing a thick folder in front of me.

“What the hell is this?” I asked.

“Your first case, Detective,” he answered with a gravelly grunt. “Missing persons. Let me know if this rings a bell: three cheerleaders disappear from a football game in Tucson.”

I inwardly groaned.

“Of course I know this case,” I answered.

It had been national news for months. Three pretty teenage girls vanish from pleasant little suburbia, and the whole country goes crazy. The department had tied up resources for almost a hundred days on this thing, bearing the brunt of media scrutiny.

Every loose end had been a dead end. They had vanished without a trace.

“We’ve thrown everything we’ve got at this thing, but nothing came up green. I can’t spare that kind of manpower anymore, but we can’t walk away from this either. You want to earn my respect, Detective?” He sneered. “I’ll make it easier for you than most. Find these girls.”

While he spoke, I flipped through the folder. My eyes glanced across the mountain of evidence: credit card statements, eyewitness interviews, phone records, last known locations, mapped out sheets of friends and family – and then, something I would have never expected…

It was simple, really. I’d spotted a photo: a man beside his motorcycle. The Lieutenant’s words drowned out as I realized what I was looking at… The lines on his face had hardened and his leather cut was looking battle-worn.

Hunter.

My breath caught in my throat as I pulled the photograph from the sleeve sheet. Absentmindedly, my fingertips ran along his face, bringing back feelings long since buried.

Flipping it over, I spotted an inscription on the backside: the words Devil’s Dragons, El Paso, with the current year.

“What’s the matter, Detective?” Lieutenant Crabbe chuckled. “Got a thing for bad boys?”

I glanced at him with a smile that wiped the snide comment from his collection of chins. “I enjoy putting them behind bars. Don’t you worry, sir. I’ll find these girls.”

His expression turned stern as he leaned forward in his chair, groaning beneath his weight.

“I don’t want you working on anything else, Detective. This is your primary focus until we know what happened. I want you to eat, drink, shit, and piss this case, understand? Get us a new lead on this thing and I’ll provide whatever resources you need to see the investigation through.”

His jaw set as he summed me up once more: “Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes sir,” I smiled confidently.

“Very good,” my superior replied, still unsure what to do with my change in demeanor. “Now that you grasp what is expected of you … leave my sight and get your ass to Tucson immediately.”

I rose, shaking his hand, and closed the door behind myself. I passed by my new office; I hadn’t even taken the time to get settled into the room, electing to go straight for my Sergeant. All I’d done is placed my box of belongings on the edge of the desk…

Taking the moment to pause, I stroked my fingertips along the edge of the desk, glancing around the small room. It lacked a view, or art, or anything that made it anything less than a small cog in the machinery that ran this precinct… but it was mine.

It was mine for right now, at least.

There was no telling what was going to happen with this case. The Lieutenant had put me on a dead end and he knew it. I was going to be the scapegoat to compartmentalize the damage when the department failed to find those girls. It was a way of quietly shoving me out of the way.

If I even found them, it would just make him look that much better for putting the new girl on the case.

Damn you, Sergeant, I groaned to myself. You and your stupid fucking leg…

Tucson had been tread and retread time and time again. There wasn’t anything new that was going to turn up there. It was a dead end… but it was as good a place as any to start.

I strolled down the stairs and out the front door of the precinct, the case folder tightly under my arm. Pulling out a pair of sunglasses in the hot Phoenix sun, I felt the slight breeze in the air. The wind flowed over me, caressing my skin – the very elements comforting me, pushing me onward.

The drive was only three hours even after fighting a few miles of morning traffic. I suspected that I wasn’t going to be staying in Tucson, so I saw fit to appease my Lieutenant while the window of opportunity was available. I phoned him moment that I arrived in the city.

“Glad to hear you can follow basic orders,” he snarled in response. “Where exactly are you starting your investigation?”

“I need to pour over these case files,” I replied truthfully. “Familiarize myself with the inner workings of this thing. Put some fresh eyes on it. If I’m going to dig something up, it’ll probably have to be from there.”

“A boring answer, but the right one,” he grumbled. “Take a day and get the lay of the land. Study that shit like your life depends on it. Figure it out from there. Oh, and Detective?”

He sneered out the title, as always. Good to know that he still questioned my capabilities. “Contact me when you’ve actually got something, and not a fucking second sooner.”

With that, he hung up loudly.

I had parked outside a small diner to make the call, and I gazed over at the case file on the passenger seat. If I was going to find these girls, the answer was going to be in that folder… and I sensed that the path forward was already clear.

For late morning, the diner was only half full. This suited me just fine, and I requested a big table in the corner. While the waitress returned with my coffee, I was already up to my ass in paperwork. The case file had plenty of dirt on the Devil’s Dragons MC, and even more on Hunter. The club had arrived in town a few days after the girls went missing and started asking questions… the right questions.

For their efforts, they wound up with a great, big target slapped on their backs. Police attention was the last thing those guys wanted, but they collectively became prime suspect number one for several days. After all, they had a well deserved reputation. Half of the files scattered on this table came from the Devil’s Dragons. Arrests, statements, stakeouts, and a thick manilla folder full of details about the raid on their strip club base of operations eight years ago.

That brought back some memories…

I turned the page, shaken as I saw the pictures of the aftermath. Men lay in pools of blood, and the club was absolutely riddled with bullets. It seemed like they’d pulled every single file related to the Dragons during this investigation. The police raid on their former base in Phoenix had definitely raised some eyebrows in the Tucson jurisdiction. Half the club was killed in the shootout, and most of the others were rotting away in a prison just outside Florence. From the looks of things, less than half a dozen men avoided being charged, and they’d spent the last handful of years bolstering their numbers out of a new clubhouse in El Paso…

Most of the information in the file came from the interrogations of a few captured club members, all of whom were released with no charges filed. Oddly, the files were missing notes on how, precisely, the bikers had been captured.

But their stories filled in some of the gaps.

The club was a shadow of its former self. Whoever the new leader was, he had steered the MC away from running drugs. These days, the club was making its money in armed protection. Bodyguards, concert security, asset retrieval. It was an above-board business as far as the case file was concerned, but people used to say the same thing about that little pink strip club in Phoenix up until the shootout…

What a strange niche to carve, I thought to myself as I sipped my coffee.

When it was clear that they had nothing to do with the disappearances, the police tied up their resources elsewhere: chasing known coyotes in the area. With the girls nowhere to be found on the north side of the border, eyes shifted south.

Mexico…

This is where the Devil’s Dragons dropped out of the case. For all the noise they’d made coming into Tuscon, they left quietly in the middle of the night.

Something wasn’t adding up here.

Something to do with these specific girls…

Lost in thought, I bit the tip of my pen. There was something here that I was missing right in front of my eyes… and I suspected that I wasn’t going to learn it by reading this case file.

Why did they come to Tucson?

And why did they vanish again?

The waitress returned, carefully placing my lunch down between the pages on the table. I hurriedly shifted papers out of her way, thanking her and politely asking for the check. If I were going to make heads or tails of this today, I would have to hit the road again, and fast…

I needed answers, and I wasn’t going to find them in Tucson. The lieutenant would be pissed, but maybe, just maybe…

I needed to go to El Paso.






CHAPTER 36

Getting to El Paso had been the easy part. It was only four hours past Tucson, and I’d arrived while the sun was still shining above.

The hard part was finding what I was looking for…

It would have been effortless to head straight up to the local authorities and request information on the Devil’s Dragons, but that could have gotten messy. I was out of my jurisdiction and my lieutenant would quickly learn that I was asking questions in the wrong city… and that was a conversation I was intent on pushing back as far as I could.

That left the slower option: relying on my wits and hitting the streets.

I put my honed skills to work, following Sergeant Thompson’s guidance as I dug up what I could on the renegade club. The locals weren’t too eager to answer the questions of a detective, which made me wonder why they were protecting the club…

But I got what I needed.

I always did.

It was dark outside by the time my unmarked car crunched gravel in front of the old bar on the edge of the city. My knuckles went white around the steering wheel as I took a few deep breaths.

This was their base.

Hunter might be in there.

The last time I’d seen him, things had gone sideways. I’d lost my lover. My father had been wounded. People had been arrested… and others had died. I’d spent years trying to free myself of the guilt. As it turned out, the raid wasn’t spontaneous. The sheriff’s department had been planning to take down the Dragons for months before that fateful morning. The assets were in place long before my father discovered me missing… Before he checked the GPS tracking app he’d installed on my phone.

I wasn’t the reason the raid happened… The Devils had sealed their fate when they started trafficking drugs up from the border.

My presence there with Hunter did nothing except speed up the inevitable.

I stepped out of the car – a Crown Vic, just like my father’s. The police lights were tucked away behind the grill instead of planted on the roof for all to see, but under all that white paint she was all business. Patting the hood affectionately, I gave the Interceptor engine a silent moment of gratitude for bringing me this far.

My life changed that fateful morning…

Fitting, perhaps, that it was clearly going to change again tonight.

At least this time, I could see it coming.

Silence fell the moment I stepped into the bar. An endless sea of eyes glared at me from bar tops, pool tables, and the countertop straight ahead. All of them belonged to rugged, weathered bikers or the slutty women of all ages that had given them company.

I marched straight to a free chair at the bar, ignoring how the patrons parted menacingly, closing off behind me as I took my seat.

“Whiskey sour, please,” I asked the bartender. She was a fiery little redhead, frozen in the middle of wiping a grimy glass as she glared daggers my way.

With narrowing eyes and not a syllable uttered, the bartender placed the dirty tumbler down and went straight for the bottom-shelf shit. For the garnish, she made a big show of spitting in the drink before sliding it my way.

“What the hell is this?” I snarled.

The redhead flattened her palms on the bar, leaning forward to grin wickedly: “We don’t serve your kind here.” To punctuate the point, she jabbed a thumb towards the window, and the parked Crown Vic outside.

I rose from my chair, preparing to retort, when a smooth voice called out from behind: “…Elmira. That’s no way to treat our guest, is it?”

The bartender froze again, glancing over my shoulder. Similarly, I stiffened up, locking onto the redhead’s eyes as she glanced my way with a mixture of equal parts confusion and irritation.

I knew that voice.

That was the voice that had haunted my dreams for eight years…

“Give her the Van Wrinkle and the Green Spot this time, Elmira. Use one of the clean glasses… and try to not spit in it.”

“Jack Daniels is fine,” I retorted, unwilling to take my eyes off of her own. The last time I’d seen this man I’d frozen in panic… Now that we were finally in the same room again, it was the same old song and dance…

“Jack in a whiskey sour? You always liked it a little rough, didn’t you?” I felt his breath near my ear, and a shiver slipped down my spine.

“Some things never change,” I murmured.

“True…” he chuckled, placing a strong, steady hand on my hip. God, I missed that. “But some things change for the better…”

Hunter spun me around in the stool, forcing me to face him. His piercing blue eyes drilled straight into my soul.

He was right – he had changed for the better.

Hunter was built even bigger now, his refined, sculpted physique imposing above me. Another inch of height added to his impressive frame, and broad, powerful shoulders filled my vision, sucking the breath straight from my lungs.

The ripped, worn shirt exposed his tremendous biceps, including the dragon tattoo that snaked authoritatively down one arm.

His expression was harder as well. A short layer of stubble cast a shadow across the hard edges of his chiseled face, and a thin scar glided from his temple down across his cheek.

For a fraction of a moment, I nearly caress the scar out of some place of loving concern… but I pause my hand halfway towards his face.

“That’s a story for another time,” Hunter laughed, knowing me so well even after all these years.

My face flushes red, and I feel heat rising from my core. Embarrassed, and all too eager to hide my developing arousal, I cast my eyes down to his chest. They land on the emblazoned patch above his heart, threaded into the leather – the emblem of the Devil’s Dragons MC.

But there was something else here. A single word that changed everything… President.

I’m in deep shit…

Elmira slid the drink my way. Hunter and I had been so focused on each other that, for all we know, she could have pissed all over that drink right in front of us and I wouldn’t have known it.

“Hello, Hunter,” I murmured softly.

“Hello, Sarah,” he replied with a smile.

In that second, I sensed a change in the atmosphere of the entire bar. With the exception of the bartender, the entire crowd visibly relaxed.

Did… did they know about me?

“Can’t help but notice that you’ve joined the force, just like Daddy,” Hunter tilted his head lightly. “That might just be the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. From bad girl to good girl… Tell me, Officer… how can I be of some service?”

“Not officer,” I replied. “Detective.”

“Detective?” His eyebrows rose, and a soft smile slid across his face again. “Well now… you’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

“I try,” I grinned back.

Hunter lifted his chin, his eyes still locked onto mine. His voice rose to fill the room: “Ladies and gentlemen of the Devil’s Dragons, I would like to introduce a dear, old friend of mine… Detective Sarah Buchanan.”

Murmurs drifted among the crowd. It was clear to me that most of them had heard my name before, and that made things rather interesting. Apparently, Hunter hadn’t quite gotten over me either…

“Sarah here is a welcomed guest of the club,” Hunter continued. “Any preconceived notions of a detective among us come to a stop now. Am I perfectly clear?”

Glasses raised everywhere. Even Elmira begrudgingly lifted a beer, her eyes still shooting daggers my way.

“Perfect. Now then, I believe my associate and I have some… catching up to do. If you’ll excuse us.” He turned to Elmira quickly. “Oh, and to celebrate… I’m buying the full house a drink. The next round’s on me.”

The room erupted in a cheer as he led me by the arm through the crowd, drink in my hand. With the quiet exception of the redhead behind the bar, there wasn’t a dissenting voice in the entire bar.

His word was law.

If I was his guest, I was welcomed here.

He thinks that I’m the one full of surprises… but what the hell happened? The Hunter I remember was a young upstart in an established motorcycle club… Now he’s calling the shots.

Hunter and I stepped outside into the brisk El Paso night, and the merriment quieted as the bar door closed. While I took a swig, I glanced over at the unmarked Crown Vic wishing it was a bit more inconspicuous. Maybe I’d get it some old lady hub caps to hide the exposed steel wheels…

“Can we go somewhere more private?” I asked.

“I was thinking my place, once you’re done with that,” Hunter grinned. “The club’s going to want answers soon on why there’s a member of the force in our midst… they’re nice and liquored up tonight. Hopefully not too liquored up, since we’re always on call for a job… But there’ll be questions in the morning. Lots of questions.”

I nodded, kicking back another swig. The whiskey sour certainly didn’t taste like it had been desecrated, and for that, I was thankful.

“I have questions too,” I replied. “I’m not here for pleasure… there’s some business to attend to.”

“Well, Detective…” Hunter chuckled, taking a step towards me. I could practically feel the same youthful, hungry energy crackling between us… just as it had eight years ago. “Finish up your drink and follow me. I’m not far from here…”

I glanced down at the whiskey sour.

“Are you asking me to drink and drive?”

He smiled mischievously. “Last I checked, you weren’t the kind of girl who got tipsy on a couple sips. I’ve seen you drink three hundred pound bikers under the table… I’m asking you to accept my hospitality. It beats the hell out of sticking around here, especially with my bartender’s… fragile sentiments towards you.”

I realized that I hadn’t paid for the drink, and turned back towards the door. With the motion, my gaze turned inside, and I could spot the bartender glaring at us over the drinks she was pouring.

“Don’t worry,” he murmured, his hand grasping my arm. “It’s on the house, remember? Just finish that up and let’s hit the road. I’m not far…”






CHAPTER 37

While riding his steel, rumbling hog, Hunter led me a couple of miles away to his place – a small, single-story house off of a dirt road.

Flicking lights on as we entered, he directed me towards the den. “Coffee? Or another drink?”

“You pick,” I smirked. “It’s going to be a long night.”

“Well aren’t you optimistic,” Hunter noted coyly. “Give me a minute. Make yourself at home.”

I did as suggested, sitting down on the single sofa in the room. It brought back memories of that receded sofa in the strip club floor, and I wondered if he thought of that last night together every time that he sat here.

The wafting smell of fresh coffee came into the room, and I felt a little invigorated. Oh good, he’s behaving…

However, I knew Hunter. That’s why I wasn’t surprised when he came in with a pair of double-shot whiskey neats instead, impishly handing me one without a word.

“You just like the roasted coffee bean aroma for ambience, right?”

Hunter laughed. “Something like that.”

My former lover pulled the coffee table in the room closer, propping up his boots on it as he took a swing of the drink.

I followed his lead, watching how effortlessly he slid into this role. The last second that I’d seen him, he had looked like I’d ripped his heart to shreds… and then he’d ducked out of that window and out of my life. For all he’d known, the police could have been right on his tail…

If any of that was on the mind of this cool, confident man beside me, then he didn’t show an ounce of it. There was a scarily comfortable air between us, as if the pains of the last eight years had been nothing but a bad dream.

Worse than that, he knew it. His gaze fell upon me, transparently telling me that he could sense my apprehension and my fear…

“Well now, Detective…” he began, setting the drink down on the surface in front. “Let’s get business out of the way. What brings you out to El Paso?”

I blinked in confusion.

It hadn’t really occurred to me that he’d go straight for that. All these questions, all these concerns about the time we’d spent apart…

“Business…” I murmured, realizing that he was getting to me. His leather jacket was discarded again, and those rippling muscles were clearly out on display. I couldn’t help but trace his rugged, hardened physique with my gaze.

I wondered if coming here had been a mistake. Spit in the drinks or not, I was probably safer back at the bar…

“Yes, business…” He repeated, a faint smile curling at the edges of his lips. The smug bastard could see the effect he was having on me.

I swallowed quickly.

“You’ve come to my town for something, and we both know this isn’t a social visit. I want to know why you’re here, and how you found me.”

“Tell me you’re smarter than that,” I toyed.

“Right,” he answered calmly. “The girls.”

“The girls?” I asked, sipping my drink. Selfishly, I needed to know how useful Hunter would be to my case. My memories painted him as being particularly sharp and perceptive, but if he was going to be a proper ally in this case…

“You’re not the first detective to sit here asking me questions about our little investigation in Tucson, Sarah… I’m not interested in playing games here.”

“So, that was your investigation,” I confirmed aloud. I fought how my core warmed as his voice trickled over the syllables of my name. “But why you? Why them, and why now?”

“You know why,” he answered quietly, his eyes stern as he regarded me coolly. “That’s why you came here.”

“Your sister.”

“That’s right,” Hunter nodded calmly. “Eight years ago, the Devil’s Dragons MC helped me find her. In exchange, I joined the club as a junior enforcer…”

“You never told me much about her,” I pressed. “That might help me here, with this.”

Hunter’s haunted gaze turned inward.

“My sister… she was vacationing in Cancun when they took her. She was always so careful, always sticking to the safer, touristy places… The bastards took her and her best friend right out of their damn hotel room. We never found the other one, but we did find my sister…”

“Who took her?” I asked.

Hunter’s gaze darkened. “The fuckers call themselves Víboras Verde,” he explained. “The Vipers of the Green. They’re a Mexican cartel, one of the rougher ones. Until then, they’d only dabbled in kidnappings…”

“Sex trade?” I asked, as respectfully as I could.

“None other. Turns out, there’s plenty of money to be made in selling pussy to discerning buyers, and there’s a lot less overhead compared to the drug trade. No fields of illegal plants, no chemical labs, and if you set up somewhere nice the product comes to you…” Hunter laughed mirthlessly. “We found her before she could disappear into that particular hell… but she was never the same again.”

I reached forward, placing my hand on his. His posture didn’t change, but his fingers absentmindedly parted around mine.

“What did they do to her?”

“She never told me the details. Poor girl abandoned her life and disappeared into the world. I hear from her sometimes…”

I nodded, unsure of what to say.

“I… I’m sorry, Hunter.”

He smiled sadly, refocusing our topic.

“So, this cheerleader kidnapping thing absolutely stunk of their handiwork. I reached out to some contacts and confirmed my suspicions… With the new passport laws and all the goddamned violence there’s less tourists heading down into Mexico. The cartel has been getting bolder every day. They’d started placing manpower across the fence. Began abducting people from this side of the border…”

“So you went after them,” I stated.

Hunter nodded. “I grabbed my men, and we high-tailed it to Tucson. It’s a little outside my network, but we’ve got relations with the underground scene out there. I knocked on some doors, and we started our own investigation from our side of the law.”

“And you attracted attention.”

“Damn right we did,” he smiled nostalgically. “Police sure do have a tenuous grasp on logic… ‘Sure, these biker guys look suspicious. Showing up AFTER the disappearances and making a big ruckus… OBVIOUSLY they’re the culprits!’”

“You don’t think that looked a bit strange?” I asked, taking another swig of whiskey. “You guys came out of nowhere and started rattling cages.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Hunter chuckled. “Either way, we got results. Confirmed a few things. Got a few leads. Hell, I even approached the local authorities against the better judgment of the club… I was rewarded with a nice fat threat of an obstruction of justice arrest if I stayed in town.”

“They didn’t believe you?”

“I don’t know what the fuck is going on with that police department, but they instantly dismissed my findings. Maybe they couldn’t get over the fact that a bunch of renegades could run a better investigation than their prized officers…”

Hunter glanced at our empty drinks and stood up, stretching briefly. A moment later, he returned with an open bottle of Jack Daniels, halfway refilling our glasses before setting it down on the coffee table.

We ceremoniously clinked glasses together, both taking heavy swigs of the whiskey.

“So, what did you do then?” I asked.

Hunter thought on his answer for a moment. “With all the police and media attention in Arizona the Cartel shifted their focus east. We chased our lead, caught wind of their people nosing around the border in New Mexico and Texas. Figured we could do some good work back here…”

“So this is your usual base of operations?” I asked, glancing around the house. “And the bar? That’s yours?”

“Both temporary gifts, thanks to some free bodyguarding to a pair of clients with real estate out here,” he noted. “It’s a temporary situation. Texas isn’t exactly where the Devil’s Dragons want to call home.”

I wanted to ask about that, but there were more pressing things to know. “You’ve been chasing these people for a while,” I thought aloud. “It’s a lot to risk when you don’t have the support of the law.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck about the law,” Hunter answered with conviction. “Not since the law intervened in club operations and took away the love of my life…”

Involuntarily, I swallowed.

I was the love of his life?

He seemed to realize what he’d said, because Hunter immediately downed another mouthful of his liquor.

“I told myself that I didn’t need them,” he quickly followed up, adjusting the topic at hand. “If they weren’t willing to have my back when I practically brought them the answers to their problems, then I figured they could at least stay the fuck out of my way.”

I leaned forward, unable to clear my head of what he’d just said. Hunter thought I was the love of his life…

“But now you’re here,” he whispered.

With a glance, he read my thoughts.

A sly smirk crossed his lips.

“I knew you still carried a torch for me,” he murmured as he leaned forward as well. “There hasn’t been a goddamn day that I haven’t thought about you, Sarah…”

I felt a pressure in my chest as I maintained my ground, unwilling to pull away from him. Our gazes were locked onto one another, our lips tantalizingly only a foot away…

All those years that we’d been separated by distance, mystery, and the hardships of life… and now, my beloved Hunter was right here, achingly close…

“You know that I never stopped loving you.”

I dug down deep, finding the strength to move past that comment… no matter how hard it was to do so. I tried to steer my headspace back to the case at hand, back to business.

“You know where the cheerleaders are?” I asked him matter-of-factly.

For a split second, Hunter almost looked disappointed. His eyes mischievously flickered with something hidden, and he leaned back slightly.

“No, Detective, I have no idea where your missing pretty little white cheerleaders are,” he quipped. “Although it’s safe to say that you probably won’t find them by now… I think they’re long gone… Used up… Dead, if they’re lucky.”

I always knew when Hunter was hiding something from me, and it was written all over his eyes. As cool and apathetic as he was trying to play this, I could tell that he was holding something back…

And it made me angry.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I insisted.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t play this game with me, Hunter,” I warned him, the glass of whiskey long forgotten on the coffee table. “You’re sitting on something solid, something that can turn this thing around for me. I know you are. Why won’t you tell me?”

His eyes darkened. “Sarah, I’m only doing what I’ve always tried to do… protect you. Whatever you think I do or don’t know, it’s for your own good. I won’t let you get hurt out here.”

I jumped up from the couch, my hands in the air. “This is classic you, isn’t it?” I shouted. “I try to reach out to you, to be real with you, and you just wall me out. I told you last time that you’re a damned big block of ice…”

“Ah yes, I remember that one. You did always have such a way with metaphors,” Hunter observed slyly.

“It’s like when we were kids, and you were joining the Devil’s Dragons! I tried to convince you I could handle it, and you tried to shut me out… just like you are now!”

Hunter rose from the couch, his eyes fierce and uncompromising. “Everything that I have ever done between us has been to keep you safe,” he told me. “You’re playing with matches in an oil field, Sarah. This road you’re on, trying to find out what happened to those girls… you’re gonna get burned out here. For fucks sake you’re pretty enough that they’ll probably take you too, and if you think what they do to women is bad, you should see what they do to cops… I can’t let you go walking into danger like this.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” I demanded, flashing him my angriest look. “I’ve come all this way to see you again, and I’m not leaving without answers even if it means I drag you out of here in handcuffs. Tell me everything.”

Hunter drew close.

“Fine. If it matters so much to you… if that’s the real reason you’re here… then I’ll do it. I’ll tell you everything I know. On one condition.”

I steeled myself. “What’s the condition?”

Before I could react, his lips crashed against mine. I felt myself swept into the heavy embrace of his hard, comforting arms, and for just that kiss, I gave in.

I gave in hard.

After what felt like years, I pulled back, gazing at him with a glance that was meant to be scathing. However, I suspected it was more vulnerable than anything else.

“I can’t do this,” I told him.

“That hasn’t stopped you before…”

Indignantly, my surprised eyes narrowed to slits. “Fuck you, Hunter.”

Hunter drew closer, his arms wrapping around me again. I felt my resolve weaken against the warmth of his body, and the pleasure of being in his embrace again…

With a savage grin, he whispered:

“That’s the idea.”






CHAPTER 38

Hunter’s lips against mine again melted away eight years of fear, indecision, and reluctance. Every passing lover that I had taken in the intervening time was just a warm-up for this reunion…

His hunger was as strong as the day I’d seen him last. No words were spoken; none were necessary.

Apparently, we shared the same thought, because we began ripping each other’s clothes off at the same time. While he effortlessly tugged my shirt off, my fingers hooked under his own, fingertips scraping along what felt like rockhard abs…

Hunter tugged my jeans down my thighs, and soon they joined my shirt on the floor. In a flurry of kissing and grinding, he had me up against the wall, my wrists pinned above my head. I struggled to match my lips to his, but he hung tantalizingly back, unwilling to let me have what I needed so desperately.

But I’d gotten his shirt off of him, and my half-lidded eyes gazed down his sculpted abdominals. His rippling six-pack practically sucked the breath from my lungs.

Hunter’s hips pushed into mine, and I could feel the searing heat of his familiar package against my moistening core.

I trembled beneath his domination, and the smug fucker smiled into a hot, heavy kiss. Our tongues began their familiar dance together, the muscle memory from years long past flaring up to stoke the dormant fire in our hearts.

It was as if the time had never passed.

We instinctively remembered what the other liked best – Hunter would push up against my hips just the right way, his breath teasing against my lobe, and I undulated between his body and the wall with just the right motions to spur him onward.

After a few minutes of furious kissing, he couldn’t take it any longer… and neither could I.

His grip released, and I pounced, taking every inch of newfound freedom that I could gather. With my lips firmly meeting his, I grasped at his package though his black denim, stroking the outline with my fingertips.

Hunter groaned in contentment, and the distraction was just enough time to begin unbuckling his jeans.

The thick, massive cock that I missed so much sprung from its fabric prison the second that I tugged his jeans down his thighs.

It even looked like it had grown very slightly since I’d seen it last – a little wider and longer than I remembered…

Without wasting a second, I began stroking the firm, erect tool. Kissing into his neck with my hand teasing him down south, I felt his body shudder with my touch.

That’s right, Hunter, I thought.

You always loved my hand around your cock…

I wanted to stay in charge, so I took the initiative. Before he gained enough self-control to place his hands on my shoulders, I dropped down to my knees in front of his weapon.

Curling my hands around his hips to hold myself steady, my lips parted around the crimson helmet of his throbbing cock.

Oh god, I missed this so much.

All he could do was groan as I swallowed down a third of his erection, pulling back up to barely keep the tip in my mouth. His lazy gaze filtered downward, matching my lustful stare as I descended upon his cock again, taking half in this time, pulling back, pushing down, back, down, back, down…

His fingers threaded into my hair, but instead of commandeering my rhythm, he merely held my locks brushed aside. Grateful that I could now focus on sucking his cock, I picked the speed up, letting my fingertips dig into his hips as I fucked him with my mouth, harder and faster now, desperate to please him once more.

I needed this… I’d been dreaming about Hunter for eight long years…

Hunter’s fingers suddenly clasped a fistful of my hair, as if taking me by the reins. With gritted teeth that only exposed his animalistic pleasure, he began to more forcefully pull me down his cock. I relaxed my jaw to accept more of him in, knowing that this was inevitable… but I had held back an ace.

With a good twenty seconds of thrusting his cock into my mouth at his preferred speed, he realized that something was a little different… I wasn’t stopping him.

“You… oh my God…” He murmured for the first time since we’d kissed.

I pulled my lips off of his cock, coughing temporarily before accepting a deep gulp of air. I grinned seductively up at him… “I’ve gotten better with age…”

“Well, ain’t that just the sweetest,” Hunter grinned hungrily, pulling my mouth back onto his cock and groaning with pleasure. He released his wild abandon now, forcing me to accept as much of his huge cock as I could…

And since I could use my throat now, that meant all of it. His grunts became a mixture of surprise and intense satisfaction.

I steadied my hands around his hips as he continued to drill my mouth, releasing his grip every eighth or ninth thrust so I could restock on precious, life-giving oxygen.

With a few more minutes of this, his grip released on my hair, and he pushed me off of his cock.

If it had been anyone else, I would have been upset. I’d been so close to finishing him with my throat… but I knew Hunter, and I knew what he wanted.

He wanted to share the pleasure.

After quickly kicking off his boots and jeans, Hunter’s strong hand gripped my shoulder and coerced me up onto my feet. He guided me down a hallway and into a dark bedroom, tossing me down onto a bed.

His bed.

As I slumped down into his comforter, watching him kneel on the edge of the bed and come my way, that this had been everything that I’d wanted in the last eight years.

His lips crashed down into mine, and I reached down to grasp the scepter of his passion. If I hadn’t already brought him to his knees, those few strokes would have done it. His satisfied groans against my lips told me everything that I needed to know.

“Mmf,” he grunted, grasping a handful of my hair and pulling my eyes to match his. I was taken aback by his effortless dominance, and how I loved that simple, easy act of control.

His kissing moved downward; his lips traced my collarbone, nipping down my skin around my bra. The biker peppered a trail of kisses down my abdomen until he reached the tantalizing edge of my panties.

I was grateful that I’d at least matched my underwear today.

Without a word spoken, Hunter tugged me up into a kneeling position, his lips on my neck. While I was distracted, I felt two little flicks of his wrist behind my back. All of a sudden, my bra’s clasps came undone beneath his touch.

Pulling the velvety shield from my ample bosom and casting it aside, he coerced me down onto my back again. I allowed my head to nestle into his pillows as he descended upon my perky, erect nubs.

A little charge of lightning pleasure sparked in my head as he took a nipple between his lips, wrapping his fingers around the breast to firmly squeeze it.

As he continued to work my nipple between his teeth, my lips parted in a round ‘O’. My hips shifted as I twisted my torso lightly, feeling myself writhe underneath him – my body, independently of me, was responding to his touch.

Just like it always had.

My breath inhaled heavily, chest heaving, as Hunter switched to the other nipple – his hand continuing to knead the first breast. This time, he bit lightly, causing my hands to fly to caress his head against my chest.

He continued this for a short while, alternating from nipple to nipple every minute or so. Meanwhile, his rough hands wandered… fingernails running up and down my side, squeezing into my shoulders, kneading my breasts, stroking down my thighs…

I couldn’t bear to take it anymore, and I pushed downward on his head, wordlessly telling him where I needed him to go.

Hunter followed my hint, peppering his kisses down my abdomen again until he reached my core. Instead of going straight for it, he guided them towards my inner thigh, leaving what I knew would be a sizeable mark on the soft flesh.

The feeling of his lips sucking on my skin was driving me wilder than before, and I couldn’t help but hold onto his hair and slide my head back into the pillows.

There was a light chuckle against my flesh, and he kissed his way to the other thigh, following suit there as well.

I swallowed and lost myself in the relief, allowing him to continue leaving evidence of his presence against my inner thighs. My chest was definitely heaving now, and I let my eyes roll backwards into my head with pleasure.

But when he pushed his lips into the single layer of fabric separating him from my sex…

My hips bucked; my fingers threaded back into his hair, holding him to my body my limbs tightened. Hunter knew exactly how to tease me properly, and he merely rocked his face from side to side in small, minute motions, as if digging his lips further into my wet pussy without having to touch it.

I whipped my face up from the pillows, gazing down upon him with a half-lidded gaze, and he merely smiled deviously as he only did it harder.

“God, Hunter…” I murmured, my breath catching in my lungs.

At that overtly satisfied declaration, Hunter’s thumbs hooked into the edges of my panties, whipping them down my thighs and off my ankles.

Without a single thread of clothing on either of us, his mouth descended upon my sex, his tongue marrying to my inner folds as I lustfully gushed with pleasure.

“F-Fuck!”

My fingers, previously threaded delicately through his hair, frantically clutched into his follicles. I groaned and arched my back as my hips pressed upward into his mouth, matching the power of his simple motions.

Hunter didn’t let up. While I rode his tongue, his face rode my hips; he matched my movements. My lover locked my thighs over his shoulders, his hands clasping into the thighs and keeping me trapped in position around his face.

He proved that he was just as skilled at pleasing me with his mouth as he was when we were teenagers. If anything… he was possibly better at tongue-fucking me.

Lifting his focus upward, he began to suck on my engorged clit, his tongue lapping underneath to tease my outer lips. Meanwhile, he slipped a hand free, lubing up his middle finger between my lips before plunging it into my wet, aching chasm.

I felt myself parting around that single digit as it plunged into my depths, rolling over my rigid inner folds. He curled it backwards, pressing against my inner bundle of nerves and stroking me from the insides.

My hips shifted as I rolled beneath his tongue, and he soon pulled the slickened finger free again. My aching, gasping lips parted around it, sucking it clean and lubing it up with the index digit.

Coated with my saliva, both fingers tentatively pushed into my drenched pussy. They burrowed inwards, stroking my most sensitive pleasure zones as I writhed in pleasure. It took everything that I had to not release a tremendous succession of loud, embarrassing moans…

It wasn’t long before I felt the rising, building, mounting pressure of a coming orgasm. I knew that I couldn’t hold onto composure much longer, and I bit my bottom lip before begging him to not stop…

Hunter picked up the momentum, lifting up and leaning forward as his fingers powered into my hot, wet pussy, again and again at breakneck speed… I clutched onto his arms and squirmed under his power, feeling the swelling pressure climb in intensity until I was just at the cusp of a tremendous climax…

And with a gasping, lengthy moan, my body stiffened up – clenching onto his as I bucked my hips, descending into carnal ecstasy around his rough, powerful fingers.

“Oh fuck me…” I groaned rhetorically, dropping down to the bedding in complete bliss.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Hunter murmured wickedly as he positioned himself against me, climbing onto my sweat-soaked body.

I felt the engorged tip of his cock press into my slickened slit, threatening to infiltrate my folds. He hesitated briefly, as if waiting for me to command him to locate a condom… but I didn’t care about that.

All I needed was him inside me… and I told him just that very thing.

My body shuddered with pleasure as I felt his commanding rod push deep into my pussy. With successive, slow thrusts, my body adjusted to his thickness and length. Clearly eager to take everything that he had to offer, my folds stretched willingly around the powerful erection.

“Oh god,” Hunter groaned. “I forgot how goddamned tight you are…”

I nodded happily, pulling his weight down against mine. My arms enveloped his shoulders as he kissed into one of mine, biting down just hard enough to excite me.

“Oh, do that again,” I murmured.

He chuckled in surprise, but followed the command. With a punishing thrust, his teeth clamped down on the tender flesh of my shoulder, careful enough to not really hurt me.

With my eyes clasped shut, I gasped out my building elation. Hunter’s movements built up towards a rhythmic crescendo; his thrusts started powering into me, again and again, driving my pleasure off the scale.

He lifted himself up from me, breaking my embrace – but lifted my legs to rest my ankles on his shoulders. With this renewed angle, I felt his cock adjust trajectory inside upon his thrusting, and the new angle rubbed inside just right.

A half-lidded glance up at him showed me that he, too, enjoyed this new angle. His eyes were closed, his chest groaning, and a deep flicker of desire across his face.

We lost ourselves in each other. While he pummeled himself into my soaked pussy, again and again, I felt my ankles continue to bounce on his strong, broad, sweaty shoulders.

My fingers clenched at the sheets.

My back arched from the bedding.

My lungs gasped with passion.

Hunter spread my thighs, supporting each one in the crooks of his arms. Stretching my legs wider made me even tighter around him, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes back into my head.

“You’re so fucking tight,” he repeated. “God, I love how tight you are, Sarah…”

My mind practically crumbled at the sound of him murmuring my name during sex. It felt so right to hear it drift from his lips…

I rocked my hips against his as he continued to pummel into my body, thrusting against and again. With the crooks of his arms keeping my legs spread wide for him, he dominated my body, punishing my wet pussy with the satisfying penetration of his thick, heavy cock…

“Don’t… stop…”

Hunter tightened his arms around my legs harder, his muscles clenching them into place as he leaned forwards. He slammed his hips against mine, again and again, thrusting harder and harder until I felt myself start to sputter towards the precipice of another mind-blowing orgasm…

“F-f-fuck!”

I released a throaty gasp as my body seized up against him, limbs locking and back arching. I moaned with heavy satisfaction as the pleasure rocketed down my body in waves of indulgence fulfilled… and then another, and another orgasm came, until I was surrendering my body to a thrilling multiple-climax finish.

It was one of the best finishes of my life.

As I rode out the succession of orgasms, the sculpted, rugged biker kneeling between my legs continued to repeatedly sheathe his throbbing hot cock into me. Finally, I relaxed beneath his presence, the soothing aftermath softly wafting along my veins.

“Oh fuck, Hunter…”

“I take it that you enjoyed that,” he smugly replied offhandedly, his lips matching the implied smirk behind his eyes.

I shot him the dirtiest look I could muster. Considering that I’d just been fucked into one of the most incredible orgasms I’d ever felt… there wasn’t exactly a lot of sincerity that I could dig up for that filthy glance.

“Here, I’ve got an idea…”

He released my dangling legs from his arms, moving onto his back and pulling me into a straddle on top of his hips.

“Oh, you want me on top, huh?”

Hunter smirked. He parted his lips to give some arrogant response, but my fingers grasped around his cock. I guided it upward as I lowered down hard around the throbbing member.

“Well – oh fuck, Sarah, that feels good…”

It was my turn to offer a smug little smirk.

“On top?” I repeated, rolling my hips against him. I let loose a half-chuckle, half-moan as I began rocking my hips down against him… and he could only vaguely nod his response.

“Good… let me take care of your needs… you gave me such a great orgasm that it’s only fair I do the same to you…”

He vaguely nodded again and I steeled myself against him, clenching my fingers around his shoulders for support as I began slamming my hips down around his hot, erect cock.

“F-fuck…”

Hunter shifted around beneath my body. His shoulders rolled slightly, and his hips started to buck up against mine. “Kiss me,” he pleaded, and the need behind the request convinced me to obey.

I leaned down, pressing my lips against his. My tongue slid against them, coercing his mouth to part against mine; our tongues danced together again, in his mouth and in mine.

I was distracted. His hands clamped around my hips, effectively locking me into place around him. My back was parallel to his stomach, and he held me horizontal against himself as he quickly repositioned his knees and began to jackhammer up into my wet, thirsty chasm.

“Hunter… goddamn it… that’s too good…”

“Don’t I know it,” he breathed huskily. “I always love this one… don’t know how much longer I can hold out…”

It was then that I realized we weren’t using a condom… but it didn’t matter to me. It was dangerous; it was brash; yet, I didn’t care what happened.

“I need you back onto your back,” he murmured, still fucking me hard from below. “So I can pull out…”

“Doesn’t matter,” I responded.

“You mean?” He asked for clarification, completely unable to stop from thrusting up into me. I could see the tension in his eyes as he met my gaze – we were sharing the same wavelength, although we didn’t want to admit it to each other…

“Just do it, Hunter. I don’t care… I should be fine on my cycle. Just give it to me,” I pleaded back, feeling a strange desperation overcome me. “Fuck me until you come…”

He clasped his hand around the back of my neck, pulling my face down into his throat with his free hand tightly grasping my hip. His thrusting built up, harder and harder, until I could sense his chest catching and his groans mounting…

Another orgasm struck me, crippling my body with satisfaction as I felt his body go rigid beneath me.

Here it is, I lustfully thought to myself.

Thrusting as deep into my wet pussy as he could go, he let loose the entirety of his seed, pumping his hot, steamy gift up into my womb. My body shook against his with the pressure of my pleasure playing against the throbbing pulses of his cock. Once the last little rope of cum splattered against the inside of my wet, slickened folds, I collapsed onto the bed beside him.

“That’s… well, one hell of a homecoming,” he murmured between gulps of air.

I nodded with a laugh, catching my own breath. “I gave you what you wanted… Now I think it’s your turn to return the favor. I want to know where those girls are.”

“I guess we’re back to all-business, Detective?” he said, letting out a little sigh.

I reached out, wrapping my hand around his cock, letting it slide slowly up and down along its length and grinning as it hardened beneath the tips of my fingers.

“I don’t know about you, but I can multitask…” I replied, licking my lips.

“Juarez,” he whispered, as I shifted, bringing my lips down against his collarbone and planting a soft kiss.

“Go on,” I said, kissing just a bit lower, catching the edge of his muscular chest. Down I swept with little wet kisses following in my wake.

“The girls are probably in Juarez…”






CHAPTER 39

O ne quick, shared shower later, we were back in the kitchen and getting down to business once more. After all, despite wanting to see my old lover again… there was work to be done, and he was still holding cards that I needed to see.

Hunter elaborated on the truth of the matter while I sipped a cup of coffee in his dimly lit kitchen, wrapped up in his robe. Simply dressed in just his boxers, he leant against the kitchen counter with his arms crossed.

A deep, contemplative look overcame his eyes. “We’ve been tracking their movements for some time,” Hunter explained. “They took some serious losses the last time one of their operations crossed our path. I don’t think they expected a well-armed club to come after them…”

“Your club went after them, alone?”

“We didn’t have the time to mobilize any allies,” he recalled sadly. “But we lucked out. Their operation was small. They had siphoned out a few other girls in the area, but we didn’t know about them until the attack. They weren’t prepared for a well armed motorcycle club to come knocking…”

“They didn’t see it coming.” I realized. “Did you rescue the other girls?”

“We found one of them,” he replied bitterly, turning his head. I could see the pain in his face as the clouds shifted, casting moonlight through the window. It seemed to only highlight his sense of failure. “But the other two were already gone. They were prepping the others – my sister included – for international travel.”

I wanted to cross the distance between us and soothe him with my cupped palm along his cheek, but he was such a tightly coiled ball of frustration that I feared his reaction.

“The cartel switched gears in the years after that. Maybe they thought it wasn’t worth the trouble if those operations could call down a surprise assault from beyond the border.”

“What did they do then?”

“Víboras Verde dabbled in other trades,” Hunter answered coolly. “But the other markets – drugs, murders, corruption, your other real moneymakers – they were already cornered by bigger, badder fish.”

“I’m guessing the other cartels?”

Hunter’s chuckle answered the question. “For a detective, you don’t seem to know very much about this. Your focus is domestic, I guess?”

I nodded, but my irritation was palatable.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Hunter corrected himself, seeing my annoyance. “Quick history lesson on the Mexican cartels: it’s a nest of fucking hydra down there. Even if – and that’s a very tentative if – you manage to sever the head of one, another pops up.”

“Are you talking about destroying a cartel, or toppling a leader?”

“Doesn’t matter. Kill a kingpin, and you cause a chaotic power vacuum. Sometimes, someone worse rises to take the mantle. If you knock out an entire organization, then congratulations – you just expanded operations for the others.”

“So how do you plan on getting rid of them?”

“I don’t,” Hunter admitted. “That’s a fight that’s not mine. It’s never gonna be mine. Víboras Verde is one of the smaller groups causing a ruckus, and they’re probably the largest force I’m willing to antagonize. I’ve got to pick my battles. If I lead my men into battle against the big cartels, my entire club would be snuffed out in a heartbeat… And that would just be the start… The cartels don’t fuck around. They would make sure we’re broken in every sense of the word. They go after your friends and your family, and then, they come for you.”

I shook my head in surprise. “You’re willing to risk that kind of thing for these girls? Do your men even know what they’re going up against?”

Hunter’s eyes darkened as he stared me down. “My men know exactly what they’re going up against…”

“And the ones that joined since then? They’ve heard stories so dark and twisted that it keeps them up at night.”

I didn’t understand.

“Why?” I asked. “Why would they risk it?”

Hunter’s gaze added a chilling layer to the sardonic grin that crossed his face. “Most of them know some poor girl that went missing down here. They join up because what the cartels do to those girls… what Víboras Verde alone does to them… I’m talking about pure concentrated fucking evil.”

My fingers absentmindedly slid along my forearm, and I realized that my skin was prickly with goosebumps.

“This is personal for me. It’s personal for all of us,” he continued darkly. “These people came for my sister, Sarah. They almost dragged her into a horrific life of heroin addiction, endlessly humiliating rape, and disgusting malnourishment. They took away her humanity.”

I, more than anyone, knew how affected he had been when she turned up missing. He had dropped everything to find her… He went straight to the toughest people he could find and pled his case…

And now, he led those men.

Hunter was going to lead them into battle against his old enemies once more, determined to stop them at every turn.

“What makes you so sure that it’s the same people?” I asked. When he stiffened up, I quickly added: “I’m just playing Devil’s advocate. You yourself said that there’s a ton of cartel activity beneath the border… why are you so convinced that it’s the same people who came for your family?”

Hunter exhaled sharply.

“We’ve got eyes on these guys,” he replied. “There’s something of an unspoken coalition that’s formed out here. Rival biker clubs, outlaws, even some gangs… there are some standing truces and understandings among us.

“Several unconnected sources – sources that I can trust – have been saying the same thing: Víboras Verde is back.”

“And you can trust them?”

“Absolutely.”

“But if they’re rivals of yours, or looking to muscle in on your territory…”

Hunter shook his head. “That’s not really the case anymore. Out here in the desert, it’s good to have people on your side of the law, perched in your corner and watching your back.”

I tilted my head curiously. This sounded interesting. “Hunter…”

"Call it whatever you want: honor among thieves, professional courtesy, or simple favor currying. But we all have an understanding…”

“An understanding?” I parroted curiously.

“That’s right. We have a closed ecosystem here… something of an equilibrium. We call ourselves the Outlaws Brigade… or just the Outlaws for short. When someone or something appears in our desert that is truly horrifying enough… we set aside our differences and take care of business.”

It was such a difficult concept to wrap my head around. I knew a little about the Devil’s Dragons when Hunter joined them – they were the local menace, as my father would put it.

Drug trafficking, shootouts, vandalism…

Hunter had been just the latest recruit, paying off his debt to the club for their service. But what kind of effect had he had on them? He’d ascended to take the helm of club president…

Was it possible that he’d united the bickering factions out here, right under the nose of the law?

It was too ridiculous a question to even ask.

Shaking my head, I glanced over at Hunter. His arms crossed again, he was watching me carefully, studying how the cogs turned in my head. He knew that I was figuring something out, and the cocky little smile that crossed his lips told me that there was more to this than met the eye…

“This cartel, Víboras Verde. Let’s assume it’s really them. Why the sudden interest in going after them now? Why are you looking for these girls?”

Hunter’s smile faded. “Because it’s not just those three pretty little white girls… There’s a dozen more you haven’t even fucking heard about.”

I poured myself another cup of coffee. “There was nothing in the case file about any other missing persons Hunter. If there were more kidnappings, I’d know about them.”

Hunter shook his head. “No… Take three white girls and the entire country goes on red alert. The cartel learned from that little mistake. They underestimated the media attention..”

“So, what was the lesson? Don’t kidnap from above the border?”

“If only.” His jaw tensed. “They learned the awful truth: kidnap three white girls, and they get all the news. So, they changed tactics… after all, why steal Tiffany, Samantha, and Karah when nobody bats an eye if you go for Valeria, Mariana, and Carmen?

I froze, the mug halfway to my lips again.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that my old friends have been targeting undocumented immigrants in kidnapping sprees for the last two months, because they know that the police don’t give a rat’s ass. No local heat, no media attention on either side of the border.”

I sat the mug down on the countertop.

“Are you trying to tell me that the local authorities aren’t hunting down any kidnappings in this area?”

Hunter scoffed. “I’m telling you that, from a particular perspective, the gradual and scattered removal of illegals from these parts is seen as a good thing…”

“You’re fucking kidding me.”

Hunter suppressed a laugh. “A sixteen-year-old girl from Guatemala was pulled out of her trailer a week ago right here in El Paso. Did you hear a fucking word about it?”

I crossed my arms bitterly. “Did I hear about the kidnapping of one girl? No, Hunter, I can’t exactly say that I did.”

Hunter slowly uncoiled his own. “What about the seventeen-year-old twins from Nicaragua? They were taken from a town less than thirty miles away. That one happened a couple of days ago… in broad daylight.”

I didn’t move.

“Did you hear about it?” He insisted.

Hesitantly, I shook my head.

“No, I thought not. You think those are the only ones? Not even close. In the last two weeks, do you want to guess how many undocumented girls have been abducted from these parts?”

My breath caught in my throat.

“How many, Hunter?”

He flattened his palms against the island countertop between us, his face glowering with anger in the dim lighting.

“Fifteen. That’s more than one abduction every single day, Sarah.”

“Fift…fifteen?” I could barely stomach it.

“That’s right, Detective. Fifteen girls have been stolen from their homes, from their families, from their communities… and nobody cares. The parents go to the police and end up fucking deported. The law isn’t going to help them. The media isn’t going to represent them. They’re being sold into sexual slavery, and nobody has the balls to put their own necks out and save any of them.”

“Nobody but the Devil’s Dragons…”

“You’re goddamn right.”

Keeping his eyes on mine, he stiffened his back, pulling away from the island.

“You’ve come here, asking questions about those fucking cheerleaders. I’m not saying their kidnapping isn’t a tragedy. Of course it is. But don’t even try and tell me that you or anybody else noticed what’s really happening down here.”

“I didn’t know,” I sorrowfully told him.

“Of course you didn’t know. Everybody turns a blind eye, but we’re going to do what they won’t… We’re going to go after these fuckers and we’re going to stop them before they take anyone else.”

“You didn’t go to the press with this?”

“Of course we did. Missing, undocumented girls don’t exactly make compelling headlines as far as the local stations are concerned. Believe me, we tried to drum up some other eyes on this thing…”

“How long have they been doing this here? Two months, did you say?” I asked him, lost in thought. I was doing some of the math in my head.

I was starting to realize how this all fell into place… the girls, Hunter’s relation to my case, everything…

“About two weeks after they took the cheerleaders across the border… It took them a while to iron out the kinks, but they have a well-oiled machine now. Up until half a month ago ago, they’d taken maybe ten or fifteen girls, maximum. They’ve abducted that many since… I laid everything out for the Tucson Police and they fucking turned me away,” he snarled, staring out at the moon. “They didn’t give a single fuck. Bullshit about jurisdictions, and unreliable testimonies… for my efforts, I got myself interrogated for hours, along with some of my best men… and then thrown out on our asses.”

“They didn’t believe you?”

“Like I said, illegal immigrants leaving this country isn’t exactly one of their primary concerns.”

I bit my lower lip. “Have you reached out to the El Paso authorities?”

“That’s why it took me a while to make it to Tucson,” Hunter bitterly replied. “They wanted even less to do with the problem. Held me up a while. Spent a few nights in jail under some bullshit charges… they’re not exactly happy to have us around, even if we try and clean up the things that they won’t touch.

“When the leader of their newest resident club knocked on their front door… evidence or not, they made some trouble for me. That’s why I rolled the dice with Tucson… I thought that the people at Ground Zero on the missing cheerleaders would want to know that I’d found their abductors.”

“And they didn’t,” I repeated.

“You tell me. You read the file…”

We stood in silence together for a short while, contemplating these things. It was starting to get late – I glanced up over at the clock, realizing that it was getting close to midnight already.

“I want to help,” I blurted out.

He didn’t seem to notice my words.

“Hunter, if there’s anything–”

“I heard you,” he cut me off, his handsome, stern glare matching my gaze. “And I don’t doubt that you can handle yourself. There might be a use for you in the coming storm…”

“Coming storm?” I asked, looking for clarity.

“That’s right, Sarah,” he replied. “I’m waiting on information from one of my scouts in the area. These twins that were abducted… I have reason to think that they haven’t gone across the border yet. If that’s so, I might be able to rescue them – and from there, we can figure out how to track the cartel’s movements.”

“What? Seriously? That’s huge!”

Hunter ignored the praise. “With a pinch of luck, I might be able to save whoever they haven’t sold off yet…” His eyes cut to mine, “…And maybe your cheerleaders will still be around.”

“You think I can help?”

“Maybe…”

He crossed the kitchen, pulling me into his strong, tender arms. I relaxed into his embrace, my face resting against his shoulder.

I thought back to how naïve I had been as a teenager. All that I could see was a reality in which Hunter’s world had molded him into a selfish killing machine, serving the leaders of his club with thoughtless, sterile precision.

But none of that had happened.

He’d bent the club to his mold, flushing out the wicked and leading the Devil’s Dragons MC to a new era – one of honor, respect, and fighting for the right causes.

The young Sarah had been so foolish.

Hunter was never going to be in danger by joining this world; instead of his light being snuffed out in the dark, the fire within him rose until it burned away all the shadows.

I was ripped from my thoughts by a buzzing in his pocket. My lips pressed against his tight skin as he flipped open a heavy, durable phone, glancing down at the screen.

“Hunter… I will do everything that I can to help you,” I promised him. “Whatever you need.”

“It makes me happy to hear that, Sarah…” he murmured softly before I heard the satisfying click of the phone snapping shut again. “…Because according to that message, Víboras Verde is moving the girls tonight.”






CHAPTER 40

I  followed behind Hunter as he rushed off on his bike towards the club. He had every intention of sobering up as many of his bikers as he could in order to launch a spontaneous strike against the cartel.

A feeling of dread overcame me.

Hunter seemed fit to ride and my mind was spinning at the prospect of what he was asking me to do… Even if the two of us were fit for whatever was coming, there was no telling what debauchery his club had gotten up to after we left.

Compounding my dread was my ringing phone. After the third missed call, I finally dug it out and almost panicked.

It was Lieutenant Crabbe.

What on Earth is he doing calling at this hour?

My worst fears were realized as I reluctantly, fearfully answered the fourth call.

“Well, if it isn’t my wayward fucking detective,” the Lieutenant’s voice crackled out over my speakerphone. “When I told you to get a lay of the land, I didn’t exactly think that I had to say Stay in motherfucking Tucson.”

“I think I might be onto something,” I answered as carefully as I could. “After our last conversation, I wanted to be certain before I–”

“You think you’re onto something,” he snuffed down the line. “Alright, Detective, let me give you the benefit of the fucking doubt. What do you possibly think you have FOUR FUCKING HOURS away from the city I specifically sent your ungrateful ass?”

“Cartel,” I answered quickly. “There are some other disappearances down here, and I have reason to believe that it’s the same people behind both.”

“You know, the funny thing about GPS trackers is that I know you left Tucson an hour after you rang,” the Lieutenant snarled over the radio waves. “I knew the moment you drove outside of a fifty mile radius of that city…”

What, seriously? What the fuck?

“So, tell me,” Lieutenant Crabbe continued, “Who the fuck exactly did you find to interview to give you this lead of yours?”

I was backed into a corner with no other way out… and I had only one card to play.

“There was a secondary investigation, done by people in the area with vested interest in these girls,” I answered. “A biker club by the name of the Devil’s Dragons.”

“ARE YOU FUCKING SHITTING ME?!” He screamed down the line. “Are you telling me that I have to hold your goddamn hand through the fucking case files?”

“But Lieutenant, I–”

“You listen to me right now. I don’t know how much goddamn clearer it had to be for you to discredit the bullshit spewed by some biker fucks that went vigilante… Our people in Tucson vetted their shit. And that’s what it was! Shit! Grade A, primo horseshit purveyed by the local thugs to put the police on a wild fucking goose chase! They wanted less heat around so they could swap drugs, you stupid, miserable fuck!”

“I think there’s more to it,” I calmly replied. “I’ve met with these people. These aren’t your typical thugs. They’re trying to do something meaningful. They want to give a voice to all these abducted girls–”

A sharp intake of air over the line silenced my words, and I felt my chest seize up.

“This is over that photograph, isn’t it?”

The wind was sapped out of my sails.

“That’s what I fucking thought. I saw how you looked at that guy. You know him, don’t you? How the hell did you get mixed up with a fucking biker gang?”

I was starting to get angry, but I reminded myself of every last grueling step – and every late night patrolling the streets – that had gotten me even this far.

“He’s onto something,” I reiterated. “We think we can find the cheerleaders, or at least get justice for them. If it’s the same people who are behind these other disappearances, then the girls are being sold into sex slavery overseas…”

“Other disappearances?”

“Yessir. There have been over a dozen kidnappings in the greater El Paso area in the last two weeks. If we find the cartel taking these girls, I think they can lead us to the cheerleaders.”

It was a long shot… but I needed his backup on this one. Maybe he could pull resources I couldn’t access, and get us some backup…

“I can smell the stink on that bullshit from over here, Detective,” he glowered down the phone. “If that was really the case, then it would be all over the fucking news and on every damn officer’s desk from LA to goddamned Houston. Forget three cheerleaders – it would be pandemonium! But do you know what I see on my fucking desk right now? ABSOLUTELY FUCKING NOTHING!”

“They’re… undocumented, sir.”

“You’re fucking shitting me.”

“No, sir. The cartel we’re tracking is targeting the children of illegal immigrants to the United States. They’re taking them right out of their homes in broad daylight, if the information I have is solid–”

“So, let me get this straight: I send you down to Tucson to follow up on a nationally-known high-publicity case. I ask you to prove your mettle as a fresh detective… I make it very clear what was on the line…”

The pit in my stomach deepened.

“…And you immediately bullshit off four hours away to El Paso, chasing after some wayward kids that aren’t even in the fucking system? Do you have any goddamned proof at all?”

My spirits crumbled into dust.

He wasn’t going to help me.

“Your silence is goddamned deafening, Detective,” Lieutenant Crabbe sneered the title as usual… only with a little more obvious disgust this time. “The case I gave you – your assignment – is four hours away from whatever fuckery you’re chasing at the moment. That’s one hell of a goddamn stretch.”

“But it lines up,” I tried to reason. “If they were heading this way… El Paso is directly on the border. They could have seen an opportunity and come back to reap the locals.”

“I don’t know if they teach you basic fucking geography in the Academy, but you’re out of your jurisdiction and out of your goddamned mind,” he growled. “Your little biker boyfriend has hocked you some goddamn bullshit, and you will not tie up resources in my precinct over fucking hearsay from a goddamn criminal, DO YOU HEAR ME?”

“Yes sir,” I hesitantly replied.

“That’s the first fucking thing you’ve said since picking up the goddamn phone that has been what I’ve wanted to hear,” the Lieutenant scowled. “I’m giving you tonight to get your damn head screwed on straight, and you should fucking thank me for it. Your orders are as follows: get back in your car tomorrow morning and drag your sorry ass back to Tucson. Hit the street. Get results. Abandon this little bullshit crusade of yours or you’ll be riding home in the back seat of a squad car. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

I gritted my teeth, sitting on the cusp of giving the lieutenant a piece of my fucking mind. This could be solid! He wasn’t even giving me the time to fucking follow up on the lead that was sitting right in front of me!

“Yes sir,” I answered.

Without a speck of acknowledgement, the line disconnected on the spot.

For the next few moments, I furiously beat my steering wheel with my fists; after a couple of more minutes to simmer in anger, I twisted the keys in the ignition and followed up towards the bar.

I glanced at the clock as I pulled up to the covert headquarters of the Devil’s Dragons MC. It was already half past midnight. Sitting alone in the car, I muttered, “Do we even have a chance tonight?”

With no answer coming from my empty cruiser, I released a heavy sigh and let myself out. My boots crunched against the gravel, bringing me towards the front door – and whatever other surprises lay in wait for the night.

The big one was when I let myself in.

I’d fully expected either a deserted bar, or a crowd of drunken, belligerent bikers. After all, the last time I’d see them they were given a free round on the house, with plenty of alcohol already flowing.

This was no longer the case.

The women who had been clinging to the bikers were nowhere in sight. There wasn’t a drop of alcohol to be seen that wasn’t in a bottle behind the counter.

I spotted eight, maybe nine bikers suiting up. Slapping on bulky bulletproof vests and checking a wide assortment of guns, the Devil’s Dragons MC was clearly ready for war.

Jesus. These guys are impressive, I thought to myself as I briefly studied them. Besides a couple of quick glances up, they were committed to the task.

“If they weren’t expecting you, you’d be staring at the wrong end of a barrel,” I heard Hunter’s voice amble from across the room.

He stepped out from a corridor and strolled my way, firmly clasping a few bikers on the shoulders. All heads glanced up at him in acknowledgement as he passed, offering curt nods or brief smiles.

I could clearly see a bulletproof vest over his tee, just like his men. This spontaneous midnight strike in the desert clearly came with some high stakes, and an expectation of definitive danger.

“What took you so long?” Hunter asked as he stopped in front of me, tilting his head.

“I couldn’t stop ignoring the Lieutenant’s calls,” I shrugged noncommittally. “When he wouldn’t let up, I had to pull over and update him on a few things. Such as explaining why I’m four hours from my specific assignment…”

“And?” Hunter asked, crossing his arms.

“Safe to say that I don’t exactly have his support. He wants me the hell out of dodge in the morning, chasing up whatever wisps of a lead that I can find in Tucson.”

Hunter shook his head, a wry smile on his lips. “About what I expected. Your Lieutenant’s an idiot. Tucson’s a dead end. What we’re doing here is the best shot you’ve got at finding what you need.”

“I tried to explain that,” I insisted. “He wasn’t having any of it… Hunter, I think my career might be on the line with this one.”

“Then you’ve got a choice to make,” he answered without skipping a beat. “But you’re lucky. Things are moving quickly. It isn’t like Víboras Verde to suddenly launch an operation like this… not unless they’ve escalated things. Set up a cleaner escape point, maybe…”

“Do you know where they’re going, or when?” I asked, following Hunter as he patrolled across the bar, checking his men’s work over their shoulders.

“I know both.”

“And how is that?”

Hunter flashed me a devious smile. “My faithful scout has been in touch. Let’s just say that I know men in some wicked places…”

I didn’t want to work out whatever that was supposed to mean, so I dropped the topic.

As a member of the other side of the law, it was probably for the best that I knew as little as possible about my old flame’s operations.

“Not to sound rude or anything, but your numbers are looking a little light…”

Hunter expected the question. “This is only about a third of the club. The rest were too tired or drunk to lend their assistance. They’re sleeping off a few more hours. What you see are the ones who could sober up.”

I accepted this answer, noting how a few bikers glanced up with bags under their eyes. I could only hope that some fresh midnight wind would invigorate them.

Hunter turned to a nearby biker. He hadn’t pulled his attention away from working with the pistols on his bar top table. “How are we lookin’, Grizz?”

The biker stood up straight. Tall, burly, and intimidating, Grizz flashed his piercing blue eyes our way. Turning with a pistol in hand, he expertly emptied the magazine, bounced the bullet from the chamber, and reloaded the gun – all with his eyes trained on us.

“We’ve got this shit, boss.”

His fierce eyes locked onto mine, and I felt a slight shiver down my spine. He had such an otherworldly feel, but even in his dark gaze I sensed something compassionate and sad…

“Grizz, meet Sarah. She’ll be joining us on our little jaunt in the desert tonight.”

His eyebrow raised, and a faint flicker of a smile crossed his lips. “So, you’re the infamous young woman that I’ve heard so much about…”

Hunter cleared his throat instantly, and Grizz flashed him a grin. “We’re in good shape,” he elaborated, turning to gaze upon the other bikers in the bar as they worked. “We’ll be ready to roll out in fifteen, maybe twenty minutes…”

“That’s what I like to hear,” the biker president nodded. “I need to go over a few things with our… distinguished guest, so I’ll leave things in your rather capable hands.”

“You go right ahead,” Grizz acknowledged, returning to his work. “I’ll give the signal when we’re ready to ride out.”

“Good man.”

Hunter led me towards the corridor, and I noticed the other bikers glance at us as we passed. They seemed to murmur among themselves, although a sharp eye from Hunter put these things to an immediate stop.

“Who was that guy?” I whispered.

“My second-in-command,” Hunter replied softly. “One of my best men, and an expert marksman. It has something to do with those pale goddamn eyes of his. Fucker’s saved my life more times than I can count…”

The sounds of clicking and loading guns receded as I followed him around a quick turn. A moment later, he pulled open an old, dusty door, beckoning me inside with a brief wave of the hand.

“Welcome to our chapel,” he explained.

A single exposed bulb above lighted the decrepit wooden room. It looked like something from below decks on a pirate ship – dark, dirty, and with rudimentary décor and a single large bookcase flowing with old hardbacks. The center of the room was dominated by a large, wooden round table – with large maps of the Southwestern states spread out, scattered with marks and small plastic pieces.

In a glance, I was taken back to the end of my youth – and that fateful last night together. I recalled stepping into a room that was filled to the brink with bikers from two distinct clubs, where Hunter had merely been the latest pawn on the table.

This meeting chamber was a hard change from the relative comfort of the strip club. It was significantly older, more fundamental, and clearly a place specifically for hard conversations and future planning.

“This is where the magic happens,” Hunter explained as he pulled me around to the table. He scrutinized the maps on the table briefly. I could see now that the papers were nailed down, likely to keep a stray hand from dismantling the entire top-down view.

“I see,” I murmured thoughtfully as I glanced over the maps along with him. The markings were in several different colors of ink – scribbles and patterns meant to indicate possible cartel locations, territory lines of other factions, and notices of who precisely opposed who, out here in the desert…

“There’s a bulletproof vest on the hook over there–” He pointed over my shoulder without looking up. “Throw that on.”

I did as he told, tossing the heavy material on and buckling it into place as I studied the tabletop beside him.

“A lot of thought that went into this,” I observed coolly. This table represented a view of the criminal underground any cop worth their salt would drool over.

“Yeah…” Hunter glanced up at me and nodded lightly. “This is what it takes to keep the peace. Even if we see eye-to-eye on outside forces crossing into our prospective territories, there’s still the threat of open war. Keeping the tenuous balance requires diplomacy, foresight, and a lot of grit.”

“I’m surprised you pulled it off,” I dangled in conversation, wondering where Hunter ranked in this outlaw ecosystem.

“A story for another time,” he spoke offhandedly, still studying the maps across the board before him.

Reluctantly, I resisted the urge to pout. I needed to know more about how he had accomplished all of this… and what he had done to enact the balance.

“More importantly…” he spoke, lifting his eyes from the maps and summing up my skill with buckling a bulletproof vest at a glance. “I need to know that you’re prepared for what we’re about to face.”

“I’m not,” I shrugged.

“You’re not?”

“Of course not, Hunter. I know why you’re after these guys, but you haven’t told me a whole lot about what to expect when we get out there.” I hated doubting him, but I wondered aloud: “Do you have any grasp of what’s on the horizon?”

Hunter grimaced. “That’s a fair point.”

“So, enlighten me,” I nudged.

He grabbed a pen and made a small mark approximately ten miles from El Paso, on the edge of the Mexican border.

“This is where we think they’re taking the girls,” he explained quickly. “As you can see, there’s not a whole lot out there. My scout says that he’s spotted a break in the fence here, marked by a small, abandoned farmhouse.”

“What about US Border Patrol? Wouldn’t someone have caught a big hole in the border fence?”

“There’s about seven hundred miles of fence down here, and the cartel pokes holes in it faster than the border agents can fix them… Makes it hard to lock down abductee routes, but if my info’s solid, then this is where it’s going down tonight…”

“When?” I asked.

He glanced at an old clock on the wall. It was a quarter to twelve. “We’re thinking they’ll move the girls at three o’clock. Pretty early in the morning. Less chance of any attention, especially outside of the city…”

“So you’re going to grab a bunch of tired, sobered up bikers and stake the place out until they show up? What if you’re outnumbered?”

Hunter took the criticisms in stride.

“This is our one shot, Sarah,” he patiently insisted. “Víboras Verde is a cartel that either works small, or they just can’t spare the resources. We’re not walking into a Bolivian army out there.”

“You’re thinking it’ll be a small operation?” I crossed my arms, glancing down at the maps. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the information spread out over the landscape.

“It’s probably going to be a couple of vehicles and a single van on the other side of the fence. They’ll run light. Whoever’s out there won’t be expecting any real firepower or resistance, but they’ll come prepared for a quick showdown if they find one. We can take them with less men than we already have.”

I opened my mouth to ask more questions, but the sound of breaking glass down the hall called our attention.

“That’s the signal,” Hunter told me.

“What, a shattered bottle of beer?”

“Classic sign of war, breaking a bottle,” Hunter commented, grabbing his leather jacket from the hooks by the door. “Which means that it’s time we show these fuckers what for.”

Throwing the jacket on over his bulletproof vest – his President emblem catching my eye again – he cast me one last quick glance.

“Are you ready for this?”

I nodded confidently. If tonight went well, I might not have to be back in Tucson tomorrow after all…

“And now, sweetheart, we ride.”






CHAPTER 41

I  left the cruiser and its goddamned GPS tracker sitting in the parking lot of a nearby motel. There was no reason to give the Lieutenant any more reason to light me up in the morning. The crisp moonlight wind whipped at my hair; prepared for whatever was to come, I tightened my grip around Hunter’s broad, comforting torso. My legs straddled his throttling engine as we rode out towards certain danger.

I glanced over my shoulder at the other bikes as they fanned out around and behind us. The night was ours as we hit the main highway, roaring towards the dark horizon. About half an hour later we left the asphalt behind, weaving and winding through the desert until I spotted a dilapidated farmhouse in the distance.

The rising tension amongst the Devil’s Dragons almost crackled in the night wind. Seeing our destination only made the imminent threat more tangible…

Hunter lifted his wrist and signaled to the others. The bikers fanned out over the dirt as we left the trail and traveled over the flat desert.

The farmhouse gradually rose in the distance. I could see now why he wanted to stake things out a few hours in advance – the engines were so loud that you could hear them from ages away out here, in the relative emptiness…

I sensed that something was wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

As the looming building came close enough to distinguish windows, a clenching sense of danger came over my chest…

BANG!

A bullet ricocheted nearby, and several bikers broke formation.

The bikers broke formation and soared towards the building, whipping out pistols and firing a few warning shots. Nobody fired directly at the building – they recognized the unknown on possible hostages.

Returning gunfire matched our efforts, and one of ours was knocked from his bike as we made it to the farmhouse. All around me, bikers dismounted and took tactical positions along the porch.

“Possible abductees. Known two, maybe more,” Hunter hissed quietly, before issuing brief objective reminders. “Shoot to kill. Save the girls if you can. Scour the house. Watch your six, and move in pairs.”

Everyone gave a rapid-fire nod.

He gave the order. “Dragons, move!”

The men immediately followed the commands, forming pairs that moved in all directions. The majority of the bikers descended into the house, kicking open the front door as Hunter hung back with me.

We remained crouched by the front steps as he quietly hissed to me: “We’ve got to get to that fence. The men will run distraction and back us up from doorways and windows as we make our approach. You ready and armed?”

I nodded, brandishing my glock.

“Good. Follow my lead. Stay behind me.”

Keeping low, he crept around the side of the house, following the first pair that slid around the side. We heard the sounds of gunfire from ahead, and spotted them crouched near the far corner.

Just when I was starting to wonder if there were any hostiles inside the house, gunfire began to rain on the other side of the wall. I heard shouts and screams and I could only hope that it wasn’t our side taking the brunt of things.

“What’s the scope?” Hunter hissed to one of the two bikers hiding behind the corner ahead of us. They were crouched in preparation – one held a shotgun up, while the other was quietly wielding a pistol.

“Two trucks and a van. Can’t see anything else… didn’t get a good look, but they’re being guarded by a few–”

Bullets fired out again, but they weren’t aimed our way. Instead, the sound of breaking and splintering wood panels told me that they were aiming straight ahead at the house.

Before Hunter could spot the danger that I was putting myself in, I took the risk of peeking out from cover…

I spotted the formations of visible cartel members. There were six in total… I ducked back behind cover, and a few bullets whizzed into the dirt near us.

“What did you see?” Hunter demanded.

“We’ve got half a dozen guarding the van,” I explained. “Three on offense, three on defense. Defense is clustered by the van – that’s where the girls are. They’re firing potshots at the house…”

Another few bullets fired off, mostly aimed at the other corner. We heard shouting and returned fire, but no anguished screams from our side.

“…And the three on offense are attacking the windows and back door. They’ve got the advantage, and we’ve gotta do something fast, or…”

Another hail of bullets fired out, and we retreated a few crouched strides backwards.

“I don’t know if this is such a good place for a woman!” One of the bikers hissed to us. “Why did we bring her? She’s just going to get hurt!”

Something inside me snapped.

I leant forward around the cover, already aiming down the barrel of the gun. One of the cartel members stumbled in dirt, stepping clearly into view. He looked me square in the eyes and fumbled to lift his rifle…

BANG!

With one good, clean shot, I let off a bullet that immediately dropped him to the ground.

A few of the others rushed over to fire bullets against our corner of the house, but we retreated backwards. The pistol biker dropped to a knee in front, hugging his shoulder against the wall as he prepared to defend against anyone who rounded the corner…

The enemy chose to hold their ground, turning most of their attention to the other bikers, who saw their chance to return fire from multiple vantage points.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Hunter demanded, cupping his hand beneath my chin and sharply turning my head. “What if you took a bullet? This isn’t the time for stupid fucking theatrics like that!”

“I saw a chance, and I took it,” I retorted.

He gazed into my eyes. His stare was filled with a mixture of dominating anger, and the very real fear over losing me.

“Be more careful,” he warned me, allowing defeat to cloud his features. “Swallow your pride. Don’t you dare let proving someone wrong get you killed.”

I nodded, accepting his words.

Hunter let go of my chin. Checking the chambers of his pistol, he crept in front of the kneeling biker.

“Alright… we don’t have a lot of time here… we’d better mount an assault, and fast…”

We heard more bullets inside the house, and then a conspicuous lack of gunfire. Hunter and I shared a quick look before a biker rounded the back corner and called out to us in a hushed voice.

“The house is clear, boss! We sure showed those fuckers, eh?”

A fresh round of bullets hitting the dirt up in front told us that the battle, while swaying in our favor, was far from over.

“Okay.” Hunter, weighing his options, finally decided on a clear course of action. He nodded to each of his nearby men in kind. “Victor, Ricochet, defend this corner. Sarah and I are going to mount an offense from the front.”

The two bikers nodded.

“Good shooting,” Ricochet quickly threw in, nodding at my pistol.

“Top shot in the academy… You should have seen how pissed the boys were.”

“I don’t doubt it,” he smirked, turning his attention forward, loading a pair of fresh slugs into his shotgun. “Keep the boss alive, and let’s bring these girls back home.”

“Yessir,” I replied, turning and rising to a lowered gallop behind Hunter.

We circled back to our original position and crept into the house. A biker defending the front door escorted us forward, gun at the ready in case those further inside had missed someone.

The house was pitch-black. He led us via flashlight, guiding us around or over a few stray corpses as we crossed through a couple of rooms and over to the stairs.

“Up or down?” He asked.

“Up,” Hunter replied immediately. “Better for us to strike from the high ground.”

The biker handed us the flashlight and felt the wall, sliding around a corner to attack the outside forces from a ground-floor window.

Gunfire continued from outside, returned from his men defending strategic assault positions. Hunter led me upstairs, greeting one of his men who laid in wait in the darkness at the top.

It was Grizz, motionless in the shadows with a pair of pistols at the ready.

“Continue defending this point… I don’t want anyone sneaking up after us,” Hunter ordered him, and the burly biker nodded silently, his eyes focused dead center down the stairs.

Hunter flicked off the flashlight as we came in view of the upper floor windows, gazing out over the dirt. A couple of bikers were reloading weapons as we approached, both crouched low on the floor.

“Skid, what’s going on out there,” Hunter requested.

The younger biker of the two glanced our way, his fingers pushing bullets into his revolver chambers. “We’ve downed a few of them, but a couple more climbed out from the van. A couple of the fuckers were hiding in the truck, too.”

“What about the girls?”

“If they’re here, they’re in that van,” he replied, flicking his revolver closed and giving the chambers a quick spin. “We’re going to have to kill ‘em to get down there, though. We keep picking these bastards off, but they ain’t surrendering.”

“Damn,” Hunter hissed. “I knew they weren’t the white flag type… these assholes are going to return fire down to the last man…”

Gunfire hit the wall near us and all of us instinctively hit the floor.

We heard a shriek from outside as another couple of cartel members dropped to the ground, and slowly climbed up to the window.

More gunfire forced us to retreat.

It sounded like they were assaulting every defensive point at once, firing everywhere that they knew held one of our people.

“They’re staggering their fire,” Hunter realized aloud. “They’re distracting us, keeping us out of position … which means… oh, fuck, we’ve got to get down there and–”

The sounds of screeching tires cut him off. The color drained from my face. I realized what he had been trying to say… and how completely screwed we were.

“They’re here!” The other biker at our side shouted out. “There’s a van on the other side of the fence! They’re moving the girls!”

We rushed downstairs, trying to make it to the back door. Hunter had the flashlight, guiding our steps as we descended as fast as possible.

I felt my foot slip…

Stripped of sight, I fumbled around as I rolled painfully down the last few several steps to the floor. My pistol clattered out somewhere near me, and Hunter froze, whizzing around to secure me.

“Go!” I hissed. “Save them!”

“Done,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation, disappearing around the corner.

What if they missed someone in here?

I shuddered at the thought.

The gunfire continued, and I heard the spray of gravel. A couple of more screams rang out.

It was impossible to figure out what was going on out there…

There!

My fingers clasped around the barrel of my pistol. I was careful to slowly push the barrel turned away, facing out into the dark as I lifted the pistol from the ground.

Fumbling around with my other hand, I found the wall, guiding myself unsteadily back up onto my feet.

In just a few moments, I could return to the fight – and put down some of these rabid dogs that dared to kidnap teenage girls and force them into this filthy, despicable world that they had chosen.

BANG!

BANG! BANG!

The sound of screeching tires hit the air again. Gravel hit the side of the building in the van’s flight, and I knew that the surviving members of this little cartel operation were fleeing.

Well, at least we saved them, I thought aloud, hoping desperately that that was the truth.

I rounded the corner, facing out onto the back patio. Visible through shattered windows, dead bodies littered the ground; none of them were ours, thank god.

The bikers that had fought from this vantage point were leaning against the walls, their chests heaving from the disappearing adrenaline. They turned to face me, weapons still held high, but none of their faces looked particularly victorious.

With mounting horror, I stepped out the back door to face Hunter. He was doused in blood, climbing up the steps in a slow, quiet stagger.

“Where are the girls?” I asked, glancing over his shoulder at the abandoned vehicles on our side. “Did you fight them off? Are they in the van?”

Hunter glanced up in a frightening glare. “No,” he replied quietly. “The girls are gone.”






CHAPTER 42

F uriously, Hunter slammed his fist against the side of the farmhouse in anguished defeat.

The rest of us listened in unified silence to his frantic shouts and vicious cursing. Several of his Dragons glanced between each other, and one of them took a few steps forward to try and sympathetically clasp his leader on the shoulder.

One swift, meaningful look from Grizz stopped the biker in his tracks.

With no other movement in sight, we watched Hunter compose himself. The furious biker president pulled himself back together rather quickly, all things considered.

“Burn the bodies,” he growled.

Grizz nodded towards the nearby bikers, and they began to fan out to collect the dead. Hunter stood silently, gazing towards the spot where the van had arrived.

I walked up to his side, following his statuesque stare. “There wasn’t anything else that you could do,” I tried to reassure him.

Hunter scoffed to himself before turning away, and it was at that moment I thought about just how screwed I was.

I was surrounded by death.

I’d shot a man dead.

Cherry on top, I was way out of my fucking jurisdiction… and I knew that the Lieutenant was going to have a goddamn field day demoting me down to janitorial duty if I didn’t end up on the inside of a prison cell first.

“I must have missed something,” Hunter growled to himself. “These assholes were waiting for us. There’s no reason why the cartel would have been in such a hurry. They’re more careful than this. They don’t like drawing attention. This wasn’t careful – this was hasty. Something rattled their cage…”

“You sure that something isn’t you?” I asked, hands on my hips. “You’ve not exactly kept it a secret that you’re out for fucking blood when it comes to these people. Maybe they saw you coming and ramped shit up.”

“Maybe,” he thought aloud. “Although…”

We were cut off by the surprised exclamation of one of his men. Hunter and I turned towards the source of the noise, walking towards the back deck and up the stairs, into the house.

“What is it?” He demanded.

“We’ve got a live one!”

Hunter and I stopped in our tracks, sharing a quick but meaningful glance. “Hold him!” He demanded, rushing to find the biker and his hostage.

We turned a corner and spotted a wounded cartel member slumped in the corner, clutching his leg and uttering a string of incoherent profanities.

Descending with cold, calculated movements, Hunter knelt down beside his enemy. The Víboras Verde gunner glared back up at him with venomous eyes, holding onto his wounded limb for dear life. In a final act of defiance, he spat in Hunter’s face.

The biker didn’t even flinch. He removed a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the saliva from his eyes and lips, and rose back up to his feet. I could almost swear that he was smiling, which sent a shiver down my spine.

“It would seem that fortune smiles down upon us,” Hunter thought aloud. “What we have here is a bonafide prisoner.” He turned to his biker and commanded: “Bring him into town. Take him to the Desert Owl.”

The biker swallowed, but did as he was told. He checked the wounded cartel member for weapons, and then started to lift him under the shoulder.

Another one of the Devil’s Dragons turned the corner, noticed the sight, and helped escort the wincing, cursing gunman outside.

Moments later came the sound of a firing engine, and then a departing motorcycle.

“The Desert Owl?” I inquired.

“A skilled interrogator,” Hunter offered offhandedly. “He’s one of my Outlaws in the area. He has a reputation for extracting information… which means that we may have just found our way into the cartel after all.”

“That man’s wounded. There’s a goddamn bullet in his leg. He’s not going to offer you anything if he’s dead from an infection. After all, you’re dragging him around in the desert.”

Hunter shook his head. “The Desert Owl is a former combat medic,” he replied. “That little asshole will survive… although he’ll probably prefer death, if he proves to be stubborn… Now it’s just a waiting game… I’ll have my contact pull whatever information we can from the cartel gunman. I’m hoping that we can find out where those girls are being taken. Hell,” he added quickly, “he might even know where your missing cheerleaders have gone.”

I tried to swallow down the pit in my stomach. Not only had we attacked a cross-border cartel operation… not only had I shot and killed someone, villain or not… but I had stood by and watched this faction pull a man from his deathbed to be grilled for an interrogation?

Shaking my head, I stepped back outside for some fresh air.

Unfortunately, the immediate sight was of a pile of cartel corpses thrown into a pile. A biker was presently dousing the heap in gasoline, and another had a flip lighter at the ready.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I groaned to myself.

But no, the bikers stepped aside, and the lighter was flicked and thrown. Within seconds, the mound of dead cartel men was roaring in a hot, heavy blaze.

“You look surprised,” Hunter murmured from behind my shoulder. “You chose to accompany us on a midnight expedition to stake out a cartel operation. You’re in goddamn law enforcement, Detective… what exactly were you expecting?”

I shook my head in anger.

“Not this.”

Hunter stepped aside, crossing his arms as he leaned back onto a support beam on the back deck. His stern face turned to watch me carefully.

“What in the hell are we going to do?” I asked fruitlessly, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “You’re just expecting me to stand idly by and let you torch bodies… let you torch evidence?”

Hunter nodded without an ounce of regret or consideration on his face.

“That’s not how we do things!” I groaned with mounting anger. “How can you just act so blasé about this shit? Who the fuck thinks that torching bodies is normal?”

Hunter’s eyes darkened, even in the low visibility under the moonlight. “Someone who has lived on this side of the law for as long as I have, Detective… someone who has done this for a very long time.”

I stuck a finger into his chest.

“I thought you told me that this life wasn’t going to change you, Hunter. But it was nothing for you to give the order… and when the police catch wind of this… I’m going to be implicated–”

“Calm the fuck down,” he commanded.

Oddly, I felt myself obeying the order.

“Listen, Sarah, this is exactly what’s going to happen,” he growled. “The police aren’t going to care about some little skirmish near a break in the border fence. They’re going to put this down to cartel infighting, and leave it at that. Do you know how many headless assholes they find down here every single week? We’re just going to finish up here, head back, and wait to see what our new friend has to tell us. We might have lost the battle… but the war is just starting. Now it’s just a matter of time…”

“A matter of time until what?” I asked.

“Until we have a better grasp of what we’re up against… and figure out how to approach the problem properly.”

“But what about the goddamn girls?” I demanded. “What’s going to happen to them now that we’ve interfered?”

“Trust me, Sarah, I know these people,” Hunter reassured me calmly. “Víboras Verde isn’t going to take those girls far… we’ve disrupted their operations, and they’re going to sit on this a day or two… hole them up somewhere safe.”

“And you’re just going to, what? Ride into goddamned Mexico to get them back?”

Hunter turned to face me, his eyes filled with burning, solidified faith. I felt a slight shiver down my spine when he met my weakening gaze.

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“You… you don’t understand,” I pleaded. “I can’t be a part of this. What you’re proposing is… it’s insane.”

I waved towards the burning pile of bodies nearby, coughing at the smell. “This little fight tonight is one thing… but going into Mexico to fight this cartel? Just loading up men and guns, and bringing the fight to their turf? That might have worked nearly a decade ago, but you can’t get away with that now!”

Hunter pushed off of the support beam and walked over to my side. He brushed a few strands of hair from in front of my eyes, and smiled softly in the moonlight.

“Sarah… I don’t expect you to understand. All I ask for is your trust… Have faith in me. I know what I’m doing, and my men believe in me. Can you do the same?” He whispered, pressing his lips lightly to my forehead.

I shook my head. “This is crazy.”

“It’s not as crazy as you think…”

I pulled away from him. “Whatever you’re planning, you’re going to get a lot of men killed. Heads are going to roll for this.”

Hunter crossed his arms, looking as confident as ever. “I’m counting on it… but none of them are going to be from the men on my side. My Devil’s Dragons will shed blood over this, and I fully expect all of them to come back with me.”

I sighed in exasperation. “Do you even have a plan, Hunter? Do you really know what you’re doing here?”

“I’m working on it,” he chuckled. “And in the morning, I suspect that I’ll have enough to push forward. Just give me a little time.”

I thought of my Lieutenant, back in Phoenix. “Time is not a luxury I really have, Hunter…”

He leaned forward, lips planted against mine. “One day. Give me one more day to figure things out, and then make your decision. But if you want to find those girls, there’s your chance.”

I pulled away from him and shook my head. “That’s what you said about tonight… how many chances do I have to give you?”

Hunter turned away, his face unreadable.

When I started walking away from the burning pile of cartel corpses, he called after me. “Where are you going?”

“I’m getting out of here, and I’m praying that I can still salvage part of my career when I get back to Arizona…”

“So, that’s it?” He asked calmly. “You’re just going to give up and go without seeing this through? You go out of your way to convince me that you’ll stick it out this time, and now you’re just going to freeze up again and take the easy way out?”

I paused in my tracks.

What if that was exactly what I was doing?

When it became clear that I didn’t have an answer for that, I slumped against the side of the farmhouse. My inner strength gave out, and the tears started to stream down my face…






CHAPTER 43

T  he ride back to the dilapidated bar felt like it lasted hours, although it was only maybe twenty minutes before we pulled up into the gravel.

The bikers strolled into their headquarters, and began tending to their wounded. Three of them had taken bullets – one in the shoulder, and two in the leg.

These club members weren’t going to see action for a little while, but Hunter ensured that they were well taken care of. He said they had a sympathetic doctor hanging round a nearby after-hours clinic, and I watched the three of them get hauled off to get patched up.

I took a seat at the bar countertop, sipping a glass of water. Hunter was busy checking on his men, but kept glancing over my way. When his phone buzzed, he stepped aside to take a quick phone call.

Grizz was left in charge, and he took the moment to step behind the bar. He looked me over briefly before pouring a tumbler of whiskey.

“You look like you could use something stiffer than tap water,” he muttered as he placed the short glass in front of me.

“How could you tell?” I asked, gratefully smiling as I kicked back the drink.

“Just a hunch,” he answered.

We stayed in silence for a moment – me, glancing over the bikers as they shed their equipment and cleaned their weapons, and him, eyeing me cautiously.

“Why are you here?”

“Excuse me?” I asked, turning back to face Hunter’s second-in-command. The question was so direct that I wasn’t sure what to do with it.

“I asked, ‘Why are you here?’” He repeatedly softly, his piercing eyes trained onto mine. I almost felt like he was looking right through me, into my very soul.

“I… because I’m looking for missing girls,” I answered quickly. “Cheerleaders.”

“Right,” Grizz nodded contemplatively, before suddenly shaking his head. “No, that’s not right. What are you really here for?”

“I don’t know what answer you’re trying to angle for there, buddy, but you’re doing a pretty bad job of it.” I laughed, taking another swig of whiskey.

“You know what I mean.”

The awful part was, I did know.

“It’s not like that,” I insisted.

“Like what?” He tilted his head thoughtfully.

“You think I’m just here for Hunter, and that I don’t really care about my case at all.”

“I never said that.”

“Oh, come on,” I insisted, setting the whiskey glass down. “You think that I’m here to fuck your boss and play at being a detective? I’m following a lead on a case – my first case. I’m here because you guys were doing a private investigation into the missing girls, and I want to know what you came up with. And Hunter…”

“Hunter is being who he is,” Grizz shrugged.

“Something like that.” I thought on this for a moment. “What do you know about the missing girls? You’re his right-hand man. Do you know anything else about them?”

Grizz thought for a moment.

“I know that we found them once.”

If I’d been holding the tumbler in my hand in that moment, it would inevitably have shattered against the floor.

“You… you what?!”

Grizz shrugged again. “Hunter didn’t mention it?”

Hellfire spilt down into my veins; my sight went blurry with building, condensing anger. I was so enraged to hear this that I could have spit straight poison.

I glared straight into those pale eyes.

“Tell. Me. Everything.”

Grizz met my furious glance, pausing uncomfortably. His sharp, pale eyes were suddenly occupied with a disarming sadness.

“We tried to help,” he simply spoke.

“You tried to help how?”

For a moment, he glanced over my shoulder at the busy bikers – all spread around the club and clearly exhausted.

“It was two weeks after they were kidnapped. Hunter found evidence that they were closer than the authorities thought, and we caught wind that they were there in Tucson, hidden in a cartel-owned warehouse…”

“And you… found them?”

“Briefly,” he clarified quietly. “Hunter was the one to discover their location. They were under lock and key, surrounded by members of Víboras Verde. There were too many of them. We were outnumbered two to one.”

“…What did he do?” I demanded.

“He had a very difficult choice to make,” Grizz explained apologetically. “Striking the cartel would have put his men and the girls at risk… Or he could alert the police and try to call down a raid on the warehouse. Everybody knew how much money was being poured into this investigation by the state… ”

I felt woozy.

I knew how this had ended.

“He went to the police,” I groaned, “and that didn’t go over so well.”

“Correct,” Grizz replied calmly as he cleaned out a glass with a rag, feigning activity to keep talking to me. “Hunter’s information got his ass locked up in interrogations for hours with the club members in his company. Myself included.”

“And by the time he went back…”

“They were gone, yes.”

The pit in my stomach grew deeper than ever. Hunter had told me that he’d gone to the cops with some evidence of the cartel’s workings, and some intelligence on where to possibly find them… Turns out he had found the girls and lost them, thanks to goddamned police incompetence.

My blood was boiling as hard as ever, but this time, it wasn’t because Hunter had hidden something from me after all… it was because he had come so close to saving them, and ineptitude and prejudice had robbed him of his chance.

“What can you tell me about the Desert Owl?” I asked suddenly, turning to Grizz again.

He paused in mid-swipe on another glass, refusing to look at me. “Trust me… you already know more than you ever want to know about him,” Grizz cryptically explained.

“He’s an interrogator, right? That’s a weird name for one of those… I know that he’s a combat medic, but that’s about it…”

Grizz sighed heavily. “He joined the armed forces to see bloodshed. He wanted to witness the horrors of war right up front and center, and so he enlisted in the medical division to treat amputations and infections on the front lines.”

I swallowed.

What kind of people has Hunter conspired with to keep the peace out here? What kind of man does it make him to have someone like this at his beck and call?

“I know what you are thinking, Sarah,” Grizz quietly informed me. “You are questioning the sanctity of the man who was your lover.”

“Something like that,” I agreed.

“Are you a good churchgoing woman?” he asked quietly.

“Not quite,” I replied, taking notice of the small cross hanging round Grizz’s neck. I hadn’t been inside a church in twenty years…

“Allow me to be perfectly clear…” he replied as the glass and its rag were set down. All illusions that this conversation wasn’t happening were cast aside.

“…I do not serve evil men,” Grizz told me under no uncertain terms, “nor do I serve men who maintain the company of the wicked. I follow the president of the Devil’s Dragons club because he has steered us from wanton violence and cruelty… He is my King Solomon, and I am his Benaiah. Hunter doesn’t enjoy fighting these evils. He does not pride himself on it. He has gathered allies, forged truces, and curried the favor of hundreds. Hunter works with men who walk the path of the righteous…”

I didn’t have words to reply, but I didn’t have to. Grizz turned to watch as Hunter stepped back into the club, looking worn and fatigued. The events of the night were starting to weigh on him.

I could only imagine that whoever was on the other end of the phone hadn’t exactly made things easy, either.

“Thank you,” I quickly whispered to Grizz, who merely nodded silently and watched Hunter approach.

“That was the Desert Owl,” Hunter mentioned offhandedly. He rubbed the side of his face with a palm, but paused when he saw the two of us near each other – separated only by the counter.

“I thought I told you to watch over the club,” Hunter remarked with a hint of irritation. “Why are you over here with Sarah?”

Grizz stiffened, but didn’t skip a beat to answer matter-of-factly: “My apologies, sir. I was answering Sarah’s questions about the club, about the Outlaws, and about the incident in Tucson.”

Hunter looked like he was about to lose his fucking mind for a split second, but then descended into raucous laughter.

“Stir the assholes who are still sleeping,” Hunter finally replied. “I need five bikers ready for a hard ride…”

Grizz paused.

“You mean…”

“I do,” Hunter cut him off. “Don’t waste your time on anyone who’s too hung over to shoot. I can’t afford to lose anyone on this.”

“Of course.” His right-hand man dutifully left the bar, descending into the bar hallway.

Hunter confidently smirked at me.

“I have a plan.”

I ignored this. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demanded to know. “What was the point of leaving out the minor detail of, oh, I don’t know… actually seeing the fucking missing girls?”

Hunter smiled sadly. “It doesn’t matter. The girls are gone now, and we may never see them again… But I knew you might not stay the course if you thought there was a chance those girls might still be on this side of the border.”

“They might still be here! What else aren’t you telling me? Do you know where those girls are?”

“Sarah,” he tried to cut in.

“No, Hunter, you don’t get it,” I insisted. “I can get the Tucson police out searching every damn drop house on file if there’s even a possibility they’re still in the states! We might be able to save them!”

“Sarah!” He demanded, fiercer now. His hand rested onto my shoulder a little harder than really necessary. It was when his fingers clamped tightly that I glanced up, full of confusion and irritation.

Something inside me puffed up in irritation, but I stilled my tongue. Instead of losing my shit at him, I nodded slowly.

“I have no idea where those girls are, now… they were moved very, very quickly. It doesn’t matter which side of the border they are on, because the only way to find them is to help me track down the kidnapped immigrants. Do you understand me?”

He was telling the truth, and I knew it.

“You told me you had a plan,” I recalled, wanting to change the subject.

“I do,” he revealed, letting go of my shoulder and crossing his arms. “But I need to wait for my men to – ah, Grizz! There you are.”

We watched his second-in-command file back into the room, followed by several bikers – all of whom looked like they had just crawled out of bed.

“I have assembled some volunteers,” Grizz explained, stepping aside. He took a position near me, crossing his thick arms and leaning back against the bar countertop.

We shared a quick glance as Hunter walked forward to address them.

“I have a plan,” Hunter explained to those of us assembled. “As some of you are aware, there was a midnight operation. We received a lead on the latest local abductees, and tracked Víboras Verde to a farmhouse out of town… Needless to say, it didn’t end well. They moved quicker than we suspected, and were already assembling the hand-off when we arrived. As a result, we lost the girls, but took a big bite out of the cartel in the process…”

“All except one,” Grizz clarified. “He’s having a heart to heart with the Desert Owl…”

Hunter gave a nod.

“Turns out the girls aren’t going far. They’ll be held at a safe house on the other side of the fence for a few days before they’re moved further into Mexico. This provides us with an opportunity to reclaim them fast. If we let this window close, they’ll disappear forever… and there’s no telling how soon the cartel will re-emerge here. They may take their chances somewhere else along the border…”

The bikers in attendance were quiet. It was clear that they were emotionally invested, but I couldn’t quite understand why.

“My instincts tell me that we won’t be prepared for what we find there… I don’t think we’re going to find your run-of-the-mill safe house. I think we’ll be heading into trouble. Serious trouble. We don’t have the luxury of time, but there’s no way in hell they expect us to come hauling ass into Mexico. This is our last chance.”

The bikers were hanging off of his every last word.

“That’s why I’m risking sending you into the night. You ride in different directions and connect with the other clubs. I need each of you to come back with a team of able-bodied men.”

One of them spoke up.

“Sir… what do you want us to tell them?”

“Tell them everything I have told you,” Hunter replied confidently. “Lay out everything we have done so far… the battles we have fought, the distances we have crossed, and the enemies that we face… And offer up the usual cut of the take. Our little friend told the Owl these assholes are sitting on at least seven figures, cash. I don’t want the money, I want the girls.”

“And if they refuse?”

“Do not let them,” Hunter replied. “If they don’t want to answer the call, they’ll be answering to me tomorrow…”

Another biker grimaced. “When do you need them? You know how this works. It’ll take days to get the Outlaws together…”

Hunter pointed to the floorboards beneath his boots. “I need them here before noon.”

Everyone in the room was stunned.

“Tell them to come locked and fucking loaded. I don’t have time to assemble everybody, but I want to see representatives from the five closest motorcycle clubs. I expect thirty or forty men here when the sun is high,” Hunter commanded. “If we don’t make this happen now, we are never going to see these girls again…”

The bikers shared a communal glance, and then nodded their acknowledgement.

“Prepare your bikes,” Hunter ordered.

With his eyes still on the door Hunter watched the men file out before he turned with his shoulders squared up.

“Grizz,” he spoke softly.

“I know.”

The burly biker uncrossed his arms and sauntered towards the door, casting one last look our way before departing.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Grizz has a special assignment,” he replied coolly. “There is a rather difficult rival president I need on my side tomorrow night… an old fucker who gets shit done. The effort requires some careful diplomacy. In the meantime I’ll need my rest, and Grizz knows it. Tomorrow is going to be a hard day.”

“Half these men were drinking a couple of hours ago. Do you really trust them to head off into the desert alone at night?”

“I trust Grizz’s judgment,” he replied.

With that, he started walking towards the door, preparing himself to send some of his best bikers out into the dark to seek out allies.

“Wait, Hunter,” I called out to him.

“Yes?” He turned, his handsome frame twisting on a boot to gaze across at me.

“You never explained how you were planning on going across the border,” I answered. “We can’t go back to the farmhouse after tonight. You know there’s going to be police in the area…”

“We’ll be taking a slightly different way.”

“Then what’s your angle?”

Hunter’s familiar chuckle rang out.

“We’re not going through the border, Sarah… we’re going under it.”






CHAPTER 44

T  he following morning, the text from my Lieutenant read:

I won’t tolerate insubordination. Your vehicle’s GPS still puts you in fucking El Paso. When you decide to finally end your little vacation, I want your badge and your goddamn gun on my desk. You’d better not keep me fucking waiting.

“Well, at least he’s not mad,” I sarcastically quipped to nobody in particular.

I felt Hunter’s strong arms around me, and I nestled my head backwards into his neck. “Let me guess… your Lieutenant didn’t take the realization that you’re still in town very well.”

“Something like that,” I answered. I lifted the screen up and unlocked the phone with a swipe, allowing him to read the message.

“Oof,” he exhaled sympathetically. “Maybe he’ll sing a different tune after this is all over…”

“Fat chance,” I grumbled. “I worked so hard for this fucking promotion. Now, it’s all going down the goddamn drain…” I turned my head to regard his rugged face and soft gaze. “What the fuck am I going to do, Hunter?”

“I’ve got a good feeling about this,” Hunter murmured into my hair. “Hold out a little longer. I think we’re about to turn the tide of this thing.”

“You’ve got good feeling?” I asked, feeling aggravation begin to rise in my core. “Like you did last night?”

Hunter pulled away from me, running his fingers through his thick hair. “Don’t start with me on that. Last night was necessary, Sarah. We’ve got a way into their operations now. ”

Hesitantly, I reached out to him. My palm slid across his back, and he relaxed slightly beneath my touch.

“You’re right,” I told him. “I’m sorry. I’m just stressed out. I’m no closer to finding these girls… and we fucked up last night. We could have saved those abductees before they disappeared across the border… If I had something to show the Lieutenant…”

“We still have a chance,” he replied. “I have a plan.”

I opened my mouth to retort, but there was a knock from outside. Hunter stepped away and opened the door, revealing a tired but smiling Grizz.

“Our guests are here.”

“Thank you,” he acknowledged, sending Grizz back into the bar. He took me by the hand, pressing it to his lips. “It’s time, Sarah. Are you joining us?”

Staring him in the eyes for a moment, reading his gaze, I gave him a stern nod.

“I was hoping you might say that…”

With a thick presence of solemnity, Hunter led me out towards the dusty, thick heat of the desert. We passed the entirety of the Devil’s Dragons MC – fifteen of them in the main room of the bar, parting around us quietly.

I had expected all of us to convene in the bar, or maybe even in the back rooms. But when Hunter continued out, and I stepped out behind him into the sun, I understood why we were leaving the shade for the open air.

There weren’t thirty or forty bikers.

The roll call was way bigger than that.

There must have been at least seventy motorcycles in the circular crowd, each one beneath a menacing biker. I could barely make out the emblems, but none of them looked familiar – and at a glance, there were five, maybe six different clubs represented here.

Holy shit, I thought to myself.

These are the FEW friends he requested?

Hunter held a hand up to my torso, pausing me near the steps. We shared a quick, meaningful glance as his club fanned out around me; I knew they were here to greet the other clubs, but they almost seemed protective as they flanked me from behind and on both sides.

I took the hint. With my breath caught in my lungs, I watched Hunter step alone into the clearing they had left for him.

In response, the rival bikers revved their engines in acknowledgement.

With the rest of us hanging back at his request, Hunter stood tall before them all. As if trying to quell the rising tension, the breeze picked up, whipping the long hair of some of the bikers.

“I am in your debt,” he shouted, fully grasping the mantle of Devil’s Dragons motorcycle club president. “Understand that I would not call upon all of you without just cause, but a mutual enemy has come.”

“And who would that be?” One of the more vicious bikers demanded to know, leaning forward against his handlebars. “I think I speak for a lot of us when I say that this had better be good, boy.”

Undeterred, Hunter squared his shoulders.

“I have summoned all of you here to help me face Víboras Verde – The Vipers of the Green.”

Murmuring rose among the crowd.

“Some of you will know that name, I expect. Others will not. It has been a long time since they have meddled with our desert.” Hunter spoke to all of them. “For those in the dark, let me tell you a story of the monsters we face…”

In unspoken agreement, the bikers merely listened, some of them positioning themselves more casually on their silent motorcycles.

“I don’t know how far back this cartel stretches. They’re an established presence, but they’re smaller fish. They are not indestructible. I’ve faced them before, with my brothers here…”

Hunter paused, waving back towards the assembled bikers around me. “…And we have made them bleed,” he continued with conviction. “We hit them on their own turf, and we hit them hard. Hard enough that I didn’t hear a thing out of them for almost eight years…”

One of the bikers nearest Hunter spoke up. He was a wiry, elderly thing – too far away for me to make out any discerning details, but I could barely discern a heavy scar down the side of his face.

The rival president, I remembered. Hunter had specifically called for this one, and he was important enough that he sent Grizz out into the night to secure him…

“And I suppose you’re gonna be leading the charge?”

Hunter nodded solemnly.

The elderly biker laughed, his chest rattling with old age. “Tell us, Hunter… What have these people done that forces you to call upon the rest of us?”

The rest watched quietly.

Hunter stood his ground. “This cartel deals in the trafficking of women and children – all to be sold into sexual slavery to the most disgusting crime lords and mobs you can imagine. And they aren’t waiting for their victims to come into Mexico anymore…”

The bikers visibly stiffened, glancing between each other. It was clear that they did not take kindly to hearing these words.

“Eight years ago, they made things very personal for me,” he confessed gravely. “The fuckers came for my sister – and with the help of the Devil’s Dragons I was able to save her… ”

He paused, choosing his words.

“Now, they have returned, and they are stronger than ever,” Hunter growled, turning purposefully to gaze upon several bikers in the crowd. I could see the burning hatred in his eyes as he updated them on the evil of their enemy.

“These monsters are not kidnapping tourists in Mexico anymore – they’re crossing our border, coming into our turf and stealing teenage girls. These poor, lost souls are forced into drug addiction, kept in the shittiest hovels you can possibly imagine, before they are auctioned off to the highest international bidder – and forced into endless, abominable rape for the rest of their short, miserable lives.”

The entire crowd was silent as they listened to his speech. I watched as Hunter captivated them, his movements focused, powerful, and symbolic.

“Víboras Verde has taken over fifteen girls in the last two weeks, stealing them away across the border to be left to their fates. But now… we know where they’re going, and it’s closer than we suspected.”

“And how about you tell me something I give a shit about?” The elderly biker called out suddenly, his previous mirth stricken from his stony gaze. “What about the money?”

“They’ll be plenty of money. These assholes are stacking it to the ceiling and we’re gonna hit them right where it hurts. I want the girls, you can split the money.”

To this, engines revved all around, the deafening roar filling the air.

“Juarez lays just south of El Paso, our sister in the South. The cartel is taking the girls to a new safe house ten miles west of the city limits. We take that building and you get to pin a goddamned good samaritan badge on your cut while you stuff your saddle bags with cash… And that’s money nobody on either side of the border is going to be looking for. We’re talking forty million if my source is reliable…”

The elderly president spoke up again. “What is your plan… and what would you have us do?”

Hunter glanced around the assembled bikers again, surveying his manpower resources. After a moment, he turned back towards us again with eyes full of burning conviction.

Several of the men nodded, and I merely crossed my arms and flashed him a smile.

You’ve got this, I thought aloud to him.

Hunter turned back to the assembled biker clubs. “We mobilize as a convoy, cross the border, and take the fight to them again. They won’t expect a counterstrike, and particularly not one so quickly… we’ll hit them hard and definitively, save the girls who were taken last night, and show them that we will defend our young and vulnerable.”

“For that kind of money, I’ll defend your angry goddamned grandmother… but what makes you think this is going to make one fucking lick of difference?” the elderly biker replied. “You hit them before,” he said, stroking the long, wispy scruff of goatee beneath his chin. “And that only drove them away for a few years… what makes you think that this will be any different?”

“There’s a reason we’re talking about so much money here. The cartel is moving further north to centralize themselves closer to the border,” Hunter replied. “This new safe house is being fleshed out into a base of operations. If we can crush them here, tonight, we will sever the viper’s head and scatter its men. One hit, and we take out their finances, their men, and their will to fight.”

“And you think that they will be unprepared?” He scoffed in response. “You’ve attacked them before below the border and they recouped from that. They probably learned their lesson, too. What are your expectations there?”

Hunter reflected on these words, choosing to not answer immediately. The others watched him, prepared to judge him upon his following response…

“I expect them to put up one hell of a fight. This is why I choose to unite us now, calling upon all of you to ride into battle with me… We will sweep through them like an army, and we will show them no mercy for what they have done. You ask me for my expectations? My answer is simple: I expect us to strike Víboras Verde and crush them into the blood-stained dust.”

Even without seeing his face, I could hear the menace in his conviction. He was showing them the extent of how far he was willing to go to snuff out every last trace of these monsters.

“You believe that,” the elderly biker replied, scratching his chin again thoughtfully. “You believe that with every last drop of blood in your body, don’t you?”

Hunter replied: “With every goddamned drop.”

“And you would be willing to lead this charge yourself?”

“I will not allow another to die in my place,” he insisted gravely. “I am asking you – all of you – to ride alongside into battle. But I will never ask you to take a bullet for me.

“I’ll descend into Hell to fight these fuckers and save every last soul that is left… and I will do so at the frontlines.”

The elderly biker descended from his motorcycle and strolled over towards him. While he had been hunched on his bike, the biker uncoiled into a tall, limber creature as he stalked forward.

Gazing down upon Hunter, he smiled.

“I know why you called upon me, Hunter,” he murmured. “Because of the sway I hold. You know that these men respect you, but my opinion is still a factor…

“Regardless, I have listened; you have me convinced. As club president, the Severed Sixteen MC pledges their guns to your cause,” he declared.

Briefly, the rest of the crowd murmured. One by one, the engines of their metal steeds shut down until a cold silence filled the space.

Five other bikers descended from their motorcycles to pledge their clubs. The others were mere representatives of their prospective clubs, acting in the stead of their associated presidents – who deemed themselves too important to join the fight, but were willing to send possibly proxies.

“The Winged Scorpions MC pledges their guns to your cause,” announced the vicious, limber biker who had received the severed finger – the proof of the cartel prisoner’s validity.

The next representative – a portly, balding biker of considerable age – approached and avowed: “The Moonlight Riders MC pledges their guns to your cause.”

And then, a younger but scarred and clearly experienced biker: “The Black Knights MC pledges their guns to your cause.”

Followed by the tallest, broadest one in the crowd: “The Twin Spears MC pledges their guns to your cause.”

But when it came for the final club representative, I felt my breath catch in my lungs.

The world began to spin, and I felt a couple of the Devil’s Dragons near me grab onto me, holding me upright out of concern. I steadied myself and shrugged them off, but offering a look of gratitude towards them before facing the ghost from my past.

He was close enough that I could spot the emblem on his leathers – the same strange one from long before, including the word President stitched across the bottom.

That emblem belonged to a face that looked like it had barely aged in eight years. However, it was marked with various new scars now, set deep into his face and adding a layer of darkness to his penetrating gaze.

I never thought I’d see that face again…

And, judging by the way that Hunter stiffened when he saw that face as well, it was as much a surprise to him as to me.

“You know, it’s kind of funny,” the haggard biker president chuckled loudly. “I remember the last time I saw you… you were just some little scamp at the big boy table for the first time. Back in a strip club in Phoenix – do you remember that night?”

Hunter remained rigid. “I do.”

“I lost a third of my men that night…” His face turned to stare directly across at me. “Now that I think about it, that was the last night that I saw her, too…”

Every biker in the area hardened up, listening to his words and turning from Hunter to me. Even the bikers closest to me tensed up.

The air filled with mounting dread.

“That woman had nothing to do with it,” Hunter insisted, turning to me. “She was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Is that so?” He murmured in response.

“That’s so,” Hunter insisted.

In a gasp, I was forced back to that fateful night in a whirl of memories. I distinctly remembered the look on that biker president’s face, seated in the center of the private table, when I inadvertently crashed his meeting.

In the back of a strip club so long ago, the look in his eyes was so striking… a look of amusement and surprise.

Standing before us now, he still looked amused, but that surprise was gone. It was now replaced with something far more akin to hushed, veiled anger.

“For a man known for his word in several states, you are quite the liar in person,” the president replied offhandedly, a wicked smile starting to cross his lips.

“Those are dangerous words to speak to me,” Hunter warned. “Better keep that tongue in check…”

“Oh?” The president murmured, raising his voice to address the entire assembly. “I think the rest of us – your own men included – would like to know who your esteemed guest really is…”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he scowled. “Do I have your allegiance against our mutual enemy, or not?”

“That little cartel might be your enemy,” he chuckled before turning to me, “but my enemy is standing right there.”

Every biker present turned towards me.

The flames of panic flickered at my soul, and I felt them turn to burning, searing hatred… Hunter had asked me to remain silent, but things were spinning wildly out of control.

I had to do something, but it was already too late.

The president grimly replied. “Because your guest here is the daughter of the sheriff who attacked and destroyed both of our clubs.”






CHAPTER 45

Silence fell over the entire assembly, and all eyes focused on me. Even the Devil’s Dragons surrounding me shifted uncomfortably, staring at the two of us with renewed eyes.

Underneath the burning spotlight of the sun, I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but the harsh desert air had sapped the moisture from my throat.

Or was it fear instead?

“Is this true?” One of the older bikers in my midst asked. I recognized him now from that night as one of the bikers standing behind the seated conference table.

“Yes,” I answered before Hunter could dare to dig himself deeper. “The police force that attacked your headquarters was led by my father.”

The Devil’s Dragons took a step back in unison, distancing themselves from me. I dared to glance up in shame, and my gaze was met with a crowd filled with hate, betrayal, and disgust.

“You knew this?” Another Dragon growled furiously towards their leader. “The woman who rained down hellfire on the club, almost destroying it… You allowed her into our ranks?”

Hunter turned towards his motorcycle club, facing down the intensifying rage with anger of his own.

“She had no part in that,” he declared. “But her return is the reason I invited you to this little get together.”

“Well it looks like you made another mistake if you think the Obsidian Dust is going to back you. The last time round ended with men in prison and under the fucking ground,” the haggard club president growled with complete certainty. “Including Eduardo…”

The bikers surrounding me stiffened at the sound of their old boss’ name.

I flashed back to his wicked gaze from that night as he left the room, passing me with a scoff. I’d only met the man in passing, but it had left an impression on me.

“Do you remember Eduardo, Hunter? Perhaps you didn’t have a lot of time to acquaint with the former leader of the Devil’s Dragons before your little piece of ass had him gunned down in your headquarters…”

“I do remember Eduardo, and I also know exactly who’s responsible for his death,” Hunter replied coldly. “Now why don’t you go ahead and spread your bullshit one more fucking time before I end you, Fang.”

Fang… It felt so strange to finally have a name to go with the face that used to haunt my dreams…

“Your woman is responsible,” Fang replied, his crooked smile flashing.

Hunter’s movement was faster than I could anticipate. Within a matter of seconds, he was grappled the biker to the ground, landing punch after punch on his body.

The haggard man on the ground laughed, shielding his face with his forearms and trying to force Hunter back off.

I felt powerless. Clear as day I could see what was about to come…

Hunter had been so close… he had assembled all of these bikers, unified them to the cause, and now one ghost from our pasts was threatening to destroy it all…

And now those girls would never be saved.

Before I knew what I was doing, I was racing towards the two grappling biker presidents on the ground. I heard my name called out by several of the Devil’s Dragons, but I ignored them.

“Sarah! What are you doing?” Hunter grunted as I threw myself upon his back. He restrained himself as to not harm me, but I pulled at him.

“Get off of him! Now!”

Hunter glared up at me, but saw something in my eyes that convinced him to follow my lead. He pulled himself up from the biker president and stepped aside, letting me gaze down upon this stranger who had come back for us.

I whipped my Glock from its holster, gazing down the sights at him. The entire area snapped with the sound of guns whipping out and pointing our way.

Hunter spoke: “Sarah… don’t you dare…”

“Shut up,” I retorted, before focusing my undivided attention on my enemy. “I need to know what the hell is going on…”

The haggard biker laughed in the dust. “You and your fancy little gun don’t scare me, bitch,” Fang chuckled wickedly up from the dirt. “I know what happened that night… and I know that if you and your fucking boyfriend hadn’t been there, our clubs would have continued to thrive. You ruined that future…”

“Lies,” Hunter said forcefully, cutting Fang off. “You should be grateful that I don’t let this girl pump you full of lead.”

Fang was getting to his feet, completely ignoring the fact that I had my glock trained on his head.

“Why don’t you tell everyone where you were when that raid went down?” Hunter said. I glanced up and caught his smile and it only sent more confusion racing through my mind.

“What does it matter? I was lucky to get out of there with my life,” Fang replied, spitting at Hunter’s feet.

“Luck put you three hours down the highway?” Hunter said in a bemused voice. “Everyone knows most of your damn club rolled out of there before the sun came up.”

“We lost good men when that raid went down.”

“You sure as fuck did… Especially when the ones you left behind opened fire on the goddamned police.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” Fang replied.

“Dragons, you know Fang didn’t stick around that night. He talks about devastation, but his club lost two men that night… We lost dozens. This is the asshole who called in a tip to the sheriffs department. He’s the one who orchestrated the raid on the Devil’s Dragons… He wiped us out and took territory from LA to Phoenix without anyone left behind to stop him.”

The crowd seemed restless, guns twitching as the clubs facing off seemed unable to decide who to trust.

“And I suppose you expect these men to just take you at your word? They’re just going to listen to you and your little police bitch?” Fang said, his shoulders squaring up.

“My little police bitch brought me all the evidence I need,” Hunter replied, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a folded square of paper. He tossed it at Fang’s feet and I gasped as I saw what it was. Half a dozen photographs spilled out from between the pages, and the pages themselves…

My case file… The pictures from the raid on the strip club… Hunter must have taken them from my cruiser!

“Thats part of the incident report, and it talks about your little fucking phone call. Why don’t you pick it up and read it to everyone? They’ve got a full transcript and a goddamned number on file to contact their favorite backstabbing snitch.”

I heard the crunching of gravel from behind. Hunter’s voice, dripping with malice, rang out in the empty desert air.

“Sarah… step aside.”

Realizing how much my hand was trembling with my anger, I lowered my gun and took a few steps away. I lifted my gaze to Hunter’s icy stare as he paused his stride where I had been standing, raising the barrel of his own gun to face down the rival club president.

The elderly biker president stepped from the crowd. “Hunter… You can’t execute this man without giving the Outlaws a say in it. I won’t let you do this.”

Hunter didn’t break his eyes from Fang, who was gazing at him in fear. The smugness had left his face, and he looked like he just might be standing on his gravesite.

The air was thick with anticipation.

“Lower your weapons,” Hunter ordered.

Uneasily, everyone shared glances between themselves once more. The barrels to their guns were still pointed our way. This was it: this was the make or break, and I could practically see the tension crackle between us all.

“Remember who I am,” Hunter elaborated. “This is a direct command: lower all of your weapons immediately.”

To my awe, every barrel lowered… all except his, which remained pointed down at the snake in our midst. I gazed around in a mixture of surprise and confusion when the present members of these rival clubs followed the orders of the man who had one of their own on the ground, seconds from death…

Hunter’s voice rang out:

“My name is Hunter Hargreaves, president of the Devil’s Dragons MC and reigning leader of the Outlaws. When this man’s plot killed my mentor Eduardo, I lifted his mantle and continued his work. I was determined to see his legacy come to fruition. Eduardo was no saint. He led the Devil’s Dragons into an era of running drugs, destroying lives, and rising off the broken backs of others. But there was more to the man than that. Eduardo’s dream was to unify us all into one organization of separate biker clubs, no longer limited by infighting, but strengthened against outside threats. I took that dream, steering it away from evil. He wanted uncontested power. I built upon that dream, guiding it towards harmony. All of your presidents sit on the council that I built in Eduardo’s name over the last five years. With help, I have established trade and turf agreements that allow you to peacefully coexist… unifying you and so many others into an unbreakable coalition.”

He glowered down at Fang, who merely turned away with a face of bitter anger.

“All of you have come here because you respect my power and my reputation,” Hunter spoke out comfortably but authoritatively. “You have answered the call of the man who changed the desert underworld. Is there a single person among you who dares contest my right?”

Even the elderly biker remained silent.

I was completely dumbfounded.

I had no idea that Hunter wielded such power… with his words and his mere force of presence, he had not only summoned dozens of bikers from a handful of other clubs overnight, but also issued commands that they followed.

Even club presidents yielded to him.

When nobody moved a muscle, he motioned to Fang.

“Turn and kneel.”

Fang spat at the dirt, but turned his back to Hunter. He lowered himself back down to his knees as he stared directly away from us.

Hunter took several steps, placing the end of his gun barrel directly to the back of Fang’s skull.

Panic seized in my throat.

I wanted to call out to him, to plead that he not execute this man who had ruined our lives…

But the sound of a gunshot never came.

“Bind him,” Hunter finally ordered.

It appeared that every other soul had expected Hunter to spill Fang’s blood as well, because it was a moment before anybody moved. Finally, several of his Dragons stepped forward, withdrawing their belts. They wrapped them around Fang’s shoulders and tightened the straps.

I recalled the handcuffs in their holster on my belt. I too came forward, snapping them on Fang’s wrists from behind and securing him as the prisoner of the Devil’s Dragons.

“Understand my mercy,” Hunter called out to the gathered clubs. “This man took my woman from me. He conspired to destroy my club. He contacted the police and called them down upon us… but it is not my place to judge him! I will assemble the council, and we will decide his fate together.”

Hunter stood glaring around the others. “We do things together. We call upon our brothers, those who belong to the Outlaws. Even I will pass no judgment alone.”

I could see now that they truly respected him. Perhaps they had come out of a sense of lingering honor, expecting a favor to later cash in… but now, the assembled force understood the conviction of the man who summoned them.

“Members of the Obsidian Guardians… I expect you to take that evidence back to your chapter and show it to your men. When you’ve voted on a new president, send him to me…”

He had united them all, breaking barriers and prejudices between them. Somehow, he had removed their limitations, guiding them towards coexistence.

Waiting until the four remaining members of the Obsidian Guardians had mounted their bikes and roared into the night, Hunter addressed the remaining crowd once more:

“With that distraction swept away…” He crossed his arms powerfully, letting his voice boom: “Who among you will follow me into warfare?”

The fist of every biker present thrust up into the sky in a chorus of cheers.

Hunter smiled confidently, making brief eye contact with me before rallying the cry: “…Then join us, brothers. We ride at nightfall!”
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While the others began their preparations, Hunter put several men on the task of guarding the prisoner cell where they’d placed Fang. He specifically chose a few club members who were better kept out of the impending gunfire – bikers slower on their feet, or weaker with the weapons.

Grizz, as the Devil’s Dragons second-in-command, volunteered for the task of ensuring full prisoner cooperation.

“I need you by my side,” Hunter reminded him. “The Dragons can keep this fuckers behind bars, but you? Your place is with me tonight.”

The burly biker’s piercing blue eyes met his, and he nodded solemnly. Grizz understood his place, and knew that Hunter could use all the help he could get when it came to assaulting the cartel… Without another word, Grizz accepted the role of overseeing preparations among the seventy bikers as Hunter disappeared into his war room.

Eager to contribute in some way, I brought him a cup of coffee. Glancing up from his maps, he gratefully accepted the steaming mug and turned his attention away from the sprawling notes.

“You can stay here if you want,” Hunter reminded me. “You understand, of course, that I’m not asking you to implicate yourself in cross-border infiltration and cartel warfare…”

“I want to be there,” I told him firmly. “This is your fight, but that doesn’t mean I can’t use this to my own ends. If you take another hostage – especially one further up the chain – then I can probably extract some information on where to find those cheerleaders…”

“You don’t want to be a part of that process,” Hunter grimaced.

“You haven’t let me in on any of this yet! You stole my case files. You’ve kept me as far in the dark as you can. When are you going to let me into your world and start explaining these things? I still don’t know what exactly happened to your sister… how you organized this bikers’ alliance of yours… who this interrogator of yours is, or what you’ve been doing for the last eight years to rebuild the Devil’s Dragons… and that’s only what I know about.”

I gave him a meaningful, heartfelt glance. “There are so many mysteries with you, Hunter… I feel like I’m just scratching the surface. When are you going to open up?”

“In due time,” Hunter replied, sensing my frustration. “I know that you want to know everything right now, but we don’t have the time for that… You want to come, fine. Help me through this ordeal tonight, and I promise you that I will keep no secrets. Just give me the time to finish this.”

“You’re going up against the Víboras Verde cartel,” I mused aloud to myself. “The Vipers of the Green. You think you have a chance to snuff them out, to destroy their central order and let their outlying operations collapse, wherever they are…”

“That’s right,” he confirmed, glancing down at the maps again as he set his coffee aside. “The hostage gave us some solid intel on their workings. Everything that was finally pulled from him correlates to the understanding I already had…”

“What happens if we get down there and he fed you a thick stack of lies?” I asked, playing Devil’s advocate.

“The information is good,” he promised me. “There’s no doubt about that. The Desert Owl is very persuasive…”

“Right,” I nodded, crossing my arms and holding my elbows. That wasn’t convincing me, and Hunter knew it… but I wasn’t willing to keep the topic going.

“You’ll want to get some rest if you can,” Hunter reminded me. “Fit in a couple of hours’ sleep if you can. Our guests are going to do the same. God knows my club needs it.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I replied softly. “What about you?”

For a second, Hunter looked amenable to the idea. After all, we hadn’t slept in a bed together since reuniting.

But his glance slid over to his tabletop, covered in maps with revised information and new details, and I knew his answer before he parted his lips.

“I have to go over everything a few times,” Hunter replied softly but firmly. He pointed to a nondescript door to the side of the war room and continued, “Go on ahead without me. I’ll be in there in a little while.”

I gave him a quick kiss, my hand lingering on his shoulder for a moment. After a quick squeeze, I slid into the room. It was a small room with a full-sized bed in the corner, some basic wooden furniture, a tall floor lamp, a small bookcase, and a standing closet.

This is his bedroom away from home, I realized to myself as I shed down to my underwear and slipped beneath the covers of his bed.

With my head against his pillow, I could watch him study the table. He descended back into his work, glancing between maps and pinning papers to the walls.

I knew he wasn’t going to rest.

He couldn’t rest.

Although he clearly wanted to climb into this bed with me and enjoy my company just as much as I wanted him to, he couldn’t pull himself away from his work. The safety of his men, and the lives of these last abductee victims, weighed too heavily on his mind.

The binding chains of responsibility weigh heavy, I thought to myself as I drifted to sleep, gazing sleepily upon my man as he worked hard to protect us all.

When I next opened my eyes, Hunter was nowhere to be found. Grumbling and wiping the sleep from my eyes, I crawled out of bed and threw my clothes back on.

How long has it been? I thought to myself, throwing my boots back on and walking out into the hallway. There was a bustle of activity as bikers from every present club flooded towards the front, snatching up gear.

As I stepped into the front den and finally encountered windows again, I realized that the sun was already setting outside.

Well… that answers how long I’ve been out, I thought to myself numbly.

I needed to find Hunter, and fast.

While scanning the crowd for him, I noticed that over half of the collected bikers weren’t in bulletproof vests… There must have not been enough time to secure more protection for the assembled forces.

A feeling of foreboding came over me.

Hunter knew better than to lead these forces into the fight unprepared. So far, we had been lucky to survive no casualties and only a few wounds. We might not be so lucky in the future…

Was one more day enough time to prepare for a grander, larger scale of attack? After all, we were trespassing across the border… heading into the enemy’s territory and striking them on their own turf. We would be bringing the fight directly to them…

I shook my head.

Have more faith in him, I reprimanded myself. After all, this wasn’t the first time he’d done this. He’d been a part of the Dragons when they’d descended a lot further than this into Mexico, striking at the cartel to free his sister before…

This time, he had the advantage.

Hunter had assembled a considerable force here. While they brought their own weaponry, there was still extra to go around.

We also had the luxury of a nearby target. We would be heading less than a dozen miles outside of Juarez. We could be there in an hour if we caught the right trail.

More men.

More guns.

More time.

Hunter had spent countless hours pouring over this plan, uniting the necessary manpower to his cause, and studying the revised trivia he now knew from the survivor of the cartel border brawl.

My man’s got this in the bag.

I finally spotted Hunter off in a dark corner speaking to Grizz. The two were in some kind of hot debate, and I hesitated to interfere.

Before I could turn and find something else to do, Hunter spotted me. With a sly grin, he gestured for me to join them. As I reluctantly approached, Grizz whispered something in his ear before disappearing into the crowd.

“What was that all about?” I asked Hunter after coming into earshot.

The Devil’s Dragons president glanced over in the direction that his second-in-command had chosen, and shook his head.

“He’s just worried. He thinks that I should stay behind on this one.”

“Why’s that?” I replied, crossing my arms.

“He caught me awake,” Hunter replied simply. “Everyone else got some shut-eye, even the Dragons on our operation last night. Grizz got restless and he spotted me bent over those maps…”

“He thinks you’re going to be too tired?”

Hunter ran his hand through his hair. “Grizz is careful. He’s methodical.”

My expression soured. “Grizz has a point.”

“I know,” Hunter replied. “But tired or not, I have to ride…”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Look at us,” he indicated to the bikers as they wrapped up their work, suiting up for the coming fight. “Everyone is prepared to follow me into the fight. If I stayed behind, it would send the wrong message. There’s no turning back now… Can you feel it in the air?” He pointed upwards.

I shook my head. “Tension?”

“Anticipation,” Hunter corrected. “These men are hungry for a piece of the action. It’s not just about the money, either. Everybody wants to be the hero sometimes…”

I glanced over the dissipating crowd as it swept outside, snatching up weapons and patting each other on the backs on their way out.

They seemed… oddly jovial.

“You’ve noticed,” Hunter read the expression on my face. “You’ve seen how ready for this they are… how they almost don’t take it seriously.”

“Why is that?” I asked, turning my head to face him. “Why aren’t any of them scared? They could lose their lives. We could be riding into something a lot more dangerous than they think…”

“It isn’t often that the Outlaws are seriously put to the test,” Hunter observed.

I only hoped they were ready for the road ahead…

Hunter pulled my thoughts away before I could voice any concern. “We need to get going, Sarah. The men are assembled, the night awaits, and the time has come.”
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T  rue to his word, Hunter led the charge… and he looked damn good doing it. The wind whipped at his leathers as the engine roared beneath us, rocking us towards our destiny.

With my arms tightly wrapped around his strong, rugged chest, I glanced over my shoulder and briefly studied our escort squad under the moonlight. Our improvised biker fleet, totaling members from five motorcycle clubs, was right behind us and kicking up an impressive storm of dust.

The dark cacophony of the rolling engines formed a symphony of bitter vengeance. With Hunter as their conductor, each biker in our merry band had their prospective instrument nearby: a pistol, a shotgun, a rifle, a knife…

I was still stunned that he had successfully mobilized such a force. Minus a traitor, about seventy motorcycles flanked us beneath the stars as we rocketed forward, all of us aligned to the same goals:

Find the girls.

Overthrow the cartel.

Instead of heading towards the farmhouse, we were flying the opposite direction. The collective beam of headlights rolled around us, several bikers unable to resist a couple of burn outs or firing a few weapons into the sky.

Hunter had warned them upfront:

Get your fun out of the way now.

Once we reach the fence, we’re all business.

He’d known that they needed to get a little adrenaline out of their systems first, ramping themselves into the mindset of attacking a nearby sex-trafficking cartel.

After all, he was a good leader.

He knew what his men needed.

Hunter signaled back to the closest bikers, and they began to slow down. The decreased momentum trickled backwards through the biker armada. We were soon flying forwards from them, breaking away as a single motorcycle.

His voice shouted over the roar of the engine. “Hold on, Princess. It’s about to get bumpy…”

When he felt my grip tighten, Hunter leant into the handlebar, pushing us off the main road and onto the dirt trails. The bikers followed suit, matching our change in direction and roaring to keep up.

We left the ground a few times over the bumps in the trail, cutting across the empty desert under the full moon. I could hear the hooting and hollering of some of the others as they did the same, sometimes hitting the acceleration to catch more airtime.

After twenty minutes of this, we cut off from the trail and started driving across open desert. Hunter navigated us across a strip of steady flatlands, avoiding the prickly flora as we rode out into what looked like pure nothingness.

Five minutes later, a small dot appeared on the horizon. It grew in size until I realized that it was a house – much smaller than the one that played host to our gunfight the night before.

It also looked ramshackle and abandoned, barely jutting out into the sky. I imagined that even on a clear day, it would be incredibly easy to miss if you were sticking to the roads and trails.

Hunter double-tapped his brakes, signaling to the others to begin slowing down. We pulled up in a cloud of scattered dust beside the house, and he killed his ignition and hopped off. I could see the border fence nearby as I shielded my face from the coming dust.

As he signaled out with a closed fist to our closest followers, I dismounted as well. I followed him to the torn-apart siding on the other side of the abandoned shack, where he turned on a flashlight.

The shack was ripped to shreds on the inside. Something had happened here, decimating the place. I was surprised that it was even still standing, no matter how isolated we were from the rest of the world.

“What are we doing here? Do we need something?” I asked him cautiously, following the beam of light as he scrutinized the interior.

His light beam shot downwards to the floor.

“We’re here for that,” he informed me.

That was a massive hole in the living room floor. It was a tunnel, digging downwards at a slope beneath the house.

“So when you said we were going under the border,” I murmured aloud.

“When I first enlisted with the Devil’s Dragons they were still running drugs. It was a huge operation, kept totally under wraps and beneath the noses of the law. Eduardo commissioned some people to excavate this little smuggling tunnel… It runs right under that fence, and straight out the other side.”

“Jesus,” I muttered. “This is how you guys flew down to attack the cartel before?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Since guiding the club away from drug-running, I’ve kept this avenue open just in case I ever needed it. Looks like that decision finally paid off…”

“I’ll say,” I nodded.

We walked back outside and climbed back atop his motorcycle. The bikers were sitting in silence around us, shelving their antics for the rest of our trip.

“Tunnel’s secure!” Hunter shouted. “Everyone, follow me!”

Every engine near us revved in anticipation as his motorcycle flared to life. I covered my ears briefly to keep my hearing intact, and heard a little chuckle from my chauffeur.

Always the charmer, Hunter flashed me a quick grin, and then we were off. We drove straight into the shack and roared down into the tunnel, followed by our fleet of armed bikers.

I clung to him as we shot forward in the dark, our way illuminated only by headlights. The sounds of the other engines rumbled down the tunnel around us, threatening to deafen us.

Hunter didn’t seem even remotely bothered by the ear-piercing sound. I found myself wondering how he managed to hold quiet conversations, given how unwavering he was when it came to deafening engine roars.

It was exhilarating.

It was frightening.

But I felt secure here, my hips straddling Hunter’s engine while we were backed up by a large flock of his Outlaws. His own men were mingled into the crowd, and every one of these bikers had undoubtedly killed men and performed all manners of illegal, illicit activities.

Oh god, if Daddy could see me now he’d lose his fucking shit. A knowing smile crossed my lips. Would that be before or after
the inevitable heart attack?

After a few minutes of heart-pounding excitement rolling through the wide tunnel, I could finally see the exit.

Hunter double-tapped his brakes again, signaling to the crowd to begin slowing down.

The ground started to slope back up again. When we came up on the other side, it looked like our exit point was disguised as a large and completely empty water tank.

Everyone came to a slow stop as Hunter turned his bike and killed his engine. Although we could only see maybe half of the fleet, the acoustics off the rusted, metal interior of the massive tank meant his voice could travel.

Hunter made good use of that quality. He dismounted his bike, stepping in front to call out to the entire band of men.

“Outlaws and Dragons… this is the last time I address you all. Once we cross outside, we pass straight into enemy territory, and I’ll have to trust all of you to understand how to handle yourselves on cartel turf.

“Tonight, you represent your clubs for the reigning leader of the Outlaws. Show me the best of the Severed Sixteen, or the Winged Scorpions, or the Moonlight Riders, or the Twin Spears. Show me, brothers, what it means to you to be a fucking Outlaw!”

The assembled fleet all cheered out, fists and guns in the air. Hunter waited for the sounds to subside before continuing.

“All of you are under my jurisdiction tonight, and my responsibility… and I intend on sending each and every last one of you back to your club presidents with my undying gratitude. There is no dishonor in retreating. I will not speak ill of your clubs, nor will I disbar them from the Outlaws. You have answered my call of your own volition. If you mean to continue riding with me, glory and vengeance await. But if you mean to turn back, this is the fucking time to do it.”

“Never!” A biker shouted out, fist pumped into the air. The others met his conviction, shouting at the top of their lungs.

“We are brothers, all of us,” he addressed the clubs, “and tonight… tonight, we fight together. Follow my lead. When we arrive at the safe-house, our mission is to rescue every kidnapped girl we find, and put a bullet in the head of every sack of shit cartel member we find. Once we’ve cleared the place, you can fill your saddle bags with as much goddamned cash as you can carry, but make it fast. We want to be in and out before any of their friends arrive. To all who will join me… let’s show these fuckers how we do shit in Texas. BOYS, LET’S GET SOME!”

The bikers roared into a chorus of cheers, jeers, and vicious taunts as Hunter walked up to me, utilizing the quick distraction.

“We’ll be fine,” he told me, apparently sensing my apprehension. “And I might have a little surprise for you…”

“A surprise?” I shouted, the roar of engines deafening within the confines of the water tank.

“I think we might just find your cheerleaders tonight…”

“What?” His words practically blindsided me. I immediately demanded: “How?”

“According to the Desert Owl and the little rat bastard he’s keeping company, the cartel’s been having trouble selling those girls.”

“You’re fucking kidding.”

“Not at all,” he replied calmly. “I guess the national media attention made it hard to pass off their pretty little faces… Nobody wants that kind of potential heat.”

“…Then they might just be here, tonight,” I realized with a mixture of hope and disbelief. “That’s one hell of a lucky fucking break, Hunter.”

“Not as lucky as you’d think. My old friends have been getting brash. I’m banking on the hope that they’ve gotten sloppy, too…”

Could it be true? Would we find the missing cheerleaders tonight? I thought about those implications for a moment as he continued. Maybe my career didn’t have to end. If I showed back up to the lieutenant with those cheerleaders in tow they’d give me the goddamned key to the city!

But… After all I’d done out here… Did I want to go back?

This wasn’t the time to be thinking about that… It was time to ride. Hunter stepped over his bike and helped lift me onto the seat behind him. In a deafening roar, we rolled out into the desert. It was about twenty minutes later that we finally met a trail. Hunter swung us south, guiding us along the dirt road until we finally came up on a dilapidated complex in the distance. We stopped for a moment, the anticipation around us buzzing like electricity.

“What the fuck is that?” I hissed over the engine. “Is that the place?”

“Welcome to Víboras Verde,” he grimly replied. “This is where they’re basing all their ongoing operations… Right in my own fucking back yard.”

“That’s no safe house I’ve ever seen, Hunter,” I told him with mounting fear. “That’s a fortified goddamn compound… do we have enough men? Can we even fight that?”

“Well, Detective… we’re about to fucking find out,” he replied. His body tensed as he hit the accelerator, roaring us forwards.






CHAPTER 48

A s we skidded to a stop around the side of the complex, Hunter leapt off the bike. Dragging me to the dirt with him, he hissed into my ear:

“You sure you’re ready for this?”

I nodded, pulling my Glock from my holster.

He reciprocated the nod, rising up beside me with his hand against the outer wall. He slipped me a pair of goggles and put his own on as the bikers swung out around us, kicking up a fierce cloud of dust with their arrival.

I covered my mouth and held my breath with my free hand, following his vague shape as he pressed forward along the side of the building. I could hear the others dismounting, locking, and loading as a swarm.

The cloud began to dissipate just as the moon came through the cloud cover. It shone down on the complex, and I studied it quickly at a glance.

It was a low-hung set of adobe buildings, with a small warehouse attachment. A northward tower looked to be in construction, and some unfinished and half-assembled lights were laying about atop scaffolds and on the rooftops.

Hunter was right.

If we’d waited any longer to strike this place, we’d have lost our chance to hit them hard. They were still setting up shop, but soon, this place would be a fortress.

“This is it,” he murmured, hiding behind cover near the open front entrance. I crept up to his side, flanked in my approach by at least a dozen bikers. “Fortune favors us tonight, detective. This base is one hell of a shit-show…”

“But why?” I asked quietly. “Why risk moving somewhere like this when the place is barely together?”

“No idea,” he murmured. “I can only guess that the other cartels have been pushing them forward, taking territory further South.”

Hunter nodded to the other bikers, gave a signal, and watched as they quickly checked their weapons. With everyone satisfied, he adjusted his signal, and the team scampered out in front.

It wasn’t more than a few seconds before a few cartel gunmen with automatic weapons poured out into the open. Fanning out in a defensible formation, they strolled out and rained down gunfire as the bikers ducked behind vehicles and whatever cover they could find. Hunter and I watched from behind the cover. I was preparing to fire off a few rounds before he held up a cease-fire hand.

“No… not yet. Let’s not signal our position until they’re distracted…”

“They’re sitting ducks out there!” I hissed.

“These are the Outlaws you’re talking about,” Hunter informed me. “They can hold their own… just watch.”

The cartel formation continued fanning out, separating to cover more ground. A few of the nearer bikers, ducked behind a truck, glanced to Hunter for instruction.

He made a quick motion, earning the attention of the closest gunman. The bastard let loose some rifle fire our way, the rounds unable to penetrate the thick wall, but it gave the sequestered bikers the opening they needed.

We heard the gunman fall with an anguished shriek, and the others turned to return firepower. That pulled them away from their searches, allowing a few Outlaws to find more offensive positions along the edges… The bikers made use of the shadows, firing pot shots from the dark. Some stayed mobile, moving around when not in a line of sight, quietly creeping around to attack from a new vantage point.

The cartel fighters seemed to realize their error. They were standing directly in the moonlight and unable to see their enemies. They decided to rush the shadows, firing off a sweeping round in a wide circle.

“Now!” Hunter snarled.

The bikers descended from the shadows in an ambush and I watched as our enemies fell. The last two threw down their arms in surrender, and Hunter led me forward quickly.

We each took one of their rifles from the ground, shared a glance, and bashed them with a swift strike to the back of the head. The surrendering cartel members dropped to the ground, unresponsive to a pair of swift boot kicks to the ribs.

They’d wake up with a few broken ribs, but they’d live to see another day. Hunter had them hog tied before we moved closer to the building.

Several of the bikers snatched up remaining weaponry and pocketed their own pistols. My eyes scanned the vehicles and I spotted that bastard van off to the side in a line of trucks.

Pointing it out to Hunter, he nodded.

The abducted girls are here.

I could hear gunfire from inside – it was clear that the rest of the Outlaws had found another entrance or two, and were storming the unfinished facility from different approaches.

Another ten bikers slipped around the front and joined our battalion. We’d lost one of our men in the shadow ambush, although I was surprised that it hadn’t been more…

“These must be new recruits,” Hunter muttered, kicking over one of the fresh corpses. “They’re stupid motherfuckers, but this cartel isn’t usually that unprepared…”

“Where’s Grizz?” I asked suddenly, glancing around. Hunter was ripped from his thoughts, matching my sweeping gaze with his own.

“Leading a second team inside,” one of the bikers informed us. “Took a group of twenty and stormed towards the back.”

“That’s my boy,” Hunter chuckled. “Well, let’s not keep him waiting…”

Hunter strolled forward, leading our collective of armed badasses for the front gates. He had such a comfortable, confident swagger, slinging the rifle over his shoulder and whipping out a pair of pistols.

If only time could have slowed down there and then, like it does in the goddamn movies.

One of his Devil’s Dragons kicked the front door. The immediate bath of light demonstrated that Víboras Verde had done more work on the interior than they had on the outside.

As the sound of commotion filled the air with gunfire, smoke, and adrenaline, Hunter’s lips spread into a wicked grin.

“Sweep and clean house, boys.”

We strolled through the entrance as the bikers fanned out around us, automatic rifles at the ready. Every cartel gunmen that appeared around a corner or behind cover suffered from an immediate hail of bullets, shoving them back out of sight.

He signaled for the team to separate into three factions headed for different areas. One group of five or six broke off on either side, fleeing towards nearby halls or staircases as our remaining escort surrounded us in a circle and followed his lead.

“Yeah, this looks familiar,” Hunter acknowledged as he glanced around the interior. “This is the same kind of design I remember from our original strike… Can’t fault the fuckers for their consistency.”

We were in a large entrance room, apparently meant to host a mobile fleet to transport kidnapped cargo. The walls and ceiling were all adobe, reinforced by steel foundations and braces. Exposed wiring ran in the walls, only demonstrating further how unprepared this compound was for a siege.

A couple of vehicles were already in here, highlighting their intended expansion into a rolling armada of trucks and vans.

“Hmm. That’s new,” Hunter murmured, kicking at an open panel in a corner of the room. It exposed a staircase running downward, and he glanced at a few similar panels in the other corners.

“They built down?” I asked, swallowing my fear. If they’re constructing down into the earth, then there’s no telling how far deep this place goes…

“They’ve learned,” he muttered in annoyance. “Well, I’ll be damned. The rest of this might be a façade… they’re more prepared than I gave them credit for.”

“What does this mean?” I asked him. A few of the nearby bikers shuffled their boots with tension, signaling their support to my question.

“It means we don’t underestimate them,” he answered obliquely.

The other two teams returned into the main room before he could continue.

“Killed every fucker we found,” one of them informed us loudly.

“What about the girls?” Hunter asked.

“None to be found.”

Hunter glanced back at the staircase, lifted his pistols, and then started descending. “The real fight’s down here, boys… pull your wits together, because there’s no telling what we’ll find…”

I trotted down by his side, both hands on my Glock. The combined teams flanked us as we descended; on the next floor down, we spotted a familiar face in some bad shape.

“Grizz!” Hunter shouted, dropping down to his second-in-command’s side. Grizz was gasping for air and clutching his leg. In his stead were two dead bikers, and half a dozen cartel corpses.

He checked Grizz’s wound briefly, then held up his head and asked: “What the fuck happened in here?”

“We just got ambushed,” Grizz groaned, painfully trying to shift into a more comfortable position. “Took out a couple of us in this corridor. We chased them from another stairwell… led us right into gunfire.”

“Dammit,” Hunter snarled, slamming the side of his fist into the wall. “Any of you fuckers know how to extract and patch up a bullet?”

“I’ll be fine… bullet passed clean through,” Grizz grumbled, his piercing eyes slightly dulled of their intensity. He barely even looked at me. “This corridor is clear,” he motioned to the side, “although I don’t know about that one. A few of my men chased after the assholes…”

Hunter directed a team of six that way, and pointed out another six. “Guard this man,” he said. “See to it that he stays safe and conscious. I want him with us when we ride out of this hellhole, understood?”

Grizz glanced up slowly, his fresh sweat splattered across his face. “I’m sorry… for holding you back, boss…”

“Not another fucking word,” Hunter growled in retort. “You conserve your strength. I can’t lose you here, Grizz. Understood?”

Grizz nodded painfully. “Crystal clear,” he acknowledged.

With his conviction renewed, Hunter gave him a nod, and then led the rest of us down the next flight of stairs. It was the bottom floor, and all that greeted us was a thick, steel door: it waited ominously with silence on the other side.

“There’s no way this goes any further down,” Hunter told us. “Must be bedrock below this…”

We could hear staggered gunfire from further into the complex above us. Sharing a glance, we steeled ourselves for a fight… and Hunter threw open the heavy, solid door.

The bikers released rapid-fire from their assault weapons to fend off the surprised cartel members. They had apparently been too compartmentalized to hear the fighting above their heads, and couldn’t draw their pistols fast enough.

Hunter and I put a few rounds in the chests of a few hostiles, pausing to reload our weapons behind cover.

“That is some Dirty Harry shit,” I muttered to him as I hastily slammed bullets into my pistol chamber.

He finished loading his gun, and we nodded together before rising up from cover. With reflexes just quicker than mine, he let off a couple of shots from both wrists, missing once or twice but downing three cartel fighters in the process. We continued to mount our assault, aided by our team of fighters – most of whom were members of the Devil’s Dragons. They defensively stuck close to their leader, ready to annihilate any threat that appeared.

Even down here, exposed wiring and limited panels showed just how new the structure was. The rooms appeared to be filled with scattered construction equipment and debris, and a lot of walls were only built on one side, or lacked external plating. Still, the further forward we went, the more the various rooms and hallways started coming together.

The cartel members were spread a little thinner here, and we reduced their numbers with every corner we turned.

Before we could sweep the entire floor, a pair of bikers caught up with us.

“We found them!”

Hunter whipped around. “How many?”

“Fifteen girls!”

He was stunned by the news, pausing to process this. His gaze shifted to meet mine, and then he asked the biker: “Any Caucasians?”

“No sir…”

“Damn,” he hissed. “But at least we found the other abductees. The cartel must have spent its time shifting operations up here, instead of actually getting around to selling the captives…

“Where were they?”

“There was a fortified room up a floor, tucked away real neat-like in the back,” the biker answered with a grin. “We mowed down their guards, but the girls look pretty drugged up…”

“Keeps them complacent and unaware of their surroundings… What else is going on up there?”

“Still some scattered resistance, putting up a fight. Nobody’s surrendering. They’re gunning down to their last man and there’s still no sign of any of this money you promised…”

“It’s here,” Hunter murmured. “Come with us and offer some backup. We’re going to find the leader of this shit-show and he’ll be sitting on enough money to make your goddamned head spin.”

We pushed forward, facing fewer opponents than before. I suspected that our three teams had mowed through the vast majority of them already, and that this was a skeleton crew down here.

“We’re close,” Hunter finally observed, gazing at a small map on the wall. “This looks familiar again… I think that we’re right on top of the brains of this little operation.”

His eyes glanced over to a few doors nearby. He directed the team to split up and take each door in trios, and left the furthest one for the two of us. The bikers bashed into the doors and started gunning down the remaining opposition.

“This is it,” he told me. “Are you ready?”

I nodded in agreement, and with his hand on the doorknob, he pushed open the entrance…






CHAPTER 49

T  he chamber was brightly lit, with metallic siding and a tiled floor. But the compelling imagery that stood out was the single, well-dressed Mexican gangster in the back, facing us with a highly reflective revolver in his hand.

More compelling were the three white girls he was pointing the gun at… They sluggishly glanced up at us as we entered the room, clearly doped up out of their goddamn minds.

The cheerleaders!

“Arturo Alvarez,” Hunter replied coolly as he held his pistol high. “If I’d known I’d have the treat of seeing your pretty face again, well… I’d have sprung for a nicer gun.”

“It’s… it’s you,” the cartel leader muttered in disbelief. His face curled into one of undying rage. “You, after all these years… oh, amigo, how I have longed to put a bullet between your eyes after you killed my cousin!”

“Your cousin struck first. He tried to sell my sister into sexual slavery,” Hunter replied with gritted teeth. “As far as I’m concerned… the man got what was coming to him.”

“Who is this guy?” I asked.

“Arturo Alvarez is one of the most dangerous men in Víboras Verde,” Hunter replied, his eyes glued to our adversary. “Doesn’t surprise me that you’re heading up the kidnappings side of things here… although that’s a little disappointing, all things considered.”

“And why’s that?” He laughed. “You were so happy to see me again, you white demon…”

“There are much fouler cockroaches in this organization than this fucker,” Hunter answered, verbally knocking Arturo down a couple of notches. “You are horseshit in comparison to what I’ve seen.”

Our enemy bristled with irritation. “Horseshit, amigo? You think that I’m nothing? I’ve come a long way since we’ve last seen each other, pendejo… don’t underestimate me.”

“If you’re the guy in charge here then your cartel just might survive my little midnight ride,” Hunter replied. “Which is a damned shame. I was hoping to find someone worth my time…”

Arturo bristled with anger again. “The others aren’t needed to deal with you.”

Hunter remained unfazed, but he lowered his voice to address me. “Víboras Verde is led by a vicious inner circle known only as The Brothers. This leadership is a union of four close friends, bound by spilt blood and heinous crimes… and eight years ago, I killed one of them.”

“The one who took your sister?”

“Not exactly… but the one who oversaw their kidnapping operations,” Hunter explained. “That leaves three Brothers left to put in the ground. I’m stuck with the runt of the litter here… this guy is nothing compared to the others.”

I realized quickly what Hunter was doing. He was egging Arturo on… Trying to get him to make a mistake.

“Nothing?” Arturo demanded. “You think that I am nothing? We are equals, the three of us are equals, you stupid motherfucker!”

I expected Hunter to chuckle, but he regarded Arturo Alvarez with something akin to pity. “You were always the weakest link… weaker than the one I’ve already put in the ground. Arturo, you will always be in their shadow. Why else would they send you so far from home? They put you in my fucking backyard for a reason Arturo.”

Arturo moved slowly, pressing his gun against the nearest cheerleader’s head. “I will never be in their shadow.”

His hostage mumbled incoherently, still trapped in her drug-fueled daze. I had to do something. We were trapped in our standoff, and Arturo was about to splatter her brains against the wall as a final act of defiance…

“Drop the gun,” I demanded.

Arturo’s smile faded.

“You would have me kill this girl?” He demanded, shaking her shoulder as he held his pistol to her head. “I’ll put a bullet in her skull…”

“And you’ll join your friends in hell,” Hunter said, his arm steady as a rock as he kept the barrel of his gun carefully trained on Arturo.

“If you were going to kill me, you’d have already done it,” Arturo replied, the edge of his lip curling upward. “You want something from me, don’t you pendejo?”

Hunter took a step forward. “The Brothers have been playing you. They put you here to get my attention and they knew one of us would end up dead… So yeah… I want something from you.”

Arturo glared at us.

“Spit it out white devil.”

“I want your brothers,” Hunter replied coldly. “You give them to me and I’ll let you walk out of here alive.”

“You want my blood? You want my family?” Arturo asked furiously.

“I want the men who sent you here to die,” Hunter replied as Arturo moved behind the cheerleader, placing her between the two of them like a makeshift shield.

“I’m walking out of here with this bitch… You touch me and I kill her.”

“You’re not leaving this room with that girl Arturo. You can die here now, or you can tell me what I want to know…”

“And why should I believe you?”

“Because you’re dead if you don’t, and that pretty little thing you’re holding isn’t going to stop a goddamned magnum from punching a hole straight through your sorry ass.”

“If I accept… I have your word that I leave here alive?”

Arturo hesitated. I watched as the cheerleader he was holding up floated on the edge of consciousness, her head rolling slightly to the side. It fell forward, and he shifted her body just slightly, the barrel of his gun moving ever so slightly away from her face.

And a shot rang out.

My glock kicked upward, a single cartridge skittering off the floor to my side.

Arturo fired, a round bouncing harmlessly off the roof and sending a shower of concrete flakes across the room. There was no further movement as he crumpled to the floor, taking the cheerleader with him.

My eyes were on Hunter in a heartbeat.

“What the fuck? Why?!” Hunter snarled. “He was surrendering! He could have helped us destroy the entire fucking cartel!”

Hunter walked over to Arturo Alvarez and kicked the gun from his hand.

“And the second you let your guard down, he’d have taken your head off with that holdout up his sleeve,” I replied, nodding to the body. Hunter reached down and pulled the sleeve back, exposing the little silver nine millimeter.

“He was never going to take the offer,” I said.

“We haven’t destroyed the real men in charge Sarah. They’ll keep coming back if I can’t stop the other brothers…”

I wasn’t listening. My ears were still ringing from the gunshots, but my eyes were trained on the wall behind Arturo… And the small scratches on the floor.

“I wonder,” I murmured, walking past Hunter.

“Hmm?” He glanced over. “Do you have something, Sarah?”

I lifted the butt of my gun. With a steady whack, I hammered it into the back wall.

“What is it?” He asked curiously, rising to his feet and leaning near me.

I smacked the wall again.

“Do you hear that, Hunter?”

He tilted his head curiously, gazing between the wall and me. “No. What are you doing?”

“I noticed something when Arturo dropped,” I noted. “This floor isn’t connected to the back wall.”

Hunter’s eyes flared wide open, and he grabbed the gun from me. With a quick swing, he bashed the wall again. At the reverberating sound, a sly smile crossed his lips.

“Detective, you’re a genius,” he chuckled…

“He was guarding something in here,” I realized, pressing against the wall and feeling the click of a latch.

A few bikers had filed in behind us, and they started helping Hunter pull the shelves away from the wall, exposing the wide doorway.

“Well, look at that,” Hunter grinned, turning back to his fallen adversary. “You were holding out on me? That’s no way to treat a friend…”

With his pistol held high, he pushed the door open. I backed him up, my glock at the ready. Fumbling along outside the doorway for a light switch, I felt a slight bump beneath my fingertips. With a quick glance at the biker president, I flicked the switch on and doused the room in light.

It was surprising how similar Arturo’s secret chamber was to Hunter’s war room. Dominated by a large table in the middle, with no windows and little in the way of décor, the walls and tabletop were covered in maps, diagrams, and notes – all scribbled in Spanish.

The men around us seemed more interested in the huge stacks of hundred dollar bills piled neatly against the far wall.

“What is this?” I asked aloud.

Hunter surveyed the area. “No idea…” He lifted a few pages up, gazing at the scribbled text, and his gaze drifted across a couple of maps of Mexico.

“This looks too important to leave behind,” I commented. I noticed how conspicuous red marks were chiseled into the maps, highlighting what appeared to be areas of interest.

Hunter’s gaze met mine, and he nodded in agreement. “It does. We’re going to have to take this all and have it translated back in El Paso. We could have stumbled across something pretty good here…”

As if drawn like moths to the flame, more and more of the Outlaws were pouring into the room, carting out armloads of money as we studied the table. I pulled out my phone and snapped some pictures of the arrangement. “Just in case the positioning matters,” I mentioned offhandedly to him.

“Good thinking,” Hunter nodded with a sly smile.

“I’d like to think you love me for more than just my body,” I told him, laughing. “Now let’s go ahead and round up the kidnap victims and get the fuck out of here before it’s too late.”

“Anything you say, Detective…” Hunter replied, pulling me into a deep and heavy kiss.






CHAPTER 50

I t wasn’t long before we were pulling back up to the dilapidated bar that marked the headquarters of the Devil’s Dragons motorcycle club.

The ride back had been filled with unanswered questions. The more I thought about the events that had transpired over the night, the more that I worried about the aftermath…

Hunter pulled to a stop in front of the doors. As we dismounted, bikers surrounded us. They cheered in victory as we walked into their midst, but there were so many scattered thoughts in my head that prevented me from joining their revelry.

“We’re not done yet,” Hunter’s commanding voice rose over their jubilation. Everyone in our midst calmed down as they watched him carefully.

Their gazes followed him as he walked towards the back of the white van the Outlaws had liberated from the compound south of the border. It had barely fit through the tunnel on the way back, and I knew it was filled with teenage abductees… And a wounded friend.

As he approached, Hunter snapped his fingers and pointed at the van’s back doors. Several of the Devil’s Dragons unbarred and opened the back, and they reached in for their wounded biker.

Hunter ordered: “Talk to me, Grizz.”

The burly biker, slumped against the inner wall of the van, grumbled something into his ear. “Good to hear it, brother,” the biker president laughed and clasped his shoulder. “You’ll be in good hands soon. Ready to leave the back of this godforsaken fucking van?”

Grizz nodded softly.

“Bring him inside,” Hunter told his Dragons. It took five of them to carry his heavy, lumbering form through the crowd. Someone from another club propped the door open and flipped on some light switches as they carried their wounded comrade.

Hunter popped into the back of the van and checked on the girls. He lifted each of their chins in turn, gazing into their eyes and flicking his fingers lightly to draw their attention. When they were all vaguely responsive, he jumped out and locked the doors back up.

Smacking the side twice and gesturing to the driver, Hunter stepped aside as the engine immediately ignited and the van peeled rubber out of there.

“Where is he taking the girls?” I asked him.

“The hospital,” Hunter answered me quickly, before quickly addressing the rest of them: “Go inside, bring the maps to the empty back room, and leave behind everything we lent you for this. The money is yours to keep. Sleep well tonight, because you fucking deserve it.”

The bikers properly parked their motorcycles around the sides of the bar, and strolled indoors with their weapons, their bulletproof vests, and the entire contents of Arturo’s room spread between a dozen of them.

“The hospital?” I confirmed with him.

“Right now, those girls don’t know their ass from their elbows,” he told me. “They’re going to be suffering one hell of a hangover in the morning… better to let the authorities take over on that front.”

The authorities…

“Oh god, we’re so fucked,” I muttered into my hands. I felt Hunter step closer, and his arm wrapped around my shoulders.

“What do you mean?”

“What we did tonight…”

“What we did tonight was save lives, Sarah – three of those lives belonging to that pack of missing cheerleaders you came here so desperately to find…”

“We crossed the border illegally. We’re anonymously dropping a bunch of drug addict girls to a local hospital. I can’t take credit for this. If word gets out on what we did…”

“Word won’t get out on what we did,” Hunter reassured me.

I looked up into his eyes as he stroked strands of hair from my face. It was so hard to grasp his conviction.

“But the girls,” I insisted. “They might not remember anything now, but when they regain their coherency, they’ll sure as shit remember an army of bikers ripping them out from that shithole and dragging them back across the border...”

Hunter’s eyebrow rose.

“You’re not worried?” I asked, trying to make sense of all of this. “Aren’t you worried that the cops will come crawling all over the Devil’s Dragons for what we did tonight?”

“You leave that to me,” he smiled cryptically. “We can handle the police around here…”

“You can handle the police?” I asked. My wrists wrapped loosely around the back of his neck, and I grinned into a powerful kiss on his lips. They felt firm but soft against mine, tasting of power, strength, and beneath all the rest, tenderness.

“We should get out of here,” Hunter whispered into my ear. “The others know what to do… they can govern themselves for a little while without me.”

“But what about your prisoners? You have Fang down in your cellar…”

“My Dragons can handle him,” he shrugged. “He can wait until the goddamn morning.”

“Well… if you think so,” I murmured, kissing him on the neck. “Seeing as I’m out of a job and don’t exactly have to hurry home… Do you think your men can handle everything for few hours?”

“Everyone here is a brother right now,” Hunter chuckled. “I think that they can make do without me for a single night…”

It was less than fifteen minutes before we slipped back into his house. Well, I say ‘slipped’, but what I really meant is more like ‘crashed.’

His front door flew open, keys jammed into the doorknob, and my back slammed into a wall. While my arms were wrapped around his neck, and my ankles around his waist, Hunter was keeping me supported from beneath with his hands.

I reached down and yanked out the keys as he kicked the door shut with the back of a boot. Locking it with a quick flick of my wrist, I dropped the keys on the floor near the door before he swept me further into the house, knocking down stray bits of décor and the odd framed picture from the walls.

I heard glass shatter and books clatter against the hardwood floors as he kissed me with passionate fervor. My ass plopped down on the countertop of his kitchen island as his lips descended upon my neck, hands wandering along my clothes.

Hunter was possessed with deep, unyielding lust for me… and after the tensions of the last few nights, I was eager to submit to his feral needs.

After all, I was starved for his love myself.

My back arched as he wormed a saliva-slick finger into my panties, stroking along the outer lips of my labia. My clit responded to his small strokes, swelling with need, and I drifted my knees apart to make his efforts easier.

With a sudden ferocity, I grabbed both edges of his open leather jacket in my fists, yanking him into a powerful lip-lock.

Hunter’s tongue swirled against mine, and I tasted his ruggedness and sweat within my mouth. Meanwhile, he was slipping his finger inside my wet pussy, forcing my lips into a gasp against his own.

A moan escaped my mouth and straight into his as I welcomed his yearning digit inside. My hips began to rock slightly against his movements, allowing him further access inside my trembling body.

Hunter decided that it was time we made things a little easier, so he withdrew from me and began ripping my clothes off. I did the same to him, pulling his leather jacket from his broad, sculpted form before tugging off his shirt and unbuttoning his jeans…

He caught my wrists there, spinning me to face away from him. I planted my hands down on the countertop of the kitchen island as he unclipped and tossed aside my bra, leaving me in my panties against him.

Eager to tease me, I felt him unsheathe himself and plant his thick, hot cock between my thighs. Hunter pressed against my body, rubbing the rockhard erection against the covered lips of my pussy to bring me closer to peak arousal.

“Oh, you teasing little bastard…”

“Nothing little about me, detective…”

The massive tool between my thighs attested to that much – that was for certain.

With my argument stripped from my lips, he hooked both thumbs into the lining of my panties and dragged them down my hips, until they dropped to my ankles.

Instead of trying to slip his steamy, throbbing cock into my welcoming and wet slit, Hunter reached around to slip two fingers into my mouth. I tasted my own essence on one, and eagerly suckled the digits until he pulled them back from my lips.

With a firm but gentle pressure, he pushed them both into my sopping wet pussy. Pleased by how he stretched my chasm, I gasped in satisfaction and tried to spread my ankles further. The panties offered some light bondage that excited me more than kicking them off, so I allowed them to keep my ankles merely a foot, maybe a foot and a half apart.

“Oh god, Hunter,” I moaned as he plunged the fingers deeper into my body. “That feels so good… I love your fingers inside my wet pussy, Hunter… finger me harder…”

A husky chuckle escaped his lips and into my ear. “Oh, since when did you become so dirty, detective?”

I reached back and grabbed the nape of his neck, pressing him closer into my ear. “Shut up and finger-fuck me harder, Hunter…”

“Better ask nicely,” he grinned.

“Please, Hunter…”

I felt his flat palm press down between my shoulder blades, and he pushed me down against the kitchen island. Both hands firmly grasping the edges now, I let loose a chorus of moans as he followed my request.

Hunter’s rugged fingers pummeled my pussy from the inside, sliding in and curling to excite my inner bundle of nerves. I felt his digits glide along the ridges of my soaking chasm, pressing me onward to a mounting, crippling orgasm…

I begged him to not stop as my knuckles went white around the countertop edges. With a trembling that rose from my toes and shook my knees, I gasped and undulated against his form.

The powerful multiple orgasms sent rolling waves of pleasure across my body, emptying my mind of coherent thought… and utterly driving me insane with bliss.

“That felt like a good one,” Hunter grinned as I felt the helmet of his hard cock press against my slick lower lips. “But I think it’s my turn now…”

With just enough strength to push up off of the island, I let a hand loosely scratch at the back of his neck, and I nodded.

My hand guided his face down to my shoulder, and Hunter took the opportunity to nip my lobe, kiss my throat, and bite down lightly into my tender, soft shoulder.

“Ooof,” I murmured with surprise and delight. “That… I could use some of that.”

“Happy to oblige.” The words were laced with a raw huskiness that sent a shiver of excitement down my spine.

Just then, his thick, throbbing cock pushed into my yearning chasm. I felt my body shudder with incredible desire as he sheathed himself deep inside my quivering folds.

“Oh god,” I murmured.

“You always felt so incredible around my cock,” I heard him groan as he thrust in again. “You’re still so tight around my dick – so tight, and so fucking wet…”

Hunter never talked like that unless he was really into the fucking, so I wiggled my hips against his when he thrust in again.

As I’d anticipated, he let loose a mighty groan, his hands squeezing around my pelvis as his cock burrowed as far as it could go into my body. The motion was enough to force the air from my lungs, and I was panting with lust within seconds.

“Hunter…” I murmured hungrily.

“Yes, Sarah?”

I always loved the way my name dripped from his lips. As it did every time before, it turned me on so hard to hear him whisper it during our most intimate moments together.

“Fuck me hard, Hunter…”

There was no need for teasing or restraining now. With that invitation, he followed the suggestion to the T, clenching his fingers around my hips as he rammed his throbbing member into my wet, needful folds again and again…

He clasped a fistful of my hair with his balled hand, pulling me up into position against himself. The sensation of my tugging hair as his thick tool penetrated me with all the intensity he offered drove me towards the brink again…

“Keep that up, and you’re going to make me come again, Hunter,” I moaned out to him. “That feels so fucking good…”

“Good,” he chuckled lustfully, his heavy balls slapping against me as he fucked me hard. “Let it feel good… let yourself come… in fact, why don’t you just let go altogether?

“Come for me, Sarah,” he murmured into my ear as he arched my spine backwards, his fistful of hair guiding me like a rein. His free hand moved from clenching into my hip to squeezing my heaving breast, his rugged fingers gliding across the perky nipple.

“Come for me,” he repeated hungrily.

How could I turn down a request like that?

So I did.

As my body shivered with passion and undying need, I felt his punishing thrusts drive me towards the edge of pure and blissful satisfaction… and my moaning descended into a primal chorus of passion, desire, and eagerness utterly fulfilled.

The orgasm came just as hard as before, blinding my senses and driving every thought out of my head besides More, More, Yes, There, NOW…

The climax eclipsed my body and soul.

Crushing satisfaction poured across my flesh, stiffening my limbs as I clenched beneath his hulking, rugged form. While his cock began to speed up with intensity, fucking me harder than even before, I felt wave after wave of contentment flood my veins.

Hunter groaned out a hasty “Oh fuck, fuck, here it comes, fuck!” before going rigid against me as well. His throbbing member drove itself as deep into my wet chasm as it could possibly go as his chest released a feral growl of pleasure.

He released his hot, heavy seed into my slickened folds, pumping out every drop that he had to offer. My pleased pussy clenched around his thick cock, milking his heavy balls dry.

With one final rope of his seed inside, he all but collapsed against my body. I held myself up against the kitchen island and panted with unending satisfaction as the strength finally faded from his veins.

“That was… incredible,” he murmured into my ear.

“Not much has changed,” I smiled softly, wiping a finger of sweat from my forehead.

“That’s not true,” Hunter whispered into my ear. “You’ve changed for the better…”

“You flatter me,” I gasped as he gave me another quick little thrust inside, forcing my lips into an involuntary little moan.

I flashed him a mischievous, snarky little smile over my shoulder, and he pulled out. I could feel his seed slowly begin to slip down my thigh.

“It’s true,” Hunter reassured me, a finger lifting my chin as I turned to face him. “When I knew you before, you were a little brat… adorable, yes, but maybe a little more trouble than you were worth… and now…”

“Oh, trust me,” I grinned, leaning back against the kitchen island but resting my head against his chest. “I can still be a bit of a brat when I need to be. Part of me will always be that little teenage girl that you fell in love with… just like part of you will always be that tough, strong man I loved so much.”

Hunter nodded, reflecting on these words.

“Are you positive that you have to go? There can be a life for you here… you fought with the Devil’s Dragons. They already accept you as my woman, but now they’ll consider you one of their own…”

I sighed, nodding against his chest.

“I need to go,” I sadly answered him. “My lieutenant already wants my badge and my gun. There’s no reason to make that any harder than it is.”

Hunter lifted my chin with his finger again, steeling his gaze as he forced mine to meet it. He whispered the most vulnerable words I had ever heard him tell me:

“I don’t want you to go.”

The conviction, and the pain, in his eyes told me how truthful he was being. He meant those six words with everything that he had.

It pained me to give him my inevitable response.

“I don’t have a choice, Hunter.”






CHAPTER 51

T  he gravel crunched under the oversized tires of my old Jeep wrangler as I pulled into the parking lot and came to a complete stop. Before turning the key and killing the ignition, I sat and stared at myself in the rearview mirror, reflecting on the eternity that had dragged on by since I’d last been here…

It had only been a couple of months since I returned to Phoenix – but that time had made sure to be plenty eventful.

True to his word, Lieutenant Crabbe ensured that I was stripped of my badge the minute I showed up at his office. Unfortunately, he had already caught wind of an interesting development – a whole van load of missing women, my kidnapped cheerleaders included, had appeared in an El Paso hospital in the middle of the night.

He wasn’t exactly shy in grilling me for six hours in an interrogation room over that one, but I stuck to my guns.

I knew nothing.

I saw nothing.

I simply spent that afternoon drinking some beers with old friends and watching my career fall apart.

It was complete bullshit, and the entire precinct was well aware of that… Everyone from the Chief on down the line knew what had really happened. They didn’t know the details, but they knew that I’d found those cheerleaders… and somehow, I’d found them below the border. In a quiet, closed-doors meeting that was officially off the record and after office hours, the chief privately thanked me for whatever miracle I had pulled off – telling me in no uncertain terms that I was owed a favor… And that I needed to go away quietly. My career was over.

I’d saved him a lot of media backlash for incompetency of his entire department, and saved our partners in Tucson the same trouble… And I was shown the door for it.

Watching everything you’ve worked for crumble around you hurts…

My father, on the other hand was overjoyed.

He didn’t ask me for the truth – he knew I’d tell him if it was safe for him to know.

He told me that he couldn’t be prouder.

In the time since, I had plenty to do… at least for a couple of months. I took the Chief up on his favor, and was able to find myself a new career that was even more rewarding than before.

Which only left me one tiny little problem to finally address.

Ripped from my reflection, I glanced over at the dilapidated old bar. With a small smirk, I finally killed the ignition and stepped out over the gravel, feeling it crunch beneath my boots once again.

When I walked back into the bar, I strolled past the regulars and straight up to the sour redhead behind the counter – whose friendly face darkened the closer I came.

“Hi, Elmira,” I greeted her nonchalantly. “I’ll take a glass of water… easy on the spit.”

She stared at me with a smug look on her face. “I told you before, and I’ll tell you again – we don’t serve your kind here.”

“Well, it’s a damn good thing I’m not that kind of girl anymore,” I responded with a lighthearted shrug, reaching into my pocket and tossing a card onto the counter.

In bold letters and embossed print, it read:

Sarah Buchanan

PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR

“Now, if you’d be so kind, bartender… fetch me a goddamned glass of water.”

A familiar laugh piped up from the darkness. My eyes zeroed in across the bar, landing on a cross-armed man in the shadows. He was clad in the leather of the Devil’s Dragons MC, with a rugged voice stained with smugness.

“You’d be quicker to pour this woman a drink if you’d seen the way she shoots…”

Hunter smiled as he leaned forward off of the wood paneling, strolling into the light from the outside windows. He lifted a few strands of hair from my face with a tender pair of fingers.

“Had a feeling you’d be back, sooner or later…”

“You know that I had to keep my distance while the media spun their tops over those girls,” I replied comfortably.

“Couldn’t even spare me a little phone call, could you?” He asked, his voice smooth and soft.

“I wasn’t sure that I could trust myself if I did…”

“Well, you’re here now,” he observed calmly, his eyes firmly locked onto mine. I heard and ignored a veiled scoff from the redhead bartender. He leaned a little forward, eyebrow arching, and said, “Do you trust yourself to be a good girl?”

A smirk crossed my lips.

Did I?

“I’m here because somebody with deep pockets lost a cargo container… and word on the street is that you’ve got operations out in California. I know that the Devil’s Dragons run the port of Los Angeles.”

“All business, no pleasure?” Hunter chuckled, reaching out to turn my hips until I was facing him.

The same crystal blue eyes gazed mischievously into my soul, inviting me to surrender for a few hours. That same sexy stubble shifted beneath his smile, and I spotted that same sexy dragon tattoo rolling down his arm…

“Maybe a little pleasure, too,” I admitted, feeling the heat of my face flushing red as the bikers nearby began to hoot and holler.

“In that case, I’ll clear my schedule…” Hunter murmured, his finger lifting my chin. “Maybe we’ll talk business tomorrow, hmm?”

The men around us cheered again.

My eyes caught the piercing but approving gaze of Grizz, his arm still locked up in the cast from that bullet he took in Juarez. I figured he’d have discarded it already, but it would probably be coming off any day now…

“I think business can wait one night,” I spoke, turning back to Hunter. “But there’s something that you need to know.”

“Don’t worry, Princess,” he chuckled hungrily. “I know it’s been a while. You’re probably out of practice… I’ll go easy on you.”

I smirked, shaking my head. “It’s not that.”

The room slowly drifted silent, the whistles and laughs gradually drawn back. The single sound in the bar was water pouring from a tap into a cup behind me, slamming onto the countertop harder than necessary.

“Hunter… I’m pregnant.”
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