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         CHAPTER ONE

         
         
         

         
         
         I walk
            calmly into the small airplane bathroom and lock the door. Leaning over the
            tiny hole that they call a sink, I try to readjust my boobs in my bra. Once the
            girls are pushed up, I pull my blue shirt down a bit. After I feel they are
            showing a little more, I lean back and start to run my hands through my long
            dark hair, trying to scrunch it at the roots. When it has some volume, I lick
            my lips and give myself a smile in the tiny mirror. 
         

         
         
         I can’t believe I’m about to do this!

         
         
         I take a look around and frown when I realize this
            may not even be possible. What the hell am I thinking? Will Slade even be able
            to stand up in here?
         

         
         
         I smile when I hear a faint knock on the door.
            Biting my lip, I open the door slowly to make sure it is the person that I want
            knocking on this door.
         

         
         
         There stands the man I love, dressed in a tight
            white t-shirt showing off his wide chest and muscular arms. My eyes wander down
            his blue jeans and tennis shoes.
         

         
         
         He gets my attention when he leans his tall frame
            against the open door as those baby blue eyes look down at me. “Excuse me,
            ma’am. Is there room for two in there?” Slade asks with a straight face.
         

         
         
         Ma’am? “So proper,” I say with a smile.
         

         
         
         His eyes bore into mine, and he leans his head down
            to whisper, “I assure you, Angel, there is nothing proper about the thoughts
            I’m having about you right now.” He reaches up and runs the pad of his finger
            over my cleavage, and I smile to myself for giving them a little air to
            breathe. “Bringing the big guns out to play, are you?” He smiles, knowing what
            I have been doing in here.
         

         
         
         I laugh and grab a hold of his hand to pull him
            through the door. 
         

         
         
         “Shit!” he hisses when he hits his head on the door
            frame.
         

         
         
         “Sorry,” I say through laughter. “I didn’t think
            this through very well.”
         

         
         
         His strong arms grab a hold of mine, and he pushes
            me up against the now closed door. “It’ll work.” He reaches around me and locks
            it.
         

         
         
         His lips slam down onto mine as he runs one of his
            hands up my back; the other still tightly gripping my hip.
         

         
         
         I lift my hands up into his messy hair and grab a
            hold of him. I try to lift my leg around his hip but realize there’s not enough
            room. I bring my leg down but my heel gets caught in his jeans.
         

         
         
         “Ow,” he whines, pulling back as I scrape it across
            his leg. “What the hell was that?” he asks trying to turn and see what nicked
            him.
         

         
         
         “My heel. Are you okay?” I ask concerned. 

         
         
         He nods and then says, “Take them off.”

         
         
         “Then we will just trip over them,” I argue shaking
            my head.
         

         
         
         “Take them off.” He demands this time.

         
         
         I roll my eyes, but do as he says, trying to kick
            them to the other side of the bathroom. “Happy now?” I ask looking up at him.
            Sometimes I hate how short I am compared to him. I’m five-foot-four, and he’s
            six-foot-two. My six inch heels usually help me out with that.
         

         
         
         He gives me a cocky smile that reminds me why I
            told him to meet me in here in the first place.
         

         
         
         I grab his clean shaven face and bring his lips
            back down to mine. I thrust my tongue into his mouth, letting him know that I’m
            ready for him to get this show on the road. 
         

         
         
         He pulls me away from the door and spins me around
            in the tight space, causing me to trip over my heels. We go falling into the
            counter and sink.
         

         
         
         “Fuck,” he growls into my mouth as he hits his head
            again.
         

         
         
         I pull back to speak, but he places his finger over
            my mouth. “Don’t even think about saying it,” he says, narrowing his eyes down
            at me.
         

         
         
         I told you so! I should have just kept the
            damn things on. “Maybe we should stop, this may kill us,” I say only somewhat
            kidding.
         

         
         
         He leans back into me and pulls my bottom lip into
            his mouth to nibble on it. “I would die one very happy man,” he mumbles as his
            hot, intoxicating, minty breath lands on my lips.
         

         
         
         I let out a little giggle as I try to locate my
            heels on the floor with my foot so I can push them further away from us. The
            sound of them hitting plastic echoes in the small bathroom as I reach down to
            unzip my jeans.
         

         
         
         He pulls his lips away from mine so he can look
            down at me, his face serious now. “But are you sure you want to do this?” he
            asks.
         

         
         
         I frown. “This was my idea.”

         
         
         He runs his hands up my back and grabs a handful of
            my hair at the base of my neck. My head jerks back as a whimper leaves my lips.
            
         

         
         
         “I don’t want you to be injured, though.” His lips
            brush my neck, and I feel his teeth bite into the soft flesh as his hand
            tightens in my hair; his actions going against his words.
         

         
         
         I groan. “I’m not afraid of a few bruises.” My
            words come out breathless as my heart pounds in my chest.
         

         
         
         He pulls me away from the counter and spins us
            around, slamming my back against the small wall, and I feel it give a little
            from his force. 
         

         
         
         Hope the people on the other side can’t hear us.
               

         
         
         “That’s one of the things I love about you,” he
            whispers in my ear.
         

         
         
         “What’s that?” I lick my lips as I take in a deep
            breath. He lets go of my hair and moves his hands to work on the button and
            zipper of my jeans, which I had abandoned.
         

         
         
         “That you are always up for whatever I want to do
            to you.” He jerks my jeans down over my hips along with my underwear, and I
            shake one leg out the best that I can. He then reaches for his own pants and
            releases his hard dick from behind his zipper. The sight of it has my mouth
            watering and my heart racing.
         

         
         
         He slides a hand up my inner thigh and then slides
            a finger between my folds to open me up. “Always so fucking wet,” he growls in
            my ear. 
         

         
         
         I lean my head back and take a few deep breaths.
            “Please, baby.”
         

         
         
         “I want to taste that soaked pussy so bad right
            now, but I don’t think there’s enough room in here for you to wrap your legs
            around my head.”
         

         
         
         His words come out as a growl, as if he just wants
            to slam me to the ground and bury his head between my legs. God, how I want
               that too.

         
         
         I whimper as I feel my legs get weak. I look up and
            take in the white ceiling that is only inches away from me. This very small
            bathroom gives us little room. Hell, I can reach both arms out and almost touch
            the door and the opposite wall. Slade barely has enough room to stand up
            straight let alone lay me down and spread my legs. 
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “Yeah that is not a possibility.”

         
         
         He slides a finger into me, and I moan. He adds a
            second finger, and I lean my head back again, breathing heavy. He pulls them
            out all of a sudden, and I open my eyes as he slips his fingers into his mouth.
            I bite my lower lip as his eyes darken, and he lets out a moan of pleasure
            himself. 
         

         
         
         His baby blue eyes lock on mine as he very slowly
            tastes me. My breath comes quicker as I imagine his lips and tongue being on my
            most sensitive spot. 
         

         
         
         They pop out of his mouth, and he gives me a smirk
            that tells me he knows exactly what I’m thinking about.
         

         
         
         “Later,” he promises softly.

         
         
         Then his hand is back between my legs, and I stand
            sluggish against the wall. His fingers are rough and demanding this time,
            making me even wetter. “What…What are you doing?” I stutter.
         

         
         
         “Shh.” He leans down and nibbles on my ear as his
            fingers work in and out of me at a fast pace. 
         

         
         
         “I need…I need more.” I take in a deep breath
            trying to find my control.
         

         
         
         He gives a little chuckle at how desperate I sound.
            “What do you need, Angel? Do you need my cock inside of you? Do you need me to
            fuck you?” His voice is rough as his fingers continue to tease me.
         

         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         “Say it,” he demands in that tone that has wetness
            pouring between my legs. The tone that tells me he is in charge, and I’m just
            along for the ride. 
         

         
         
         And what a ride it is. 

         
         
         “Tell me what I already know, baby.” The rasp in
            his voice has my fingernails digging into the sides of his shirt. “Tell me that
            you need it to be my cock inside of your sweet pussy.” His thumb slides over my
            clit, and it has me hitching in a breath.
         

         
         
         “I need you to fuck me, Slade.” I pull him closer
            to me, needing his body pressing into mine. “Please,” I beg. “Your cock…”
         

         
         
         He doesn’t make me wait any longer as he takes
            himself in one hand and lifts one of my legs with the other. With our new
            position I’m able to prop my foot up on the sink that sits directly behind him.
         

         
         
         He glides himself inside of me, and I suck in a
            ragged breath as he stretches me fully. 
         

         
         
         “Fuck, Angel.” He holds onto me tightly as he
            starts working in and out of me. 
         

         
         
         My back pushes against the uncomfortable wall, and
            my legs stretch, as he stands up straighter.
         

         
         
         The small bathroom fills with the sounds of my
            ragged breathing and his soft grunts. 
         

         
         
         It doesn’t take long for the sensation start to
            build. His lips on my neck, chest, and lips along with his deep and hard
            thrusts. I tighten myself around him. 
         

         
         
         “Slade,” I pant. “Oh, God...” My voice rises. 

         
         
         His hand on my thigh grips me tighter, and he
            pushes his broad shoulders and hard chest into me, holding me securely against
            the wall. His free hand comes up and covers my mouth to quiet my cries, but it
            just excites me more. He kisses down my neck and bites down on my collarbone.
            My body starts to shake as I scream as loud as I can into his hand, trying to
            breathe through my nose.
         

         
         
         His hand pushes my head into the wall, trying to
            silence my cries that I can’t seem to control. He picks up his pace as he fucks
            me without any tenderness, just raw need. 
         

         
         
         I reach up and grab a handful of his slick hair and
            hold on tight.
         

         
         
         He pulls his head back and bites the bottom of his
            lip right before I feel his body stiffen and his dick pulse inside of me. Once
            he fills me, he lays his head down on my shoulder and breathes heavily for a
            few seconds. He gives me a soft kiss on the forehead and then pulls away as he
            removes his hand from my mouth. He leans down and softly kisses my lips.
         

         
         
         “Are you okay?” he breathes into my mouth.

         
         
         I nod my head trying to catch my breath. My chest
            rising and falling quickly against his, my breast now covered in a thin layer
            of sweat.
         

         
         
         “I’m sorry,” he says running the pad of his thumb
            over my bottom lip.
         

         
         
         “It’s okay,” I admit quietly, and he arches one
            dark eyebrow. 
         

         
         
         “You liked it.” It wasn’t a question, and I feel my
            cheeks heat up.
         

         
         
         He runs his knuckles down the side of my face.

         
         
         “I did,” I admit somewhat nervously, “but it’s
            probably a good thing you did that.”
         

         
         
         He smiles. “I’ll remember that for later.” 

         
         
         My heart starts to beat faster, if that is even
            possible.
         

         
         
         “I’ve been wanting to try some new things anyways,”
            he muses.
         

         
         
         “New things?” I can’t hide the excitement in my
            voice. My reaction causes him to chuckle. “I would say joining the mile high
            club is very new for us,” I add.
         

         
         
         “I agree.” He runs his thumb over my bottom lip.
            “And although I love to hear the sound of your voice when I fuck you, I did not
            want anyone on this plane to hear my fiancée come today.”
         

         
         
         I smile up at him. I can’t believe we are going to
            get married. I’m going to be Mrs. Slade Long. God, that sounds so good to say.
         

         
         
         I lift my left hand and look at the pink rock on my
            finger. I can’t believe it was just last night that we got engaged.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Slade, it’s beautiful.” And huge. The diamond
               alone must be three carats.

         
         
         “I want to tell you about it.” He picks up my
               hand, running his thumb over it.

         
         
         “The night your mom and I spoke, she gave me her
               and your dad’s wedding bands.” What? That’s why I couldn’t find them? He had
               them the entire time?

         
         
         “I wanted you to have something from them but at
               the same time something special just for you. So, I came up with a design, and
               Josh took care of the rest. I had your mother’s band melted down.”

         
         
         I go to speak but he holds up a finger. “Let me
               explain why I did that.”

         
         
         I nod, feeling somewhat conflicted.

         
         
         “Your mom’s band was a small silver band with
               sixteen diamonds in it. I had it melted down and the diamonds removed. Those
               are the diamonds here.” He points to the diamonds that circle the big square
               pink diamond that sits in the middle. “I wanted to give you a platinum band to
               go with your necklace and watch. I chose the main diamond as a baby pink one
               because that’s your favorite color. And I did the princess cut…” He takes a
               deep breath as his baby blues eyes look up into mine. “Because your mom said
               that was what your dad always called you; his princess.”

         
         
         I feel a tear run down my cheek.

         
         
         “I wanted to make you something special because
               you are special to me, Angel. I also wanted you to always have a piece of me,
               your mother, and your father with you. No matter where you are or what you’re
               doing, they will always be with you, Angel. Right here.” He runs his thumb over
               the ring again.

         
         
          

         
         
         “Having second thoughts already?” Slade asks
            getting my attention.
         

         
         
         I shake my head and then look back up to him. “Just
            remembering how much thought you put into it.” I smile trying to get him to
            smile as well. He looks so serious. His square jaw looks tense, and his baby
            blue eyes are boring into me.
         

         
         
         “I love it. Thank you for wanting to give me
            something so special.” I wrap my arms around his neck. 
         

         
         
         His intense face softens, and his lips turn up at
            the corners. “You’ve already thanked me, Angel; you’re giving me forever.” He
            unwraps my arms from around his neck and takes my ring finger in his hand. He
            runs his fingers over the band. “This is my promise that you will have my heart
            forever.”
         

         
         
         I feel my chest swell as he once more pledges his
            love to me. It doesn’t matter that we are in an airplane bathroom that now
            smells like sex or the fact that I’m somewhat naked. I almost laugh at that
            thought.
         

         
         
         “I love you.” I lean up and kiss him. 

         
         
         “I love you too.” He pulls away. “Come on, let’s
            get out of this cramped bathroom.” He looks around and frowns. “Good thing
            we’re not claustrophobic,” he mumbles to himself.
         

         
         
         We walk out of the bathroom together five minutes
            later. It was a struggle to get both of us cleaned up; having to place my jeans
            and high heels back on was a sight to see. I managed to cut my arm on something
            sharp. Who knew it could be hazardous.
         

         
         
         I lead us back to our seats while I keep my head
            down trying to avoid the looks from the other passengers. Slade places his hand
            on my lower back to push me along. He must know what they are thinking. So,
               those were the two we heard joining the mile high club.

         
         
         Trust me, by the way some of the women are
            eye-fucking Slade, I’m pretty sure they wish he would have joined it with them.
         

         
         
         Once we make our way to the other end of the plane,
            I squeeze into the window seat and Slade sits down beside me. 
         

         
         
         “What have you two been doing?” Josh asks as he
            turns around looking over the back of his seat to stare down at us. 
         

         
         
         “Nothing,” I answer sweetly.

         
         
         He looks from me to Slade a few times and then a
            big smile spreads across his face. “That hickey on your neck says otherwise.”
            He nods his head down to me making a few pieces of his long shaggy brown hair
            fall in his face covering his blue eyes.
         

         
         
         Courtney reaches up and pulls him down into his
            seat by the collar of his shirt. I laugh as I hear him choking from her action.
            “What?” I hear him ask, but she gives him no response.
         

         
         
         Slade slides his hand across my face and into my
            hair. He pulls my face over to him, and he brings his lips to mine. 
         

         
         
         “You gave me a hickey?” I lift an eyebrow. He’s
            left them before just not where others can see them.
         

         
         
         He smirks, and I can almost read his mind. He’s
            thinking ‘Fuck yeah I did. What are you going to do about it?’
         

         
         
         “Oh yeah, it’s huge,” Josh says before we hear
            Courtney reach over and smack his arm. “Ow,” he whines.
         

         
         
         “I couldn’t help it. You just taste so good.” Slade
            tightens his hand in my hair, and I take in a deep breath.
         

         
         
         “Go back to the bathroom,” Josh calls out.

         
         
         Courtney pops her head up over her seat giving us a
            death glare. “I can’t keep his ass quiet if you guys keep fueling the fire,”
            she states before she turns back around.
         

         
         
         I giggle as Slade laughs out loud.

         
         
         He then leans back into me, placing his lips next
            to my ear so only I can hear him. “Just so you know, when we get home my tongue
            is going to take care of you.” He pulls back and his eyes drop to my lap. I
            squeeze my legs tightly thinking of just what that promise means.
         

         
         
         “And I’ll do something for you.” I lick my lips.

         
         
         He shakes his head with a smile on his face. “I
            have a hard enough time not coming when your hands and mouth are on me.” He
            leans over to whisper in my ear. “I’m going to tie you to our bed and do
            naughty things to you,” he says in his deep demanding tone. “I’ll tease you.”
            He glides his hand up my leg before it dips between my tight thighs. “I’ll have
            you begging for me to take you.” He nibbles on my earlobe, and I close my eyes
            as I shiver. “You’re going to be so fucking wet by the time I fuck you, you’ll
            be begging for a release.”
         

         
         
         “I love to beg,” I say in a dreamy state with a
            smile on my face.
         

         
         
         “Not as much as I love to hear it.” He pulls back
            and sits back in his chair cool as a cucumber. Meanwhile I’m sitting in my seat
            trying to contain the images that he just painted for me. His mouth between my
            legs while my hands are restrained. That alone has my heart beating fast and an
            ache building between my legs.
         

         
         
          “Sam?” I hear someone say my name bursting my
            little bubble.
         

         
         
         I lean forward and look over to the other side of
            the aisle. “Did you say something?” I ask Holly.
         

         
         
         “Yes.” She leans forward as she puts her arm across
            Micah’s chest pushing him back into his seat as he lets out a puff of air. “I
            said…now we have two weddings to plan. It’s going to be so much fun.” She
            bounces up and down making me laugh. 
         

         
         
         “Hopefully it doesn’t stress you out as much as it
            has Holly,” Micah says as he pushes her arm off of his chest with a frown.
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “No. I want…”

         
         
         Before I can say that I want a small and simple
            wedding, Slade interrupts me. “It’s going to be huge,” he says excitingly as he
            spreads his arms wide in front of us. 
         

         
         
         I turn my head to stare at the man who surprises me
            more and more every day. 
         

         
         
         “Whatever you want Angel, it’s yours.” He pats my
            knee. “You want crystal chandeliers, you got ‘em, you want champagne fountains,
            consider it done. Chocolate fountains or even ice sculptures of fucking
            penguins.” He lets out a laugh. “Whatever you want,” he repeats. “Consider it
            done.” 
         

         
         
         The big smile on his face as his baby blue eyes
            look into mine have me smiling like an idiot. 
         

         
         
         Who knew the infamous Slade Long would be so
            excited to plan his wedding. “Thanks, baby.” 
         

         
         
         “We can start planning as soon as we get back,”
            Holly says excitedly.
         

         
         
         “I’m not in a rush.” I shrug. “We need to
            concentrate on yours first.” 
         

         
         
         Her eyes get wide, and she takes in a deep breath.
            “We can have a double bachelorette - bachelor party in Vegas.” She claps her
            hands; her excitement growing more than I thought was possible.
         

         
         
         I look up at Slade. I’m fine with that. That sounds
            fun to me. 
         

         
         
         Micah beats us to it. “I think that’s a great
            idea,” he says, nodding his head over at us, looking just as excited as Holly
            over the idea.
         

         
         
         “Sure,” Slade agrees with a shrug of his shoulders.
            
         

         
         
         “Then it’s settled.” Holly bounces up and down once
            more. “All we need now is for Courtney and Josh to get married.” 
         

         
         
         I hear Courtney coughing like she just swallowed
            her tongue causing me to give a little laugh. Then Josh peeks his head over the
            seat and winks at us. I shake my head as Slade pulls me into his side. 
         

         
         
         “I think Tate needs to get married after Slade and
            Sam,” Courtney adds.
         

         
         
         We all look over to Tate sitting in the row in
            front of Holly and Micah. He has his head down and is messing with his phone,
            which the flight attendant has already twice gotten onto him about.
         

         
         
         I release a sigh as I sit back into Slade’s side. I
            don’t think Tate has any intention of settling down, ever. He once told me at
            Larry’s that not everyone is looking for love. I’m pretty sure that was his way
            of saying he just wants to fuck around with women.
         

         
         
         I look over to Slade as him and Micah talk about
            the upcoming work week and their father hiring a new guy up at the firm. There
            was a time Slade didn’t want to be in love. He didn’t even care to know their
            names let alone see them again. No strings attached was his motto. I
            have faith that Tate will one day find someone he can’t live without. I just
            hope that when that day comes, she doesn’t break his heart.
         

         
         
         “I love you.” I interrupt their conversation and
            look up at Slade.
         

         
         
         He pauses midsentence and looks down at me. “I love
            you too, Angel.” He gives me a warm smile as his baby blue eyes stare into
            mine. Then turns his attention back to Micah, picking up where he left off.
         

         
         
         I lay my head on his shoulder and close my eyes.
            I’m going to take a nap while I’m in his arms. Come tomorrow, he will be back
            to work at the firm, and I will be back to work at the bank.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Thanks again for the
            wonderful trip,” I say standing in the middle of the St. Louis airport hugging
            Vivian as the guys grab the luggage. 
         

         
         
         She shakes her head, which tosses her long blond
            hair around as she sniffs.
         

         
         
         “Are you alright?” I ask with a frown.

         
         
         She nods her head quickly. “I’m just so happy. Both
            of my boys have found love.” She smiles and claps her hands together.
         

         
         
         I smile back at her. She has been emotional since
            Slade proposed last night. After his proposal we all drank champagne and hung
            out in our room until about three in the morning. I had laid down and passed
            out from exhaustion after everyone left. The time change was still kicking my
            butt. Not long after I fell asleep, Slade had woke me up. He said he needed to
            make love to me. It was sweet but had given me an uneasy feeling.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “What’s wrong?” I ask sleepily running my hands
               through his damp hair. His naked body lying on top of mine, pinning me down
               into the mattress.

         
         
         “I just need you right now. I need to show you
               how much I love you,” he whispers into my neck. 

         
         
         I inhale his clean scent from his soap and
               smile. 

         
         
         “Tell me,” he says, sounding desperate. “Tell me
               you need me.”

         
         
         “I need you,” I say without hesitation. “I love
               you,” I add. Even though it’s the truth, I feel like he still needs to hear the
               words.

         
         
         “Promise me you’ll never leave me.” He reaches up
               and pulls my hands away from his hair. Intertwining his fingers through mine,
               he holds them down beside my head.

         
         
         “I’ll never leave you,” I say trying not to show
               the concern on my face or in my voice.

         
         
         He pushes my hands up the bed and places them in
               one hand. His free hand cups my face. My eyes roam his face, and I can see the
               frown on his lips and the fear in his eyes. What he fears I have no clue. 

         
         
         “I’ll always protect you, Angel,” he promises.
               “With my life, I will protect you.” 

         
         
         I start to ask him what he means by that, but he
               doesn’t give me the opportunity. His other hand releases my wrists, and before
               I know it, he enters me and slowly makes love to me as if I’m something to be
               cherished. 

         
         
         My concerns fade as he shows me just how soft he
               can be.

         
         
          

         
         
         I don’t know what could have happened in such a
            short time from when everyone left our room to when he woke me up. I wanted to
            question him this morning but when I woke up to our alarm, I realized that I
            had already pressed snooze twice. So, needless to say, we were already running
            behind and I did not have a chance to ask him what happened to make him
            second-guess my feelings toward him. I did not want to miss our plane. 
         

         
         
         “Vivian,” Mark says softly coming up behind her and
            pulling me out of my memories. 
         

         
         
         “Oh I know. I know.” She fans her face with her
            hand to help dry her happy tears. She smiles at me, brushing her long blond
            hair off of her shoulders. “I’m just emotional.” She takes both of my hands
            again, squeezing. “Can you imagine what I’ll be like at the weddings?” she
            asks, laughing at herself. “It’s a mother’s dream.” She looks up to the ceiling
            as she sighs dramatically. “I can’t wait to go dress shopping and help you
            choose a cake, bridesmaid’s dresses, and a bridal bouquet.” 
         

         
         
         She tightens her hands on mine, and I look down at
            the pink princess cut diamond that sits on my ring finger. 
         

         
         
         I feel sadness that my mother won’t be here to help
            me plan my wedding. Or that my father won’t be able to walk me down the aisle.
            They both died way too soon. They should have had the chance to see their only
            daughter get married, to know that I found my one true love. 
         

         
         
         “Did I say something wrong, dear?” she asks,
            getting my attention.
         

         
         
         I look up at her, pulling myself together. “No, I’m
            great.” I give her a reassuring smile. 
         

         
         
         “You girls should come over tomorrow after you get
            off of work. We can go over everything and start planning these weddings. After
            all of the hours we have already spent planning Holly’s wedding, not much has
            been settled yet. Only the few things that her mother has chosen for her,” she
            says with a frown. Holly’s mother seems to be getting on everyone’s nerves.
         

         
         
         “You don’t have to do that. I already told Holly
            that we need to focus on hers and Micah’s first,” I inform her.
         

         
         
         “Oh no,” she chimes. “I can multitask.” She smiles
            at me.
         

         
         
         I just nod my head, because I don’t want to put a
            damper on her plans. “Thank you.”
         

         
         
         I turn around looking for Slade when I see him over
            by our luggage talking to Tate. They look to be in deep conversation. Slade has
            his arms crossed over his chest and his legs are spread wide, giving off a
            threatening stance. Whereas Tate has his hands in his front pockets of his worn
            looking blue jeans, as his chain hangs from his back to front pocket. He’s
            leaning up against the luggage belt with one black boot crossed over the other.
            He looks to be bored as hell as Slade continues to go on and on about
            something.
         

         
         
         “I don’t want to go back to work tomorrow,”
            Courtney says, coming up behind me. I turn to face her. 
         

         
         
         “Me either,” I sigh. 

         
         
         “Then quit.” 

         
         
         “I can’t do that,” I respond.

         
         
         She places an arm over my shoulder. “Why? It’s not
            because of money.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “No. Money doesn’t have anything
            to do with it.” I just need to keep myself busy, although I hate my job at the
            bank; it’s so boring. It is still my job, and I won’t quit. 
         

         
         
         Courtney pulls her arm off of my shoulders and
            turns to face me. “There are other places you can work, Sis.”
         

         
         
         “I know.” But until I decide what I want to do with
            my life, I will continue to work at the bank.
         

         
         
         “Your mother left you that money…” She trails off
            when I narrow my eyes on her and throws her hands up in the air. “You could use
            that money and start your own business like she always wanted you two to do
            together,” she finishes.
         

         
         
         I place my hands on my hips. I quit thinking of
            that business the day I left after my high school graduation. “That dream died
            a long time ago, Court.” It comes out more hateful than I meant it to.
         

         
         
         She lets out a breath. “She would want you to be
            happy.”
         

         
         
         I look her in the eyes as I play with my engagement
            ring on my finger. “I am happy.”
         

         
         
         She looks as if she wants to say something, but she
            just hangs her head and turns to walk away.
         

         
         
         “Ready to go home, Angel?” Slade wraps an arm
            around me, distracting me from the conversation.
         

         
         
         I look up at him, and he gives me a small smile,
            but I can tell from his stiff body that he’s fuming about something.
         

         
         
         I offer him a smile in return. “Yes.”

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Once we arrive home, I run
            over to the neighbors and grab our puppy, Peaches. After spending several
            minutes thanking them and trying to pay them, which of course they refused, I
            walk back over to our house and place her down in the hallway before I walk into
            our bedroom. As soon as I enter, Slade grabs my hips and spins me around. I
            place my hands against his chest and grasp his shirt to help stable myself on
            my heels. He pulls me closely, slamming my body into his. My breath quickens
            with the memory of what he promised on the plane. I love it when he drives me
            wild, and he knows it. 
         

         
         
         I give him a small smile as I look up into his baby
            blue eyes. They roam my face like they’re looking for something, and it reminds
            me of when he woke me this morning.
         

         
         
         “Slade, what were you worried about this morning
            when you woke me up? Did something happen?” I ask.
         

         
         
         If my question catches him off guard, he doesn’t
            show it. It’s almost as if he was expecting me to ask.
         

         
         
         “Nothing is wrong.” He reaches up and pushes a
            stray piece of hair behind my ear as he brushes my question off.
         

         
         
         “Was there something wrong?” I continue to
            prod.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head. “Can I not just want to make
            love to you?” he asks with a frown.
         

         
         
         We don’t make love often. We both like the more
            intense ‘dirty play’ which is what I have come to call it. But it had nothing
            to do with the fact that we made love. It had to do with his words and body
            language. I can read him very well, and something was definitely wrong.
         

         
         
         “No. It’s not…” He places his finger over my lips and
            quiets me. He then leans down and gives me a deep kiss. 
         

         
         
         “Lie on the bed,” he says, effectively ending the
            conversation.
         

         
         
         I lie down on the bed, and he crawls up my body and
            straddles me. I reach up, placing my hands in his hair, and pull his lips down
            to mine. I let out a moan when he runs a hand up my outer thigh over my jeans
            to my hip. He presses his erection against me, and my hands tighten. He pulls
            his lips away and reaches up to remove my hands from his hair. He holds them in
            front of my chest as his eyes move from mine down to my hand. I look at my left
            hand and watch him slowly run his thumb over my engagement ring. 
         

         
         
         My eyes move back up to watch the expression on his
            face. It holds something I can’t quite place. His eyes are soft, yet he’s frowning.
            “What is it?” I ask, worried once again.
         

         
         
         His frown turns into a soft smile. “I still can’t
            believe you’re going to be my wife.” He shakes his head as if in awe. “I’m
            going to be your husband,” he says quietly to himself. “All that worrying…” he
            whispers.
         

         
         
         My eyes look from his hands holding mine up to his
            eyes. “Worrying?” I think back to him in our hotel room right before he asked
            me to marry him. “You were nervous,” I say softly. 
         

         
         
         Was that what this morning had been about? 
         

         
         
         He was afraid that I was going to change my mind
            and walk away from him? Never!

         
         
         His eyes flicker up to mine, and he says, “I wasn’t
            nervous. I was terrified.” 
         

         
         
         “Why?” Did he really think that I would tell him
            no? That I’m not serious when I say I love him?
         

         
         
         He lets out a long breath. “I have always had a
            plan.” He pauses. “You blew everything I ever wanted out of the water when I
            met you. You changed my world, my wants, and my needs. I would give up
            everything I have for you, Angel. I tell you that you are my forever and the
            rest of my life was hanging on your answer.” He looks up at me. “We hadn’t
            talked of marriage, and we haven’t been together for very long. I know you love
            me, but I also remember you telling me once that ‘no two people love the same’.
            I’ve known since I met you that I wanted nothing but you. I wasn’t positive
            that you loved me the way that I love you.”
         

         
         
         I pull my hands out of his and place them on either
            side of his face. “I never knew what love was until I met you, Slade. I
            promise; never doubt how much I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life
            with you.” It’s true that we had never talked of marriage. I even tried to
            convince myself that I would never get married. Did I want that with Slade?
            Absolutely. Did I think he wanted that? No.
         

         
         
         He gives me a big smile, and I feel all the worries
            of this morning leave me. “And you shall, Angel.” 
         

         
         
         He takes my hands and moves them to hold them down
            on either side of my head as he gets that mischievous smile on his face. “Now
            what was it that I whispered to you earlier on the airplane?”
         

         
         
         “Which part?” I ask arching my back up to his
            chest. “The teasing? Licking? Begging?” I lick my lips. “Or the part where you
            are gonna tie me down and drive me crazy?” 
         

         
         
         “All of it, baby. I want all of it.” And I know he
            means more than what I just asked. He wants me forever, and I won’t give him
            anything less. 
         

         
         
         He releases me and climbs off the bed. He goes into
            the closet and returns with a scarf and the handcuffs. 
         

         
         
         I arch an eyebrow at him as he just stands by the
            bed staring down at me with an expressionless face. “What are you waiting for?”
            I finally ask.
         

         
         
         “You.” He nods his head at me. “Undress,” he orders
            in that sexy deep voice.
         

         
         
         “You don’t want to do it?” I ask with a frown.

         
         
         He shakes his head with a smirk. “Remember how I
            told you that you were going to be begging?” I nod. “This is just the
            beginning. Now. Undress yourself.”
         

         
         
         I take in a deep breath as I get off the bed. I
            undress myself rather quickly. I half expect him to tell me to ‘stop’ or ‘go
            slower’. I’m not trying to be sexy, I just wanna do what he says.
         

         
         
         Once I’m completely naked I lie back on the bed and
            look up at him.
         

         
         
         He tosses the handcuffs, and they land beside me.
            He then places the scarf beside me as well. “Put them on,” he demands as he
            stands there still dressed.
         

         
         
         I look at the handcuffs then back to him. “You want
            me to put them on?” I ask slowly. My heart beats frantically in my chest as it
            rises and falls quickly.
         

         
         
         He nods and crosses his arms over his chest. It has
            me wondering what in the hell he’s thinking. 
         

         
         
         I sit up and grab the cuffs. I look down at them as
            the heavy, cold metal sits in my hands.
         

         
         
         “I would suggest placing the blindfold on first,”
            he says making me jump just a bit at his hard tone. 
         

         
         
         I look up at him, and I can tell in his eyes that
            he’s trying to hold back a smile at how nervous I am all of a sudden. And he
            wasn’t suggesting anything. That was his way of telling me what to do.
         

         
         
         I swallow nervously and pick up the long dark gray
            scarf in my hands. Very slowly I place it over my eyes and tie it tightly in
            the back. I sigh and place my hands on my thighs when all I see is total
            darkness. My chest continues to rise and fall quickly, and I throb between my
            thighs.
         

         
         
         “Now the cuffs,” he orders.

         
         
         I turn my head to look to the side of the bed and
            speak. “I can’t see anything. How am I going to put them on?” I ask placing my
            hands on my hips. I’m starting to get irritated. 
         

         
         
         I suck in a breath when the cold metal lands on my
            legs. “Turn onto your stomach.” He continues giving me orders. “And then cuff
            your hands behind your back. Don’t make me tell you again.” 
         

         
         
         I tighten my legs and almost moan at how much I
            want him inside of me already. His voice. His commands. He’s torturing me, yet
            making me wet with excitement of the unknown.
         

         
         
         I place one cuff around my right wrist and then
            roll over onto my stomach. It takes me a few tries to get the other one on. My
            heart beats fast, and I’m panting trying not to look like an idiot. He’s
            probably laughing at me, but I get it done.
         

         
         
         I let out a shaky breath and try to calm my
            breathing down. With no sight and my hands now cuffed behind my back, I’m
            trying to hear what he’s doing. When several seconds tick by, and I hear
            nothing, I speak. “What are you doing?” 
         

         
         
         I hear him walk to the other side of the bed. It
            sounds like he sits down in the chair that sits in the far corner over by the
            tall dresser. “Exactly what I said I was going to do,” he says casually. “Have
            you begging. The part I didn’t mention is that I want you so fucking wet with
            need that you come the second I finally decide to touch you.”
         

         
         
         “So, you’re just going to leave me like this?” I
            ask pulling on the cuffs. 
         

         
         
         He chuckles, and it sounds evil. “I want to watch
            you as you lay there helpless. You can’t move, you can’t see. All you can do is
            imagine what I’m going to do to you.” He pauses, and I let out a long breath.
            “Let your imagination run wild, Angel,” he adds, and I can almost hear the
            smile in his voice.
         

         
         
         Oh shit! This is most definitely going to be
            different.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         Monday morning comes way too
            quickly. I rush into my office trying to fix my tie, since I half-assed it in
            my car on the way here. 
         

         
         
         I’m pretty sure waking up with my cock in Angel’s
            mouth was her retaliation for what I put her through last night. She knows I
            can’t function when she wakes me up like that.
         

         
         
         Waking up with her mouth tightly wrapped around my
            cock does amazing things for my mood, but it also makes me want to be a lazy
            son of a bitch. She literally drains me, and my head is in the gutter the rest
            of the day. Work was the last thing on my mind this morning. 
         

         
         
         And of course she didn’t protest when I held her
            down and ate her for breakfast either. Then she jumped me in the shower,
            wanting to have ‘actual sex’ is how she announced it. When I told her we
            couldn’t, that I was already late, she promised it would be a quickie. And I
            swear that woman has no idea what a ‘quickie’ really is.
         

         
         
         Just as I take a seat at my desk, my office phone
            rings.
         

         
         
         “Slade Long,” I say, picking it up and frantically
            shuffling around papers on my desk. I’m usually more organized than this.
         

         
         
         “Meet in the conference room in five.” My father’s
            voice is on the other line.
         

         
         
         “Okay,” I reply before hanging up. 

         
         
         I give up on the mess of my desk and reach into the
            pocket of my black slacks to pull out my cell. I smile as I look at my screensaver
            and see the picture of Angel and me in Central Park. I’m sitting on a bench and
            she is standing behind it with her hands wrapped around my shoulders. She looks
            so beautiful. The snow on the ground makes her look even more beautiful in her
            white button-down jacket and dark gray scarf. They make her green eyes look
            like two jewels. I slide my screen over, scroll down to Angel, and start typing
            her a text.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: I’m going to be hard all day thinking
               about my wakeup call this morning.

         
         
          

         
         
         She responds before I can tuck it back in my
            pocket.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: Is your dick as hard as my pussy
               is wet? 

         
         
          

         
         
         I groan.

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: Don’t talk like that. I have
               to go into a meeting with my father. What am I supposed to do with my dick?
               It’s already standing at attention thinking of that hot mouth and tight pussy
               of yours.

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: Aww, poor baby. If I was there I
               would take care of that ‘problem’ for you. 

         
         
          

         
         
         I throw my phone down on my desk and lean back in
            my chair. I let out a long sigh running a hand over my face. I think I have
            turned her into a sex machine. I swear, I can’t keep up with her. 
         

         
         
         My cock twitches behind my dark dress pants telling
            my mind to shut the fuck up, to give it to her as much as she wants it and then
            some.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         My phone beeps, and I lean forward to pick it up.

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: How about, let your imagination
               run wild...

         
         
          

         
         
         Yep. She’s retaliating alright.

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: I bet you’re thinking of me, on my
               knees. Your hands tightly knotted in my hair as you…

         
         
          

         
         
         I can’t read anymore. I exit out of the message and
            pick up my office phone. I dial her work number.
         

         
         
         “Central Bank. This is Samantha Hall. How may I
            help you?” she answers, and I can hear the smile in her voice. She knows it’s
            me calling. 
         

         
         
         “Stop doing that,” I snap, and she laughs. “For the
            love of God, please,” I beg of her.
         

         
         
         Her laughter gets louder. “You are in so much
            trouble,” I warn. “I was being serious, Angel,” I snap readjusting my hard-on.
         

         
         
         “Oh, I was too,” she says no longer laughing. “How
            about lunch? Would you like me to bring you lunch, sweetheart?”
         

         
         
         I can tell by the sultry tone in her voice she
            doesn’t mean food. “Yes.” 
         

         
         
         “What would you like?”

         
         
         I sigh. “Just you, Angel. Just bring your hot
            little ass to my office.”
         

         
         
         “I’ll be there at twelve thirty. I love you,” she
            says before she hangs up.
         

         
         
         I slam the phone down and take a few deep breaths.
            Twelve thirty, I can make it until then.
         

         
         
         Leaving my cell on the desk I stand up and try to
            walk off this painful erection on the way to the conference room.
         

         
         
         “Man I’m so glad we are about to go on another
            vacation,” Micah says as he enters the big conference room. He fiddles with his
            black tie before he sits down beside me.
         

         
         
         “What? Vegas is like three weeks away.” Or is it
               two? I can’t keep track of time these days. I’m lucky that I even
            remembered today was Monday and I needed to come to work.
         

         
         
         “You don’t understand, but you will.” He laughs but
            it holds no humor. “While we were in New York, all Holly talked about was you
            proposing.” I’m surprised she was able to keep it a secret. “Then as soon as
            you did, all she has talked about is our wedding again. She keeps asking me
            what I think.” He throws his hands up in the air. “I don’t fucking know,
            they’re just napkins. Why do they have to be a certain color, or have a little
            design on them, or...” He pulls on the collar of his dark gray button up.
         

         
         
         I place my hand on his shoulder. “Calm down,” I say
            trying not to laugh at him.“If it doesn’t matter then just pick something to
            make her happy.”
         

         
         
         He looks at me, his dark blue eyes wild-eyed. “You
            just wait.” He shakes a finger at me. “It’s a test. It’s all a fucking test.
            They want you to pick what they want without telling you. If you pick the wrong
            thing you get asked a million questions like ‘why you don’t like that one’ or
            ‘do you even care’? You want to say ‘not really’ but that will just start an even
            bigger fight.”
         

         
         
         I can’t hold back my laughter anymore. He gets less
            and less like my brother every day. I love him this way just as much the other
            way. He just has never seemed so unraveled.
         

         
         
         “Quit messing with your tie,” I say yanking the
            silk black tie out of his hands. “Why are you so fidgety?” I question.
         

         
         
         He places his hands on the table and sighs. “I just
            need some sleep.”
         

         
         
         “Okay boys.” Our father enters the conference room,
            getting our attention. He’s in total business mode, dressed in an expensive dark
            Armani suit with a silver tie and shiny black shoes to match. Seeing him in
            street clothes, like he was while we were in New York, still takes some getting
            used to. Even growing up I always saw him in a suit.
         

         
         
         He strolls to the head of the table and pulls out
            the seat. He sits down and links his hands together before placing them on the
            table. He clears his throat and then looks up at us. “I just got off the phone
            with Mayor O’Hare, and I have officially hired his youngest son, Braxton, here
            at the firm.”
         

         
         
         “Were you ever considering not to?” I ask sitting
            up straighter in my chair. 
         

         
         
         We’d had this talk while we were in New York. My
            father had received a phone call that Braxton, one of my best friends from high
            school, Parker O’Hare’s, little brother, was graduating with a law degree from
            Princeton a semester early. His father, the mayor of St. Louis and also a
            friend of my father’s from way back, called asking him for a job. 
         

         
         
         “Well, we really don’t need him.” He shrugs. “But
            after some thought I have decided that it is a great idea.”
         

         
         
         “When does he start?” Micah asks.

         
         
         “He will be here tomorrow.”

         
         
         That surprises me. “That’s quick,” I point out the
            obvious.
         

         
         
          My father nods his head. “We’ve been gone and
            things need to get back in order. I want him here as soon as possible so he can
            help do just that,” he states before he stands and walks out of the room
            clearly ending our meeting.
         

         
         
         Well that was short. Couldn’t he have told
            us that over a phone call?
         

         
         
         Micah turns to me. “Do you ever talk to Parker
            anymore?” 
         

         
         
         Parker, Josh, and I used to be inseparable back in
            middle school and high school. Josh and I were always closer but Parker was
            usually close behind.
         

         
         
         “I spoke to him last year when he came into town
            for the birthday party that we threw for Josh.” At the time, Josh was with his
            fiancée. The crazy bitch tried to get me to fuck her that night. Micah was with
            Holly, so Parker and I were our usual single selves fucking everything we could
            but of course I turned down Josh’s fiancée. “How about you?”
         

         
         
         “I spoke with him a couple of weeks ago. He called
            me to confirm that he was coming to Vegas and that he’s in the wedding.” Micah
            smiles over at me.
         

         
         
         I let out a long breath and lean my head back
            against the chair. “I see Vegas ending in disaster,” I mumble. 
         

         
         
         Parker has a tendency to bring up things from the
            past. Angel and I just went through all those videos that Jessica sent her. I
            don’t want her to know things about my past when it comes to women. Because I
            sure as hell don’t like hearing about her and Jax’s past.
         

         
         
         Micah laughs. 

         
         
         “Why do you think that the high probability of me
            getting in trouble with Angel is funny?” I ask looking over to him.
         

         
         
         He shrugs. “I just see it the same way you see me
            freaking out over my wedding with Holly,” he says simply.
         

         
         
         “You’re such an ass,” I growl getting up out of my
            chair.
         

         
         
         “That’s what little brothers are for.” He pats me
            on the back before he turns and heads to his office. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Around lunchtime I’m on a
            call to a client when my door opens. I look up and expect to see Angel, but
            instead see Tate walking in. I lift my free hand and motion for him to take a
            seat as I wrap up my phone call.
         

         
         
         “What can I do for you, Tate?” I ask once I hang up
            the phone.
         

         
         
         “Has Sam asked you any questions?” he asks.

         
         
         I think back to her asking me what was wrong after
            I took the phone call from Jax and had the talk with Tate about his secret. I
            couldn’t tell her any of it. My body language was giving something away, she
            just couldn’t figure it out. I had taken off my sweatpants and climbed on top
            of her. I needed her. I needed to feel like everything was still okay. She had
            agreed to marry me and in a matter of hours things were already threatening to
            fall apart. But I don’t want Tate to know any of that. He already has a lot
            going on. He doesn’t need to know that I acted like a little bitch, afraid I
            was going to lose my favorite toy to a big bully, which would be Jax in this
            case.
         

         
         
         I take a good look at him. He looks like he hasn’t
            slept in days. The total opposite of how he was in New York. He didn’t act like
            being around her affected him much until we landed last night. We argued at the
            airport over him telling her, because I feel she has the right to know. My words
            were pointless, though. He could have cared less what I thought. He knows I
            won’t run and tell her anything. She will have questions that I won’t have
            answers to. 
         

         
         
         “No,” I respond to his question. “As far as I know,
            there is no way for her to find out unless you tell her.”
         

         
         
         We sit in silence for a few seconds as I watch him
            stare down at the black and white Persian rug that sits in the middle of my
            office floor. I can see the battle he’s having just by staring at him. He looks
            pained, and I hate that I’m going to see that same look on Angel’s face when he
            tells her that all along she has had a brother but that he wasn’t there when
            she needed him.
         

         
         
         “Why?” I ask finally breaking the silence. “Has she
            said something to you?”
         

         
         
         I don’t know just how close they have gotten since
            he has entered her life for the second time, but Tate is close with us guys.
            Tate and I had a rocky start when he showed up at her mother’s house a few
            months back, but now I consider him one of my best friends and soon he is going
            to be my brother. Just like Micah and Josh are.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head getting my attention before
            looking up to me. He runs a hand over his cropped dark hair. “I was the one who
            bought Jack’s house,” he admits softly.
         

         
         
         Not what I was expecting. “That was you?” I ask shocked.
            “I wondered how it sold so fast.” Now I know why he had called me freaking out
            when he had been notified that she put her dad’s house up for sale. He wanted
            it.
         

         
         
         He nods his head and sighs. 

         
         
         “How did she not know? She had all the paperwork
            faxed to her the next day,” I remind him. I don’t think that is something that
            she could have overlooked.
         

         
         
         He lets out a long breath. “My legal name is not
            Tate but she has never known me by anything other than that. I had to have help
            from a friend to get that house in order for her not to find out.” 
         

         
         
         “Your name is not really Tate?” This cannot be
               happening. 

         
         
         He shakes his head slowly and looks down to the
            floor once again. “Like I said before, I have secrets, Slade,” he mumbles.
         

         
         
         I sit back in my chair and let out a puff of air,
            completely shocked. 
         

         
         
         Just how deep do his secrets go? 

         
         
         “I feel…guilty,” he admits, getting my attention.

         
         
         “That you’re keeping a secret from her?” I’m not
            sure which secret I’m asking about. There seems to be many.
         

         
         
         He slowly nods his head as he keeps his eyes on the
            floor as in thought. “I’m just not ready. I know—” He holds up his hand
            thinking I was going to speak. “I’m being a selfish prick and a horrible
            brother. I’m just not ready to bring up my past and all the fucked-up things it
            involves.”
         

         
         
         I release a long breath. I sit and watch him as he
            mentally fights with himself. He is just like his sister. They both want to
            keep their lives a secret from the world. They both wear their hearts on their
            sleeves, they just don’t want to admit it. 
         

         
         
         “You have my word, Tate. As long as you need to
            keep that secret. Or if you ever just need to talk.” 
         

         
         
         He stands up and nods his head once. Looking me in
            the eye he says, “Thanks, Slade,” then turns around and walks out of my office.
         

         
         
         I don’t know what he wanted to accomplish by coming
            up to my office, but I feel like whatever he was searching for, he did not get.
         

         
         
         I sit up in my chair and send out an email to a
            friend. I know I told him that my lips were sealed. It does not mean that I’m
            not gonna search to find out who the hell he truly is. 
         

         
         
         It’s thirty minutes later; I’ve sent an email to an
            old friend and then checked through my emails from us being out of town when I
            hear my door open again. I look up and see my Angel walking in like she owns
            the place. Her black, sexy fuck-me heels click as she crosses the dark hardwood
            floors. Her dark brown hair is in big curls and falls down on both sides of her
            Barbie doll face. She still has her sunglasses on and a naughty little smile on
            her sexy lips.
         

         
         
         “What can I do for you, beautiful?” I ask with a
            smile on my face.
         

         
         
         She walks up to my desk, places her palms flat, and
            leans over. “I believe I am here to do something for you.”
         

         
         
         “What is that?” I ask with a knowing smile.

         
         
         “I’m here to service you, Sir.”

         
         
         That soft voice has my eyebrows shoot up along with
            my cock. Fuck, did that sound hot as hell. I sit there speechless as she leans
            over even further. Placing her face right up to mine. She still has on her
            sunglasses, and it’s killing me, wanting to pull them off and see those bright
            green eyes.
         

         
         
         She licks her pink shiny lips and the notion
            reminds me of why she is here. Service my cock.

         
         
         “Unless you don’t have time for me.” She sticks
            that plump bottom lip out, pouting. “I did have an appointment didn’t I?”
         

         
         
         I nod my head, and she pushes off of the desk and
            walks around. I spin my chair around to face her, and she stops in front of me
            looking down. I stand quickly, not liking that fact that she’s looking down at
            me. 
         

         
         
         I reach up and remove her big black sunglasses
            before tossing them onto my desk. I lean down, taking her lips with mine, and I
            feel her hand go to my pants—not wanting to waste any time. She unzips them and
            reaches through my boxers, pulling out my hard dick. I moan at the instant
            relief from the restraining fabric. It’s been throbbing all day, and I’m pretty
            sure my balls are blue.
         

         
         
         I pull back from her and lift my hands to undo my
            purple tie. She tilts her head to the side in confusion as I slip it out from
            underneath the collar of my button-down dress shirt. I take her wrists in mine
            and place them behind her back.
         

         
         
         “Hold them still,” I command, and she obliges. I
            fasten my tie around her wrists, securing them tightly behind her back. 
         

         
         
         She smiles when I pull back and lift my hands to
            undo the buttons on her white blouse. I undo them far enough to reveal her
            pierced belly button, then push the shirt back so it sits at the top of her
            arms, constricting her arms even more. She arches her back, pushing her chest
            up toward me. I pull down her flesh tone bra and lean down to take a pink
            nipple in my mouth. She moans as I swirl my tongue around it until it hardens.
            Then I lightly bite it, making her breaths come faster as she pants. 
         

         
         
         I pull away and smile. “To your knees,” I demand
            selfishly not wanting to wait any longer. She came to my office to give me what
            I want and right now I want to have her at my mercy. To have her pleasuring me.
            
         

         
         
         She falls to her knees without a word, and her head
            bows. The only sound in the room is her heavy breathing, and I smile a cocky
            smile knowing she is probably already wet from thinking about what was going to
            happen to her once she got to my office.
         

         
         
         I slide my left hand into her hair and softly lift
            her head. I grab a hold of my cock at the base, and she licks her lips before
            she opens her mouth. I glide it into her mouth and look down at my dick slowly
            working in and out of her soft lips. She pulls back and then presses forward,
            just starting to ease it in. She’s trying to be gentle, but I don’t want that.
            I want to fuck her with a force that has her eyes watering and her pussy
            soaked.
         

         
         
         I release my cock and place both hands in her hair.
            “Open your eyes.”
         

         
         
         She opens those heavy lids and looks up at me. “This
            is going to be hard and fast,” I grind out as she tries to pull away from me.
            “Don’t fight it.” I tighten my hands in her hair, while giving her a reassuring
            smile, but inside I’m dying. I’ve been needing this all fucking day, and I’m
            about to take it.
         

         
         
         I push my hips forward, and she whimpers when I
            feel the back of her throat. She doesn’t try to pull away this time as I give
            her all of me. She opens her throat up and sits patiently on her knees as I
            have my way with her mouth. Pushing in and out like my life depends on it. I
            throw my head back, and my jaw tightens when she moans, vibrating my cock. 
         

         
         
         “That’s it, baby,” I grind out. “Fuck…” I hiss when
            I feel my balls tighten. I push my hips one more time when I feel my release in
            the back of her throat, and I hold her head steady. Once I release her, she
            pulls away quickly, opening her mouth and breathing heavily.
         

         
         
         I want more! 

         
         
         Watching her restrain herself last night was a
            fucking turn on. I could have just sat there in that chair for hours and
            watched as she moaned and wiggled while waiting for me to take her. To do with
            her whatever I pleased. I didn’t make her wait long though. My downfall is that
            I’m impatient when it comes to her. Especially when she’s naked and says the
            word please. Gets me every time. Maybe I should gag her. Now there’s an
            idea. Maybe we’ll try that eventually.
         

         
         
         I reach down and pull her to stand quickly and
            shove her back against the wall next to my desk, smashing her restrained arms
            between her and the wall. She lets out a strangled cry from my force. I need to
            feel her come. I need to bring her pleasure like she just brought me. 
         

         
         
         I place my hands down on her thighs and lift up her
            pencil skirt to where it rests around her waist. I rip her panties off not
            wanting to deal with that annoying piece of fabric that just gets in my fucking
            way. I slowly push a finger into her. 
         

         
         
         “You’re so wet, baby.” I lean my head down to the
            crook of her neck taking in a deep breath. “Does sucking my cock make you wet?”
            I whisper making her shiver.
         

         
         
         I start to move it in and out before I add another
            one. 
         

         
         
          “Yes,” she answers, letting her head fall back
            against the wall, her lips parted and breaths coming quicker and quicker.
         

         
         
         I chuckle. “You like being on your knees as I use
            your mouth,” I say as I kiss up her exposed chest and neck.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” she whimpers once again.

         
         
         “Why is that, Angel?” I growl getting turned on by
            her confession. I know she likes giving it as much as I like taking it.
         

         
         
         “Ahh.” She cries out as my fingers continue to move
            in and out of her wet pussy.
         

         
         
         Growling I say, “Answer me.”

         
         
         “Because I’m yours.” She swallows. “To use however
            you want,” she pants.
         

         
         
         I moan at those words. Nothing makes a man feel
            more powerful than his woman telling him that she is his to do with whatever he
            wants, whenever he wants. 
         

         
         
         “You are mine,” I say clenching my jaw and getting
            more forceful with my fingers.
         

         
         
         She takes in a few deep breaths as her body
            stiffens and her orgasm rocks her, making her sway. I wrap an arm around her
            tightly, keeping her up as I continue to milk her pussy for all it has. I know
            how hard she can come, and I fucking want it. 
         

         
         
         She comes loudly, not caring who can hear her, and
            neither do I. Let them know what I do this to woman. 
         

         
         
         I place her in my office chair, knowing she can’t
            stand on her shaking legs and those skinny heels she wears. Reaching behind her
            I undo my tie that still restricts her hands. Once done, I kneel down in front
            of her and set her hands in her lap as I gently rub her wrists.
         

         
         
         I watch her parted lips as she sucks in breath after
            breath. Her chest rises and falls fast, her bra pulled down giving me a look at
            her hard nipples. She has her head resting back against the chair, and her eyes
            are still closed. I can feel her legs still shaking against me from her orgasm.
            
         

         
         
         I release her wrists and place my hand in her hair
            and pull her head down to face me. She opens her heavy eyes, and she looks like
            she’s in some trance. I smirk, basking in the state I have brought her to.
         

         
         
         I continue to kneel in front of her silently
            letting her get her body back under control. When she can finally breathe
            normal again she speaks.
         

         
         
         “What has gotten into you?” she asks with a soft
            smile.
         

         
         
         What did get into me? “I’m pretty sure it
            was you calling me sir,” I say honestly. 
         

         
         
         She gives a little laugh.

         
         
         “No, really. It was hot,” I remark honestly.

         
         
         She playfully slaps me on the chest. “Where are my
            panties?” she asks sitting up straight in the chair, looking around as she
            starts to readjust her bra and button her blouse back up.
         

         
         
         “You’re not getting them back,” I respond.

         
         
         She points a finger at me. “I need them. I’m going
            dress shopping with your mother and the girls after work.”
         

         
         
         I stand up and grab some tissues off of my desk and
            hand them to her to clean up. I place my dick back inside my boxers and
            refasten my slacks. “So? You don’t need panties to go shopping with the girls,”
            I state, loving the idea that she will be commando the rest of the day. Means
            less I have to take off as soon as she walks through the front door of our
            house.
         

         
         
         “Slade.” She sighs looking down at her watch I gave
            her for Christmas. “Your mother is taking me and Holly wedding dress shopping.
            I don’t want to go without underwear.” She makes a look of disgust.
         

         
         
         I smile, pulling her up and out of the chair.
            “You’re going shopping for your wedding dress?” I ask shocked. 
         

         
         
         “Yes,” she answers with no hint of excitement.

         
         
         I frown at her lack of enthusiasm. “I didn’t know
            you had plans after work.”
         

         
         
         “Your mother called me earlier. We were supposed to
            all meet at your parents’ house and look at things online. But I guess Holly’s
            mom had to go out of town for work and has a few dresses she wants her to try
            on. Your mother thinks it will be a good time to have me look for a dress as
            well.” She sighs.
         

         
         
         I grab her left hand and bring it up to my lips. I
            give her knuckles a light kiss. “Do you want me talk to her? I don’t want her
            to push you if you’re not ready.” I would wait for her as long as she needs me
            to, and I know my mother can be overwhelming when it comes to stuff like this. 
         

         
         
         “No.” She pulls back from me. “I am ready. I…” She
            looks down at her ring. “I’m just nervous.” She laughs at herself then her eyes
            come back up to meet mine. “I just want it to be perfect for you,” she
            whispers. “What if you hate the dress that I pick out?”
         

         
         
         I pull her back into me and wrap my arms around her
            small waist. “You are perfect, baby. Don’t worry about the dress or anything
            else about the wedding. I’m going to love it. You know why?” She shakes her
            head. “Because whatever you pick will be what you love. And that’s all the matters
            to me.”
         

         
         
         She gives me a smile, and I lean down, giving her a
            soft kiss on her lips. She pulls back and cocks an eyebrow. “Enough about the
            wedding. Where are my panties?”
         

         
         
         I laugh as I pull them out of my pocket. She gasps
            when I hand them to her. “Slade,” she snaps, holding them up in front of her.
            “You tore them.”
         

         
         
         “I figured you knew that when I yanked them from
            your hips,” I say with laughter.
         

         
         
         “I wasn’t paying attention,” she mumbles shoving
            them back into my pocket. “You can have them.” She claps her hands together as
            if she just got an idea. “I will run by the house and change before I meet the
            girls after work,” she says matter-of-fact.
         

         
         
         I pat my pocket giving her a victory smile. “Well
            then, there you go.”
         

         
         
         She leans over and kisses my lips. She starts to
            leave and then turns to face me before she walks out, placing her sunglasses on
            top of her head. “Thank you, Sir, for the services.”
         

         
         
         I growl as she walks out laughing.

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWO

         
         
         

         
         
         “I love this one,” Vivian
            says with a smile as she holds up the hundredth wedding dress. Okay, it’s more
            like the fifth, but it feels like the hundredth dress.
         

         
         
         “Oh that one is gorgeous,” Missy says from next to
            me as she pushes her black rimmed glasses further up her nose while we sit on a
            white leather couch in the middle of a bridal shop. 
         

         
         
         I’ve never been in a bridal shop before, but I
            would have to say they are extremely nice. Or this one is at least. I feel like
            I should have taken my shoes off when I walked in. Everything is so white and
            clean, from the white carpet to the white furnishings, it almost made me
            nervous to even sit down on the couch.
         

         
         
         I look up at Vivian when she waves the dress she is
            holding in my face. It’s an okay dress, but it’s a little too much for what I’m
            wanting. The top is a sparkly halter top and then the entire skirt is nothing
            but net. I imagine it would look beautiful on the dance floor.
         

         
         
         “Yeah, it’s nice,” I say smiling.

         
         
         Vivian’s smile drops off of her face, and she
            lowers her arm that’s holding the dress. “You don’t like it?” Her words full of
            disappointment. 
         

         
         
         I shrug. “It just doesn’t look like me,” I say
            honestly.
         

         
         
         “What kind of dress do you have in mind?” Courtney
            asks from the dressing room to the right of us. She has been in there for ten
            minutes trying to get Holly into a dress.
         

         
         
         “I don’t know exactly. I want something elegant,
            yet simple,” I say, imagining something tight fitting with a long train.
            Something that is classy and stunning.
         

         
         
         “Simple?” Courtney snorts. “Since when do you do
            simple?”
         

         
         
         “What does that mean?” I ask with a frown looking
            to the door of the dressing room.
         

         
         
         The door swings open, and she walks out. A defeated
            looking Holly follows behind her wearing a white crinoline skirt and white
            corset. Her shoulders are slumped, and she blows a few pieces of her black hair
            out of her face.
         

         
         
         “It means it’s your wedding. Go all out.” She
            throws her hands in the air. “You’ve always been a girlie girl. Get something
            with layers of lace and jewels.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “I want simple,” I repeat,
            crossing my arms over my chest.
         

         
         
         “I think simple sounds beautiful,” Missy says
            softly with a smile.
         

         
         
         I nod my head, thankful that someone is on my
            level, even if she is just agreeing with me because no one else is. 
         

         
         
         I’ll take it.

         
         
         Why she continues to bring me dresses is beyond me.
            Holly is the one who is running out of time. Slade and I haven’t even talked
            about a date yet.
         

         
         
         I hold in my sigh. As a girl I know we all dream
            about the day we get married and what we would want it to be like. But the day
            my father passed and my mother shut me out, my life changed. Things no longer
            mattered. Even with Jax. We had spoken of marriage, but I was never the girl to
            run out and grab wedding magazines to start planning it. 
         

         
         
         I do want to marry Slade. I want to be that girl
            who’s excited and ready to start planning our future together. We have only
            been together for four months, but I love him more than anything, and I know
            that I want to spend the rest of my life with him.
         

         
         
         I nod my head and give Vivian a sincere smile.
            “Okay, but I want simple,” I remind her.
         

         
         
         “I think I saw just the one,” Vivian says turning
            and handing the dress in her hands back to the consultant who is helping us
            out.
         

         
         
         As Missy and I strike up a conversation about her
            schooling, Holly explains to the lady that the dress she had given her was too
            small, and she didn’t care much for it anyway.
         

         
         
         Her mother had set up this appointment while we
            were in New York. She had intended to be here as well but had to go away this
            morning a business trip. Holly tried to reschedule for when she got back, but
            her mother said she didn’t have the time to waste and to go on and try them
            without her. We were not the least bit surprised when we arrived and the
            consultant already had dresses that Holly’s mother had picked out for her. And
            they are hideous. 
         

         
         
         “Here it is,” Vivian says, getting my attention and
            holding up a dress that is still in the plastic cover. “Come on. Try it on.”
            She pouts, and I can’t help but laugh.
         

         
         
         “I’ll help you,” Missy says standing and taking the
            dress from her so Vivian is free to go help Holly pick out something else.
         

         
         
         Missy and I make our way into the dressing room and
            stand quietly as I stare at the cover hiding the dress. I close my eyes and
            wish that my mother was here. She would not have missed this day. 
         

         
         
         I hear the cover being unzipped and open my eyes
            when Missy gasps.
         

         
         
         “Wow,” I say when I get a good look at it. 

         
         
         “Yeah,” Missy agrees. 

         
         
         We don’t say anything else as I remove my jeans and
            shirt. Courtney throws over a corset to us, and Missy helps me snap it in
            place. She then helps me into the dress.
         

         
         
         All the girls are quiet as I step up on the
            pedestal to look at myself in the floor length mirrors.
         

         
         
         Vivian steps up behind me, her eyes filled with
            tears. “Is this what you had in mind?” she asks with a knowing smile.
         

         
         
         I smile as I nod my head. “It’s perfect,” I say as
            I run my hands down the flawless white satin that covers my hips.
         

         
         
         She smiles. “I thought so.”

         
         
         It really is gorgeous. It’s too big, but the style
            and look is exactly what I had in mind.
         

         
         
         I turn around and face her. “Thank you, Vivian.” 

         
         
         It is then that I realize I do have a mother here
            to help me, even if she is not my own. I lost my mother and my father, but I am
            gaining an entirely new family.
         

         
         
         “You’re so lucky you found a dress,” Holly cries,
            almost in tears. “All the ones my mother picked out are fugly,” she whines.
         

         
         
         Courtney nods her head quickly with her lip pulled
            back in disgust.
         

         
         
         “Try on a dress that you like,” Missy encourages
            her.
         

         
         
         Holly shakes her head. “You don’t understand. My
            mother will freak if I don’t pick something that she likes.”
         

         
         
         “Oh for fuck’s sake, it’s your wedding,” Courtney
            says making me frown and Holly laugh. “Tell her to take a hike.”
         

         
         
         “She’s paying for the wedding. She wants everything
            how she has always imagined it. I’m her only daughter.” She sighs. “I don’t want
            to disappoint her.”
         

         
         
         “But she doesn’t mind disappointing you,” Courtney
            says matter-of-fact. “She doesn’t care what you want.”
         

         
         
         “Courtney,” I snap.

         
         
         Holly just stands there staring down at the white
            carpet, and I feel my heart break for her. I know the truth. Her mother hasn’t
            even asked her what she wants. We have been going over stuff on the internet at
            Vivian’s house every other day, yet she hasn’t told her mother the things she
            wants because she hasn’t even asked. 
         

         
         
         “Wow. That dress is beautiful on you.” The
            consultant walks up interrupting our conversation. “But it’s way too big. Let
            me take some measurements,” she says, already pulling out pins and a tape
            measure. 
         

         
         
         I give her a small smile as she proceeds to take my
            measurements. I want to hold Holly and let her know that it will all work out.
            As her maid of honor, I want her wedding to be perfect. Right here, right now,
            I vow to myself to make that happen. Even if I have to go behind that bitch of
            her mother’s back and make it happen.
         

         
         
         We finish up at the store not long after that.
            Holly has to work tonight so we weren’t going to be closing the place down.
         

         
         
         I pull up to the house after making an evening run
            to the grocery store after the bridal shop to grab a few things.
         

         
         
         I get out of my car and smile looking down at it
            parked in the garage. I’m surprised Slade didn’t say anything about me driving
            it today. I’m pretty sure the fact that he was running late this morning due to
            our sexual activities kept him from caring what I drove to work. 
         

         
         
         After shutting the door, I stop in the garage to
            answer my ringing phone. Holls flashes across the screen.
         

         
         
         “Hello?” I say trying to juggle my purse and the
            few sacks of groceries.
         

         
         
         “Hey, Sam,” she says timidly.

         
         
         “Hey girl,” I say frowning at the tone of her
            words. She wasn’t in the best of moods when we left the bridal store.
            “Everything okay?”
         

         
         
         She takes a few seconds to answer which makes me
            nervous. “Uh, well I don’t know how to tell you this.”
         

         
         
         “What is it?”

         
         
         “Well, uh, Jax is here.”

         
         
         The sound of my purse hitting the concrete floor
            echoes through the garage. “What?” I ask thinking I heard her wrong.
         

         
         
         “Yeah.” She takes a deep breath. “I don’t know
            what’s going on, but he says he’s been trying to call you.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head to myself. “I haven’t gotten any
            calls from him.”
         

         
         
         She releases a long breath. “He refuses to leave
            until he speaks with you.”
         

         
         
         “No,” I say gritting my gritting my teeth. Not this
            again. “That’s not going to happen. Tell him to go fuck himself, Holly,” I
            start to ramble. “There is nothing left to say. It’s over. Tell him to take a
            hike.” I suck in a deep breath once I finish rambling, not knowing what the
            hell he must be thinking. He must have lost his mind to think I would want to
            see him after what he did to me.
         

         
         
         “That’s my girl.” I hear her smile through the
            phone.
         

         
         
         “What? You thought I would want to see him?” I ask
            somewhat confused.
         

         
         
         “No. It’s just that he has me confused. He said he
            keeps calling you, and you hadn’t mentioned it to me. Wouldn’t you tell me if
            he was calling you?” she asks sounding hurt.
         

         
         
         “I promise you, Holly. He has not called me, nor
            have I spoken to him.”
         

         
         
         She sighs and then speaks. “I believe you. I’m
            going to have Brandon kick his ass out.” Brandon is the new bouncer who she
            hired after all that shit went down with Jeremy. Even though Jeremy pled guilty
            and is in jail, it opened our eyes to what could happen in that bar. She also
            had the owner install a few cameras. 
         

         
         
         “Holly, if he asks anything about me, do not tell
            him I’m with Slade. He knows where Slade lives, and I don’t want him showing up
            here.” 
         

         
         
         “Are you going to tell Slade?” she asks sounding
            worried.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” I reply with no hesitation. 

         
         
         “Okay. I’ll let you know what ends up happening.”

         
         
         “Thanks girl for giving me a heads up.”

         
         
         We hang up, and I retrieve my purse from the garage
            floor. I walk inside and place the groceries on the kitchen counter when the
            voices of Slade and Tate float up from the basement. I make my way down there
            and find them playing pool while watching Sports Center.
         

         
         
         I walk over to the couch by the pool table and sit
            down nervously. 
         

         
         
         I look down to my hands as I open and close my
            fists. What in the hell could Jax want? My mind wanders back to the last day
            that I saw him when I was moving my stuff out of our rental house.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         
         I spin around and my heart rate picks up. Jax is
               standing in the doorway of the bathroom.

         
         
         “Packing up my stuff.”

         
         
         “No, I mean what are you doing? Why are you
               leaving me?” He leans up against the door jam.

         
         
         I’m starting to get pissy. “Because I walked in
               on you having sex with someone else.”

         
         
         “But I don’t want to break up.” He smiles, and
               it gives me goosebumps; the kind of goosebumps that scream danger. He pushes
               off the doorframe and starts to move toward me. I look to the hall behind him,
               panicking. Where are Micah and Holly?

         
         
         My heart is pounding, and my skin gets clammy.
               “Stay right there,” I demand, putting my hands up.

         
         
         “Come on, babe, you know we’re good together.
               Can we just forget this ever happened?” His brown eyes are on mine, and that
               disturbing smile is still plastered on his face as he saunters toward me. He’s
               getting too close to me now, so I decide to run past him, but he catches my arm
               and pushes us out into the hall. He is holding my arm so tightly that I cry
               out.

         
         
         “Let go!” I scream. I try to pull away, but he
               has a death grip on my arm. “Let go of me, Jax!” I yell in his face. He’s never
               acted this way before, and I don’t know how far he will take it.

         
         
         That vicious smile drops off his face as he
               narrows his brown eyes at me. “No!” He growls, “I will not let go because you’re
               not leaving. You are such a little bitch, Sam. You think you can just walk away
               from me?” I see him lift his right hand, and I think for a second he’s going to
               hit me. I take both my hands and shove him, making him release my arm.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Micah had interrupted us right then and pushed Jax
            away from me. But I had gotten in the way when Jax charged toward him. He
            pushed me, causing me to fall and hit my head on the corner of the wall, which
            landed me in the hospital. 
         

         
         
         After Holly had come into my hospital room, I had
            spoken with the police. Told them what had happened-verified the story that
            Micah had already told them-and we immediately went to the court house to file
            a restraining order. We hadn’t known at that moment that he had already left
            town. When the police came up with nothing they had informed us the rental
            house had been trashed and every trace of him had vanished. Then word of mouth
            got around town that he had taken off with Bridgette to her hometown in
            Georgia. But that bitch caused problems between Slade and me just a few months
            ago when she was giving all those pics to Jessica to fuck with me. So he may
            already know I’m with Slade. She must have told him. Have they broken up? What
            does that mean now? Jax wants me back? I laugh out loud at the thought of that.
            
         

         
         
         What if he cheated on her? I laugh again. 

         
         
         Oh the irony. 

         
         
         What if she cheated on him? Not as funny. I want
            him to break her heart—that fucking cold heartless bitch. I could care
            less that she had slept with Jax while we were together. What I do have
            a problem with is what she tried to do to Slade and me.
         

         
         
         I wish I could have heard that phone call between
            Jessica and her after what I did to Jessica at the bar. The bitch deserved more
            than just a broken nose. I laugh again.
         

         
         
         “What is so funny?”

         
         
         My head snaps up, and my laughter dies when Tate
            speaks. He and Slade are both standing there, pool sticks in hand, staring down
            at me. 
         

         
         
         “Go ahead. Share what is so funny,” Slade
            encourages with a smile. 
         

         
         
         They have probably been standing there for five
            minutes now watching me laugh to myself.
         

         
         
         I take a deep breath before letting this out. 

         
         
         I will not keep any more secrets from Slade, I
            chant to myself over and over in my head.
         

         
         
         I blow out the breath I was holding. “Holly called
            me and informed me that Jax is up at Larry’s looking for me.”
         

         
         
         Slade’s smile drops off of his face, and his body
            stiffens. Tate’s eyes narrow and his lips thin.
         

         
         
         “Did you speak with him?” Tate demands.

         
         
         I frown—why would Tate care? “No. She said he
            refused to leave until I spoke with him but I told her to kick his ass out. I
            have nothing to say to him.” I look down at my hands shaking my head. “He told
            her he’s been trying to call me.” I shake my head. “But I haven’t received one
            call from him.” 
         

         
         
         I peek up through my hair, and I see Slade and Tate
            exchange a look that I don’t understand. “What?” I ask.
         

         
         
         Tate nods his head as Slade just stands there, his
            eyes now drilling holes into me. “What?” I ask standing from the couch. “I saw
            that look you two exchanged. What is it?”
         

         
         
         “I blocked his number from your line.” Slade
            finally speaks, his voice hard and cold.
         

         
         
         “What made you do that?” It shouldn’t surprise me.
            He did the same thing to Jessica. Then a thought hits me. “How would you know
            his number?” I deleted it after our breakup. And if I remember correctly, Slade
            kept telling me he didn’t know Jax until that night I called him looking for
            Jax.
         

         
         
         Slade runs a hand through his hair and releases a
            curse, now looking more worried than pissed. “I…he…”
         

         
         
         “I gave him the number,” Tate interrupts him.

         
         
         Now I look to him even more confused. “How would
            you get it? Do you know him?”
         

         
         
         “No.” He leans back against the wall getting
            comfortable before he speaks. “But it wasn’t hard to find.” 
         

         
         
         I wait a few seconds for him to say more but
            quickly realize that is all he is willing to give. 
         

         
         
         “Thanks?” I guess is what I’m supposed to say. 

         
         
         Tate just shrugs my half-ass thanks off, but Slade
            narrows his eyes on me. “Do you want to speak to him?” he demands.
         

         
         
         I sigh. This is what I didn’t want to happen. “No.
            But I would have liked to have known what was going on. I had filed a report
            and put a restraining order on him. Would it be hard to get another one now
            that he’s back?” Slade’s body relaxes and he reaches for his back pocket to
            pull out his phone. 
         

         
         
         “I will make a couple of calls.” 

         
         
         “I told Holly not to mention you,” I say nervously
            looking to Slade. His eyes narrow on me once again, and I rush to finish my
            explanation. “He knows where you live, and I don’t want him showing up here.” I
            hold my breath waiting for him to come unglued at the fact that I’m not
            throwing Slade in Jax’s face. 
         

         
         
         Slade looks over at Tate, and Tate gives him a
            small nod that I almost missed. I look back at Slade to ask him what the hell
            that meant, but he is already talking on his phone.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “Why didn’t you tell me
            Angel had put a restraining order against Jax?” I growl into the phone at my
            brother.
         

         
         
         “I didn’t think it was important. By the time we
            took her to file it, he was nowhere to be seen. It was an ex parte order which
            was dropped once the fifteen days were over and he wasn’t there to show up for
            court. He had vanished before I could do anything about it,” he replies.
         

         
         
         Yeah, thanks to Tate.

         
         
         “Well Holly just called her saying that Jax is up
            at Larry’s looking for her.”
         

         
         
         “What? When was this?” 

         
         
         “I don’t know. Earlier.” She didn’t say when that
            call took place, and I really don’t care. All I care about is that the fucker
            is back. 
         

         
         
         “Let me call you back. I’m going to call Holly and
            head up to Larry’s. I don’t trust that piece of shit around her any more than
            you want him around Sam.” He hangs up not waiting for a reply.
         

         
         
         I turn and look at Tate. He saved my ass a few
            minutes ago. Angel would be pissed if I told her I spoke with Jax,
            deleted the evidence out of her phone, and then blocked his
            number. Yeah. That is one fight I do not want to have.
         

         
         
         She seemed to have been confused by Tate’s excuse,
            but at least she believed it. “Micah is going up to Larry’s,” I say placing my
            phone back into my pocket.
         

         
         
         “I’ll head up there as well,” Tate offers with an
            evil grin on his face. 
         

         
         
         “I’ll drive.” I turn and head toward the stairs.

         
         
         “What?” Angel squeals. “No, Slade.” She places her
            hand on my arm. “You guys do not need to go up there. There is no telling what
            he is thinking or what the hell he even wants.”
         

         
         
         “I know exactly what he wants and so do you,” I
            growl. Does she think I’m an idiot? 

         
         
         She gives me a smile trying to calm me down.
            “Exactly. I’m here with you, Slade,” she reassures softly. “I’m not going
            anywhere, baby. So just let it go. You blocked him from calling me, and I want
            nothing to do with him. Please don’t go up there and give him a reason to take
            this further than it needs to go,” she pleads with her bright green eyes.
         

         
         
         I look over to Tate. “Meet me in the garage. I’ll
            be right there.”
         

         
         
         “Then I’m coming with you,” she offers suddenly
            making Tate pause.
         

         
         
         I shake my head quickly. “Absolutely not. Stay
            here,” I order, and she gives me a hard look. 
         

         
         
         “Slade…”

         
         
         “No,” I growl. “Stay here,” I order once again, and
            she goes to turn away from me, but I place my hands on either side of her face.
            I bend down and kiss her with so much passion that she is gasping into my
            mouth. I tighten my hands on her face and dominate her mouth with mine. I kiss
            her hard and long, and when I pull back, she is breathless and her eyes have
            that look that is telling me to throw her over my shoulder and carry her off to
            our bed. 
         

         
         
         “Later,” I whisper leaning down to kiss her
            forehead. 
         

         
         
         She looks up at me and frowns. “Go upstairs and get
            ready. I’ll be back before you know it.” Before she can protest, I spin around
            and take the stairs two at a time and head to the garage with Tate hot on my
            trail.
         

         
         
         “Thanks for...” I start once I pull my car out of
            the driveway.
         

         
         
         “Don’t mention it.” Tate doesn’t let me finish.
            “You’re doing more than I could ask for by not telling her…” He trails off and
            turns his face to look out the window as we drive toward Larry’s.
         

         
         
         “Do you want to talk about it?” He still hasn’t
            told me anything else besides Jack was his father and that none of us know his
            real name. He called me while I was on my way home. He still sounded down, so I
            invited him over to drink a beer and play some pool, but he hasn’t mentioned
            anything about our meeting earlier today.
         

         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         I nod and leave it at that. The less I know the
            better. But I couldn’t help but ask. To carry something that big must take a
            toll on a person. 
         

         
         
         We ride the rest of the way in silence. I pull into
            Larry’s and park in the back. I text Micah to let him know we are here and ask
            him to let us in through the back door. I wanna surprise the piece of shit.
         

         
         
         “Is he here?” I ask as soon as Micah swings the
            door open.
         

         
         
         “His truck is out front, but we can’t find him.”

         
         
         That does nothing to ease my mood. “What the fuck
            is he doing here?” You would think that he has been informed by someone that
            she no longer works here. “What all has he said to Holly?”
         

         
         
         Micah comes to a stop in the hallway by the
            restrooms and turns to face Tate and me. If I wasn’t so pissed off about Jax
            being back, I would smile remembering the first time I saw her in the women’s
            bathroom. When I followed her out into this exact hallway.
         

         
         
         I sigh, remembering why we are here when Micah
            answers my question. “Holly is a little shaken up. That’s why I came up here.
            You guys weren’t there when he had a hold of Sam and threatened her.” 
         

         
         
         I fist my hands down by my sides as he continues.

         
         
         “He didn’t tell her much except that he’s been
            trying to call Sam. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out he wants
            her back.” He takes a second and glances down the hallway before returning his
            attention back to us. “We need to keep the girls out of his reach.”
         

         
         
         “How are we going to do that?” Tate snaps. “Enough
            with this bullshit,” he growls, before Micah can answer. He starts to push his
            dark sleeves up his forearms revealing his tattooed arms. “I’ll fucking beat
            the shit out of him right here, right now, and then go on my merry fucking
            way.” He shrugs carelessly. “I can handle him.” 
         

         
         
         “There’s nothing to handle. He left,” Holly says coming
            up to join us.
         

         
         
         “What makes you think that?” I ask.

         
         
         “I was waiting on a customer, and then I looked up
            and his truck was gone.”
         

         
         
         I watch her brown eyes as she turns around to look
            one last time out the windows that cover the front of the building and then
            looks at Micah. She reaches down and grabs his hand, I’m guessing for some kind
            of comfort.
         

         
         
         Shit, she really is shaken up over him. I
            feel my control start to slip. This motherfucker has Holly and Angel scared.
            Hell, she doesn’t even want him knowing she is living with me, because she’s
            afraid he might show up there. “Do we know where he’s staying?” I question.
         

         
         
         “No, but he didn’t look good.”

         
         
         “Didn’t look good how?” I ask Holly.

         
         
         “He has lost a lot of weight, and his face was all
            broke out. He kept scratching his arms and looking around. He kept saying Sam,
            but it was like he was looking for someone else as well.”
         

         
         
         “Drugs,” Tate and I both say at the same time.

         
         
         I look at Micah. “Did he do drugs when he and…”
            Fuck, I can’t even finish that sentence. It makes me want to vomit or punch a
            wall. I can’t even picture Jax and my Angel together. I fist my hands
            and roll my shoulders.
         

         
         
         Micah must have understood where my question was
            going because he answers. “Not that I know of. But during the last few months
            of their relationship he was always gone. It could explain why Sam never saw
            him, and his new behavior of running around on her.”
         

         
         
         I nod and pull my phone out of my back pocket to
            see I have a missed call from her. I didn’t even hear it ring.
         

         
         
         “Come on,” Holly says pulling on Micah’s hand. “You
            guys might as well have a drink to calm down while you’re here.”
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THREE

         
         
         

         
         
         I have my heater cranked up
            and my radio blaring in my car. I tried calling Slade once I got my bearings
            back and realized he just kissed me to fuck with me. It was one hell of a kiss
            but if he thought one kiss was going to stop me from following them then he was
            sadly mistaken. Not to mention that he tried to order me to go upstairs and
            wait for him? 
         

         
         
         No chance in hell.

         
         
         I drive down Main Street and decide to park in
            front of Larry’s. I get out of my car and start walking down the sidewalk to
            the entrance and shiver at how cold it is. I should have brought a jacket.
         

         
         
         “Samantha?” 

         
         
         I come to a complete stop, memories of him
            flooding my mind when I hear Jax say my name. Nothing warm and loving that
            would make me weak in the knees. No, it’s more like fear that has my heart
            pounding and the hairs on the back of my neck standing. 
         

         
         
         “Samantha. I knew that was you, baby.” I hear his
            voice once again from behind me. He comes around and turns to face me.
         

         
         
         He smiles as he looks at me, and I feel my skin
            crawl. His once blond hair looks like it hasn’t been washed in a few days. His
            once flawless skin looks ashen, and it’s broke out as well. And those dark
            brown eyes that I once loved now look like they are looking straight through
            me. It’s unsettling. 
         

         
         
         “What do you want, Jax? I told Holly to inform you
            I didn’t want to speak to you.”
         

         
         
         He spreads his hands out wide with a cocky smile.
            “Yet, here you are.”
         

         
         
         Bastard. “I’m here looking for…someone.”
         

         
         
         His smirk drops off his face, and he takes a step
            toward me. “Oh, you mean your boyfriend?” He cocks an eyebrow.
         

         
         
         My eyes widen. How does he know I have a boyfriend?
            
         

         
         
         “Oh yeah, baby. I know all about you and your WWE
            boyfriend,” he says as if reading my thoughts.
         

         
         
         I let out a little laugh. Slade doesn’t mind a
            fight but hearing Jax refer to him as a wrestler is comical.
         

         
         
         He takes another step toward me, and I stop
            laughing. “That fucker beat the shit out of me,” he sneers. “I think it’s time
            to pay him back. And I know just where to hit him.” His eyes leave mine, and
            they travel down my body. Once he hits my heels they slowly make their way back
            up to look me in the eye, and he licks his lips. I should be appalled, but I’m
            not. The only thing that bothers me is what he just said about Slade beating
            the shit out of him.
         

         
         
         “When did you get in a fight with him?” I ask,
            looking him over as well now. I don’t see any bruises or marks on him. He looks
            like shit but not like someone who just got their ass handed to them. 
         

         
         
         “Right after Micah and Holly took you from our
            house. He showed up.” He takes another step toward me. I can feel his body heat
            on mine as I look into his cold dark eyes. 
         

         
         
         That can’t be possible but I decide not to argue.
            “You deserved it, you sorry son of a bitch.” I’ve had enough of this. “Go home,
            Jax. Shouldn’t you be keeping Bridgette company?” I ask and start to walk
            around him.
         

         
         
         He grabs my arm and pulls me back, shoving me
            against the tinted glass that runs along the front of Larry’s. His fingers
            digging into my arm cause me to hiss in a breath. 
         

         
         
         He laughs but it holds no humor. “That stupid bitch
            is history.” He lifts his other hand and runs his calloused fingers up my arm.
         

         
         
         I shove it away and step forward into his space.
            “Leave me the fuck alone, Jax. I don’t want anything to do with you.”
         

         
         
         He shakes his head as he makes a tsking sound with
            his tongue. “What happened to my old Sam?” I cringe from hearing him call me
            Sam. He rarely called me by that. “The one who was brokenhearted and alone?”
         

         
         
         His question has me momentarily stunned. What is
               he talking about? “Huh?” is the only response I can manage.
         

         
         
         “It was so easy, baby.” He reaches up and places a
            piece of hair behind my ear. “You were nothing until I came along. That’s what
            I liked about you. Anyone who looked at you could see how broken you were. It
            was easy for you to believe all the lies I told you.” He smiles. “You fell hard
            knowing someone finally wanted you, and I took advantage of that. But now, now
            it looks like you have some backbone. But it’s okay. I don’t mind taking that
            from you. It will make this even sweeter.” 
         

         
         
         I hate that I have tears running down my face, and
            my throat feels tight. He’s right; I was broken, and I let him in. He’s right;
            no one wanted me, or so I thought. But no matter what situation I was in, I was
            still loved. My mother loved me. Tate cared enough to keep tabs on me. And no
            matter what he says to me now, Slade loves me more than I could try to
            understand. 
         

         
         
         He gives me a cold smile. “See, no more than five
            minutes with you, and I already have you crying. The old Sam is still there,
            and I’m going to have fun seeing her again. I’ve missed you, baby,” he whispers
            as his evil brown eyes bore into mine, and his face inches closer to mine.
         

         
         
         I sniff; I hate that he is seeing me cry, even if
            he doesn’t know the reason behind my tears. Hell, I didn’t even cry when I
            found him in our bed with Bridgette. Now he thinks he has gotten to me. 
         

         
         
         I take my thumb on my left hand and turn my
            engagement ring around allowing the diamond to hide inside the palm of my hand.
            I know what he’s about to do, and there’s no way in hell I’m going to let it
            happen. He starts to lean in closer, bringing his lips down to mine. 
         

         
         
         I place my hands on his chest and push him back
            enough to give us a little space before I reach up and slap him across the face
            causing him to step back even further. I go to do it a second time, but he’s
            quicker. Reaching up, he grabs my hand and tightens his hold around my wrist
            making me cry out in pain.
         

         
         
         “What the fuck?” he snaps, pulling my wrist up to
            where he can inspect what caused that cut that left a cut across his right
            cheek. He stares at the ring for a few seconds before he clenches his teeth
            together and practically growls at the sight of the promise of love that Slade
            has for me. 
         

         
         
         “You’re engaged?” His eyes meet mine, and I see the
            anger behind them. Just like the day when I moved out my stuff. 
         

         
         
         My body tenses, ready for him to lash out at me
            again, but I find the words to speak. “I told you to leave me alone,” I say
            trying to keep my voice even. My wrist is still tightly clenched in his hand,
            and my hand is starting to tingle from it. “Why do you care about me all of a
            sudden? You obviously never did before,” I ask trying to figure out what the
            hell he wants from me.
         

         
         
         He leans down closer to my face as if he is going
            to threaten me, when I hear someone call his name.
         

         
         
         “Jax.”

         
         
         I look over to see Slade and Micah heading straight
            for us. Slade’s voice sounds calm. He is even smiling, which makes me even more
            nervous.
         

         
         
         “Fucker,” Jax murmurs under his breath where only I
            can hear him. Then he smiles over to them. “Hey Slade. Long time no see. How
            are you doing?” he asks just as nicely.
         

         
         
         Slade looks at Jax’s hand holding onto my wrist. I
            take the opportunity of Jax being preoccupied and jerk on it, pulling it out of
            Jax’s hold, and start to rub it with the other. 
         

         
         
         Jax spins around to look at me. “Let’s go,” he
            growls, trying to grab me once again as I take a step back from him. 
         

         
         
         He starts to walk toward me with his mouth in a
            hard line. This time when he reaches out for me, he doesn’t even get the chance
            to grab me. Slade is upon us now and places his hand on Jax’s shoulder,
            spinning him around so they are face to face. Then Slade’s fist connects with
            his jaw. 
         

         
         
         I’ve seen Slade in a few fights, and the man has
            the kind of power that can make any person fear him. Jax is about to figure
            that out.
         

         
         
          Jax tumbles back a few steps back. “What the fuck
            was that for?” he asks as his voice rises. “Dude, you can have that bitch. She
            is nothing but a shitty lay who wants to stay coked up.”
         

         
         
         Slade eyes slam to mine and then back to Jax. “Who
            are you talking about?” he demands, his fake smile and kindness gone.
         

         
         
         “Bridgette,” Jax explains.

         
         
         Slade punches him again, harder than the last time,
            and Jax goes down on the sidewalk holding his nose. “Jesus,” he cries. “What
            the fuck is wrong with you?”
         

         
         
         Slade walks over to me and takes my hand. “Stay the
            fuck away from her, Jax. If you don’t, I will fucking kill you,” Slade says
            matter-of-fact, sending chills up my spine.
         

         
         
         Jax is quiet for a few seconds as his brown eyes
            look wide between the two of us. His face has a look of shock on it with his
            mouth hanging wide open. His eyes dart between Slade and me a few times before
            they land on our hands locked together.
         

         
         
         “You’re engaged to Slade?” he finally asks. Shaking
            his head slowly he continues, “I thought…”
         

         
         
         “Stay the fuck away from her,” Slade repeats,
            cutting off whatever Jax was about to say.
         

         
         
         Jax’s eyes narrow on me. “I always knew you were a
            slut,” he spits out crawling to his hands and knees. Slade’s hand tightens on
            my mine, and I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from whimpering.
         

         
         
         “You gonna have every guy you fuck beat me up?” he
            asks, spitting out some more blood. 
         

         
         
         “What…uh…?” I stutter trying to make sense of his
            words.
         

         
         
         Slade lets go of my hand and walks over to Jax. He
            pulls him to his feet and shoves his back against the tinted glass. Jax sucks
            in a breath at the force.
         

         
         
         I go to take a step toward them but Micah grabs my
            arm and pulls me back.
         

         
         
         “Did you just call my fiancée a slut?” Slade
            growls.
         

         
         
         Jax gives him a cold, bloody smile. “It must drive
            you crazy.” He places his face closer to Slade’s. “To know that I had her
            first. Now she is only a slut who has been around the block.”
         

         
         
         Slade takes a step back, and I think he’s going to
            walk away but instead he steps back into him, lifting his knee. Slade’s knee
            connects right between Jax’s legs. He crumples to the ground in pain.
         

         
         
         “It must drive you crazy.” Slade throws his words
            back in his face. “To know that she’s with me.” He leans down. “To know that
            you will never have her again.”
         

         
         
         I feel my anger start to rise as they talk about me
            as if I’m a piece of meat.
         

         
         
         Jax looks at me, and he smiles when he sees the
            pissed off look I have on my face. I hate to admit how well he knows me. “I
            know her better than you think you do, Slade.” 
         

         
         
         Slade’s jaw twitches. “You know nothing,” he spits
            out before he walks away leaving Jax sitting on the concrete with his back
            against the window.
         

         
         
         Micah releases me, and Slade grabs a hold of me,
            pulling me down the sidewalk. I’m stumbling, and I trip a few times over my
            heels. He’s holding onto my hand tightly and practically dragging me away from
            Jax and into Larry’s.
         

         
         
         Once inside I turn to see Micah right behind us.
            Slade tugs on my arm once more, and it has me turning around to see where he is
            leading me. My eyes catch sight of Tate, and he looks absolutely pissed. His
            dark blue eyes are trained on the front window, tinted so that you can see
            through from the inside but can’t from the outside. His arms crossed over his
            chest, his jaw is tightly locked. We pass by him and Holly standing behind the
            bar. Slade doesn’t say anything; he stops, grabs my purse off of my shoulder,
            digs out my keys, and tosses them to Tate. Then he continues to drag me out the
            back door to his vehicle. He all but shoves me into the passenger seat of his
            black CTS coupe and slams the door shut in my face.
         

         
         
         I wait until he gets himself settled and the car is
            speeding down the interstate before I speak. “Why are you mad at me? It’s not
            like I went to talk to him. I came to find you, and he just happened to find
            me.” 
         

         
         
         “I told you to stay home.” His voice is calm and
            even, but I see his hands tighten on the steering wheel.
         

         
         
         I roll my eyes. “When are you going to quit
            treating me like a fucking child?”
         

         
         
         “When you learn to listen like an adult,” he snaps,
            his calmness now gone.
         

         
         
         “Like an adult?” I spit out. “What the hell does
            that mean? You can’t tell me what to do, Slade.”
         

         
         
         He gives a rough laugh that holds no humor. “You’ve
            made that pretty fucking clear. You never listen to what I have to say. All you
            do is whatever the hell you want, and it’s getting old,” he snaps.
         

         
         
         Getting old? My temperature rises. “Oh. So
            the fact that I have a mind of my own is getting old? I’m not some bitch you
            can control,” I exclaim. 
         

         
         
         “I’m not trying to control you,” he yells back,
            slamming his hand down onto the steering wheel. “Quit looking at it that way,”
            he snaps.
         

         
         
         How else am I supposed to look at it? 
         

         
         
         I want to yell at him some more, when Jax’s words
            come back to me. That’s what I loved about you. You were weak and anyone who
               looked at you could see how broken you were. 
         

         
         
         Slade doesn’t say anything else, thankfully, and I
            decide to remain silent as he continues to drive us home. He pulls into the
            garage and gets out slamming the car door. I find myself walking very slowly. I
            have no desire to run into the house and slam doors. They say love is blind.
            Maybe I’ve been blinded all this time. No matter what Slade says, he has been
            controlling my life. And why am I just now realizing this? How many fights have
            we had where he tells me not to do something, and I do it anyway? More than
               I can count.

         
         
         I numbly walk into the house and down the hallway.
            I find myself standing in the doorway of his office staring at him as he sits
            behind his desk working on his computer.
         

         
         
         I reach up and knock on the doorframe. “What?” he
            growls not even looking up from his work.
         

         
         
         “I won’t be that person, Slade,” I whisper.

         
         
         His head snaps up to mine, and his lips are thin,
            baby blue eyes are hard. “What are you talking about?” he huffs out, annoyed by
            my presence. 
         

         
         
         I swallow and then square my shoulders. “I won’t
            allow you to treat me like someone who can’t have an opinion or a mind of her
            own. If that’s why you picked me, because you thought I was weak, you were
            wrong.” He could have had any woman he wanted. Hell, they still want him even
            though they know he’s with me. 
         

         
         
         He tilts his head to the side, and his heated look
            turns to confusion.
         

         
         
         I continue, “I was that person when you met me but
            things change. I’ve changed. If you can’t accept that, then we have a bigger
            problem than Jax being back in town.” I won’t allow that fucker to show up and
            make me doubt myself. If Slade doubts me, that’s a different story. Maybe I did
            this to us. I sold my car for him. I moved in with him. I quit my job for him.
            What else have I altered for him?
         

         
         
         I shake my head to myself and turn around to walk
            away. I hear the movement of his chair and then I feel his hand softly grab my
            arm. Slade slowly turns me around. “No,” he says softly. “Don’t let him win,
            Angel. This is what he wants.” He hangs his head and takes in a deep breath
            before he looks back up to me. 
         

         
         
         “I heard what he said to you. He wanted to get
            under your skin and have you second guessing yourself and me.” 
         

         
         
         “I won’t allow him to do that. I know who I am now,
            Slade. I know what I want in life. I no longer feel alone. But I’m also not
            stupid.” He frowns. “I know him being back is going to cause problems between
            us, and the way you spoke of having me proves that.”
         

         
         
         He shakes his head. “I won’t let that happen.” 

         
         
         “You were mad at me.” I point out that Jax already
            has won in that department.
         

         
         
         “I am,” he corrects me. “You’re mine,” he
            says, taking my face in his hands. “And I’m not going apologize for that. For
            the jealousy that I felt seeing you with him. Knowing that he wants you. That
            he once had you. In Jax’s eyes you were there to see him.”
         

         
         
         “I was not,” I say clenching my teeth.

         
         
         “Doesn’t matter. That’s what he sees. I asked you
            to stay here.”
         

         
         
         “No. You told me,” I correct him.
         

         
         
         He sighs. “If I would have asked to stay home while
            I went up there, would you have?” he asks.
         

         
         
         “No,” I say without hesitation. He goes to speak
            but I continue, “But if I had gone up there with you and Tate, I would have
            stayed inside with you, and I would have tried to stay where Jax wouldn’t have
            seen me. I went up there because that’s where you were going. Not because Jax
            was up there. I worry about you just as much as you worry about me. Why is that
            so hard for you to see?”
         

         
         
         He lets go of me and spins around running his hand
            through his hair. He’s running out of patience. I can tell.
         

         
         
         “I watched you yell at him through the glass.” He
            starts to speak. “I couldn’t get out of the bar and to you fast enough. I’ve
            been in that situation with you a couple of times before—where you act like
            they can’t touch you—and my heart stops every fucking time.”
         

         
         
         Just like he said, I feel the same way. I won’t
            apologize for going up there. I know we are going to go head to head a lot now,
            but no one will tell me what I can and can’t do. Jax made that very clear to me
            tonight.
         

         
         
         He turns and stares down at me as if waiting for me
            to beg for forgiveness or say ‘I’m sorry’.
         

         
         
         I square my shoulders and lift my chin. “I hate
            that Jax is back in town, but I will not let him get between us. I hope that
            you realize how much I love you and that Jax could never change that,” I assure
            him.
         

         
         
         His eyes soften a bit, and he leans down and gives
            me a gentle kiss on the forehead. “Come on. It’s getting late. Let’s go to
            bed.” 
         

         
         
         “Don’t you have work to do?” I say referring to
            what he was doing on his computer.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head but gives no explanation. 

         
         
         I know he’s still mad at me, but I still have
            questions regarding Jax and Slade fighting. Jax had looked completely stunned
            when he found out Slade and I were together. Yet he had said he fought my
            boyfriend back before he left for Georgia. It doesn’t make any sense. 
         

         
         
         “He said you fought with him,” I say pulling my
            shirt up over my head. We might as well get this over with now. 
         

         
         
         He stands across the bedroom at our tall dresser
            with his back toward me. His entire body stiffens at my question. “What?” he
            asks not bothering to turn around to face me.
         

         
         
         “He said ‘your boyfriend beat the shit out of me’
            after I moved my stuff out of the place we shared.” I kick off my shoes and
            start to undo my jeans. “But when he saw that we were together he was
            completely shocked.” Once they are off I stand there and wait for him to answer
            me.
         

         
         
         “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” he
            finally says after a few silent minutes.
         

         
         
         I don’t like his answer. Something about it is off.
            “So you’re saying he lied?” I ask. 
         

         
         
         Slade slams the drawer to the dresser shut so hard
            a couple of the pictures sitting on top fall over. He spins around and stalks
            over to me, stopping right in front of me, and looks down at me with hard eyes.
            “That’s what I said.” 
         

         
         
         I take a step back from him as he spits out the
            words. What is wrong with him? I guess the pissed off mood is worse than
            I thought. “Okay,” I say slowly. 
         

         
         
         It’s obvious my entire relationship with Jax was a
            lie. He could have lied about the fight with Slade as well. But why would he
            lie about my boyfriend beating him up? It just doesn’t make any sense.
         

         
         
         “You sound unsure.” He cocks an eyebrow. “I was…in
            Los Angeles on a case when you moved out of the place you two shared,” he says
            through gritted teeth.
         

         
         
         “No. I believe you.” I step around him and walk
            into the closet. I throw my dirty clothes into the hamper before removing my
            lace thong and matching bra. I turn around and come to a stop when I see Slade
            blocking the doorway, now naked.
         

         
         
         “Why are you still mad at me?” His beautiful lips
            are in a thin line, and his baby blue eyes look like a hard piece of ice.
         

         
         
         “I hate you even mentioning that fucker.” If I
            didn’t believe him, his tone alone holds enough hatred for the both of us. “I
            thought you would have figured that out from the argument we just had.”
         

         
         
         I stand there and stare at him. So, he thinks
               I’m an idiot! “He’s part of my past, and now he’s here. I have a feeling
            he’s going to be popping up.” He’s just going to have to get over it. 
         

         
         
         “Popping up?”

         
         
         “Yes,” I snap. “You of all people know how your
            past can just pop up.” I wave my hands in the air. “I actually had pictures and
            video that I had to watch.” I refer to all the pictures I got of all those
            girls he slept with thanks to Jessica. 
         

         
         
         “There better not be pictures of you and him,” he
            growls. 
         

         
         
         I cross my arms over my chest trying to keep from
            strangling him. 
         

         
         
         “Are there?” he demands.

         
         
         I give a rough laugh. “Really? I wasn’t that fucking
            stupid.”
         

         
         
         His eyes widen as I refer to not being as stupid as
            him. “Just drop it, Slade. I’m tired and don’t want to fight about this.” 
         

         
         
         He walks into the closet and presses his body
            against mine. “What the hell are you doing?” I ask somewhat confused. He’s mad,
            and I’m getting a headache and starting to get bitchy again. This day just
            needs to come to an end.
         

         
         
         “You,” he says with a straight face.

         
         
         “Trying to have your piece of me?” I shouldn’t have
            said that. I should have kept my mouth shut and just walked around him, but
            I’ll be damned if I’m going to stroke his ego after what has happened tonight.
         

         
         
         His body stiffens and his baby blue eyes bore into
            mine. “Excuse me?” he asks slowly. “Piece of you?”
         

         
         
         I push him away from me. “Don’t act like you didn’t
            speak of me like I was a piece of meat. I was right there when you and Jax
            spoke of me as if I was nothing but something you two have fucked,” I spit out
            walking out of the closet.
         

         
         
         “Nothing?” he sneers. “I fucking love you.” He
            follows after me. “And that ring on your hand proves that.” He grabs my arms
            and spins me around. “But let me ask you this. Did you get jealous when you saw
            those pictures of me and those other women?” he asks. 
         

         
         
         I grind my teeth together. “Answer the question,”
            he demands losing his patience.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” I yell.

         
         
         He gives me a smirk, obviously proud to know my
            answer. “Let me make one thing clear,” he says, and my eyebrows rise at his
            words. “I hate that you were once with him, but I can’t change that. You are
            mine now, and I will have you whenever I want,” he states harshly, leaving no
            room for argument.
         

         
         
         I swallow hard as my heart starts to beat faster.
            Why is it that I like this side of him? I mean, let’s be serious; he would not
            have that power unless I gave it to him. It’s just an illusion to boost his
            ego.
         

         
         
         “And you want me to have you. Don’t you?” His voice
            is still hard, and he’s still smirking.
         

         
         
         “I’m tired,” I argue, not wanting to answer his
            question. He knows my body well enough to know that I want him.
         

         
         
         “Are you turning me down?” He raises an eyebrow.

         
         
         “I just want to go to bed. It has been a long day.”
            My mind is telling me not to give it to him, but my body is screaming ‘let him
            take it’. 
         

         
         
         “I’m not tired.” He reaches up and places his hands
            in my hair. “But I have a feeling a good fucking will tire me out.” 
         

         
         
         “Slade,” I growl trying to take my head out of his
            hold. “Not tonight.”
         

         
         
         His hands tighten to the point of borderline pain.
            I close my eyes tightly, and a whimper escapes my lips.
         

         
         
         He pushes his erection into my stomach. “Are you
            going to fight me, Angel? Because I can get into that,” he whispers, pushing my
            back against the wall.
         

         
         
         I breathe heavily as he presses the rest of his
            body into mine, caging me in. “Answer me,” he demands, yanking my head back,
            making it hit the wall with a thud.
         

         
         
         I cry out and grab a hold of his wrists. I tighten
            my hands around them to try and get him to ease up on my hair, but he doesn’t. 
         

         
         
         “How about we play a game?” he says with a smile on
            his face. 
         

         
         
         Why am I trying to fight this? I know what this is.
            He hates the fact that Jax is back. He hates it more that Jax touched me. He
            needs to prove to himself that I am his. Men are just like dogs; gotta mark
            their territory. 
         

         
         
         I want to feel in control, though. I want to be
            able to say ‘fuck off’ because you pissed me off. My body does not belong to
            you. But we both know that would be a lie, and I don’t want him to have a
            single doubt in his mind when it comes to our relationship and Jax.
         

         
         
         He leans down and his breath falls on my ear. “How
            about I feel your pussy and see what she thinks? I’m sure it’s dripping and
            wanting me to fuck it,” he hisses, making me shiver. I am so fucking wet
            I can feel it running down my inner thigh.
         

         
         
         He keeps one hand in my hair and the other slides
            between my legs. He doesn’t say anything when he easily slides a finger slowly
            into me.
         

         
         
         His forehead comes to rest on mine. “Now, want to
            try to tell me you don’t want it?” His voice is filled with pride. He fucking
            knows he’s won.
         

         
         
         I let out a strangled breath, but I smile on the
            inside. We both know I want it, and we both know I’m about to let him have it.
         

         
         
         “I don’t want it,” I say breathlessly as his finger
            slides out and then back in.
         

         
         
         “Your body says otherwise,” he retorts.

         
         
         My body always wants him. I always want him.

         
         
         “Know what I want?” He slides another finger into
            me taking my breath away— making me pause before I can answer him.
         

         
         
         “No.” I play along.

         
         
         He leans down and presses his lips softly to mine.
            I open my mouth to deepen the kiss, but he pulls away with a knowing smile. “I
            knew it,” he says through his smile. “Want me to take it do you? I can do
            that.”
         

         
         
         Damn, I swear the guy can read my mind
               sometimes. 

         
         
         He pulls me away from the wall. I go to walk out of
            the closet and into our bedroom when he pushes me down onto the floor roughly.
            My knees sting from the force, and my wrist hurts from catching myself. His
            knees spread my legs wide, my knees burning as they slide along the carpet for
            him to place himself between them. One hand finds its way back into my hair,
            pulling my head back, and the other slides between my legs. 
         

         
         
         “I’m going to fuck you right here in the closet,”
            he growls. I jump when he immediately slams his dick into me giving up on the
            foreplay. 
         

         
         
         “I don’t mind taking it. Know why?”

         
         
         “Why?” I ask, trying to grab a hold of the
            carpet—anything to hold on to as he pulls out and slams into me.
         

         
         
         “Because it’s fucking mine,” he growls. He pulls my
            head back by my hair and hisses. “Isn’t it?”
         

         
         
         “Yes,” I scream out, arching my back in an uncomfortable
            position.
         

         
         
         “Good girl,” he mumbles before he pulls out once
            again and slams back into me. He doesn’t let up either. He slams in and out of
            me in an almost animalistic way. I take one hand and reach down between our
            bodies to grab his balls. 
         

         
         
         Two can play this game.

         
         
         “Jesus Christ,” he hisses as his body jerks. I
            start to roll them around in my hand, the wetness from my body making them
            slick and easy to play with. 
         

         
         
         “Tell me. Tell me you want me,” he demands.

         
         
         I almost laugh. He wanted to take it, but he needs
            to know I was willing to give it. “I want you,” I pant.
         

         
         
         He pulls back and slaps my ass. I moan as he shoves
            into me again. “You can do better than that, sweetheart.”
         

         
         
         “I want you. Oh God, Slade. Fuck me,” I pant as my
            body works back and forth with his. “Show me I’m yours.” And he does just that
            as my body shatters underneath his body and commands.
         

         
         
         He starts to pant, and I smile. It doesn’t take him
            long to come, and we fall to the floor in the closet.
         

         
         
         The space is full of our heavy breathing as we lie
            side by side. My body now satisfied and covered in sweat.
         

         
         
         He looks over at me. “That is why I restrain you.”
            He gives me a small smile. “I don’t last long when you touch me.”
         

         
         
         I laugh and roll over on top of him. I look down at
            him. “You make is sound like a bad thing,”
         

         
         
         “Nothing that involves me with you could ever be a
            bad thing.” He reaches up and pushes some hair behind my ear.
         

         
         
         I give him a big smile; Jax has been forgotten. For
               now.

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I wake to the sound of the
            shower running in our bathroom. When I realize it’s still dark, and I can’t see
            shit, I start to reach around on her side of the bed only to find it taken up
            by a very furry puppy. I hate that Angel lets Peaches sleep with us. That dog
            is going to get huge and take up all the space.
         

         
         
         I reach over and pick up my phone to see it reads a
            little past three in the morning.I open it up to see I have one message from
            Tate.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Tate: Drove Sam’s car home. I’ll bring it
               back tomorrow. Just so you know, next time I will not stand by while you have
               all the fun.

         
         
          

         
         
         I smile as I fist my right hand, feeling the
            tightness from it connecting with Jax’s face. We had all been standing inside
            of Larry’s, trying to decide what to do about Jax when Holly had spotted him
            and Angel standing out front. I had to literally spend two minutes arguing with
            Tate. I didn’t want him going out there. We can’t chance Jax seeing him. Right
            now Angel thinks everything Jax is saying is a lie. If he lays eyes on Tate, he
            will most definitely speak of their fight and then bring up the phone call. Jax
            thinks that he spoke with Tate when I answered her phone in New York. I don’t
            want her knowing that he called her at all. Which means Tate needs to stay
            back—and I know that’s hard for him to swallow. He wants to protect his sister
            as much I was I want to protect her. We just have to be smart about it.
         

         
         
         I shove off the covers and make my way into the
            bathroom. I frown when I see the mirror covered in steam. How long has she been
            in here?
         

         
         
         I open the door to the shower and find her sitting
            on the shower floor with her back resting against the far wall. Her head is
            leaned back as well. Her eyes are closed, and her lips are parted. 
         

         
         
         “Angel?” I question shutting the door and making my
            way over to her. 
         

         
         
         She opens her eyes and looks up at me. “Sorry, I didn’t
            mean to wake you.” Her voice is rough as she tries to whisper.
         

         
         
         “You didn’t.” I kneel down beside her, trying to
            stay out of the way of the shower head. “But what are you doing sitting on the
            floor in the shower at three in the morning?”
         

         
         
         She sniffs and then closes her eyes once again. “I
            can’t breathe,” she says sniffing again. “I’m trying to clear my nose with the
            steam.”
         

         
         
         “Do you feel bad?” I ask lifting my hand to her
            forehead.
         

         
         
         She lets out a small laugh. “I’m wet and sitting in
            a shower, Slade. You won’t be able to feel if my head is warm or not.”
         

         
         
         “Yes I can.” I feel around on her forehead. “And
            you do feel hot,” I say with concern. “Do you feel bad anywhere else?”
         

         
         
         She nods her head once. “My throat is sore. It’s
            hard to swallow.”
         

         
         
         “I’ll take you to the doctor. Come on.” I stand up.

         
         
         She closes her eyes and sniffs. “No doctor’s office
            is open this early. I’ll go tomorrow.”
         

         
         
         True. “I’ll take you to Urgent Care,” I say
            matter-of-fact.
         

         
         
         “I don’t want to get out of the shower,” she
            argues.
         

         
         
         I look up at one of the shower heads on the other
            wall. Its spray is on full blast, but it’s not directly facing her—she is just
            getting lightly misted.
         

         
         
         “I’m taking you,” I say turning around. “Finish up
            while I get dressed.” I exit the shower and make my way to the closet. I throw
            on a pair of sweatpants, a long sleeve shirt, and my hoodie before making my
            way back into the bathroom. I find her passed out still sitting on the floor.
         

         
         
         I can tell by the way her breathing sounds that she
            has some sort of respiratory infection. I turn the water off and bend down to
            pick her up, soaking the clean clothes I just put on. It’s a hassle getting her
            dried off and clothed, but we get it done and then head off to Urgent Care.
         

         
         
         Three hours later I place her back in bed and give
            her the antibiotics the doctor has prescribed. Come to find out she has strep
            throat and a sinus infection. 
         

         
         
         Once I give her the medication and tuck her in, I
            call Rose. “Hello Mr. Long.”
         

         
         
         “Hello, Rose,” I say quietly walking out of our
            bedroom. “I won’t be in today; Angel is sick and needs me home.”
         

         
         
         “Oh, I hope she’s okay,” she says sounding worried.

         
         
         “She will be,” I assure her. “I do however have a
            meeting at three thirty with Mr. Smith. Can you shoot him an email letting him
            know I will able to do his meeting, but it will be by phone?” I walk into the
            kitchen and place Peaches in her crate. The dog is not going to sleep with us
            anymore. 
         

         
         
         “Absolutely,” she replies sweetly. “Tell Sam to
            feel better soon.”
         

         
         
         “Thank you. And I will.” I hang up and make my way
            back to our bedroom. I yawn as I pull my alarm up on my phone. I set it for
            noon, that way I get a little bit of sleep before I have to start work from
            home today.
         

         
         
         I sigh as I cuddle up next to her back and close my
            eyes.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         We’ve been back a little
            over a week now, and I’m just starting to calm down with the whole Jax
            situation. We haven’t seen or heard anything from him since the night outside
            of Larry’s. I spoke with Tate last night, and I think even he has given up on
            the idea of beating him to death. 
         

         
         
         “We need to get these taken care of.” I hold up a
            few envelopes to Braxton as I sit in the conference room. I couldn’t be more
            thankful that my father hired him. He has done a lot for me in the last week
            around here, especially when I was home sick with her for two days.
         

         
         
         “When do you need them back by?” he asks looking
            them over. 
         

         
         
         “By tomorrow afternoon. I have court Wednesday
            morning. You are welcome to come if you’d like.”
         

         
         
         He smiles up at me excitedly, looking more like a
            little kid than an adult who just graduated from Princeton law early. His brown
            hair, almost black, makes him look older than he really is. Especially with how
            he styles it—taking the longer pieces and combing them back. And the stubble
            along his chin that he’s trying to grow makes him look confident.
         

         
         
         “Mr. Long?” Rose’s voice comes through the
            speakerphone.
         

         
         
         “Yes, Rose?” I say holding down the button.

         
         
         “A Mr. Lewis just called to cancel your lunch
            appointment with him tomorrow,” she announces. “He wanted to see if you could
            do next Monday?”
         

         
         
         “That’s fine,” I answer.

         
         
         “Okay. I will call him back and confirm for
            Monday.”
         

         
         
         “Thank you,” I say before looking back to Braxton.

         
         
         Rose’s voice comes again. “Oh. And you have a
            client in your office. He said it was important.”
         

         
         
         I frown. I didn’t have a client scheduled. “Okay.
            Thanks, Rose.” 
         

         
         
         I look down at my watch and sigh. I hate it when
            people just pop up at my office. Don’t they understand I have shit to do?
         

         
         
         “Thanks, Slade,” Braxton says with enthusiasm. “I
            would love to accompany you on Wednesday.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head as I stand and walk out of the
            conference room toward my office. As soon as I enter, I come to a stop when I
            see who is standing at my desk with a picture of Angel in his hands. Instant
            rage causes me to slam my door shut.
         

         
         
         He ignores me but smiles down at the picture. “You
            guys look like the happy couple,” Jax smirks. “I almost believe it.” He runs
            his hand down her picture and lets out a hard laugh. “You know I treated her
            very well. She didn’t deserve how good I was to her.”
         

         
         
         I stand rooted to my spot—killing the guy in my
            work place would be hard to explain. “From what I know, you laid your hands on
            her. And no woman deserves that,” I assert as my jaw twitches.
         

         
         
         “I believe a bitch needs to learn her place,” he
            sneers. “Do you know she’s fucking Tate?” he asks, surprising me. 
         

         
         
         So he think he’s figured out Tate. He thinks
               she’s dating Tate. I can’t help it. I throw my head back and laugh—this
            fucking idiot comes into my office and tries to convince me that she’s fucking
            cheating on me. With her brother. He obviously doesn’t do his homework.
         

         
         
         “I know they had a thing,” he insists, not pleased
            with my laughter. “He came after me and tried to kill me. If I wouldn’t have
            gotten away I would be dead.”
         

         
         
         I smile at how much fear Tate has instilled into
            him. So, I’m going to use it to my advantage. “I know what they…are,” I decide
            to say with a careless flick of my wrist. Which is the truth—no one else knows
            but me. “And you would be smart to stay the hell out of his or my way,” I
            threaten as I take a step toward him.
         

         
         
         His eyes bug out. “She is cheating on you; the
            bitch was probably cheating on me with that bastard too.”
         

         
         
         I shove him into my desk and wrap my hand around
            his throat. “Just shut the fuck up. You have no idea what you are talking about
            and do not call her a bitch.” I tighten my hand, and he squirms trying
            to get free. “You were fucking around on her so why does it matter if she was
            fucking around on you?” I lower my voice. “It’s definitely none of your fucking
            concern who she fucks now.” 
         

         
         
         I let go and step back from him, straightening my
            suit jacket. He takes in a few deep breaths rubbing his neck. “Get the fuck out
            of here. And I won’t tell you to leave her the fuck alone again.”
         

         
         
         He storms past me knocking his shoulder into mine
            before throwing my door open and running out.
         

         
         
         “You okay?” Rose inquires, looking into my office.
            Her eyes get bigger as she takes in the mess on the floor from the papers I
            knocked off my desk.
         

         
         
         “I’m fine.” I walk behind my desk and plop down in
            my chair.
         

         
         
         “Let me help you,” she offers, walking in.

         
         
         I place my hand up. “That’s not necessary, Rose.
            Thank you though.”
         

         
         
         She stands there for a few seconds wanting to
            argue, but I dismiss her with a wave of my hand. 
         

         
         
         After I hear the sound of my door clicking shut, I
            grab the mug that held my morning coffee and throw it at the wall. “Fuck,” I
            hiss loudly as it shatters.
         

         
         
         Shaking my head and breathing heavy, I try to calm
            down. What the fuck am I going to have to do to get him to stay away from her?
            I can understand why he wants her. Who wouldn’t, but the question is why all of
            a sudden? Why after four months does he want her back? 
         

         
         
         As I sit at my desk with my head in my hands, I
            come up with nothing. And it makes me uneasy. The bastard has to have some sort
            of plan, and I need to figure it out.
         

         
         
         I pull out my phone and call Tate. 

         
         
         “I just can’t make sense of it,” I grind out as I
            look at the pieces of the broken coffee mug that are scattered across the floor
            of my office.
         

         
         
         “So he thinks I’m dating Sam?” he asks slowly.

         
         
         “What else would he think? There’s nothing for him
            to piece together. He’s coming up with the most logic answer,” I growl as I
            pick up the picture of us at our first Rams game. The damn frame broke.
         

         
         
         “Well, I did tell him I was her boyfriend when I
            beat the shit out of him,” he admits with no remorse. 
         

         
         
         “You did?” I’m not surprised.

         
         
         “Of course. How else was I going to terrify him
            enough? I needed him to stay away from her.”
         

         
         
         “Smart.” I’ve never been happier knowing that Tate
            secretly stalked us.
         

         
         
         He sighs. “Maybe he will be too afraid to come
            around now,” he offers.
         

         
         
         “Doubtful,” I mutter placing the broken frame on my
            desk. “I think he’s growing bigger balls. He did just show up at my work.”
         

         
         
         “Just let me take care of him now. He knows about
            me. What makes you think he won’t tell Sam?”
         

         
         
         I thought about that. “He doesn’t know about the real
            you. Only I do.” I roll my eyes. “And he won’t get close enough to her to tell
            her anything.”
         

         
         
         Once he agrees not to kill him today, he informs me
            that he’s coming over tonight. I then slide my phone into my desk drawer and
            try to focus back on what I have left to do for the day. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I pull into the garage
            after a long day at work and slam my door shut. I’m still in a very sour mood.
            I find Angel in our bedroom changing out of her work clothes.
         

         
         
         “How was your day, sweetie?” she asks as she pulls
            on a pair of jeans.
         

         
         
         I walk over to her and give her a kiss on her
            forehead. “It was okay.” I am not going to tell her about Jax making an
            appearance. We have already fought about him once, and that is one time too
            many in my book. “How are you feeling today?” I ask.
         

         
         
         She gives me a small smile. “I’m fine, baby. I have
            been for days now.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head and then run my hands through my
            hair. I swear if it’s not one thing it’s another.
         

         
         
         “Are you going to change?” she asks sitting on the
            bed to put her shoes on.
         

         
         
         “For what?” I walk to the closet.

         
         
         “We are going over to Courtney and Josh’s tonight.
            They have invited us over for dinner,” she says frowning. “Didn’t Josh talk to
            you?”
         

         
         
         “No.” Come to think of it, the only person I spoke
            with on the phone today was Tate... “Shit,” I say once I realize I forgot my
            phone up at the office.
         

         
         
         “What?” she asks jumping to her feet in a rush.
            “What’s wrong?”
         

         
         
         “I forgot my phone in my desk up at the office.” I
            wave her concern off.
         

         
         
         She tilts her head to the side and frowns like my
            outburst was exaggerated. It’s just a phone. “That’s okay. Anyone who
            needs us can call my cell or the house.”
         

         
         
         I start to unbutton my shirt. If only she knew
               what kind of day I had… “No. I will go by and pick it up on our way,” I say
            slipping a clean shirt on.
         

         
         
         “Okay. I’m going to go take Peaches out before we
            leave,” she says as she walks out of the bedroom. 
         

         
         
         “Will you call Tate and tell him we have plans? He
            was supposed to come over.”
         

         
         
         I hear her yell a ‘yes’ before I walk into the bathroom
            and turn on the cold water to wash my face. I let the water try and calm my
            nerves. I’m so frustrated that I forgot my phone. I never do that. I need that
            phone at all times for work.
         

         
         
         I splash my face one last time and then grab a
            towel to dry it off. I can hear her in the kitchen putting the puppy back in
            her crate. 
         

         
         
         “Ready to go?” I ask walking into the kitchen.

         
         
         “Yeah.” She grabs her purse, and we head out to the
            garage. “Tate got invited to Josh’s as well. He said he messaged you earlier
            that he would be there.”
         

         
         
         I just nod my head as I get into the car.

         
         
         “Is everything okay, Slade?” she asks again, once
            we pull out of the driveway.
         

         
         
         I reach over and grab her hand. “Yeah, work was
            just stressful today.”
         

         
         
         Within thirty minutes later we are walking into
            Josh and Courtney’s house. I smile when I see that Courtney has also
            redecorated Josh’s house like Angel did mine. There are several different
            shades of yellow and a few shades of greens, giving it a brighter feel than the
            dark bachelor pad he once had going on. 
         

         
         
         “Hey I called you three times today,” Josh says
            walking up to me.
         

         
         
         “I forgot my cell was in my desk on silent. Why
            didn’t you call the office?” I ask guiding Angel to sit down on the couch.
         

         
         
         “I figured if you weren’t answering your cell then
            you were in court or in a meeting.”
         

         
         
         “No. I just…was busy and forgot about it,” I say.

         
         
         I look up when I hear Tate walk in. He looks pissed
            off as he stomps in with his black boots and leather jacket. His jaw is tight,
            and his blue eyes hard. 
         

         
         
         “Why do you guys look so pissed off?” Holly asks
            looking at Tate with a frown.
         

         
         
         I go to say something, change the subject, but am
            interrupted when Missy walks into the living room. 
         

         
         
         “I’m fine,” Tate mumbles as his eyes rake up and
            down Missy. He looks away quickly, but I didn’t miss it. 
         

         
         
         “Okay.” Courtney claps her hands together getting
            our attention as we all gather around in their living room.
         

         
         
         “What’s up with you guys having us over?” Angel
            asks leaning into me. “You called in sick today.” Angel had called me concerned
            this morning, afraid that she had passed her infection to Courtney. “You seem
            fine,” she observes with a smile.
         

         
         
         Courtney blushes and looks at Josh. “She is
            perfect,” he declares, looking at her from his recliner. All the girls make an
            ‘ahh’ sound which makes me laugh and Tate roll his eyes. 
         

         
         
         Courtney laughs and stands up from the couch to
            face all of us. She looks nervous all of a sudden as she takes in a deep breath
            and looks around, tears brimming in her eyes. 
         

         
         
         What the hell is going on?

         
         
         Angel pulls away from me and sits up straight.
            “Courtney, are you okay?” she asks with concern.
         

         
         
         She nods her head quickly. “I’m just really happy.”
            She then reaches down and places a hand over her belly.
         

         
         
         Angel gasps from beside me placing a hand over her
            mouth. “Are you...?” she asks slowly.
         

         
         
         Courtney gets a big smile on her face and starts
            nodding her head quickly, tears now rolling down her face.
         

         
         
         Before I can figure out what the question was,
            Angel and the girls jump up out of their seats and run to Courtney, giving her
            hugs as they all cry together.
         

         
         
         “I’m so confused,” Tate whispers, leaning over.

         
         
         “You’re not alone,” I retort. I’ve never been much
            of a guy who understood the female language, unless it involved my cock. 
         

         
         
         Josh turns and looks at us. “We are having a baby,”
            he announces with a proud smile on his face.
         

         
         
         Tate and I sit there for a few seconds trying to
            absorb what he just said. “What?” I finally ask somewhat shocked. “A baby?” I
            look back over to Courtney and now realize why she had placed her hands on her
            stomach.
         

         
         
         “We found out today.” The shit-eating grin he has
            on his face has me smiling back like a fool.
         

         
         
         My best friend is having a baby. I couldn’t be
            happier for him. “Congratulations.” I stand up and hug him. “How did this
            happen?” I ask still shocked. I very clearly remember the conversation Courtney
            and I had just Christmas Eve.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “I don’t think I want any kids,” she says.

         
         
         “None?” I ask, glancing from her to Josh.

         
         
         She shakes her head. 

         
         
         “How do you feel about that?” I ask him.

         
         
         He shrugs but smiles brightly. “Whatever she
               wants is fine with me.” 

         
         
          

         
         
         “I’ll let Sam demonstrate that for you later,” Josh
            says with laughter.
         

         
         
         “You know what I mean.” I laugh.

         
         
         “Believe me, no one is more shocked than us,”
            Courtney says with a smile. “But it was just meant to be,” she whispers looking
            over at Josh with a smile on her face.
         

         
         
         We all watch as he crosses the room and pulls her
            into him before he gives her a slow passionate kiss that makes me feel like we
            are intruders.
         

         
         
         “I’m so happy for you guys,” Angel gushes as tears
            run down her cheeks.
         

         
         
         I plop down onto the couch and look up as her and
            Courtney talk about my best friend’s baby on the way. My eyes drop to Angel’s
            stomach, and I imagine her pregnant with our child. I smile as my eyes move
            back up to her face. I know we are not close to that part of our lives yet, but
            I can’t help how excited I feel for when that day does arrive.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER FOUR

         
         
          
         

         
         
         “Oh, I like this one,” I say
            pointing to a white crib.
         

         
         
         Courtney frowns. “Isn’t white for a girl?”

         
         
         I shrug. “It could be for either one but I just
            know you’re going to have a little girl.”
         

         
         
         “When did you become psychic?” she asks placing her
            hand on her hip.
         

         
         
         “Oh, I’ve always had the talent,” I smirk.

         
         
         She laughs as she shakes her head at me. I close
            the page on my phone and place it in my purse. “How are you feeling?” I ask. 
         

         
         
         Even though we’ve known for a little over two
            weeks, her pregnancy is still the talk of our circle. 
         

         
         
         “I’m feeling great. I haven’t had any morning
            sickness.” She shrugs. “But I have felt emotional,” she admits with a frown.
         

         
         
         “Shouldn’t that come later?” Missy asks before
            popping a fry into her mouth. 
         

         
         
         We finally had a day that all of us girls were able
            to have a lunch date. It’s very rare that we can all get together at once, with
            work and Missy in school.
         

         
         
         “My doctor said it’s common to have mood swings
            around six to ten weeks. But I mean mine are drastic.”
         

         
         
         “Explain,” Holly says sitting down next to Missy
            after refilling her drink.
         

         
         
         “Well, Josh and I were having sex last night, and I
            just started crying. Like uncontrollably sobbing.” She laughs at herself. “It
            was embarrassing.”
         

         
         
         “Why were you crying?” I ask frowning. I’m not
            surprised she mentions they were having sex. Courtney has never been
            embarrassed about her sex life. If I have to hear about how great Josh’s dick
            piercing is one more time, I may scream, and I’m pretty sure that knowledge
            freaks Holly out. But Missy seems intrigued by it, which is very surprising. 
         

         
         
         “He said he loved me. And that brought memories
            from the first time he told me that.” She sighs. “I was so afraid that it was
            never going to work. That I was going to fuck it up.” She gives a little laugh.
            “Because I always seem to do that. And then I remember feeling I had fucked it
            up by getting pregnant but instead he was happy.” She shrugs.
         

         
         
         “You thought of all that while you were having
            sex?” Missy asks with a surprised look on her face. “Isn’t your mind supposed
            to be…elsewhere?” She waves a hand in the air.
         

         
         
         I laugh at her innocence.

         
         
         Courtney nods before she shoves a French fry in her
            mouth. “Crazy things always pop up in my head when I’m having sex. Anyways, he
            tried to calm me down, but it was pointless. He held me until I finally cried
            myself to sleep, and then this morning I cried as I apologized for ruining our sex
            last night.”
         

         
         
         Missy snickers, and I laugh. “I bet that was the
            least of his worries, Court.”
         

         
         
         She shrugs. “I still felt bad.” Then she smiles as
            she looks over to Missy. “What are we doing for your birthday?” she asks,
            changing the subject.
         

         
         
         Missy frowns, knowing exactly what she just did,
            but she answers anyway. “I’m having dinner with my family.” 
         

         
         
         “Well, we’re family, what about us?” Courtney asks.

         
         
         “How about we throw you a party at our house?” I
            say. “We can play pool or cards, have some drinks, and just relax. Not have to
            worry about going out to a loud bar or club, and everyone can crash at the
            house if they need to.” I point a finger at her. “You will be staying for
            sure.”
         

         
         
         She smiles. “That sounds like a great idea. Thank
            you.”
         

         
         
         I pull out my phone and navigate to the calendar.
            “Your birthday is on Wednesday. We leave Friday for Vegas.” 
         

         
         
         “How about we do it Thursday. Since she is spending
            time with her family on Wednesday?” Holly suggests.
         

         
         
         “You guys want to have a party the night before we
            leave for Vegas?” I ask surprised.
         

         
         
         “I’m good with whatever. I can’t drink.” Courtney
            sighs but the small smile on her face gives her away. She could care less about
            drinking. 
         

         
         
         “It will be fine.” Holly waves me off. “Plus, our
            flights aren’t until midday.”
         

         
         
         “I think that sounds great,” Missy says readjusting
            her glasses.
         

         
         
         “Okay then. Let’s start planning.” I’ve only got a
            few days to put this party together.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         The girls and I finish up
            our lunch before Courtney and I head back to work. Her and I laugh as we talk
            about what all we need to get to pull off a twenty-first birthday party within
            two days when Tate enters my mind. 
         

         
         
         I reach down and get my phone out of my purse to
            call him when I hear Courtney speak. “What the fuck?” she says in a hard tone.
         

         
         
         I stand up quickly. “Watch your language.” Geesh,
            Slade’s use of cuss words has worn off on me but I try not to cuss at work.
            Management seems to look down on us using colorful language. 
         

         
         
         “Jax is here,” she hisses, making my head snap over
            to the entrance where she is looking. Sure enough the piece of shit is walking
            straight to my counter.
         

         
         
         “Hello, baby,” he says giving me a slimy grin. His
            red shirt looks like it is covered in grass stains, and his holey jeans look
            like he got in a fight with a pair of scissors. It’s almost sickening how much
            he has gone downhill.
         

         
         
         “What do you want, Jax?” I ask flatly.

         
         
         “I heard you upgraded from bar whore to a bank.”

         
         
         I roll my eyes. “You can’t keep showing up wherever
            I’m at.”
         

         
         
         He holds his hand up. “Yes I can,” he responds calmly.
            
         

         
         
         And I hate that he’s right. We never followed
            through and got a restraining order on him, because he didn’t show up more than
            that one time. I’m going to remedy that problem as soon as I leave here. “What
            do you want?” I snap.
         

         
         
         “I just came to tell you that Slade is not as
            stupid as he looks.”
         

         
         
         I frown, not knowing how to respond. “What does
            that mean?”
         

         
         
         Courtney decides to cut into our conversation.
            “Hello dipshit,” she says in greeting Jax.
         

         
         
         “Hello bitch,” he sneers.

         
         
         I gasp, but Courtney just laughs it off. I’m
            actually surprised her hormones don’t have her crying at that insult. She must
            hate him that much—even his words can’t hurt her mood.
         

         
         
         “I told you to stay away from me, Jax. I mean that.
            I’m engaged to Slade. I’m not playing hard to get. Just leave us alone.”
         

         
         
         “Slade is onto you.”

         
         
         Courtney and I exchange a confused look.

         
         
         He rolls his eyes. “He knows you’re fucking Tate.”

         
         
         Courtney bursts out laughing as I stand there
            staring at him. “I don’t know who the hell you have been talking to but they
            are lying to you,” I advise. How does he even know Tate? Tate had stayed inside
            of Larry’s that night we all went up there.
         

         
         
         He gives me an evil grin that reminds me of the
            Grinch. “I spoke with Slade.”
         

         
         
         “No you didn’t.” Slade would have told me.

         
         
         “I spoke with him about a week ago. I went up to
            his office.”
         

         
         
         I start shaking my head quickly.

         
         
         “Oh, it’s true. Need proof? Well, how about that
            picture he has of you guys at a Rams game? Or the picture of you guys in New
            York?” My heart starts to pound and I just stand there and stare at him. The
            smug smile he now wears tells me he’s telling the truth. “Anyway, he also told
            me that you were cheating on me with Tate. And that he knows you still see
            Tate. After I gave it some thought, I realized it makes sense. If you fuck around
            then he has an excuse to as well.”
         

         
         
         “I would never cheat on Slade,” I whisper, afraid
            to speak any louder since I may start yelling and lose my job.
         

         
         
         His eyes darken, and he takes a step toward my
            counter. “So, you admit that you cheated on me with Tate then?”
         

         
         
         I shake my head again. “I never did,” I respond
            truthfully, and he gives me a smile, as if I didn’t have the balls to do that
            either. “But I should have.” His smile drops off his face and his lips thin. 
         

         
         
         “Watch what you say to me,” he barks.

         
         
         “Why? What are you going to do, Jax? Shove me
            again?” I’m baiting him, and we both know it. If he does something to me while
            I’m at work then I will have witnesses. Hell, there are cameras in here.
         

         
         
         He leans over the counter before he takes a quick
            look around to see if anyone is watching him. “I might have been gone a while,
            baby, but I still have friends in high places in this town. You think you are
            untouchable because your boyfriend is an attorney? Think again.” He looks over
            at Courtney and gives her a look of disgust then turns around and struts out
            the front door as if he just withdrew a million dollars. The fucker knows he
            got to me, and I hate that more than anything.
         

         
         
         “There has to be an explanation,” Courtney says
            from beside me.
         

         
         
         “He knew too much,” I say more to myself than to
            her. “It just doesn’t add up.” Slade is going to have a lot of explaining to
            do, and the more I sit here and think about what just happened, the more pissed
            off I get.
         

         
         
         “What time is it?” I ask still watching the
            entrance to the bank.
         

         
         
         “A quarter past two. Why?”

         
         
         I grab my purse and start going through it to find
            the business card of the officer that I need. “Because I need to do something
            as soon as I get off of work,” I say smiling when I find it. I remember Slade
            calling him Brad when we sat in his office after I was attacked outside of
            Larry’s one night. His card reads Bradley Knowles, Crime Investigator. 
         

         
         
         I’m filing a restraining order on that sorry
            bastard.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I look down at my watch to
            check the time. It’s six thirty, Angel should have been home an hour ago. She
            sometimes stops at Larry’s to visit with Holly, but the girls had plans to meet
            for lunch today. So I doubt she went to see her after work. 
         

         
         
         “Let’s go to the Super Bowl,” Josh says sitting on
            the couch while we hang out down in the basement at my house. 
         

         
         
         “Where is it again?” Tate asks lining up his pool
            stick with the cue ball.
         

         
         
         “I think Indianapolis.”

         
         
         We all pause when we hear the front door slam shut.
            Not seconds later Angel is storming down the steps to the basement. She appears
            livid but from the look of her red rimmed eyes, I can tell that she has been
            crying. Whatever made her sad has pissed her off because she looks like she
            wants to rip someone’s head off.
         

         
         
         “What’s wrong?” I ask frowning.

         
         
         “Why did you lie?” she screams making Josh jump.

         
         
         Guess it’s my head she wants to rip off. No
            surprise there cause that’s nothing new. “I don’t know...”
         

         
         
         She reaches up and slaps me across the face, the
            contact making my cheek sting. Josh’s eyes go wide while Tate takes a step back
            from me.
         

         
         
         “Quit lying,” she shouts.

         
         
         I throw down my pool stick and take a step toward
            her. I look down at her as my temper flares. “What the hell was that about?” I
            demand. 
         

         
         
         “Why are you lying to Jax?” she retorts. “Why are
            you even talking to him in the first place?”
         

         
         
         I grind my teeth as I see Tate stiffen beside me.
            Josh lets out a hard laugh. “You really think Slade would talk to that idiot
            let alone lie to him?” 
         

         
         
         I give him a hard look, and his face falls. 

         
         
         “Oh,” he says in surprise.

         
         
         “Don’t deny it, Slade. He knew about the picture of
            us at the first Rams game being in your office. Along with the picture of us in
            New York.” She turns and points to Tate. His eyebrows shoot up, concerned with
            what might come out of her mouth next. “And he knows about you. Want to explain
            how he knows who you are?” she snaps at him.
         

         
         
         I’ve never seen Tate look so terrified. His eyes go
            back and forth between her and me a few times. He must be thinking that she’s
            talking about him being her brother but that can’t be true. As far as I know,
            no one else in this town knows that information.
         

         
         
         “What are you talking about?” I ask before this
            gets any worse.
         

         
         
         She narrows her eyes back on me “You told him I was
            cheating on him with Tate,” she snaps. Tate starts coughing as if he’s choking
            to death at that statement. “Then you made it sound like I am still
            sleeping with him. Like you two just pass me back and forth.” She’s almost
            frantic, her hands waving around in the air. “You know, like a piece of meat,”
            she spits out.
         

         
         
         “Calm down,” I growl. “You don’t know what you’re
            talking about. And where did you come up with all this shit?” 
         

         
         
         “He showed up at my work today.” She crosses her
            arms over her chest. “You and Tate have him scared to death.”
         

         
         
         Tate chuckles, and she gives him a death glare.

         
         
         “Should he not be?” I ask her. “Do you want him
            coming around? Because if you want that…” I spread my arms out in front of me
            leaving the question hang. 
         

         
         
         “You are not going to do this.” She stabs a finger
            into my chest. “You are not going to blame me for something you did.” She
            throws her hands up in the air. “But just so you know, I’m okay.” She snorts.
            “He didn’t try to touch me or anything.” She throws her hands out to her side.
            “Not like you asked, but he just threatened me.”
         

         
         
         I step toward her. “Threatened you with what?” I
            snap.
         

         
         
         She crosses her arms over her chest and sticks her
            hip out. “Don’t worry, I took care of it. I filed a restraining order on him.”
            Then she spins around before she storms off running up the stairs.
         

         
         
         “Man, what the fuck was all that about?” Josh asks.
            “Why would you be talking to Jax?”
         

         
         
         I run a hand over my hair fucking stressed to the
            max. He threatened her? Didn’t I tell the motherfucker to stay away from her?
            “He showed up at my office a while back. And started going on about how she is
            cheating on me with Tate.” I shrug. “I didn’t deny it.”
         

         
         
         Josh looks over at Tate. “Did you guys have a
            thing?” Then his eyes flick back to me nervously. 
         

         
         
         Tate looks like he wants to puke at that thought
            and if shit hadn’t just blown up in my face, I would laugh.
         

         
         
         “No, they have never had a thing. Remember
            you were there when Tate entered the picture,” I remind Josh of when Tate
            showed up her mother’s house after her death.
         

         
         
         He nods his head as if he’s trying to put the
            pieces together. “Then why didn’t you deny it?”
         

         
         
         “Because I could care less what the fuck he thinks.
            Back when he cheated on her, the fucker broke her heart,” I say gritting my
            teeth. “I didn’t want him to think he actually had that power over her.” I sit
            back down on the couch and release a sigh. Maybe it’s me who doesn’t want to
            think he had that power over her. That she could have loved him enough for
            that.
         

         
         
         “What are we going to do about him?” Tate asks
            sounding determined to get rid of this fucker.
         

         
         
         “I know some guys who could do me some favors.” I
            look up at them, my face serious.
         

         
         
         Josh frowns, and Tate looks intrigued. “What?” I
            ask Josh.
         

         
         
         “Who owes you favors?”

         
         
         “I’m a defense attorney.”
            I wave a hand in the air. “I have let many people walk who deserved to spend
            their lives in jail.” I shrug. “Call it returning a favor.”
         

         
         
         He gives a fake laugh. “Funny,” he says dryly.

         
         
         I wasn’t joking.

         
         
         Tate pats me on the shoulder. “Let me do all the
            dirty work my friend.” Then he points a finger to the stairs. “Just try to stay
            out of trouble. The last thing we need is you pissing her off and her ending up
            leaving.”
         

         
         
         “Leave?” Josh arches an eyebrow. “You can’t make
            her stay.”
         

         
         
         “Yes I can,” I say before taking a drink of my
            beer.
         

         
         
         “I’m out of here.” Josh sighs.

         
         
         “What? We still have another game to play.” I look
            over to the pool table.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head. “No. Looks like I need to get
            home and let Courtney know we might be having company.”
         

         
         
         I tilt my head in confusion. 

         
         
         “Because Sam is either going to come to our house
            or go to Micah and Holly’s when you two piss her off,” he explains.
         

         
         
         “Makes sense,” Tate concurs, as if that is an
            option. 
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “She’s not leaving this house
            tonight. Or any night,” I add.
         

         
         
         Josh has a look of pity on his face. “Pick your
            fights, Slade,” he throws over his shoulder before he walks up the stairs.
         

         
         
         “Another game?” Tate says turning to the pool
            table.
         

         
         
         “Might as well.” I sure as hell don’t want to go
            upstairs and deal with her at the moment. “Let’s have a drink with our game,” I
            suggest, walking over to the small mini bar, and opening the rum to pour us
            both a rum and Coke. Sometimes a beer just won’t cut it. I hand him his full
            glass, we clink them together, and we both take a big swig before starting our
            game.
         

         
         
         Three hours later, after losing count of how many rum
            and Cokes I’ve had, I find my way up the stairs. Tate follows slowly behind me.
         

         
         
         “Go crash in the spare room,” I offer for the third
            time.
         

         
         
         He nods his head and heads off down the hallway to
            our spare bedroom. I stumble to our bedroom and curse when I find the door
            locked. 
         

         
         
         She locked me out.

         
         
         I bang on the door a few times trying to wake her
            up. I know her. She probably took a nice long bubble bath and then passed out.
            She also probably thought I would try to get a piece of ass tonight. There’s
            been several times where she has woke with my head between her legs or my dick
            in her pussy after she went to bed mad at me. I could have easily restrained
            her and had my way with her, but that would have just ended up pissing her off
            more.
         

         
         
         I release a sigh as I try the door one last time. I
            could open it but just don’t really care right now. With my hands fisted down
            to my side I turn around and walk down the hall into the media room. I pull a
            blanket off the back of the couch and once I’m naked, I lie down and cover
            myself up. 
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER FIVE

         
         
         

         
         
         I walk out of the closet
            dressed and ready for work when I realize I don’t see Slade’s clothes anywhere.
            I grab my purse and walk out the bedroom. I make my way to the kitchen and see
            a pair of keys lying on the kitchen counter. Picking them up, I notice they
            belong to Tate’s truck. 
         

         
         
         Did he stay the night?

         
         
         Once the coffee is started, I make my way down the
            hall to the bedroom in the back. I slowly open the door to find him snoring on
            his stomach, still fully clothed. 
         

         
         
         I enter. “Tate,” I say loudly. He doesn’t even
            budge. “Tate,” I call louder and shove him a bit. 
         

         
         
         His body rolls over onto his back and a small pill
            bottle falls out of his jeans pocket. I frown and pick them up. I try to read
            what it says but the writing on the bottle is worn off. I squint my eyes trying
            to get a better look when it is snatched out of my hands.
         

         
         
         I jump back with a yelp and a look of surprise on
            my face as I look into Tate’s dark blue eyes.
         

         
         
         He climbs out of bed, not saying a word, and walks
            to the bathroom. I try to think of what those could have been for. Tate doesn’t
            do drugs. Does he? I mean they seemed like they were legit. I roll my eyes at
            myself. I’m sure druggies keep their illegal drugs in a prescription bottle as
            one way to not look so obvious.
         

         
         
         I make my way back to the kitchen and sit down at
            the table waiting for him to come down the hall. As soon as I see him, I sit up
            straight.
         

         
         
         “We need to talk,” I say deadpan.

         
         
         He gives me a look of annoyance. “What I do is none
            of your business,” he says flatly.
         

         
         
         My eyes drop to his pocket where I can now see the
            pill bottle taking up the space. Does he always have them? “Drugs?” I ignore
            him.
         

         
         
         “I don’t do drugs,” he says flatly.

         
         
         “I’m sure that’s what all drug addicts say.” I
            cross my arms over my chest.
         

         
         
         He slams his hand down on the countertop making me
            jump. “Let’s get this straight. I do not do any illegal drugs. What my doctor
            prescribes is between him and me. Got it?”
         

         
         
         I hold his stare, trying not to let him intimidate
            me. His dark blue eyes look bloodshot, and his jaw is hard. His lips in a thin
            line. I sigh. “I don’t want to fight with you.” I run a hand through my hair.
            “You’re right. It’s none of my business. I’m just worried about you.”
         

         
         
         He sits down. “No need to be.”

         
         
         “Tate I…”

         
         
         He places his hand up and stops me. “I don’t want to
            hear it, Sam.” He takes in a long breath before he lets it out. “Let’s talk
            about what happened last night with Jax.”
         

         
         
         “You guys are lying to me,” I accuse, already
            knowing they have secrets.
         

         
         
         “I lied to you. Well technically I didn’t lie. I
            just didn’t tell you everything.”
         

         
         
         I clench my jaw. “Tell me everything now.”

         
         
         He looks up at me. “When you came and saw me at my
            house, wanting to know about your mother, I told you that I had kept tabs on
            you. I knew the night you went and stayed with Holly and Micah that you were
            going back the next day to move out your stuff. That next day when they took
            you to the hospital, I went to your house and beat the shit out of him.”
         

         
         
         “What?” My mouth drops. “He said my boyfriend did
            it.”
         

         
         
         He looks nervous for a second as his eyes look
            everywhere in the room except at me. “I told him that I was your boyfriend.”
         

         
         
         “Why?” I frown. That makes no sense.

         
         
         He reaches up and rubs his forehead as if he
            shouldn’t need to explain this. “Because I didn’t want him coming back around
            you. I didn’t want him bothering you.”
         

         
         
         I put my elbows on the table and place my face in
            my hands. “I’m not mad at you about that. But why couldn’t you just have told
            me?”
         

         
         
         He shrugs. “I didn’t feel it was necessary.”

         
         
         “Isn’t that my call to make? Since it’s my ex we’re
            talking about?”
         

         
         
         “I guess you could see it that way.”

         
         
         We sit there in the silence for a few seconds. “Is
            there anything else you want to tell me regarding Jax?” I ask.
         

         
         
         “Just that I’m going to kick his ass again,” he
            says, and I swear the corners of his mouth turn up a little bit.
         

         
         
         I laugh. “Okay then,” I reply, standing up.

         
         
         He lifts an eyebrow. “Not gonna slap me like you
            did Slade?”
         

         
         
         “No. Slade pissed me off. I had time to sleep off
            my anger. So you get off easy.”
         

         
         
         “How did he piss you off?”

         
         
         I take one last drink of my coffee before I rinse
            the mug out and place it in the dishwasher. “Because I know he’s keeping
            something from me.” Tate shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “I just can’t figure
            out what it is.”
         

         
         
         He stands from the table. “Give him a break. It’s
            not easy living with you.”
         

         
         
         I gasp, and he laughs. “What? I can’t imagine it’s
            easy living with any chick,” he adds.
         

         
         
         I smile and then shrug. “True. But it’s also not
            easy living with a controlling male who thinks he runs the world.”
         

         
         
         He chuckles as he turns around and starts to walk
            out the front door. “Oh, Tate?”
         

         
         
         “What?” He turns to face me.

         
         
         “Just so you know, I’m throwing Missy a birthday
            party here at the house tomorrow night,” I announce with a smile.
         

         
         
         “I know,” he says releasing a sigh. “She already
            invited me.” He waves his hand in the air. “Don’t worry. I’m coming.”
         

         
         
         “You don’t have an option.”

         
         
         He shakes his head at me but chuckles as he walks
            out the door. I push Slade and last night out of my mind as I grab my purse and
            head off to work.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I walk into the house with
            Courtney later that evening, our hands full of sacks. 
         

         
         
         I throw my sacks up onto the countertop in the
            kitchen and start to go through them. “Did you buy the entire store?” Courtney
            jokes.
         

         
         
         “Just everything having to do with turning
            twenty-one.” 
         

         
         
         “Is everything okay with you and Slade?” she asks
            pulling out a pack of balloons.
         

         
         
         “Why do you ask?” I try not to let her question
            bother me.
         

         
         
         “Well, because you only spoke with him once today,
            and you were real short. Usually you can’t keep him from calling or texting
            you.”
         

         
         
         “I was busy,” I say defensively.

         
         
         “Rearranging your pens in your drawer?” she asks
            with a smile.
         

         
         
         I open the second sack and start to unpack it. “We
            got into a fight when I got home last night,” I finally say.
         

         
         
         “Oh I know that. Josh told me you slapped him.” She
            gets a dreamy smile on her face. “Wish I could have seen that. I bet he was
            shocked. Hell, Josh was in shock when he told me. But I’m guessing it takes a
            lot to shock Slade.”
         

         
         
         I look over at her a little shocked myself. “He
            told you that?”
         

         
         
         She nods. “He told me to make sure the sheets were
            clean in the spare bedroom, because he figured you would end up crashing at our
            house.” She drapes her arm over my shoulder. “Not gonna lie. I was totally
            looking forward to having a girls’ night.” She sighs dramatically. 
         

         
         
         “I wasn’t going anywhere. I just went to the
            bedroom, took a long bath, and then went to sleep. Of course I locked the
            bedroom door so he couldn’t get in.” I smile as I recall him beating on the
            door last night to let him in. I had fallen asleep but the pounding of his fist
            on the door woke me up. There was no way in hell I was getting up to open it
            though. I didn’t want to argue anymore. 
         

         
         
         “So you guys are fine now?” She removes her arm and
            places a balloon in her mouth and starts to blow it up. 
         

         
         
         I shrug. “Not really. He left this morning before I
            had woken up. Somehow he unlocked the bedroom door and got ready for work this
            morning. I haven’t really talked to him today about it.”
         

         
         
         “Gotta keep these men on their toes,” she says
            between breaths while blowing up the balloons.
         

         
         
         “Why are you blowing those up? I want them to be
            full of helium.”
         

         
         
         She stops blowing and lets it go. It flies threw
            the kitchen making a strange noise as all the air releases.
         

         
         
         “You didn’t tell me that,” she says pulling in a
            few deep breaths. 
         

         
         
         I raise an eyebrow. “Only ten weeks pregnant and
            you’re already out of shape?” I tease as she huffs and puffs.
         

         
         
         She reaches down and picks up the pack of balloons
            before she throws them at my chest. “That’s not fair,” she whines. “I’ve
            already gained ten pounds. I have a feeling I’m going to look like a beached
            whale by the time I have this baby,” she pouts, rubbing her belly that is still
            flat. I think the ten pounds are in her head. 
         

         
         
         “Well then I will push you out to sea and set you
            free,” I quip.
         

         
         
         She gasps dramatically. “I can’t believe you said
            that.” She holds a hand over her heart as if I hurt her.
         

         
         
         “What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t try to
            save a beached whale?” I try to sound serious, but I can’t get through it
            without laughing.
         

         
         
         “You can be such a little bitch.” She smiles at me.

         
         
         I bow. “Why thank you.”

         
         
         “That wasn’t a compliment.”

         
         
         “I took it as one.” 

         
         
         She rolls her eyes then changes the subject. “What
            did Slade say when you told him you were throwing this party for Missy?”
         

         
         
         I had very shortly explained it to him when we
            spoke today. “He said ‘oh yeah, I forgot about her birthday’.”
         

         
         
         “Typical man.”

         
         
         I nod my head agreeing with her. I feel my body
            stiffen when I hear the door to the garage open. I keep my head down and
            continue to pull a birthday banner out of the sack when I hear Slade enter the
            house. 
         

         
         
         He walks in, and I feel my heart rate pick up as he
            walks around the kitchen. He walks up behind me and pulls the hair off my
            shoulder. He bends down and places a soft kiss on my neck. I curse my arms for
            breaking out in goosebumps. 
         

         
         
         “How was your day, Angel?” he asks softly.

         
         
         “Fine,” I say curtly.

         
         
         He places another kiss on my neck. “My day was
            great,” he answers like I had asked. 
         

         
         
         I roll my eyes at him and pull away. I’m still mad
            at him. He had no right to talk to Jax about our relationship, not to mention
            everything else he lied about. 
         

         
         
         “Anyway, I made a stop on my way home for you,” he
            says turning away from me and placing his sack on the counter by the fridge.
         

         
         
         I turn around to look at him as he pulls out my
            favorite bottle of wine; Barefoot Moscato. “Just something I thought you would
            want for the party tomorrow night,” he says with a knowing smile. “Or if you
            just wanted a glass tonight while you took a hot bubble bath.”
         

         
         
          Courtney places her elbow on the table and her
            chin in her hand. She looks over at him with a dreamy smile as she lets out a
            small sigh. Pushover. 
         

         
         
         “And also.” He then pulls out a box of Godiva
            chocolates.
         

         
         
         I narrow my eyes at him, and I look over to see
            Courtney instantly drooling at the sight of them.
         

         
         
         “Thanks,” I say taking them from his hands and
            handing them to her.
         

         
         
         “You’re very welcome, Angel,” he says sweetly. “I’m
            going to go take a shower,” he announces before he walks out of the kitchen.
         

         
         
         “Mmmmhmm,” Courtney says through a mouthful of
            chocolates already. “He’s good,” she compliments, nodding her head. “Very
            good.”
         

         
         
         “Yes.” I sigh. “That he is.” I throw down the bag
            of streamers and follow after him.
         

         
         
         I storm into the bedroom and head toward the
            bathroom. As soon as I walk through the bathroom door he grabs me and spins me
            around. “I knew you would follow me,” he smirks. “Was it the chocolates or the
            wine? I would like to know for future reference.” 
         

         
         
         I ignore his cocky attitude. I’m not in the mood
            for it. “All I want to know is why you lied to him.”
         

         
         
         He lets out a long breath as he slowly runs his
            hands down my arms. “I know how much he broke your heart.”
         

         
         
         I frown. “You weren’t there, Slade. You don’t know
            anything.”
         

         
         
         “I wasn’t there but I remember the way you sounded
            when you called me.” His baby blue eyes look deep into mine. “I knew from the
            second you spoke his name that you loved him.”
         

         
         
         I don’t know where he is going with this but for a
            moment I regret asking.
         

         
         
          “When he confronted me in my office he acted as if
            you were nothing to him. As if he never loved you.” He pulls away from me and
            starts to pace. “When he said you were cheating on me with Tate, I laughed. I
            know that you would never do that to me.” He comes back and places his hands on
            my face. “I know you love me, Angel. But I hate the fact that you once loved
            him.”
         

         
         
         I swallow nervously. I know Slade has had women in
            his bed but I also know that he has never loved any of them. It must be hard
            for him to think about the fact that I once loved Jax how I love him now. “I thought
            I once loved him.” It’s true. I was blinded when it came to Jax. I really
            didn’t know any better.
         

         
         
         “Don’t give me that bullshit,” he says softly. “We
            both know what kind of person you are.”
         

         
         
         I bite my bottom lip nervously. “Can you enlighten
            me?”
         

         
         
         He smiles, and it eases my nerves. A little.
            “You would never fuck around with someone, let alone move out of state with
            someone, unless you loved them.”
         

         
         
         “If I wouldn’t have followed him to St. Louis, then
            I would have never met you,” I say placing my hands on his chest.
         

         
         
         He picks up my left hand and lifts it to his lips
            giving it a soft kiss. “I know but back to the reason why I lied to him.” He
            wraps his arms around me and pulls my body to his. I’m guessing so I can’t run
            away. “I will never let someone break your heart, baby. I will never let him
            have the satisfaction of knowing what he did to you. Does it really bother you
            that much what he thinks of you?” His dark eyebrows pull together as his baby
            blue eyes roam my face.
         

         
         
         “That wasn’t the point.”

         
         
         “Then what was the point? Tell me what you want me
            to say because honestly I’m at a loss,” he pleads.
         

         
         
         “I want to know why you didn’t tell me that he
            showed up at your work. You are correct, I could care less what he thinks, but
            why didn’t you tell me?”
         

         
         
         He pulls back and runs his hand through his hair.
            It’s standing up and in different directions as if he has been messing with it
            all day. “We already had one fight over him, and that’s one too many if you ask
            me. I felt it was pointless. There was nothing that you could do, and I didn’t
            want to upset you.”
         

         
         
         I walk over to the tub and sit down on the edge,
            needing the space for a few seconds.
         

         
         
         He very slowly makes his way over to me. Kneeling
            down in front of me, he takes my hands in his. “Will you forgive me?”
         

         
         
         I nod my head. He’s right, what Jax thinks of me is
            not important.
         

         
         
         “So, can we please just drop this issue?” he asks
            softly. “We are throwing a party for Missy tomorrow night and leaving for Vegas
            the day after that. Let’s just forget about Jax.”
         

         
         
         I release a long sigh. Can I really be mad at him
            for something he can’t control? If his exes come and get in my face, I would
            say anything to hurt them, and I know that was his intention with Jax. 
         

         
         
         I nod my head. “Deal.” I reach out my hand for him
            to shake. He smirks and grabs my hand. He stands and pulls me up as well, and I
            fall into him. Leaning down he places a rough kiss on my lips. 
         

         
         
         When he finally pulls away I’m panting. I expect
            him to strip my clothes off and take me right here in the bathroom but instead
            he turns around and starts to undress before stepping into the shower. I take a
            few deep breaths and walk out of the bathroom to make my way back to the
            kitchen.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         To be completely honest, I
            don’t even remember much of my twenty-first birthday. I was attending the
            University of Missouri and some of my buddies took me out. We ended up partying
            nonstop for a solid week. That’s all I remember. There was a ton of alcohol and
            women. At times there were multiples. There were several fights, and I was
            banned from a couple of bars, but I expected it to go down that way.
         

         
         
         I have a feeling that Missy isn’t going to remember
            much of hers either.
         

         
         
         I smile as I watch Angel talk and laugh with Missy.
            She spent all last night and some of this evening decorating our house for her,
            and it looks great. I know growing up that Missy lived a pretty sheltered life.
            Her parents were very strict with her and her brother. As far back as I can
            remember in school, Missy’s family was very religious. They considered a
            twenty-first birthday celebration at Olive Garden last night to be party
            enough. Last night, after Angel and Courtney had finished decorating, Missy had
            called her upset. She said her parents wouldn’t even let her order an alcoholic
            drink to celebrate. Missy is their baby, and I think they want to shelter her
            as long as possible. After that call, Angel started adding more alcohol to her
            list.
         

         
         
         Missy has always seemed so reserved and sweet, but
            I can tell there’s a part of her that wants to let loose. Go wild, even. Just
            to say she did. Even if the alcohol she consumes makes her memories foggy.
         

         
         
         I have a feeling my little Angel may show her the
            crazier side of life, at least the alcohol-induced side, tonight.
         

         
         
         “I think she’s had enough,” Tate growls to Angel.

         
         
         I smirk when she gives him a go to hell look and
            places the full shot in Missy’s hand.
         

         
         
         “Think I need cut off, Tate?” Missy slurs, and I
            can’t help but laugh. This brings back memories of the first night I met Angel,
            and she got drunk off tequila shots. Women can be so stubborn.

         
         
         “Yes,” he says looking down at her with narrowed
            eyes. “I don’t want to have to hold your hair back later when you’re puking,”
            he growls.
         

         
         
         She gives him a sloppy smile as she sways on her
            feet. Her black rimmed glasses are sliding farther down her nose. “I have
            girlfriends for that.” Then she brings the shot glass to her lips and tosses it
            back. 
         

         
         
         I tilt my beer bottle back to hide my smile from
            the couch across the room. I knew the girls would get drunk tonight. I saw how
            much alcohol Angel had purchased for this party. She wanted to throw Missy a
            party, and I know exactly what the word ‘party’ means to her.
         

         
         
         “What are they drinking?” Braxton, Parker’s little
            brother, asks me as he plops down beside me. Micah invited him, said we need to
            hang out with him more. He’s actually a pretty good kid. 
         

         
         
         “Those are wet pussy shots,” I answer with a smile.

         
         
         His brown eyes go big, and his cheeks flush. He’s
            nothing like Parker and I were when we were his age. We spent our days thinking
            about women and our evenings getting between their legs. He, on the other hand,
            did not. I can tell he spent his days and nights with his face stuck in a book,
            doing nothing but studying. Probably picked up more classes than he needed. That’s
            how he graduated early.
         

         
         
         “Ever had one?” Tate asks coming up to us.

         
         
         “No. What’s in it?” he asks excitedly.

         
         
         Tate lets out a little laugh, and I have a feeling
            he was asking about the one between a woman’s legs, not in a shot glass.
         

         
         
         “I don’t know really,” he admits, “but they are
            good.” He tilts his beer back before sitting down with us.
         

         
         
         “Will she be able to go to school tomorrow?”
            Braxton asks as he watches Missy and the girls tip back another shot.
         

         
         
         “She’ll be fine,” I say brushing off his concern. 

         
         
         “Slade,” Josh calls from the pool table. “It’s your
            turn.”
         

         
         
         I get up off of the couch and walk over to the pool
            table. I set my beer on the end as I pick up a pool stick. Just as I go to hit
            the cue ball someone bumps my stick, making me miss the shot. “Hey,” I say
            turning around to see who it is.
         

         
         
         The most beautiful green eyes I have ever seen are
            staring up at me. Angel giggles before she says, “I’m sorry. Did I make you
            miss?” 
         

         
         
         “I bet money on this game,” I say pulling her into
            me. “And if I lose I’m going to make you pay.” I give her a threatening smile.
         

         
         
         “What if I refuse to pay up?” she asks as she
            places her arms around my neck.
         

         
         
         I grab a hold of her wrists and place them behind
            her back. I lean down and place my lips to her ear. “I have my ways,” I murmur.
         

         
         
         She sucks in a breath and tries to wiggle her hands
            out of my grasp but I hold them tightly. “I know you do.” She breathes heavily.
         

         
         
         I let go of her quickly, spin her around, and then
            swat her ass before she walks off. She turns to face me as she walks away. “Sorry
            that you missed. Maybe next time you will be a better shot,” she taunts.
         

         
         
         “Keep asking for it,” I warn her, but she just
            laughs it off.
         

         
         
         I turn my attention back to the game and pick up my
            beer that I had left on the pool table, trying to think of anything except for
            the hard on in my pants. How am I going to win when I keep imagining her lying
            naked on this pool table every five seconds? 
         

         
         
         “So, is Missy seeing anyone?” Braxton asks, and I
            smile at the growl that comes from Tate.
         

         
         
         “Not that I know of,” I reply.

         
         
         “Why? Do you want to date her?” Tate asks Braxton,
            but his eyes stay trained on Missy as she laughs loudly at something Courtney
            said.
         

         
         
         “She’s really pretty,” he says with a dreamy smile
            on his face.
         

         
         
         I wave my hand in front of his face. “Hey,” I say
            getting his attention before Tate knocks the shit out of him. I don’t know what
            his deal is with her, but he is very protective. “Do not hit on her tonight,” I
            warn.
         

         
         
         “I wasn’t…I wouldn’t…” He shakes his head quickly
            before he takes a gulp of his beer and makes a sour face. The kid must not ever
            drink.
         

         
         
         Tate laughs at his rambling. It’s very clear he has
            no experience with women. I know Tate likes Missy, and I don’t think he has
            anything to worry about when it comes to Braxton taking her off the market.
         

         
         
         I don’t know why—I just don’t see Missy with a guy
            who wears penny loafers and a colored button-down shirt with slicked back hair.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER SIX

         
         
         

         
         
         I hold Missy’s blond hair
            back as she once again vomits into the toilet in our guest bathroom. 
         

         
         
         “It’s okay. Let it out,” I say softly as I rub my
            hand up and down her back over her light green top.
         

         
         
         “I should have never drank that much,” she cries
            before getting sick once again.
         

         
         
         I continue to rub her back with one hand as I reach
            up to the counter and grab a washcloth. “Everyone gets sick on their
            twenty-first birthday,” I say. “It’s like a rite of passage.”
         

         
         
         She coughs a bit and then leans back on her heels.
            I get up off the floor and wet the washcloth before handing it to her.
            “Thanks,” she says before wiping her face. 
         

         
         
         “I should have cut you off.” I sigh.

         
         
         She looks up at me. “Those shots didn’t event taste
            like alcohol,” she says wide-eyed. “I remember the one I took at Larry’s the
            night we got Jeremy arrested and that shot tasted awful. The ones tonight were
            so good,” she exclaims with a smile on her face.
         

         
         
         I give a little laugh knowing she is still drunk
            and going to be hung over tomorrow.
         

         
         
         “That’s how alcohol usually works. One minute
            you’re fine and then the next you’re lying face down on the floor.” I make my way
            back down on the floor to sit beside her. 
         

         
         
         “You should go back down to the party,” she says
            through a yawn.
         

         
         
         I snort. “You’re the birthday girl. I wouldn’t
            leave you.” 
         

         
         
         “You don’t need to hold my hair. I can put it up.” 

         
         
         I ignore her, place my back against the cold tub
            and stretch my legs out in front of me. She lays her head down on my legs and
            closes her eyes. I smile as I start to run my hands through her pretty blond
            hair.
         

         
         
         “Sam?” She speaks quietly.

         
         
         “Hmm?”

         
         
         “Thanks for such a great party.” 

         
         
         I smile then whisper, “Anytime.” 

         
         
         I lay my head back and close my eyes enjoying the
            cool tub against my neck. I can still hear the laughs and hollers from everyone
            downstairs. They have been playing drinking games for the last two hours. I
            think that was what did Missy in. Beer pong is just not her game, especially
            when she was taking shots instead of drinking beer.
         

         
         
         “Sam?”

         
         
         I open my eyes and look down at her head lying on
            my lap. “Yes?”
         

         
         
         She takes a deep breath. “Do you think Tate likes
            me?”
         

         
         
         My hand pauses in her hair. 

         
         
         She gives a drunken laugh. “That was a stupid
            question.”
         

         
         
         “No it wasn’t.” I go back to running my hand
            through her soft blond hair. “I think he likes you,” I say wondering if I
            should have said that. Does he? I’m pretty sure he does. But do I think he will
            act on that feeling? No.
         

         
         
         “I feel like sometimes he does. I catch him staring
            at me a lot but as soon as I do he looks away.” She sighs.
         

         
         
         “Maybe he’s not ready. Maybe he just needs some
            time. You know?” I try to offer some advice on something that I have no clue
            about.
         

         
         
         “Maybe,” she contemplates. “Will you help me?”

         
         
         “Help you what?” 

         
         
         “Make me pretty.”

         
         
         “Missy. You are beautiful,” I say with a frown.

         
         
         She shakes her head against my legs. “Not enough
            for him.”
         

         
         
         I feel sorry for her. She really likes him, and I
            hate that she feels inadequate for Tate.
         

         
         
         “I just want you to show me how to curl my hair and
            help me with my makeup. Growing up, I wasn’t allowed to wear that kind of
            stuff,” she says yawning again. “I want to look different in Vegas. I want to feel
            different in Vegas,” she says barely over a whisper.
         

         
         
         I smile down at her. “Absolutely,” I answer
            quietly. I’m pretty sure she has already fallen asleep, and I’m feeling pretty
            tired myself. I drank a couple shots and some beer, but I’m nowhere near drunk.
            I wanted to stay sober because I knew it wouldn’t take Missy long to head down
            the drunken road. 
         

         
         
         I lean my head back once again and close my heavy
            eyes. A little rest won’t hurt.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I wake when I feel
            something hit my leg. Sitting up quickly I see Slade standing in the bathroom
            staring down at me. “Sorry,” he says leaning down and picking me up in his
            arms. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
         

         
         
         “Where is Missy?” I ask looking back down to the
            bathroom floor where we had passed out.
         

         
         
         “Tate already carried her to bed,” he says walking
            me through the spare bedroom and down the hall. 
         

         
         
         I wrap my arms around his neck and place my face in
            his shirt, inhaling his scent. I could never get tired of his masculine smell. 
         

         
         
         We enter our bedroom, and he lays me on the bed.
            “Do you feel okay?” he asks sitting down beside me and pushing hair from my
            face.
         

         
         
         I nod my head. “I feel fine. Missy was the one who
            was sick. I was just tired.” 
         

         
         
         He smiles. “I figured. Tate spent twenty minutes
            looking for you guys before we decided to check the bathrooms.”
         

         
         
         “Is the party over?” I ask when I hear the house is
            silent.
         

         
         
         “Josh and Micah are still playing pool. Courtney is
            passed out on the couch downstairs, and I’m pretty sure Holly is passed out
            with her. Braxton went home about an hour ago.”
         

         
         
         “What time is it?” I ask stretching my tight
            muscles out. This bed is much more comfortable than the bathroom floor.
         

         
         
         He looks down at his watch. “A quarter past three.”

         
         
         My eyes widen. “How long were we in the bathroom?”

         
         
         “I’m guessing a couple of hours.”

         
         
         I reach up and rub the back of my neck. 

         
         
         “Crick in your neck?” he asks.

         
         
         “Yes.” 

         
         
         He chuckles. “Falling asleep on the bathroom floor
            will do that to you.” He reaches down and grabs the hem of my shirt. I lean up
            off the bed to allow him to pull it up over my head. He then goes to work on my
            jeans. I lift up once again for him to pull them down my legs. I kick them off
            along with my underwear. He gets up off the bed and heads to the bathroom as I
            remove my bra.
         

         
         
         He comes out of the bathroom with a bottle of
            lotion in his hands. “Roll over.”
         

         
         
         I do as I’m told and close my eyes as the bed dips
            and I feel him straddle me. 
         

         
         
         A moan escapes my lips when I feel the cold lotion
            on his hands start to massage my neck. 
         

         
         
         “Feel good?” he asks.

         
         
         “Uh huh,” I mumble as he digs his strong fingers
            deeper into my neck. I sigh when he moves his hands out to my shoulders and
            upper back. “God,” I moan as I feel my body turn to jelly. “Please. Don’t
            stop,” I say when his hands ease up.
         

         
         
         “You’re making me hard, baby. You need to stop
            saying things like that,” he warns.
         

         
         
         I sigh. “It feels too good to shut up.” My words
            sound mumbled as I speak into the pillow.
         

         
         
         I laugh when I hear him growl. He pulls his hands
            off of my body, and I almost whimper from them no longer massaging my soreness.
         

         
         
         “Is this funny, Angel?” he asks before I feel his
            hardness now pressing between my legs.
         

         
         
         “No,” I say with a smile.

         
         
         He places his hands on my hips, and he starts to
            lift them up off the bed. I prop myself up on my forearms to help lift my hips.
         

         
         
         “No,” he says as a hand lands on my upper back
            pushing on me. “I want you face down.”
         

         
         
         My heart rate picks up, and I start to breathe
            heavily as I do what he says. I shift uncomfortably with my ass up in the air,
            knowing he can see all of me. Even after all this time I still get nervous
            sometimes.
         

         
         
         I hear a rustling of clothing and then feel him
            readjusting on the bed. I jump when I feel his tongue run across my pussy.
         

         
         
         “Slade,” I pant trying to tighten my legs but he
            places his hands on my thighs keeping them open.
         

         
         
         “Hmm?” he mumbles against my clit.

         
         
         “Oh God,” I say making my voice rise.

         
         
         He pulls away. “You gotta be quiet, baby.” 

         
         
         I place my face into the pillow, and my hands grab
            a hold of it as he goes back to pleasuring me with his tongue. It doesn’t take
            long before I’m screaming into said pillow.
         

         
         
         Once he pulls away I fall onto my stomach
            stretching out my legs as I lie panting, body shaking when I hear something
            like the sound of metal rattling. “Behind your back,” he orders, and I do as he
            says.
         

         
         
         I feel the cold steel wrap around my wrists. He
            then places his hands on my waist and pulls me up to where I’m on my shaky
            knees once again. 
         

         
         
         He lies down and looks up at me with a smile on his
            face. “What are you doing?” I ask moving my wrists around feeling them dig into
            my skin. I swear he makes them tighter every time.
         

         
         
         “Something new. Sit up.” I do and he places his
            hand on my hips and lifts me to where I’m straddling his hips.
         

         
         
         I smile, I’ve never been on top before with my
            hands cuffed behind my back. 
         

         
         
         He runs his palms up and down my shaking thighs. “I
            love it when you’re like this,” he says with his eyes following the movement of
            his hands. “Knowing I did this to you.” He licks his already wet lips, and I
            tighten my legs against his hips. “Body shaking...” His hands slide up my stomach
            to my chest. “Heart pounding…” I let out a heavy breath.
         

         
         
         “If I could, I would leave you like this.” He looks
            me in the eyes. “Breathless and shaking.” I believe every word he says. “I
            would keep you restrained…” He pauses. “Gagged.”
         

         
         
         My eyebrows shoot up, and my legs automatically
            tighten on their own. He smiles.
         

         
         
         “You’d like that wouldn’t you?” he asks already
            knowing I would. “Not able to tell me to stop. That your body has had enough.
            All you could do was take every fucking orgasm I give you.”
         

         
         
         I moan, and he pinches my already hard nipples. He
            likes to push my body to the point where I feel like it’s going to break, and I
            like that. Makes me feel alive. 
         

         
         
         “Maybe someday I’ll do that to you,” he says
            getting my attention. “How’s that sound?” he asks.
         

         
         
         I nod my head somewhat in a daze. “I’d like that,”
            I whisper.
         

         
         
         “I know,” he says with a cocky smile.

         
         
         His hands move from my breasts to either side of my
            face. He pulls me down toward him, my chest resting on top of his. He kisses me
            roughly, and I can still taste the liquor on his breath. 
         

         
         
         He reaches between our bodies, and he pulls his
            mouth away from mine. “Lift up,” he demands roughly.
         

         
         
         I lift my hips, and he slowly guides himself into
            me. I hiss in a breath as he stretches my already sensitive pussy. 
         

         
         
         Once he’s all the way in he brings his hands back
            to my face. He pushes the hair from the sides of my face and looks up into my
            eyes. “Fuck me,” he demands.
         

         
         
         I lay back down placing my chest on top of his as I
            start to lift my hips up and down. It’s hard to do it without the use of my
            hands, but he helps me out by placing his hands on my hips. They move me up and
            down in a fast pace.
         

         
         
         In seconds I’m panting and start to sweat. The
            sound of our bodies slapping together are heard over our heavy breathing.
         

         
         
         I rise up, straddling him, and start to rock back
            and forth. His hands slide up my sides, and he brings them to cup my breasts.
            He pinches my nipples, and I throw my head back letting out a moan.
         

         
         
         I reach down and grab a hold of his balls. 

         
         
          “Oh, no,” he hisses, and I smile.

         
         
         Before I know it he grabs my hips and throws me
            down onto the bed beside him. He jumps on top of me, pinning my hands between
            my back and the sheets. I cry out as the metal digs into my back.
         

         
         
         He places his large hand over my mouth. “Shh,
            baby,” he whispers. “We’re not alone, remember?”
         

         
         
         I nod my head quickly, and he smiles down at me.
            Then he leans down and speaks. “But I’m not going to remove my hand.”
         

         
         
         What? I shake my head quickly trying to throw his
            hand off.
         

         
         
         “Stop,” he orders, and I obey. “I don’t wanna hear
            you tonight. I just wanna feel you,” he says as he reaches under my left leg
            and pushes it up onto his shoulder. He all of a sudden pushes into me hard. I
            cry out into his hand, and I try sucking in a breath but it just suction cups
            his hand to my mouth, leaving me with nothing. 
         

         
         
         “Breathe through your nose,” he growls before
            pulling out and doing it again.
         

         
         
         He leans more into me, allowing him to go deeper,
            and it pushes my legs further apart. 
         

         
         
         I try crying out as the handcuffs dig into my back
            and smash my wrists. He all of a sudden removes his hand from my mouth, and I
            suck in breath after breath. 
         

         
         
         He places his arm under my right leg as well and
            lays his body on mine spreading my legs so wide that the top of my thighs now
            lay on the comforter. His right hand covers my mouth once again, and he leans
            down to kiss my neck. The kiss is soft and loving but he continues to fuck me
            as if hates me.
         

         
         
         I smile to myself. He knows exactly what I like.

         
         
          

         
         
          
         

         
         
         I’m pouring my morning cup
            of coffee when I look up to see Missy walk into the kitchen. “Good morning,
            Sunshine,” I say cheerfully.
         

         
         
         Her only response is a grunt before she plants her
            ass down into a chair. She then moans before her head falls down onto the table.
         

         
         
         “That bad, huh?” I ask reaching over to grab her a
            coffee cup.
         

         
         
         “I feel like I’ve been ran over,” she mumbles to
            the table. “By a semi.”
         

         
         
         I pour her a cup of coffee and place it in front of
            her. “Here. This will help.”
         

         
         
         She lifts her head, and I can’t help but laugh. Her
            blond hair is wild, and her eyes are bloodshot. She’s not wearing her glasses,
            and I’m pretty sure she can’t see since she keeps blinking. “You’re supposed to
            feel this way after you turn twenty-one.” 
         

         
         
         She snorts. “That’s what Sam said last night as she
            was holding my hair back while I puked my guts up.” She picks up the coffee and
            slowly brings it to her lips. After taking a small sip she looks up at me.
            “Speaking of Sam, where is she, and how did I end up in the spare bed last
            night?”
         

         
         
         “She is still asleep, and Tate put you in bed,” I
            answer sitting down in front of her.
         

         
         
         Her blue eyes go big. “He did?”

         
         
         “You sound surprised to hear that.” I place my
            coffee down on the table.
         

         
         
         “Well, I didn’t expect that as an answer,” she
            mumbles and then takes another sip of her coffee. “Where is everyone?” she asks
            looking around.
         

         
         
         “Tate is asleep on the couch in the media room.
            Micah and Holly are in the other spare bedroom. Josh and Courtney went home
            sometime this morning.”
         

         
         
         “What about that other guy? What was his name?” She
            tilts her head to the side in thought.
         

         
         
         “Braxton? He left while you girls were in the
            bathroom last night.”
         

         
         
         “He seemed nice.” She takes another drink of her
            coffee. “Sam said he works with you guys?”
         

         
         
         “Yeah. My dad hired him after we got back from New
            York. He is the brother of one of our best friends from high school.” I fill
            her in.
         

         
         
         She nods and turns her head when we hear someone
            coming down the hallway. I smile when I see Angel walk in with that still
            sleepy look on her face, dressed in one of my t-shirts and a pair of white
            fabric shorts.
         

         
         
         “Good morning,” she greets us.

         
         
         “Good morning, Angel.” I stand from my chair and
            motion for her to sit down in it. Once she does I place a kiss on her cheek
            then go to make her a cup of coffee.
         

         
         
         “How do you feel?” she asks Missy. 

         
         
         “Like I already need a nap,” she responds making
            them both laugh. 
         

         
         
         “Do you remember everything from last night?” Angel
            asks her.
         

         
         
         Missy shakes her head. “Not everything. I do
            remember taking a few shots.” Her face twist in confusion as she tries to
            remember her night. “I also remember Josh pulling me into a game of beer pong.
            I think I lost.”
         

         
         
         “Big time,” I say. “I would stay away from that
            game if I was you.”
         

         
         
         She makes a sound that sounds like a grunt. “Yeah.
            I’ll do that.”
         

         
         
         Angel places her drink on the island and speaks.
            “Did your parents know you were over here last night?”
         

         
         
         “Yeah. I told my mother I was staying over at your
            house for a girls’ night.” Missy then looks over at me. “I still live with my
            parents.” She sighs.
         

         
         
         “Sounds like you want to move out.” 

         
         
         She nods. “But I’m taking too many classes, it’s
            like I have a full-time job.” Her shoulders fall. “And I can’t seem to find a
            job that will work with my schedule.”
         

         
         
         “There’s nothing wrong with living with them,”
            Angel says.
         

         
         
         “I know. I just hate that they always want to know
            where I’m going or what I am up to.” She shrugs. “After this semester, I’m
            going to look for my own place.”
         

         
         
         We all hear a door open and turn to look at the
            entrance of the kitchen when Tate walks in rubbing the back of his neck. I can
            tell that he slept in his clothes. His black shirt and dark jeans are wrinkled.
            He even still has his boots on.
         

         
         
         “Sleep in all your clothes last night?” I ask with
            a smile.
         

         
         
         He nods in response.

         
         
         “I slept in my makeup,” Angel offers. “I hate when
            I do that.”
         

         
         
         Missy laughs. “I did too. I guess we shouldn’t make
            it a habit of falling asleep in a bathroom.”
         

         
         
         “I would say you should not make a habit of
            drinking that much,” he says with his back to us as he grabs a bottle of water
            out of the fridge.
         

         
         
         “There’s coffee,” I offer.

         
         
         He turns to us as he shuts the fridge. “I hate
            coffee,” he deadpans as he stares at Missy waiting for her to respond to his
            comment.
         

         
         
         She narrows her eyes at him. “It was my birthday
            party. As far as Sam and Slade are concerned, I was supposed to get drunk and
            pass out.”
         

         
         
         “Well, next time I won’t be there to carry you to a
            bed.”
         

         
         
          He meant it as a warning, but she looks down at
            the table and blushes. “Thank you for doing that,” she responds quietly.
         

         
         
          He doesn’t say anything else to her. He just pulls
            his keys out of his pocket and turns to me. “I’m gonna go home, shower, and
            grab my bags. Do you want me to swing by and pick you guys up since you’re on
            the way to the airport? It will be easier to take one car instead of several.”
         

         
         
         I nod. “Sounds good, thanks.”

         
         
          Once he walks out, Missy stands. “I should go too.
            I need to go home and get some sleep before I have to be at school for my
            tests.” She gets up and walks around the island before she hugs Angel. “Thanks
            for a great party, Sam. I will see you guys in Vegas tomorrow.”
         

         
         
         “No need to thank me.” She pulls away and looks up
            at me after Missy leaves. “We need to get ready as well.”
         

         
         
         I nod. “Lead the way.”

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Once everyone woke up and
            got around, the day went by pretty fast. The only person who seemed to be tired
            was Courtney. Go figure, she was the only one who didn’t drink. 
         

         
         
         Once we got settled into our rooms at the Venetian,
            Angel and I took a very short nap. We knew this trip was going to be nothing
            but partying, and I needed to catch up on some sleep.
         

         
         
         Now I stand in the bedroom of our hotel suite as
            she helps me get dressed for the evening.
         

         
         
         She looks up at me as she finishes the last button
            on my shirt. 
         

         
         
         I reach up and take her face in my hands. “Have fun
            and be safe tonight,” I say, hating that fact that she’s going out without me,
            especially in Vegas of all places.
         

         
         
         “I’ll be fine,” she reassures me with a smile.

         
         
         I frown. I hate it that she thinks she doesn’t need
            me. “I’ll have my phone on me if you need to call me.” I run my hand through
            her wet hair.
         

         
         
         She pats my chest. “Go out with the boys and have
            fun.” She spins me around and starts to push me toward our hotel door.
         

         
         
          I laugh. “Okay. Just know if you need anything I
            have my phone…”
         

         
         
          “Yeah. Yeah. I get it, daddy. You want me to need
            your help for something.”
         

         
         
          I come to a stop and spin around. “Daddy?” I
            smile.
         

         
         
         “That is what you’re acting like. My dad. I know
            you have a phone, Slade,” she says rolling her eyes, “but just in case I forget
            your number, do you want to write it on my hand?” She holds out her hand with a
            smirk on her face.
         

         
         
          “You can be such a smart ass,” I say smiling.

         
         
          She places the hand on her hip. “You know you love
            it.”
         

         
         
          “That I do.” I lean down and give her a sweet kiss
            before I turn and walk away.
         

         
         
         I press the button on the elevator and see Josh
            inside of it when it opens. “Have you heard from Micah? I texted him before I
            got into the shower and haven’t heard back from him.” If I know him, he is
            probably still passed out.
         

         
         
          “He’s down at the bar with Parker.” Huh, guess he
            is just ignoring me.
         

         
         
          Once the elevator opens I follow Josh over to the
            hotel bar. The noise of the slot machines chime as we make our way through the
            large casino. 
         

         
         
         As soon as I see Parker I can’t help but smile. He
            looks just the same as he did when I saw him at Josh’s party last year. His
            dark brown hair is buzzed short like Tate’s, and he looks like he’s been
            spending more time in the gym. He was always the smaller one out of all of us.
            He was tall but skinny—looks like he’s been working on that.
         

         
         
          “Slade,” he shouts with smile on his face as soon
            as he sees us, releasing an arm around the blond bimbo attached to his side.
            “Josh,” he says just as loud. “Now ladies.” He releases the redhead who is
            around his other arm. “I want to introduce to you to a couple of my boys.”
         

         
         
         Josh and I laugh as we walk up to him. We each give
            him a bro hug before he turns his attention to each woman on either side of
            him. “Ladies. These are my friends, Josh and Slade. Have at them.” He gestures
            to the girls as he speaks to us. 
         

         
         
          The blond bimbo gives me a big smile as she takes
            a step toward me. I hold my hand up to stop her. “I’m engaged,” is all I have
            to say to make Parker’s jaw hit the ground as the girl frowns.
         

         
         
         Parker then laughs and throws his head back.
            “You’re fucking kidding, right?” he asks.
         

         
         
          I shake my head with a proud smile. “It’s been a
            long time, Parker.” 
         

         
         
          He turns to look at Josh. “It’s been a year.
            Please tell me he’s joking.”
         

         
         
          Josh shakes his head. “Nope. He’s one hundred
            percent serious. He is engaged to my girl’s best friend.”
         

         
         
          Parker’s brown eyes bug out. “You have a woman
            too?”
         

         
         
          He nods and smiles proudly. “Yep.”

         
         
         Parker shakes his head and then wraps his arms
            around the girls again. “Guess I have you both to myself tonight.”
         

         
         
         I look away trying to find my brother. “Where’s
            Micah?” I ask when I don’t see him.
         

         
         
         “He ran to the restroom real quick,” Parker answers
            as he stares down at the blonde’s tits.
         

         
         
          Just then Micah walks up to the bar. “You guys
            ready? The limo should be outside waiting on us.”
         

         
         
          “Where’s everyone else?” I ask looking around. The
            bar is packed but no one seems to be with our party. As I remember correctly,
            he said he invited like forty people.
         

         
         
          “Most of them are meeting us there.” He pulls out
            his phone when we hear it go off. He reads it then puts it away. “The car’s
            here. Let’s go.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         The club is dark and the
            music is so loud it has actually given me a headache. I’m hoping that the
            alcohol will help take it away, or at least postpone it until tomorrow morning.
            Most of the guys ended up going to other bars or gambling. The only one I was
            ever close with is Parker, so I could care less where everyone else went.
         

         
         
         “Hey guys,” Tate says as he comes walking up to our
            table. He arrived at the club a little later than we did but as soon as I saw
            him walk in he ran into a brunette that he didn’t seem to want to get away
            from. Needless to say, he has been here for over thirty minutes but is just now
            joining us.
         

         
         
          “Tate,” I say as I gesture to the chair between
            Parker and Josh. I introduce Tate to Parker and then sit back in my seat trying
            to get comfortable while I think of Angel out running around the city tonight
            with just the girls. It has me on edge to say the least.
         

         
         
         I pull my phone out and check it. Nothing. I sigh
            and place it on the table by my rum and Coke. I look up and catch Parker
            staring at me. He stares at me for a few seconds before he decides to open his
            mouth. 
         

         
         
         “Dude. I cannot believe you are engaged. What the
            fuck is wrong with you? Do you have any idea how much pussy we could be getting
            tonight? We could have one crazy fucking party back at our hotel room. And when
            I say party, I mean orgy. Hell, we probably could have done those two girls in
            the bathroom at the bar.” They had their own party to go to but got his number
            to meet up later.
         

         
         
         I shake my head with a smile. “We used to
            have parties like that.”
         

         
         
          “Exactly! That’s what I’m saying. Imagine how
            crazy they would be here in Vegas. Vegas, man.” He leans his head back closing
            his eyes. “We could have one bad ass party. I’ve been dreaming about it for
            weeks. Women, naked, some lying on the countertop as we drink liquor off of
            their big fucking fake tits.” He gestures to his chest with his hands as if
            he’s holding them as he describes them. He opens his eyes and stares at Josh.
            “Come on Josh help me out. You know what it would be like.”
         

         
         
         Josh throws his hands up in the air. “Don’t get me
            involved in this conversation.”
         

         
         
          “Fucking pathetic.” He sighs. “What the fuck
            happened to you two?” Then he looks at Tate. “Please tell me you are single.”
         

         
         
          Tate nods his head. “Absolutely.”

         
         
         “Thank God, I have someone to chase pussy with.” He
            turns his head and looks out over the club. He sits up straighter in his chair
            and points the tip of his beer over to the bar area. “Like look at that fucking
            hot piece of ass.” He leans over further to get a better look.
         

         
         
          I know who it is as soon as my eyes land on her.
            It’s my Angel, but tonight she looks like no angel. She has a tight red dress
            on that barely covers her ass. 
         

         
         
          She turns around with a drink in her hand, giving
            me a view of the front. The top half of the dress is red lace and goes around
            her neck. The two pieces of lace fabric can barely hold her massive cleavage
            in. I have to readjust my pants imagining having my hands on them.
         

         
         
          She looks like the devil wrapped in lace, a
            temptress who would bring a saint to his knees before her. I want to taste that
            kind of sin. Know that kind of dark pleasure. I want to hold her down and take
            that devil on. I never understood the phrase ‘dance with the devil’. 
         

         
         
          Until now. 

         
         
          Although, I don’t want to dance. I want to fuck!

         
         
          I know what is under that dress. I know every
            sound she will make as I fuck her until neither one of us can think straight. I
            know how her back will bow while she screams out my name. I could never get
            enough of her. I want her right here, right now, bent over on this table.
            Taking what I know belongs to me.
         

         
         
         “Fuck, she is hot.” Parker leans over the table, he
            can’t contain his dick in his pants either. I smile to myself. 
         

         
         
          I know the way Matt had acted pissed me off. But
            Matt knew that she was with me. I had warned him to stay the fuck away from
            her, and he didn’t listen. Parker has no idea. He just thinks she is another
            woman in the bar that he can take home.
         

         
         
         I stand up and start to walk away from the table.
            “Where are you going?” asks Parker.
         

         
         
          I give him a cocky smile.

         
         
         “You’re taken.” Then he gets a sly smile on his
            face. “Or are you?” 
         

         
         
          The idiot thinks I’m going to cheat on my woman? I
            shake my head. That’s what happens when you lose touch with old friends. 
         

         
         
         I walk over to my Angel. She is standing by the
            dance floor sipping on a Long Island with Holly and Courtney, talking to a few
            other girls I’ve never seen before.
         

         
         
         I place my hand on her lower back, and she turns
            around to shove my arm away, but I grab a hold of her wrist. She smiles when
            she realizes it’s me. 
         

         
         
         I wave to the girls and jerk my head back for her
            to come with me. I have a smug smile on my face when I see Parker’s face light
            up. He thinks I’m going to help him get laid. 
         

         
         
          I laugh. Sorry bastard. 
         

         
         
         “Parker, meet Angel.” I gesture to her once we
            approach the back booth where the guys sit.
         

         
         
         He smirks. “Hello, Angel.” His eyes look her up and
            down but linger on her breasts. “You don’t look like an angel to me but I would
            love to spend all night getting a piece of heaven.” He smirks before letting
            his eyes wander again.
         

         
         
         I clear my throat getting his attention. He might
            not know that she belongs to me, but I can only take so much of him eye-fucking
            her. “This is my Angel.” I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her
            into my side. 
         

         
         
         He looks back and forth between her and me a few
            times with a shocked look on his face.
         

         
         
          “Angel, this is my friend, Parker.”

         
         
          She reaches her right hand out. “Hello Parker.
            It’s nice to meet you,” she says sweetly but loud enough to be heard over the
            music.
         

         
         
          “Wait.” He looks back and forth a few more times.
            “This is your fiancée?”
         

         
         
         She laughs. “My name is Samantha. You can call me
            Sam.”
         

         
         
         “You lucky son of a bitch. Why didn’t you say that
            when I pointed her out?” He finally reaches out his hand to shake hers.
         

         
         
         I shrug. 

         
         
         “Because this is funnier,” Josh responds, making
            him and Tate laugh. “You should have seen the look on your face,” he continues.
         

         
         
          “What do you mean pointed me out?” She looks at me
            with a brow lifted.
         

         
         
         Parker responds. “I was giving him shit about being
            engaged,” he offers with no remorse. “I said we could get a lot of pussy
            tonight back at our hotel. Then I pointed you out as one of the potentials,” he
            says sounding proud of himself.
         

         
         
         “Well, I’m glad to know I would have made the cut,”
            she says dryly. 
         

         
         
          I turn to her and pull her up against my body. I
            lean down and whisper in her ear, “Oh, you and I are going to have one hell of
            a party tonight back in our room. I plan to rip this dress off of you…with my
            teeth.”
         

         
         
          She groans, pushing her hips into me. “Slade.”

         
         
          I put my hands up in her hair, wrapping her soft
            curls around my fingers and pulling her head back to give me access to her
            neck. God, she smells so fucking good. 
         

         
         
         I kiss my way up her neck to her ear. I can feel
            her heart pound against my chest as I take her earlobe into my mouth, lightly
            sucking on it. 
         

         
         
         She places her hands on my side, grabbing a handful
            of my shirt. “Slade,” she sighs in that way that brings me to my knees. I’m
            still holding her head back; her eyes are closed and her red glossy lips are
            parted.
         

         
         
          I pull away from her. “Yes, beautiful?” I smile.

         
         
          “Quit playing with me.” She licks her plump red
            lips.
         

         
         
          I smile. “I love the red lipstick, it’s so fucking
            hot,” I growl.
         

         
         
         She places her hands on my chest. “Is that what you
            would say if you were trying to pick me up?” she asks seriously.
         

         
         
         “Uh…” I mumble, thinking of how to answer that
            question.
         

         
         
         She laughs at my unease. “Because if I was just
            someone you were trying to take home, that line would not do it.”
         

         
         
         She has me intrigued. “What would do it for you,
            baby?” I ask knowing it wouldn’t matter what I said, she would never let me
            take her home if she didn’t know me. Hell, I used some of my best lines on her
            when I first met her and none of them worked. 
         

         
         
          She gets a naughty smile on her face. “How about,
            that lipstick looks hot on you, but it will look better wrapped around my
            cock?”
         

         
         
          I lift an eyebrow as I take a step closer to her.
            “Are you trying to give me an image of you on your knees?” My hard dick
            twitches behind my zipper.
         

         
         
         “Oh I have it alright. And what an image it is,” I
            hear Parker say while he stares at her ass. I place my hand on it. Mine!

         
         
          She shrugs a shoulder running a finger up and down
            my chest. “Maybe.” She leans up to my ear. “Can you think of a better one?”
         

         
         
         I give her a slow smile as I run my other hand
            through her soft curls. If I was honest with her, I could think of several
            better images of her. They involve us alone back in our hotel room. But I’ll go
            along with what she’s thinking. 
         

         
         
          “No.” My voice comes out rough and barely audible
            over the loud music.
         

         
         
          I don’t think she heard me, but she slides her
            hand between our bodies and rubs it against my jeans. She smiles and her eyes
            drop down to her hand as it rubs my aching cock. “I can fix that for you, you
            know?” She licks her plump red lips.
         

         
         
         I have no doubt that she would lead me to the
            bathroom to do just that. And my cock twitches at that thought. Hell, I was
            just contemplating throwing her over this table and taking her as well. 
         

         
         
         She reaches up and leans into me ear and whispers,
            “But we will save that for later.” She then licks up my ear making me shiver.
            She pulls back, looking into my eyes, and gives me a big smile before she turns
            and faces the table where everyone is watching us with looks of want on their
            face. Well, everyone except Tate. He’s too busy talking to that brunette he saw
            when he walked in. 
         

         
         
         When did she come to our table?

         
         
          “You guys have fun. I’m going back to dance with
            the girls.” Then she walks off as if she didn’t just give me an amazing image
            that keeps replaying in my head. 
         

         
         
         I turn around and sit down uncomfortably, with how
            hard my dick is.
         

         
         
          “Slade, man,” I hear Parker say.

         
         
          I watch Tate whisper something into the brunette’s
            ear before she stands and walks off. I then look up at Parker. I laugh at the
            look of awe on his face. “I’m officially jealous. You lucky son of a bitch.”
         

         
         
         I give him a satisfied smile as I lift my drink. 

         
         
         “She kind of looks like Ashley Maxwell from high
            school,” he says, watching her walk over to the girls. I can’t help but notice
            his eyes staring at her perfect round ass once again.
         

         
         
          “How do you remember all of their names?” Josh
            asks with a laugh.
         

         
         
          “She looks nothing like her,” I disagree, frowning.
            Angel is gorgeous and perfect in every way. Ashley was a five, at best.
         

         
         
         Parker points his beer to Josh. “I will never
            forget that bitch. She stayed on her knees for forty-five minutes sucking my
            cock in the school gymnasium after a football game one night.” He smiles
            proudly that he lasted that long. 
         

         
         
          If you ask me, he’s exaggerating. It was
               probably more like three minutes.

         
         
          “I was so drunk off of Jack, it took me forever to
            come. She was a champ, I’ll give her props for that.” He looks over at me.
            “Yes, she does,” he responds to my statement. “Ashley had brown hair and green
            eyes.” He points a finger to his chest. “I remember her staring up at me for
            all that time.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “She had bright pink hair.” She
            did when I fucked her at least. She was going through a rebellious stage and
            had colored her hair. 
         

         
         
          He shrugs it off before looking back at me.
            “Remember when you fucked her in the ass?” He laughs.
         

         
         
         “How could I forget?” I say looking over to the
            dance floor to make sure Angel isn’t coming back over to hear this
            conversation. That’s one thing about Parker, he likes to reminisce about old
            times. “It was both of our first time to do anal. It was a mess,” I say once I
            see she’s still over by the bar. “And you should never do it when you’ve drank
            that much alcohol.”
         

         
         
          Parker nods his head as if he remembers, which he
            obviously does. It was at a party our junior year and by the end of the night
            everyone at that house knew what her and I did in her parents’ bedroom and in
            their shower. 
         

         
         
         “Yeah, but you were on an ass only kick for like
            six weeks,” he says with a smile.
         

         
         
          True. But I learned quickly it was a lot easier to
            find a girl who would spread her legs for you to fuck her pussy, than her ass.
            Plus, it took up too much time. When done right, a girl will love it. But most
            girls in high school aren’t prepared for that, and you can’t just fuck it with
            your cock. It takes time to work up to that. I never wanted to stick around
            long enough for that.
         

         
         
          “I’m not into it anymore.” I shrug.

         
         
         His eyes widen and then he looks over at Angel,
            then back to me. “Are you telling me you haven’t fucked her ass?” He smirks,
            and Tate chokes on his beer. 
         

         
         
         Everyone looks over at Tate as he wipes the beer
            off of his chin. “Wrong pipe,” he says trying not to cringe at Parker’s words.
         

         
         
          I shake my head with a smirk at both of their
            reactions. “Hmm,” Parker says in thought. “That makes her even hotter.” He
            wiggles his eyebrows. “Why haven’t you hit it?”
         

         
         
         I hide my smile when Tate starts coughing again.
            “That shit’s just not important anymore.” She gives me something more
            satisfying than fucking her ass ever could.
         

         
         
          Parker throws his head back laughing. “You said shit.”
            He continues to laugh. 
         

         
         
         I roll my eyes.

         
         
         “Well, I prefer it,” Parker says like we give a
            rat’s ass where he likes to stick his dick. “What about you, Micah?”
         

         
         
         He shakes his head. “Would I like it every now and
            then? Yes. Will Holly let me? Hell no! She won’t even let me go near it. I
            tried once, and she shot off the bed and locked herself in the bathroom for
            fifteen minutes. The only way I could convince her to come out was to promise
            never to do it again.” He chuckles.
         

         
         
         “Tate?” Parker looks to him.

         
         
          He nods. “Absolutely.” He smiles as if he
            remembers someone particular. “My first time was in a girl’s ass. I didn’t have
            a clue of what I was doing but thankfully she was experienced and didn’t mind telling
            me. It was an experience that I still like to relive.”
         

         
         
          “That’s what I’m talking about.” Parker knocks his
            glass into Tate’s in salute.
         

         
         
          “Josh?” Parker goes on.

         
         
          He nods. “Courtney will try anything,” he says
            with a satisfied grin on his lips.
         

         
         
         “Oh really?” Parker asks intrigued. “What all is
            she willing to try? Be specific.”
         

         
         
          Josh just laughs as he shakes his head. “I’m not
            telling you shit, Parker.”
         

         
         
         I can’t help but ask, “What about bondage?” I know,
            in that department, Angel and I are pretty soft. I’ve been looking on the
            internet and there are people out there who are much more hardcore than we are.
         

         
         
         Everyone turns and stares at me and Josh laughs.
            “No. Tried it, she’s not into that. Which is fine. I’m not into it either. I
            don’t mind letting her take control of the situation.”
         

         
         
         I lift my drink to my lips and smile behind it. My
            eyes look over to the dance floor and find Angel once again. I never thought I
            would be into that type of thing either. 
         

         
         
          Anyone who has ever known me, knows that I have to
            have control in everything I do. Since she walked into my life, she’s taken all
            my control. All my power went out the fucking window. But she has a way of her
            own that allows me that control back. She trusts me with her most precious
            gift; her body. It allows me to have that control back anytime I need it, or
            just fucking want it. 
         

         
         
         Which is all the time.

         
         
          “I don’t mind a little anal play on myself,”
            Parker says with confidence.
         

         
         
         I slam my drink down on the table. “Fuck, Parker,”
            I say closing my eyes trying to erase what he just said. He has to be
               joking.

         
         
          “What the fuck, man?” Josh says shaking his head.

         
         
          “What?” Parker asks with a serious face. “It’s
            quite stimulating.”
         

         
         
          Micah shakes his head quickly with his hands over
            his eyes. He’s laughing so hard he has tears running down his face.
         

         
         
          Parker looks at Tate and pleads, “Help me out.” 

         
         
          Tate snorts trying to hold in his laughter.
            “You’re on your own, Parker. I’m with Holly on this one. Nothing is going near
            my ass.” That statement just makes Micah laugh even harder.
         

         
         
          “But…” Parker says like he’s trying to think of a
            good reason why he likes anal play. “The prostate…”
         

         
         
          I burst out laughing. “Keep telling yourself that,
            Parker,” I say picking my drink back up as he starts to fill us in on his
            prostate. 
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER SEVEN

         
         
         

         
         
         I fan myself as I finish off
            my drink by the dance floor with the girls. Each movement makes me very aware
            of the throbbing between my legs. I was trying to tease him and, in the
            process, made myself wet with desire. When I mentioned me on my knees, I literally
            wanted to drop to my knees right then. 
         

         
         
         I want him. 

         
         
         My body needs him. 

         
         
         The way he touches me, and the way I feel when my
            body is against his is unexplainable. I no longer know how I ever lived without
            him. 
         

         
         
         I smile to myself as I place my now empty drink on
            a table. He has had me turned on so many times, it won’t hurt him to be hard
            for now.
         

         
         
          I brought our handcuffs with us. I’m going to use
            them on him, see what he thinks of them. I’ll have him begging me for once.
            He’s taught me several things in life, in and out of the bedroom. One of those
            things is that whoever holds the key has the power. Well, I have the lock and
            the keys in my bag. I laugh out loud.
         

         
         
          “What’s so funny, Sam?” Holly asks. 

         
         
         “Just thinking.” I smile as I bite on my bottom
            lip.
         

         
         
          “Oh no. I know that naughty smile,” Courtney says
            with a smile. “She’s drunk and horny.” 
         

         
         
          I smile wider. “Come on, let’s go dance.”

         
         
          We make our way to the dance floor and start to
            dance as we let the beat of the music take over our bodies. I close my eyes and
            imagine what tonight will be like. Him in front of me, helpless. I can do
            whatever I want to him, or myself, for that matter. All he will be able to do
            is watch. And I know that it will drive him fucking crazy. 
         

         
         
          I open my eyes and realize I’m facing away from
            the girls. I turn around and spot Slade on the other end of the club still
            sitting with the guys at the table. Even with all the neon lights I can still
            see him clearly. He’s relaxed back in his chair. One hand sitting on his thigh
            as it holds a beer. The other hand resting on the table. I see Parker’s hands
            flying all over the place and the others laughing at him about something he’s
            saying. But he’s not. His eyes are on me. His face expressionless, but I see
            him shift in his seat. 
         

         
         
          I smile, he’s still hard. I could have some fun
            with this. I place my hands on my hips and slowly move then up and over my
            stomach as I continue to move my hips to the music. He licks his lips as my
            hands find their way up to my breasts. I bite my lip as he squirms in his
            chair. I take my hands off of my body and blow him a kiss. I laugh a little as
            Parker hits him in his side trying to get his attention. 
         

         
         
          His eyes narrow as his head snaps to look over at
            Parker.
         

         
         
          “Damn, it’s hot in here,” I complain, pushing my
            hair off of my back. I knew I should have worn it up tonight. I’m sweating from
            the alcohol heating up my body and the fact that I’m dancing in this very
            packed club.
         

         
         
          “No,” Holly speaks. “It’s just you and your dirty
            dancing.”
         

         
         
         We all laugh. “I’m going to go to the restroom real
            quick,” I say as I go to walk off of the dance floor.
         

         
         
         I walk into the restroom and find an empty stall.
            Once done a thought hits me. I’ve never been one to send dirty pictures. But the
            alcohol is telling me that right now seems like a good time. It will drive him
            even madder when he realizes what I have planned for him tonight. I snap a
            quick pic and type him a message.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: I can’t wait for you to be here
               tonight. 

         
         
          

         
         
         I get myself put back together and go to the sink
            to wash my hands. I shake my head looking at myself in the mirror before I
            reapply my lipstick.
         

         
         
          I laugh to myself as I walk out of the bathroom.
            My laughter is cut short when I am grabbed and pushed up against the wall. My
            breath hitches and my heart starts to pound as I look up to see Slade standing
            in front of me as he pins my back up against the cool wall. His eyes are
            smoldering, and I can feel the heat radiating from his body. The smell of his
            masculine cologne makes me lick my lips.
         

         
         
          “I liked your pic,” he says as he runs a hand up
            my thigh. It has my already hot skin burning for him. 
         

         
         
         For more. 

         
         
         “I thought you might.” I hitch in a breath as his
            fingers dig into my flesh. 
         

         
         
         He leans his head down to my neck before whispering
            into my ear. “You’re playing with fire, Angel,” he warns, rubbing his erection
            into me very slowly. “It will get heated,” he promises. 
         

         
         
         That’s what I need. “Maybe I want to get
            burned.” I lift the leg his hand is on and wrap it around his hip. My arms wrap
            around him, and I pull him closer to me.
         

         
         
         “Oh it’s going to burn.” His hand loosens and
            continues to slide its way up the back of my thigh. He pushes my dress up as
            his hand comes to rest on my ass.He tightens his hands on my ass. “This perfect
            ass is going to sting from my hand.”My legs tremble. “I’m going to punish you
            for sending me a picture of that pussy.” He kisses up my neck. “I could tell
            from the pic that it’s wet and ready for my cock.”
         

         
         
         I lean my head back and close my eyes as I take in
            a deep breath. The throb between my legs has intensified. The pulsing of the
            music thumps through the wall at my back as the alcohol courses through my
            body. I drag my nails down the back of his shirt, and he hisses in a breath. 
         

         
         
          “Isn’t it?” he demands.

         
         
          “Yes.” My voice cracks as I push my hips further
            into him. 
         

         
         
         He places soft kisses along my jaw before his lips
            find mine. I open up for him and he takes my breath away. His lips work with
            mine as his tongue fights with mine.
         

         
         
          Through my whimpers and his moans I hear the
            bathroom door open with people walking in and out, but I do not care what we
            look like right now. 
         

         
         
         I tighten my leg around his hip, and he hisses in a
            breath. I’m trying to be careful and not stab him with the spikes on my heels,
            but it’s getting hard. 
         

         
         
         “Wow.”

         
         
         I open my eyes and pull my mouth away, breathing
            heavily, when I hear Parker’s voice. He’s standing there looking at Slade with
            a smile on his face. 
         

         
         
         Slade pushes his body further into mine, probably
            trying to shield my ass and leg that he is still holding up around his hip. 
         

         
         
         I start pulling it away, and Slade releases my ass.
            I stand up straighter and pull my dress down. And try to straighten my hair.
            Which is hard since I don’t have a mirror to look in. 
         

         
         
         Slade’s chest vibrates against mine as he speaks.
            “Keep walking,” he warns him.
         

         
         
         Parker throws his hands in the air with a smirk on
            his face. “Don’t let me stop you.”
         

         
         
         “Walk away, Parker.” His voice booms over
            everything else.
         

         
         
          Parker starts to walk away with that smirk still
            on his face. “Never stopped you before,” he says and then throws a wink at me.
         

         
         
         I ignore that comment. “You can’t be mad at him,” I
            say grabbing his arm. “We are in a club. Anyone can see us,” I point out.
         

         
         
          He sighs as if he forgot where we are. “I know.”
            He leans down and kisses me softly this time. When he pulls away I laugh.
         

         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         I lift my hand and wipe off the red lipstick that’s
            on his lips. “I like that color on you.”
         

         
         
         He places both hands above me on the wall, caging
            me in once again. His forehead comes down to rest on mine. “Fuck, I want to
            fuck you right here up against this wall.” His voice is pained, telling me he’s
            trying really hard to fight his inner battle.
         

         
         
          I want to say; Yes! Do it! But no matter
            how badly I want him, we can’t. Our little bubble has been popped, and I need
            to pull myself together. 
         

         
         
          So I decide to go with, “Trust me. You want to
            wait to see what I have in store for you tonight,” I say matter-of-fact.
         

         
         
         He raises his eyebrows. “Really? You have a plan,
            do you?”
         

         
         
         I nod my head with a big smile on my face.

         
         
         “Well, aren’t you full of surprises?” 

         
         
         “You have no idea.” I lift my hands and run them up
            and down his chest. I can feel his hard and defined muscles move as he shifts,
            still trying to control his urge for me. 
         

         
         
          His hands move down on the wall to where they rest
            on either side of my head. “You know I have no patience when it comes to you.
            Let’s leave and go back to the hotel room.”
         

         
         
         “I….”

         
         
          “Of course,” Courtney interrupts what I was about
            to say. “We were wondering where you had went to,” she continues as she eyes me
            with a smile on her face.
         

         
         
          I need to get out of this club before Slade and I
            end up getting kicked out. “You girls ready?” I ask pushing Slade away from me.
         

         
         
          His arms drop to his side. “Ready for what?” Slade
            asks.
         

         
         
         “We are hitting a few more clubs.” I look at him.

         
         
         “But I thought we were going to call it a night?”
            he pouts before his eyes fall to my cleavage.
         

         
         
         I smile on the inside. Oh yeah, he’s going to be
            begging me later. I ignore his question. “Be back at our hotel room by three.”
         

         
         
          His eyes go wide and his lips part. “Three?” he
            asks in shock. “What are you girls going to be doing until three?”
         

         
         
         I shrug. Let him wonder. “Just be back by then.” I
            lean up and kiss him before we turn to leave.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I walk down the hallway to
            our hotel room as the guys stumble to their own rooms. I really haven’t drank
            that much since earlier. I slowed down about two hours ago, after Josh almost
            got into a fight at the last club we went to. Some guy thought Josh was hitting
            on his girlfriend. If you ask me, the guy was just looking for a fight. I
            figured I needed to stay levelheaded to keep us out of trouble. Parker is no
            help when it comes to fights. He just runs his mouth and then starts swinging.
            Micah isn’t one to throw punches, but he was also throwing some words around. I
            was the only one who didn’t want to make a scene and get kicked out, which is
            odd since I’m usually the first one to throw a punch.
         

         
         
         “Slade.” Parker slaps me on the back as he walks by
            with a mousey looking stripper under his arm. “Have fun tonight.” He smirks.
         

         
         
         I look at the girl, and her eyes run up and down my
            body. “Sure you don’t want to join us?” she asks with a smile that I’m sure
            looks seductive under black light. Out in the brightly lit hallway, not so
            much.
         

         
         
         “I’m sure,” I say placing my key into the slot to
            open up my room.
         

         
         
         I walk in and come to a stop as a woman’s voice
            fills the suite. I look to see a stereo playing a cd. 
         

         
         
          I throw my key card onto the couch as I walk
            through the living room and make my way to the bedroom. 
         

         
         
         “Hello, baby.” I look over to the bathroom doorway
            and there stands Angel still dressed in her fire red dress and spiked silver
            fuck-me heels.
         

         
         
         I walk over to her with a smile on my face. “This
            is different.” I motion to the music.
         

         
         
         “Yeah, I’m in the mood for something a little
            different tonight.” She gives me a mischievous smile.
         

         
         
          “What’s that?”

         
         
          “I want to show you what I can do,” she purrs.

         
         
         My eyebrows shoot up. “Well, you have my
            attention.” What she can do? I’m very aware of everything she can do. 
         

         
         
         She pushes off of the bathroom door frame and
            stalks over to me. Her green eyes are on mine and her hands are on her hips as
            they sway back and forth while she walks. She looks like she is about to eat me
            alive, and I am all for serving myself up on a silver platter. 
         

         
         
          She comes to stop in front of me and lifts one
            hand, placing a finger on my chest.“Get undressed,” she demands.
         

         
         
          I smile at her. “Angel, you’re being bossy.” I
            take a step closer to her and grab a hold of her wrists. “Do I need to remind
            you who the boss is?” 
         

         
         
          She throws her head back and laughs out loud. 

         
         
         I frown. Why is that so funny? I’ve always been the
            boss when it comes to the bedroom. 
         

         
         
         “Not tonight,” she states once she stops laughing.
            “You want to know what I have in mind for you?”
         

         
         
         I nod, very turned on by this new attitude that I’m
            pretty sure alcohol is partly to blame.
         

         
         
         She pulls her wrists free from my hold and reaches
            down to undo my belt since I didn’t do it. 
         

         
         
          “I am going to drive you crazy, like you have me
            so many times,” she whispers before she drops my belt onto the floor.
         

         
         
         I swallow as she goes to unbutton my jeans. She
            slides them down my legs. “Lift your foot.” 
         

         
         
         I comply, and she takes off my shoe, before pulling
            my jeans off the rest of the way. Then she repeats the same with the other leg.
            She starts to work on the buttons of my shirt.
         

         
         
         “Drive me crazy?” I choke out. What does she have
            in mind? Doesn’t she already know she drives me fucking crazy? Her voice, her
            body, the love she has for me is shocking. She gives me all she has, yet I
            still want more. What can I say? I’m a selfish son of a bitch when it comes to
            her.
         

         
         
         She just nods her head as she places my shirt on
            the floor as well. “Go lie on the bed with your back against the headboard.”
         

         
         
         I don’t argue as I go over to the bed. My dick is
            hard as a rock. I am so turned on by her, and I think she plans on giving me a
            show. Maybe do a little dance for me. 
         

         
         
         She walks out of the bedroom, and I make myself
            comfortable, doing what she said with a smile on my face. Ready to get this
            show started, I cross my ankles and link my hands together before I place them
            behind my head. I let out a long sigh now that I’m comfortable.
         

         
         
          She walks back in, and I notice the handcuffs
            dangling from her right hand. I smile brighter. She brought our favorite toy.
            And she knows I love using those on her.
         

         
         
         She gives a little laugh holding them up. “What do
            you think we are going to do with these?” she asks standing at the end of the
            bed facing me. Looking more beautiful than the first day I met her. 
         

         
         
         “What we always do,” I say simply. “I’m going to
            cuff you then I’m going to have my way with you.” Fuck, do I want her face down
            with her hands behind her back as I fuck that tight pussy.
         

         
         
          “Not tonight,” she says with a shake of her head.

         
         
          I frown. “Then what?”

         
         
         She makes her way onto the bed and straddles me. I
            unlink my fingers from behind my head and place my hands on her narrow hips
            wondering why in the hell she is still wearing the red dress, no matter how
            much of a fucking turn on it is. 
         

         
         
         I want her naked…now!

         
         
          “These…” She dangles the handcuffs up in front of
            my face. “Are for you, baby.”
         

         
         
         What? I shake my head. “No.” I give a shaky
            laugh. “That’s not going to happen.” She’s lost her mind. 
         

         
         
         She leans down and runs her tongue across my bottom
            lip before taking it between her teeth. I lift her dress up and tighten my
            hands back down on her hips. The lace of her panties grind against my dick, and
            I can feel the heat and wetness. I grab a hold of them wanting to rip them off.
            I’m running out of patience. 
         

         
         
         She pulls her lips away from mine and starts
            kissing my jawline up to my ear.“Yes,” she says softly, “I want you to know
            what it’s like.”
         

         
         
         “Know what what’s like?” I ask tilting my head back
            letting her have easier access.
         

         
         
         “To have no control. To completely trust another
            person. To give them all the power. I promise you that you have never felt
            anything like it.”
         

         
         
         “I can’t do that, Angel.”

         
         
         I remember back to when he had this conversation
            before. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I throw my keys onto the kitchen counter as I
               walk by. I then follow Angel into the bedroom. She tosses her purse and phone
               onto the bed and goes to head out of the room when I grab a hold of her wrist.

         
         
         She jumps and hisses in a breath. “What’s
               wrong?” I ask, stepping up to her.

         
         
         “Nothing.” 

         
         
         I frown, looking down at my hand around her
               wrist. I catch sight of her trying to pull her sleeves down as far as they will
               go. I release her wrist and push her sleeve back to reveal the cuff marks from
               last night. 

         
         
         “Angel, why didn’t’ you tell me?” I grab her
               other hand and move the sleeve up as well. 

         
         
         She shrugs. I shake my head at myself. I had no
               idea it was that bad. “I’ll never do that again.” I let go of her hand and
               start to walk away.

         
         
         “What?” She grabs my upper arm. “Why?”

         
         
         “Because I hurt you,” I say through gritted
               teeth.

         
         
         She releases my arm and lets out a sigh. “But I
               liked it.”

         
         
         “You liked that I hurt you?” I ask, frowning.

         
         
         She looks down to the floor then back up to me.
               “I’ve never been afraid of the power your body can have over mine, Slade.” She
               moves closer to me. “And I know you liked it, too.”

         
         
         “I do like dominating you. That is no secret.” I
               grab a hold of her wrist and hold it up between us. “But to leave bruises like
               these?” I knew better than that.

         
         
         She gets a naughty smile on her face. “What are
               you thinking?” 

         
         
         “Let me even the score then?” 

         
         
         “How do you plan on doing that?” I back away
               from her.

         
         
         “Let me use them on you.” She wiggles her
               eyebrows.

         
         
         “Oh no.” I give a hard laugh. “You will not
               catch me in a pair of handcuffs.” I quickly duck into the bathroom and she
               follows me. 

         
         
         “Not even if I’m the one to put them on you?”
               She pouts.

         
         
         I shake my head quickly. “Nope.”

         
         
         “Well, that’s not fair.” She places her hands on
               her hips.

         
         
         I pull my shirt off and unbutton my jeans. “You
               probably wouldn’t even know what to do if I gave you a chance to be in charge.”
               I joke.

         
         
         Her mouth falls open as if I offended her. “Oh,
               I can think of a few things.” 

         
         
         “Well, that’s all you are going to be doing….” I
               finish undressing then look to her. “Thinking.”

         
         
          

         
         
         Her red lips turn down in a pout. “You don’t trust
            me?”
         

         
         
          Do I trust her? “I do.”
         

         
         
          “Then let me do it this once and then you can have
            your way with me.”
         

         
         
         I shiver as she licks my neck. 

         
         
          “I can’t…”

         
         
          She places a finger over my lips. “Don’t think
            about it,” she whispers. 
         

         
         
          How do I not think about it? She wants to handcuff
            me.
         

         
         
         She moves her hips back and forth, once again
            letting me feel how ready she is. “You know you want to.” Her hand runs down my
            chest and stomach. It slides between our bodies, and she wraps it around my
            hard cock. “You can’t say you haven’t thought about it.” 
         

         
         
          I can honestly say I haven’t!

         
         
          I have control in the bedroom; that’s our thing.

         
         
         Her soft hand starts to move up and down in a slow
            pace. “Just this once.” Her hand comes to a stop, and she looks me in the eyes.
            “Let me have my way with you.”
         

         
         
          I know I’m losing this battle. I want to see what
            she has in mind for me.
         

         
         
          She gives me a slow and sexy smirk before she
            leans back down and places her lips on my neck. Her hand slowly glides up my
            shaft before she pushes it back down. 
         

         
         
         I lean my head back and let out a long breath. Her
            lips find their way to mine, and she slowly kisses me as her hand tightens
            around my cock. 
         

         
         
         Fuck, who cares what she wants me to do. I’ll do
            whatever she wants as long as she keeps her hands on me. 
         

         
         
         “Okay,” I say hoarsely. 

         
         
         She releases my dick and pulls me forward by my
            shoulders, not wanting to give me a second to change my mind. I have an instant
            thought to panic, but I close my eyes and take a deep breath, placing my hands
            behind my back knowing that’s where she wants them.
         

         
         
         What the fuck am I doing? 
         

         
         
         I have never surrendered my control in anything.
            What am I thinking? She has had all my control since I heard her voice on the
            day she called me. How will this be any different? 
         

         
         
         I take in a deep breath. 

         
         
         Fuck. 

         
         
         My heart is beating fast, and it’s already hard to
            breathe. She leans up once the cuffs are securely around my wrist with a smile
            on her face.
         

         
         
          My chest is tight, and my mouth is dry. She made
            them tighter than I would have liked. Maybe I thought she would leave them
            loose enough for me to remove them.
         

         
         
          I lie back against the headboard, with my now
            cuffed hands pressing against it as well.
         

         
         
         “Nervous, baby?” she whispers licking her lips.

         
         
         I ignore her question as I move my wrists around,
            trying to calm myself down. She leans down, placing kisses on my chest, and it
            helps me start to relax. Her lips have always held power. Whether they are
            speaking to me, or they are on me. It makes me forget the world, makes me
            forget myself. 
         

         
         
         All I know is her. 

         
         
         All I feel is her. 

         
         
         All I want is her. 

         
         
         All I’ll ever love is her.

         
         
         I lean my head back as she makes her way down my
            stomach. I lift my hips as she gets closer to my dick. She pulls back and sits
            up on her knees and I look at her through heavy eyelids.
         

         
         
         She reaches down for the hem of her dress and pulls
            it up over her head revealing her soft pink nipples and a red lace thong. 
         

         
         
          “Fuck.” I cuss the hard metal that I allowed her
            to restrain me with. “I want to touch you,” I say desperately.
         

         
         
         She gives me a naughty smile as her hand travels
            down her smooth, flat stomach, and her fingers dip into those flaming red
            panties. 
         

         
         
         I suck in a breath as she lets out a moan. The
            barely there panties hide her fingers, but I don’t need to see her hand to know
            that she is fingering herself. 
         

         
         
          “God, Slade, I’m so wet for you,” she whispers. 

         
         
          I wiggle my wrists. “How wet?” I ask roughly.

         
         
         She takes in a deep breath and more of her hand
            disappears as she pushes her fingers deeper inside of herself. 
         

         
         
         She pulls her hand from behind her panties slowly
            and lifts up her hand. I can see the wetness coating her small fingers. “In my
            mouth,” I demand.
         

         
         
          She places her hand up to my lips, and I open my
            mouth to taste what I’m craving. I moan around her fingers as her taste sends a
            shock through me. I lick them clean as if I’ve been dying for a drop of water.
         

         
         
          She removes them and gets up on her knees, moving
            closer up to my body and taking my hard dick in her hand. I hiss in a breath knowing
            exactly what she has planned. Anticipation is making me want to combust. She
            pulls her panties to the side and gently rubs the head of my cock against her
            hot, moist pussy.
         

         
         
         “Babe,” I moan. “You need to hurry.” I lift my hips
            to get my point across.
         

         
         
         She gives me a shy smile before sliding her pussy
            down on top of me slower than I could have thought possible. 
         

         
         
         “Fuck,” I call out as her tight walls hold my
            throbbing dick. 
         

         
         
          She places her hands flat against my chest and her
            nails dig in as she starts to move her hips. She moans with me this time when I
            lift my hips to meet hers. 
         

         
         
         She brings her heels up against the lower part of
            my legs and the spikes bite into me.
         

         
         
         I hiss in a breath. I clench my teeth and knock my
            head back against the headboard as she pulls up and slams down onto me. 
         

         
         
          She slows and rests her head in the crook of my
            neck. Her soft pants send shivers up my spine when they reach my ear. She pulls
            up off of me and backs away.
         

         
         
         “What are you doing?” Please don’t just leave me
               here making me want more.

         
         
         “Close your eyes,” she says softly.

         
         
          I oblige without a thought. I hear her messing
            around over by the bed and then the music gets a little louder before I feel
            her body back on the bed. My cock jerks as she wraps a hand around the base of
            it. I part my lips and take in a deep breath.
         

         
         
         She wraps her lips around the head, and my entire
            body jumps as I hiss in a breath through my teeth. 
         

         
         
         “Shiiiiitttt,” I almost shout.

         
         
          Ice.

         
         
         She has ice in her mouth. I start to pant. Holy
            fuck. It’s so fucking cold but feels so good.
         

         
         
         I open my eyes and look down at her, trying to
            catch my breath.
         

         
         
         “Fuck,” I cry out as she takes me to the back of
            her throat. My body jerks again in response as I try to pull the cuffs apart.
            The pain in my wrists shoots up my arms.
         

         
         
          She sucks up to my head, and I can feel the ice
            start to melt in her mouth already. I can feel the cold from it run down to the
            base of my dick and drip to my balls. I lift my hips as she takes me back in
            her mouth.
         

         
         
         Shit! “Angel.” I throw my head back knocking
            it into the headboard again. She hums in satisfaction knowing I’m already about
            to come like a grenade in her mouth.
         

         
         
         She sucks up the shaft, and her soft tongue circles
            my head. She holds my cock in her hand as she scoots her body further down the
            bed. I feel her cold tongue lick over my balls before she takes one into her
            mouth.
         

         
         
         “Fuck me,” I say clenching my teeth shut. Her hand
            runs up and down my shaft, soft yet firm. She leaves my balls and reaches over
            into the cup of ice and pops another ice cube before her mouth is back on my
            dick. 
         

         
         
         I start to tense up. “Angel,” I pant. “Stop.” I
            want inside of her. I do not want to come in her mouth just yet.
         

         
         
         I know there is no way I can get out of these
            cuffs, but it doesn’t stop me from trying with all the strength I have. It
            doesn’t take long with her sweet torture before I’m coming in her mouth.
         

         
         
         Once she finishes swallowing everything I have to
            give, she leans back and looks at me. Fuck, all I need is like ten minutes, and
            I’ll be ready to turn the tables and cuff her, taking her how I want her.
         

         
         
          “I wanted you to come in my mouth, baby,” she
            explains why she didn’t stop when I told her to as she leans down and licks
            what’s left off of my head.
         

         
         
         Before I can say anything she lays down across the
            bed in front of me and arches her back as she pushes her red lace thong down
            her thighs. She lays flat and places her legs straight up in the air as she
            finishes guiding her panties off of her legs before she throws them behind her
            head to the floor.
         

         
         
          “Angel,” I whisper. What is she doing?

         
         
          She lays her head to the side to look at me. “Yes,
            baby?”
         

         
         
         I swallow still trying to calm my body down. “What
            are you doing?” I wiggle my hands behind my back. Why hasn’t she undone them
            yet?
         

         
         
          Her green eyes bore into mine as she gives me a sly
            smile. “I’m letting you watch,” she says simply.
         

         
         
         What. The. Fuck. 

         
         
         I close my eyes releasing a sigh. This is going to
            be torture. I want to touch her, I want to be the one in control of her body. 
         

         
         
         I hear her let out a moan, and I open my eyes. She
            has her back arched and her hands are on her breasts. I swallow. She slides a
            hand down her stomach, and she cups her pussy. “Slade.” She sighs as she enters
            herself.
         

         
         
         “Yes?” I choke. “Show me, baby.” I want to see all
            of it. She moves herself so she is facing me, and she lets her legs fall to the
            side. She takes a hand and spreads herself open with her fingers. I can tell
            from here that she is dripping wet. I wiggle my hands again. “Undo the cuffs,
            Angel,” I try to demand, but it’s barely audible.
         

         
         
          She shakes her head. “I just want you to watch for
            now.” She lies back flat as she starts to pleasure herself. Her legs close
            slightly and her back arches as she starts to pant. I hear rips and tears as
            her heels dig into the bedspread, but I don’t care. She comes loudly with my
            name on her lips as if I was really the one making her feel that good.
         

         
         
         She lays there in front of me, her body shaking and
            her lips parted. She tries to slow her breathing as she sits up. She reaches
            over to the nightstand for the key. She doesn’t even get the second one undone
            before I’m on top of her pinning her underneath me. She’s still lightly shaking
            and breathing heavy in my ear. 
         

         
         
         “I’m going to love paying you back.” I look down to
            her closed eyes, and a slow smile spreads across her face.
         

         
         
          “I know,” she breathes as she opens her eyes. “I
            look forward to seeing what you got, big boy.”
         

         
         
          I smile as I reach up to her hand and grab the
            handcuff keys out of it. I sit up and undo the other handcuff that is still
            wrapped around my wrist. Once done I flip her over and pin her hands behind her
            back.
         

         
         
         I center myself between her legs as I pull her ass
            up into the air. Her knees on the comforter and her heels ripping it to shreds.
            “Baby…” she says already panting once again. 
         

         
         
         I place a hand on her ass, and she flinches. 

         
         
          I smile. “Remember that burn I was talking about?”
            I lightly move my hand in a circle on her ass. “Let’s see if you still agree to
            ‘wanting’ it, when I’m done.” I lift my hand and smack her ass so hard, my hand
            stings as she cries out arching her back and pulling on the cuffs.
         

         
         
         Oh yeah, payback is going to be a bitch.

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER EIGHT

         
         
         

         
         
         I wake up with a pounding
            headache and a sore body. The knock comes again and I half roll, half crawl out
            of bed, careful not to wake Slade who is passed out on his stomach with his
            arms above his head. I’m pretty sure we both fucked each other senseless last
            night. I’m still lightheaded from the high my orgasms gave me.
         

         
         
         I place a silk robe around myself and open the door
            to see Slade’s friend Parker standing there looking like he hasn’t even been to
            bed yet. And I’m pretty sure he’s still in his same clothes from last night.
         

         
         
          His dark eyes look me up and down and then he
            wiggles his eyebrows at me.
         

         
         
          “Yes?” I ask not caring how awful my hair and
            makeup must look.
         

         
         
          He smirks. “Slade look as good as you do?”

         
         
         I refrain from rolling my eyes. “What do you want,
            Parker?”
         

         
         
          “Slade. Is he here?” He places a hand on the
            doorjamb and leans into it.
         

         
         
          I want to say ‘of course he is dip shit’, but
            instead I just nod my head as I step aside to allow him in. “He’s still in bed.
            Just wait here.” I walk back to our bedroom and continue on into our
            bathroom—not caring to wake Slade just yet—my bladder is full. After using the
            restroom I walk out to our bedroom and see Parker standing at the foot of our
            bed, and Slade sitting up as he rubs his eyes.
         

         
         
          “Fuck,” Parker says as he looks around the room
            wide-eyed. The bedspread is on the floor with rips and tears from my heels.
            There’s a lamp broken that I accidentally kicked over. The sheets are all
            tangled and torn lying on the floor as well. 
         

         
         
         “I can’t decide if you two fuck like rock starts or
            porn stars.” His eyes land on the handcuffs on the floor at the end of the bed,
            and he nods his head with a smile on his face.
         

         
         
         I narrow my eyes at him, and I hear Slade chuckle.

         
         
         I look at Slade, and he has a pillow covering his
            manhood. He has my red lipstick lips all over his chest, neck, and they trail
            all the way down to where… well, past the pillow that he’s shielding himself
            with.
         

         
         
          “I would keep that comforter.” Parker nods looking
            down at it on the floor. “You know, like a souvenir. I’d pin that shit up on my
            bedroom wall at home.”
         

         
         
         I walk up to him and place my hands on his back as
            I push him though our bedroom, shutting and locking the door behind him.
         

         
         
         “Don’t mind if I listen, do you?” he shouts from
            the other side. “Now I know why you asked Josh about bondage when we were
            talking about anal last night.”
         

         
         
          Slade laughs as he ditches the pillow and gets out
            of bed.
         

         
         
          I turn to face him. “That doesn’t bother you?” I
            ask frowning.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head as he comes up to me. “He’s
            harmless. He knows I would kick his ass if he really meant those things,” he
            says undoing the knot on my robe.I let it slide off of my shoulders and fall to
            the floor as his eyes look me over. 
         

         
         
         Then Parker’s words sink in. “Josh? Bondage? Anal?”
            I arch an eyebrow as I cross my hands over my chest letting him know he’s not
            gonna get a look until he answers the question.
         

         
         
          “Uh—” He looks down at the floor.

         
         
          “Just what were you guys talking about last
            night?” Do I really wanna know? I can only imagine how a conversation
            like that would go between five men.
         

         
         
         “Those things you just mentioned,” he smirks.

         
         
         I bite on my lip for a few seconds. “So you’ve done
            anal?” We have never had this conversation on what all we have done before we
            got together. I know he hasn’t been dominant with anyone else, but there’s
            still so much more out there that he could have done with someone else.
         

         
         
         “I have not had it done to me,” he says with a smirk.

         
         
         I refrain from rolling my eyes. “Have you fucked a
            girl in her ass?” I obviously need to be very clear on what I’m asking.
         

         
         
         He burst out laughing.

         
         
         “What?” I demand.

         
         
         He starts coughing as he tries to cover up his
            laughter. He finally stops and looks at me. He’s trying to be serious, but the
            smirk on his face tells me it’s hard for him.
         

         
         
          “Yes, I’ve done that.”

         
         
         I ponder that sentence as I look him in the eyes. Of
               course he’s done it. Look what I’m willing to let him do to me. I’m sure
            women have just said ‘take me however you want me’. 
         

         
         
          “Why haven’t we done it?” I ask curiously. 

         
         
         That got a serious look from him. The smirk
            vanishes and his eyebrows shoot up. “Have you done it before?” he asks slowly.
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “No, but you also haven’t even
            tried with me. Why not?”
         

         
         
         He places his hands on my arms shoulders. “I’ve
            just never thought of it.”
         

         
         
          “Hmm,” I say.

         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         I let out a sigh and unfold my arms. “I don’t know
            if I should be thankful or offended.”
         

         
         
          He chuckles pulling me into a hug. “Is that something
            you want to try?”
         

         
         
         I look up at him. Is it? Not really. I’ve heard
            some horror stories from Courtney. That girl will try anything. But if it’s
            something he likes… “If you want to, I would try it.”
         

         
         
          He leans down and kisses my forehead. “Anal is one
            of those things that you want because you can’t have it.” He shrugs. “With you,
            I don’t need it.”
         

         
         
         I sigh in relief, and that makes him chuckle again.
            “Turn around,” he orders with a smile on his face.
         

         
         
         I turn for him, and he starts rubbing my ass with
            his palm. “It still has my handprint,” he says quietly.
         

         
         
         I turn and place my hands on his face. “Don’t do
            that. We were both rough last night.” I smile as I look at the hickey on his
            neck and the scratch marks on his chest that cut through the red lipstick
            marks.
         

         
         
          “I was too rough.” He places his hand on my
            collarbone where he bit me.
         

         
         
          “I never told you to stop,” I remind him. I have
            come to the conclusion; the rougher the better. 
         

         
         
         He smiles. “True.” He takes my hand. “Come on.
            Let’s get ready for the day.” He pulls me toward the bathroom. “How do you
            feel?”
         

         
         
          “Like shit.” I look at myself in the mirror and
            cringe. My makeup is probably all over those expensive sheets and comforter
            that we destroyed. What’s left of my mascara and black eyeliner is smeared
            under my eyes.
         

         
         
         He turns to face me in the mirror. “You have been
            cussing a lot lately,” he says with a smile on his face.
         

         
         
         I shrug. “You’re wearing off on me, is all.”

         
         
          “Oh is that it? You’re going to blame me?” he
            teases, turning the shower on.
         

         
         
         I nod my head.

         
         
          “Well maybe I should wash your mouth out with
            soap,” he says in all seriousness.
         

         
         
         I walk up to him with a smirk on my face as I grab
            his semi-hard dick in my hand.
         

         
         
         “Whoa.” He tries to jump back, but I don’t let go.

         
         
         “I can think of something else you can clean my mouth
            out with.” My eyes drop down to his growing erection in my hand.
         

         
         
          “Jesus Christ, Angel,” he hisses. “You’re trying
            to kill me.”
         

         
         
          I let go and push away from him. “If you can’t
            take it…” I enter the shower.
         

         
         
          I hear the shower door slam behind me, and I turn
            around to see him staring down at me. “I can take it.” 
         

         
         
         I tilt my head. “Are you sure about that?” 

         
         
          He reaches down and starts stroking himself. His
            large, firm hand wraps around his now fully erect dick. And I’m pretty sure
            it’s the sexiest thing he has ever done. Watching him pleasure himself is
            turning me on more and more every second. 
         

         
         
         “You’re going to be the one to take it.” His deep,
            commanding voice makes a shiver run through my body. “Now. To your knees.” His
            voice has turned rough, and it makes me break out in goosebumps. 
         

         
         
          He’s right. I am. I go down to my knees and look
            up at him as he gives me just what I want.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         We walk out of the bedroom
            to find Parker sitting on the couch. “Wow.” He whistles. “You two clean up
            nicely.” He looks down at his watch. “Even if it did take you forever.”
         

         
         
         “Why are you even here?” I ask.

         
         
         He ignores me and looks at Slade. “Now I know why
            you’re marrying her.” He lifts his hand and gestures toward our bedroom.
            “Freaky.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “I like that.”
         

         
         
         “What’s the plan for today?” I turn to ask Slade,
            ignoring him this time. 
         

         
         
         “How about some shopping?” Slade suggests, looking
            over to me from the window.
         

         
         
         “Dude, we are not going shopping,” Parker whines.

         
         
         Slade looks from me to Parker. “Do you want to go
            shopping?” he asks me.
         

         
         
         I turn and give Parker a big smile. “Yes. I do.”

         
         
          He lets out a sigh. “Shopping it is,” he relents,
            standing up. “Please tell me we are at least going to go out tonight and get
            trashed?” Parker pleads.
         

         
         
         “It’s whatever Angel wants to do,” Slade states as
            he sits down and slides on his shoes.
         

         
         
         “I want to gamble. I’m thinking blackjack.” I love
            blackjack. My dad always had game nights with his employees, and I would always
            take their money.
         

         
         
         Parker smiles. “I’m pretty good at blackjack. I can
            show you a few things.”
         

         
         
         I just nod. I’m sure I’ll show him a few things.

         
         
         We go to walk out of our suite when I feel my phone
            in my pocket vibrate.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Missy: Will you help me do my hair and
               makeup tonight?

         
         
          

         
         
         I smile, remembering when she asked me that just a couple
            of days ago while lying on my bathroom floor.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: Yes. Have you landed yet?

         
         
          

         
         
         I hated that she had to stay back a day for school
            but at least she was able to come in the first place.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Missy: Yes. I just checked into my hotel
               room.

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: We are about to go do some shopping.
               Would you like to come?

         
         
          

         
         
         Missy: Sounds good. I will meet you down
               in the lobby.

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: Okay.

         
         
          

         
         
          “Missy is going to go shopping with us,” I
            announce once we get into the elevator.
         

         
         
          “Oh, has she arrived?” Slade looks down at his
            watch. “I thought she wasn’t coming in until three.”
         

         
         
         I shrug. “She said she’s already in her room.”

         
         
          Parker rubs his hands together. “Who is this Missy
            chick? Is she single and dirty?”
         

         
         
          I pull my lip back in disgust. “Dirty? As in like
            nasty? No. Missy is very sweet and pretty. Way out of your league,” I mumble.” 
         

         
         
          “No.” He shakes his head. “I meant dirty as in
            ‘down to get dirty’.”
         

         
         
          Before I can tell him I’m not getting what he’s
            trying to say, Slade speaks up. “She’s off-limits, Parker.”
         

         
         
         Just as we step off of the elevator we come face to
            face with Tate. He’s standing there with his hands in his worn-out jean pockets
            as he looks around the noisy casino. “What are you doing?” I ask.
         

         
         
          He turns to look at me. “Been playing some cards,”
            he says.
         

         
         
         “Win anything?” Parker asks.

         
         
          Tate nods but doesn’t offer up how much he has
            won. “We are getting ready to go do some shopping. Do you want to join us?” I
            ask.
         

         
         
          “I don’t know. I’m thinking about going up to my
            room to take a nap.”
         

         
         
          Parker waves his hand in the air. “You can sleep
            later. Let’s go find us some bitches for tonight.”
         

         
         
          That gets a smile out of Tate. “Sounds good.”

         
         
         They start to walk off when the elevator across of
            us opens and out walks the cutest little blonde I know.
         

         
         
         “Hey guys,” Missy says walking over to us. “Ready
            to go do some shopping?” she says with a smile on her face.
         

         
         
          I can’t help but love Missy. I wasn’t lying when I
            told Parker that she was pretty. She is the natural, girl next door pretty. Her
            dirty blond hair hangs down past her shoulders and her black rimmed glasses
            she’s always pushing up her nose has her looking like the naughty little school
            teacher at times. She is just as nice as she is pretty as well. She’s so petite
            you just want to put her in your pocket.
         

         
         
         “Absolutely,” I say walking over to her and leaving
            the guys behind us. “I’m thinking that I want a new pair of heels to wear
            tonight,” I say to her, and we start to walk off.
         

         
         
         “I want to buy a sexy dress,” she says surprising
            me.
         

         
         
          I look over at her. “Sexy?” I’m pretty sure that
            the only kind of clothes Missy owns is jeans, t-shirts, and Nikes. More
            comfortable than sexy.
         

         
         
          “Oh yeah. Like Vegas sexy.” She wiggles her
            eyebrows making me laugh.
         

         
         
          I remember back to us in my guest bathroom as she
            told me she wanted to feel pretty, and I can’t help but smile. 
         

         
         
          “Alright then. Let’s find you a sexy dress,” I say
            wrapping my arm around her.
         

         
         
          I look over my shoulder as we walk out of the
            front doors of the hotel. The guys are trailing behind us as they talk about
            our plans for tonight. Slade gives me a little wink before he turns his
            attention over to Parker.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I look at the cards that are
            laid out in front of me. A ten and a five. Fifteen. I tap the green felt
            deciding to go for it. 
         

         
         
         I see Angel shake her head from beside me as if she
            wouldn’t have not done that.
         

         
         
          “Bust,” the dealer calls out as he lays a seven
            down. What the fuck? I’m not doing well at all.
         

         
         
         After we had finished up shopping we all decided to
            do some gambling before getting ready to go out tonight. Too bad I’m losing my
            ass.
         

         
         
          Angel, on the other hand, is kicking ass. Missy is
            still trying to understand how to play the game. Tate finally threw his cards
            down in frustration and gave up trying to explain to her how to play; now he’s
            just helping her out. I’m pretty sure he felt sorry for her, losing every
            single hand. And Parker is doing about as well as I am.
         

         
         
         But the losing part is not what has my anger
            rising—it’s the older man who is sitting to the left of Angel. I keep catching
            him staring at her. Well, more like staring at her breasts. Every time I catch
            him he just gives me a smile showing me his nasty-ass rotten teeth.
         

         
         
          The guy is really starting to piss me off. Every
            time she wins a hand he says something to her. Keeps asking her questions like
            where she learned to play and shit. She keeps her answers short and sweet.
         

         
         
         If he says one more thing I’m going to punch him in
            the face. I reach down and finish off my rum and Coke. I look over at Parker,
            and his eyes move back and forth from me and the fucker who keeps eyeing Angel.
            He knows shit is about to go down. I don’t even think Tate realizes what’s
            going on. He’s too busy arguing with Missy about the ace of spades.
         

         
         
          The dealer deals another hand, and this time I
            wave him off when I see I’m sitting at twelve. My luck, I will get the one and
            only card that will take me over twenty-one.
         

         
         
         Angel smiles over at me as if she’s proud I decided
            to stay. She then taps the felt for another card and sure enough gets the queen
            of hearts. 
         

         
         
         Shit! Thank God I didn’t hit again.
         

         
         
         This girl can play blackjack, I’ll give her that.
            Parker opens his mouth and shuts it a few times as if he wants to comment on
            her good luck, but decides against it. It’s obviously not beginner’s luck,
            considering we have been sitting here for over three hours now, and she’s up by
            thousands of dollars.
         

         
         
         My back stiffens as the nasty toothy guy leans over
            on his elbows to speak to Angel. “Damn girl, you’re good.”
         

         
         
          She places her hand on my knee and gives it a
            little pat, silently telling me to not say a fucking word. “Thank you,” she
            replies sweetly.
         

         
         
         “Is that how you paid for those big tits?” His eyes
            drop to her chest as he wiggles his eyebrows, making her gasp. “Or do you get
            them for her?” His eyes meet mine, and I don’t even think about what I do next.
            It just happens. 
         

         
         
         I am out of my chair and punching the fuck out of
            him before he even sees it coming.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER NINE

         
         
         

         
         
         Slade throws the guy up
            against the table, knocking chips everywhere as cards go flying. The dealer
            tosses his hands up into the air and starts yelling for security as a man
            behind him gets on his phone. The drink gets knocked out of my hand and spills
            all over my chest and down onto my lap as Slade wrestles with the older guy. 
         

         
         
          Before I can even get out of my chair I’m shoved
            out of it and land flat on the floor. Parker jumps up and helps me stand as
            Tate leaps from his chair as well. Parker tries to pull my shirt down that has
            been pushed up from my fall. If it were other circumstances, I would be batting
            his hand away, but I’m too busy watching my fiancé punch what looks to be a
            homeless man in the face. 
         

         
         
         Some random idiot from the table next to us jumps
            on Parker’s back, shoving us both forward when they run into me. Parker takes
            the guy down to the ground as I watch Slade throw another punch. I throw my
            hands up in the air. 
         

         
         
          What the fuck is he doing?

         
         
          I look over his shoulder behind him and see a slew
            of men dressed in dark uniforms running toward us to break it up. Tate grabs a
            hold of the guy who is on Parker’s back to pull him off.
         

         
         
          I stand back not wanting to get trampled. These
            guys look like they are on a mission as they come racing toward us. They look
            like rent-a-cops to me, but I don’t wanna push my luck.
         

         
         
         Two of them grab Slade by the shoulders and pull
            him off as he yells at the homeless guy who is smiling through the blood
            covering his face. I just shake my head. What an idiot. All of them. 
         

         
         
         “Are you okay?” Missy asks wide eyed.

         
         
         “Yes.” I cross my hands over my wet chest as they
            place Slade in handcuffs. Thank God he’s not trying to fight them, it would
            just make it worse for him.
         

         
         
         “Angel,” he calls. I walk over to him with my eyes
            narrowed. “Grab my wallet out of my pocket.” He takes in a deep breath. “If
            there’s not enough cash in there you know my pin number for the ATM.” 
         

         
         
         I nod as I reach into his back pocket and pull it
            out without speaking to him. I feel the need to punch him as well. We are
            supposed to be having fun on our bachelor/bachelorette party weekend and
            instead he’s getting arrested. In Vegas, of all places.
         

         
         
          Just fucking great. 

         
         
          They jerk him by his arms and start to walk off
            with him. I look at Parker who has been pushed face down onto the blackjack
            table by two other guys. He, on the other hand, is not going quietly.
         

         
         
         “You can’t arrest us. Do you know who I am?” He
            continues to go on and on about himself.
         

         
         
         I release a sigh. I knew he wasn’t smart.

         
         
         I go to follow Slade but another man comes to stand
            in front of me and speaks.
         

         
         
          “You can’t come miss.”

         
         
         “I’m his fiancée,” I say irritated. “I need to bail
            him out.” 
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. Before I can get more pissed,
            the other two pull Parker up to stand, with his hands now cuffed behind his
            back. “I will take care of it,” he assures me with confidence.
         

         
         
          I roll my eyes. “What are you going to do?” I ask
            arching an eyebrow. Tell them more about yourself? 

         
         
          “I’m a cop, sweetheart.” He smiles as I think my
            jaw hits the floor. “You and Missy go up to your room and just wait. Like I
            said, I’ll take care of it,” he repeats as they start to pull him off after
            Slade. 
         

         
         
         You can hear him rambling off his name and his
            father’s name as they drag him away. I look up to see people staring at me with
            wide eyes, and I lower my head in embarrassment.
         

         
         
          I turn around and see Micah approaching with Josh.
            Courtney and Holly are running in front of them. 
         

         
         
          “Are you girls okay?” Courtney asks, looking me up
            and down before turning her head to Missy.
         

         
         
         “Yes.” I bend over picking up my purse. “They
            wouldn’t let me follow to bail him out. Parker said he would take care of it.”
         

         
         
         “How’s he going to do that?” Courtney asks 

         
         
          “Parker is a cop,” Josh answers.

         
         
         “With him being a cop and Slade being an attorney,
            they will be out within an hour,” Micah assures me.
         

         
         
          I nod as I open my purse and pull out my phone.
            “Shit,” I cuss as the alcoholic drink runs off of it onto the floor.
         

         
         
          “Come on,” Micah says to all of us. “Let’s go find
            you some rice and a bag to put that in.”
         

         
         
          Slade is so dead.

         
         
         “Are you sure you girls are okay?” Tate asks
            breathing heavily. His shirt has some sort of liquid splattered on it along
            with his jeans. 
         

         
         
         “Where the hell were you?” I snap. I saw him jump
            in, but why didn’t he get arrested?
         

         
         
         His eyes narrow on me. “I was trying to talk them
            out of getting arrested,” he shoots back.
         

         
         
          “Well it obviously didn’t work,” I mumble.

         
         
          He wraps an arm around me and sighs. “They will
            get out of it.”
         

         
         
          “How can you be so sure?” How long will it take
            them to release them? Can they keep him the rest of the weekend?
         

         
         
          “Did you hear Parker? They will be throwing him
            back out into the streets in no time,” he jokes, making me laugh.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I’m sitting next to Parker
            on a bench downstairs in the casino as their wanna-be cops are on the phone. I
            pulled my attorney card and Parker pulled his cop card. They said they are
            holding us until the Las Vegas police come to pick us up. Something about how
            they don’t have the ability to transport criminals. I rolled my eyes at that
            one while Parker told them to ‘fuck off’.
         

         
         
         I look over at the door when I hear it open,
            thinking it will be Angel.
         

         
         
         “She’s not coming,” Parker says looking from the
            door to me.
         

         
         
          “What?”

         
         
         “The cops wouldn’t allow her down here. Especially
            since they can’t keep us here. She would have to go to the county jail to bail
            you out.” He smiles. “I thought she was going to punch him.”
         

         
         
         I lay my head back against the concrete wall. “She
            has my wallet.” I close my eyes.
         

         
         
         “You don’t need your fucking wallet. We are not
            giving them a fucking penny.” His voice rises as he spits the words out to the
            cops sitting behind their desks while on the phone. 
         

         
         
          I sigh. If we end up in Las Vegas county lock-up,
            I won’t be surprised.
         

         
         
         “Just shut up,” I growl harshly.

         
         
          His head snaps over to look at me. “They can’t
            touch us.”
         

         
         
         We sit side by side not speaking as the minutes
            pass by. I rest my head against the wall once again and close my eyes when
            Parker’s laughter gets my attention.
         

         
         
          “You think this is funny?” I ask with no humor in
            my voice.
         

         
         
         “I think it’s funny that at thirty years old we
            finally get arrested for a fight that wasn’t even that rewarding. How many times
            have we beat the fuck out of someone for pissing us off? This one time, we are
            the ones to get in trouble.”
         

         
         
          We have been in countless fights throughout
            our days. 
         

         
         
          “Oh and the fact that you’re in trouble.” He
            smiles at me.
         

         
         
         I frown. “Why am I in trouble?” 

         
         
         “Your woman was pissed. You were too busy to see
            it. Once I helped her up off the floor, she was drilling holes into your head.”
         

         
         
         “Fuck,” I curse lightly. “She is going to kill me.”
            My jaw clenches.
         

         
         
          He nods with a smile on his face. “Maybe she will
            leave you and date me.” He wiggles his eyebrows.
         

         
         
         “You are lucky my hands are cuffed behind my back
            because I would break your fucking nose right now,” I growl. “That would be
            rewarding,” I mumble.
         

         
         
          He just chuckles shaking his head. I close my eyes
            and sigh. I can’t believe it. In all of my life I have never been in handcuffs,
            yet this is the second day in a row I have ended up with my hands cuffed behind
            my back. Last night was much more enjoyable. 

         
         
          He chuckles again, and if I was one of those cops,
            I would think Parker’s drunk. We have drank quite a bit today. “You know I’m
            just joking. I think she’s good for you.”
         

         
         
         “Really?” I say dryly. “How so?” I probably don’t
            want to hear his bullshit answer, but it’s not like I’m going anywhere.
         

         
         
         He shrugs. “You seem happy.”

         
         
          “That’s because I am,” I respond flatly.

         
         
          He goes to speak but one of the rent-a-cops walks
            up to us and looks down at us sitting on the bench. 
         

         
         
          “Okay boys, you’re free.” He jiggles the key in
            front of my face. “But one more fight, and you’re spending the night in a Las
            Vegas jail.”
         

         
         
         I stand up and look down at him, my eyes narrowed.
            I turn facing the wall letting him remove the cuffs.
         

         
         
          Once undone, I pull my cell out of the bag they
            had put it in and call Angel. Straight to voicemail.
         

         
         
          I run a hand through my hair placing my phone back
            in my pocket. Yep. She’s pissed.
         

         
         
         “Did she push the fuck you button?” Parker asks as
            we walk through the doors.
         

         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         “You know, the fuck you button.” I look over at him
            with an eyebrow raised. “The ignore button,” he says rolling his eyes. “Don’t
            you keep up with the lingo?”
         

         
         
          “No. I don’t hang out with teenagers anymore to
            keep up with the lingo. And no, it went straight to voicemail.”
         

         
         
         He laughs. “Even better. No worries, though. I told
            her I was going to get you out. It’s not like she planned on leaving you down
            here. She was going to follow to pay your bail.”
         

         
         
         Yeah, probably so she could beat me herself.

         
         
         We get off the elevator and walk to my room. I open
            the door with my card and see everyone sitting around in the living room.
            Everyone except Angel. “Where is she?” I ask looking to Micah.
         

         
         
          “She’s in the bedroom,” he says with a look of
            pity on his face.
         

         
         
          I nod my head and leave everyone talking to Parker
            as I go to face her and apologize, once again.
         

         
         
          I step through the bedroom door and see her. She
            has her back toward me, and she is throwing stuff into a suitcase.
         

         
         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         
         “Do you ever think before you act?” she demands
            keeping her back to me.
         

         
         
          “Not really.” I shrug, answering honestly.

         
         
         She turns around, and I see her shirt and jeans are
            wet. I sigh. “I’m sorry,” I say hanging my head. “I tried calling you,” I say
            quietly.
         

         
         
         “Well the fucking drink that landed on me drenched
            my purse, which is where my phone was,” she snaps.
         

         
         
         “I’ll buy you another one.” There, that was simple.

         
         
          “That’s not the point,” she yells at me. “You
            can’t just throw money at shit, Slade.”
         

         
         
          I rock back on my heels placing my hands in my
            pockets. “So, what is the point exactly?” I ask cautiously.
         

         
         
          Her mouth falls open. “Really?” She turns back
            around giving me her back and continues throwing clothes into her bag.
         

         
         
         “Ange…”

         
         
          She spins around and throws a shirt at me. I pick
            it up off my shoulder as she starts to scream at me. “The point is that you
            have to start shit everywhere we go.”
         

         
         
          “I started shit?” I take a step toward her.
            “You’re blaming me?” I demand.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” she snaps. “You just had to jump on that man
            and start a fight.”
         

         
         
         “He was looking down at your tits.” I gesture to
            her massive cleavage with my hands. 
         

         
         
         “Oh, so it’s my fault?” She places her hands on her
            hips.
         

         
         
         “Well…” My eyes look down to her now soaked white
            shirt, and I can’t help but think of the time I spilled my beer all over her at
            Larry’s. “They are hanging out,” I point out the obvious.
         

         
         
         She gasps, and her eyes widen. “You bought me this
            shirt, Slade.” She points to it. “Don’t want men looking at my tits? Then buy
            me a fucking knitted sweater that comes up to my neck,” she yells.
         

         
         
         This is ridiculous. “I will always defend you,” I
            shoot back.
         

         
         
         “He was a homeless man.” She throws her arms out to
            her side.
         

         
         
         I snort. “A homeless man does not have the funds to
            sit and play blackjack for hours. He was a shark.”
         

         
         
         “Argh,” she growls, grabbing her bag, and starts
            walking to the bedroom door. “This is pointless,” she spits out.
         

         
         
          “Just where do you think you’re going?” I demand
            harshly.
         

         
         
          “To stay in Missy’s room.”

         
         
          I grab her arm. She spins around and pulls out of
            my grasp. “The hell you are,” I say looking down at her with narrowed eyes.
         

         
         
          “Watch me.” She pushes the bedroom door open with
            force, and I hear a thud followed by a mumbled, “Fuck.”
         

         
         
         Then I hear Angel speak. “Why the hell were you
            that close to the door? We were yelling for Christ’s sake.” 
         

         
         
          I walk through the door and see Parker holding his
            nose in his hand. I try to hide my laughter with a cough. 
         

         
         
          “Fuck you, man,” he says wincing. 

         
         
         I shrug. “You shouldn’t have been listening.” I
            then turn and run after her, ignoring the look of sympathy on everyone’s face.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TEN

         
         
         

         
         
         I’m walking down the hallway
            to Missy’s room when I hear the door to our room open and close, and I let out
            a sigh. I didn’t think Slade was going to let me go that easily. I spin around
            and drop my bag as I see him stalking toward me. He stops a few steps in front
            of me and places his hands in his front pockets again. 
         

         
         
         “Look, I’m sorry for getting you and your phone
            wet.”
         

         
         
         I notice he doesn’t apologize for starting the
            fight. “Are you going to apologize for starting that fight?” I arch an eyebrow.
         

         
         
          “No,” he says with no remorse.

         
         
         “Slade?” I snap.

         
         
         He releases a sigh. “Do we really need to have this
            talk again?”
         

         
         
         “What talk?” I place my hands on my hip.

         
         
         He smirks. “The one where I remind you that I’m
            possessive and overly protective of you? Why would I apologize for that?” 
         

         
         
          My hands fall to my side, and I release a long
            breath. “So what, he looked at my tits? He wasn’t touching me, and if he would
            have, I would have punched him myself. You could have gone to jail tonight, Slade.”
            I turn away from him and rub the back of my neck. “They weren’t going to let me
            follow you. How long would I have had to stay in town until they released you?
            All because some homeless guy looked at my tits. It’s not like I flashed him or
            he tried to grope them.” I stop talking and turn to face him again.
         

         
         
          That smirk still on his beautiful face as his blue
            eyes stare at mine.
         

         
         
          “What?” I ask.

         
         
         He closes the space between us and places his arms
            around my waist. “I’m only buying you thick, knitted sweaters for now on,” he
            says softly.
         

         
         
          I give a little laugh. “I’m afraid even those
            can’t hide these.” I lift my hands and cup my breasts. I never thought having
            larger breasts would be a problem.
         

         
         
          “True.” He reaches up and places a hand on top of
            my breasts and slowly runs his hand down the curve of my breasts before giving
            it a little squeeze. 
         

         
         
          He pulls his hand away and looks at me. “Are we
            okay?” he asks with concern in his voice.
         

         
         
         His questions catches me off guard. “What do you
            mean?” I ask slowly.
         

         
         
         “Are we okay?” he repeats and then looks
            down at my bag. 
         

         
         
          “You think I was leaving you?” I ask somewhat
            shocked.
         

         
         
          He tightens his arms around me and places his
            forehead on mine. “That’s my greatest fear, Angel. That one day you are going
            to wake up and realize I’m not the person you want or need. Hell, you’ve never
            needed me.”
         

         
         
          “That’s not true,” I whisper. “I know our
            relationship isn’t perfect, but I will never leave you, Slade.”
         

         
         
          “You love me?” he asks quietly.

         
         
         “More than anything.” I reach up wrapping my arms
            around his neck.
         

         
         
         He lowers his lips down to mine and gives me a soft
            kiss. I deepen the kiss as his hands travel down over my ass, and he lifts me
            up. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he walks us back down the hallway,
            stopping in front of the door to our suite. He fumbles with the key in the
            door. Finally someone opens the door for us, and I pull away just long enough
            to look at Parker still holding his nose like the pussy he is. “Grab my bag,” I
            bark before my lips are back on Slade’s.
         

         
         
          He carries me into our room and tosses me onto the
            bed. “I think you hurt his feelings for snapping at him,” he says with a
            chuckle.
         

         
         
          I try to shrug, but it’s hard to when laying down.
            “He shouldn’t have been listening to our fight.”
         

         
         
         My legs hang off the side of the bed, and he grabs
            them as he positions himself between them as he stands looking down at me.
            “Know the best part about wearing wet clothes?” 
         

         
         
          I shake my head smiling. “What?”

         
         
          He places his hand under my shirt and starts to
            push it up my body. “Getting to take them off and take a shower.”
         

         
         
         I smile as I lift up, letting him pull it up over
            my head. He leans down and places his lips on mine. It’s a kiss of desperation.
            He places his hands on my face. I pull away taking a deep breath, and his lips
            automatically go to my neck. “Slade,” I breathe as my fingers try to work on
            the button of his jeans.
         

         
         
         Someone knocks on our bedroom door. “What?” Slade
            snaps in my ear, and I pull away.
         

         
         
          His hands drop to his side, and he takes a deep
            breath.
         

         
         
         “Your father is on the phone for you.” I hear
            Parker’s voice from the other side of the door.
         

         
         
         Slade’s shoulders slump. “Tell him I’ll call him
            back.”
         

         
         
         “He said now,” Parker’s voice continues.

         
         
          “Why is your father calling you?” I ask curious.

         
         
         He runs a hand through his hair. “Because I’m sure
            Parker’s father called him and informed him about us almost getting arrested.”
         

         
         
         “Oh,” I say quietly.

         
         
         He nods his head and then exits the bedroom. 

         
         
         Well, I do need a shower. I get out of bed and make
            my way to our bathroom to start getting ready for the evening.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “There,” I say, giving
            Missy the finishing touches on her makeup. “Now before you look at yourself in
            the mirror, go ahead and put your dress and heels on,” I suggest, reaching over
            to her dress and handing it to her. She looks up at me with a big smile on her
            face.
         

         
         
          “Oh wait,” I say holding up my finger. “You’ll
            need your glasses,” I say looking around for them.
         

         
         
         “No I don’t. I got contacts,” she exclaims
            excitedly. 
         

         
         
          “Do you already have them in?” I ask getting
            closer to look at her blue eyes.
         

         
         
          She laughs at me like I’m crazy. “Yes. I didn’t
            wear them today while we were out shopping but when we got back from playing
            cards I put them in.” She blinks a few times.
         

         
         
          “Are they comfortable?” I ask.

         
         
          “They were a little hard to get used to but not
            too bad. I can barely tell they are in now.” She stands as she puts her arms
            through her dress. I stand behind her to help her get it on without messing up
            her hair. 
         

         
         
          Once it is over her head I place my fingers in her
            hair and try to give her curls some volume. 
         

         
         
          She spins around to face me, and I can’t help but
            smile. She looks absolutely beautiful. I gave her eyes the smoky look and left
            her lips nude. Her dirty blond hair falls in big curls down over her shoulders,
            and she has the biggest smile on her face. 
         

         
         
          “How do I look?” she asks before she spins around
            in a tight circle. Her dress is black and covered with a layer of sparkles.
            It’s comes to mid-thigh. The front comes up high and the back scoops down showing
            off the top of her back.
         

         
         
          “You look beautiful,” I say with a proud smile. I
            take a step toward her and grab her hands. “But just so you know, Missy. You
            didn’t need all this makeup, dress, and the contacts to make you look
            beautiful.”
         

         
         
          She looks down at the floor and then back up to
            me. “Thank you,” is all she says before she pulls her hands out of mine and
            walks into her bathroom. Within seconds she is screaming her thanks as she
            comes running out with that huge smile back on her face.
         

         
         
          “Now let’s go to your room so you can get ready,”
            she says grabbing her purse. “Are the guys in your room?” she asks.
         

         
         
          I don’t know why, but our room has somehow become
            the hangout room. 
         

         
         
         “They already left for the clubs,” I answer as we
            exit her room and head toward mine.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “Man, these bitches are
            crazy here,” Parker says as he sits down at our table carrying drinks for all
            of us.
         

         
         
         This is like the fifth bar we have visited since we
            arrived in Las Vegas, and it is just as extravagant as the others. Big dance
            floors, two stories tall with a balcony on the top level. Music pounding and
            the strobe lights flashing. It’s actually starting to bother me. I finally feel
            old once in my life.
         

         
         
          “What happened? Get a piece of ass while you were
            getting the drinks?” Tate asks with a smile.
         

         
         
         “I wish,” he responds. “I just saw a girl down a
            shot that was lit up in flames.” His light brown eyes bug out. “It was hot as
            fuck. Made me want to set my dick on fire so she can blow it out. Get
            it?” He laughs at his joke.
         

         
         
         We laugh.

         
         
          “Speaking of blow—” Tate asks taking his drink
            from him. “How was the girl you took back to your room last night?”
         

         
         
          “In the sex department, she wasn’t all that great.
            Now when it came to sucking my dick? I could have had her just do that all
            night. But I like to consider myself a giver.” He smiles at himself before
            looking at me. “She wanted Slade to join us.” 
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “That wasn’t going to happen,” I
            say before taking a drink of my beer.
         

         
         
          “Fuck that bullshit. You can be honest around us.
            You know you wanted to join us. It would have been like old times. Remember
            Jeanine Baker?” He turns to Tate. “We met that bitch at a Halloween party our
            senior year in high school. She let me fuck her from behind while Slade fucked
            her mouth.” He sighs leaning back in his seat. “That bitch was perfect.”
         

         
         
         I remember that night very clearly. We were drunk,
            and I was horny as fuck. “She sucked at giving head,” I retort. “My dick hurt
            for days from her fucking teeth.”
         

         
         
         “Well, like I said. The girl last night was a pro
            at it.”
         

         
         
          Josh laughs. “What was her name again?”

         
         
          Parker just shrugs. “I didn’t fucking care to
            ask.”
         

         
         
          “I think it was Sprinkles. Sparkles.” Tate shrugs.
            “Doesn’t really matter,” he states.
         

         
         
         “Exactly!” Parker throws his arm over Tate’s
            shoulder. “So glad I have someone here who looks at things like I do.” He
            smiles then looks out over the club. “Who we gonna take home tonight?” he
            voices rhetorically.
         

         
         
         It takes him two seconds to point his finger at
            some unlucky lady.
         

         
         
         “Holy shit! That chick is fucking hot. I want her!”
            Parker announces edging toward the end of his seat. 
         

         
         
         “Hell yes she is.” Tate nods his head of approval.

         
         
          I turn my head to see a blonde wearing a short
            tight black dress that seems to have some kind of sparkles on it. You couldn’t
            miss her, the lights in the club bounce off of her dress and her blond hair.
         

         
         
         “Slade would you fuck her?” Parker looks at me,
            referring to the pretty blonde on the dance floor. 
         

         
         
          I raise an eyebrow. “I’m engaged.”

         
         
         “If you weren’t,” he asks annoyed.

         
         
         “No.” My answer makes him sigh. 

         
         
         I’m not going to humor him. Would I back in the
            day? Absolutely! But do I look at her now and think ‘man, I wanna take that
            home and bend her over’? Hell no.

         
         
         Tate leans over the table and looks her over a few
            more times with a smile on his face. “I’d fuck her,” he says sitting back in
            his seat.
         

         
         
          Parker jumps up from his seat and looks down at
            us. “Well I’m going in since all you pussies are just going to stare. Don’t you
            guys remember how to use your dicks?” He turns away from us and shakes his head
            to himself.
         

         
         
         I lean back in my chair and laugh. “Doesn’t he know
            we don’t have to chase our pussy?” I ask with a laugh as I lift my beer to my
            lips. 
         

         
         
         I lean up pulling my phone out of my pocket when I
            feel it vibrate.
         

         
         
          

         
         
          Angel: Just arrived at the Gallery Night
               Club. When we leave here I will call you so we can all meet up.

         
         
          

         
         
         I put my phone down and start to look around the
            club for her. I smile knowing that she is in the same club I am right now.
         

         
         
         I find her standing by the bar in line to order a
            drink. It doesn’t matter where we are at, I could spot her a mile away in a
            crowd full of people. I only have eyes for her.
         

         
         
          My eyes run up and down the back of her. Why would
            I want anyone else?
         

         
         
          “He doesn’t understand what happens in
            relationships,” Micah speaks getting my attention regarding my earlier question
            regarding Parker and us getting laid.
         

         
         
         “True…” I start to say but Tate speaks.

         
         
         “What the fuck?” Tate cusses slamming his beer down
            onto the table making it shake. 
         

         
         
         We all look at him in confusion and then follow his
            eyes to see what he is looking at.
         

         
         
          My mouth literally drops to the table when my eyes
            land on the girl that Parker is now talking to. The same exact girl we were
            just talking about.
         

         
         
         “No,” Micah says in disbelief shaking his head.

         
         
         “There’s no way,” Josh says to himself.

         
         
         I sit there speechless as I watch Parker talk to
            Missy, who he just referred to as a hot piece of ass, standing between Holly
            and Angel. How did I not know that was Missy? Like I said, I only have eyes for
            Angel.
         

         
         
          “What happened to her? She looks…hot,” Josh says
            sounding somewhat confused.
         

         
         
         I look back at Tate and see his knuckles whiten as
            he grips his drink in one hand. “Don’t worry, Tate. I’ll tell him to back off
            of Missy,” I assure him.
         

         
         
          He tears his eyes away from her and looks over at
            me. “It’s fine.” His voice is tight but he tries to relax back into his seat.
            “She can do whatever she wants.” He tosses back his beer, making me frown.
         

         
         
         “Well look who I found, fuckers,” Parker says as he
            approaches the table with the girls by his side, and his arm hung over Missy’s
            shoulder.
         

         
         
         I reach out and pull Angel down onto my lap. “You
            look sexy tonight,” I say placing my hand on her exposed thigh. I love it when
            she wears these short little dresses.
         

         
         
         She looks down at me and gives me a big smile. “I
            just sent you a text.”
         

         
         
         I give her a cocky grin. “I know.”

         
         
          “What are you guys doing here? I thought you were
            going to the Bellagio?” Holly asks pulling a chair up next to Micah.
         

         
         
          “We were going to but decided to just come here
            for the night,” he tells her.
         

         
         
         “What are you girls doing here?” Tate asks as he
            eyes Missy. 
         

         
         
          She looks up at him with a smile on her face.
            “Getting drunk,” she answers, like it’s obvious.
         

         
         
         “You don’t need an excuse, sweetheart,” Parker says
            leaning over into her space.
         

         
         
          “An excuse for what?” She tilts her head looking
            at him.
         

         
         
          He gives her a threatening smile. One that I have
            seen plenty of times before. The smile that says I’m going to chew you up and
            spit you out. “To ride my cock.”
         

         
         
          Angel’s entire body shakes as she bursts out
            laughing along with Josh. I look over at Tate and see his entire body stiffen
            as his eyes are on Parker. He probably wants to throttle him. 
         

         
         
          Missy snorts. “No amount of alcohol could make me
            ride your cock, Parker,” she replies sweetly then leans over and grabs his
            shot. She tosses it back and then gives him a smile. Everyone at the table
            burst out laughing, even Tate. 
         

         
         
          Parker just continues to laugh because he was just
            fucking with her. That’s what he does. He knows Tate has a thing for her, and
            Parker still might fuck around but he doesn’t mess with the girls who are
            off-limits. And I already told him that she is off-limits.
         

         
         
          “How about a dance then?” he offers gesturing
            toward the dance floor.
         

         
         
          “Now that I can do.” She allows him to lead her
            away.
         

         
         
          Angel lifts her hand to motion for a waitress.
            “What are you drinking?” I ask looking up at her.
         

         
         
          “I don’t know. What sounds good?” she asks.

         
         
          I run my hand up the inside of her leg. I smile
            when she automatically spreads her legs for me. “I think you sound good,” I
            murmur into her ear.
         

         
         
         She playfully slaps my chest and stands up from my
            lap. “Come on girls, let’s go dance. Someone needs to keep an eye on Missy and
            Parker.”
         

         
         
          She blows me a kiss before she turns around giving
            me a glorious view of her perfect ass.
         

         
         
          “You okay?” Josh asks looking over at Tate.

         
         
          “Why wouldn’t I be?” He arches an eyebrow as if to
            dare Josh to mention Missy’s name to him. We can all see how he feels about her
            and Parker dancing because he keeps looking out over the dance floor at them.
         

         
         
          “Because the girl you want is out there dancing
            with Parker.” Micah has no problem with announcing the obvious.
         

         
         
         Tate’s eyes narrow on him. “You have no clue what
            you’re talking about,” he states before he stands up and walks off looking down
            at his phone.
         

         
         
         Josh takes out his wallet and slams a twenty dollar
            bill on the table. “I bet Tate swings a fist at Parker’s face before the night
            is over.”
         

         
         
         I smile. “You’re on. But I say it happens within
            the next hour.”
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER ELEVEN

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I walk down the few stairs
            that separate the dance floor from the tables where the guys sit. I scan the
            dance floor to look for Missy and Parker. I’m not afraid of him being alone
            with her. He is Slade’s friend, although I don’t trust him one hundred percent,
            I still think he would cop a feel. What man wouldn’t? 
         

         
         
          “Where did they go?” Courtney asks coming up next
            to me.
         

         
         
          I shake my head as my eyes continue to scan the
            crazy crowd. “I don’t know,” I yell over the music. “I’m going to run to the
            restroom, maybe she is in there.” 
         

         
         
          I walk to the back of the bar and into the
            restrooms. I call out her name and look under the doors to see if I can see her
            heels. After several hateful looks from the women in line and the ladies in the
            stalls, I come up with nothing. 
         

         
         
          I walk out of the restroom and come to a quick
            stop as I see Tate push Missy up against the wall. I can’t hear what they are
            saying over the pounding of the music, but she looks pissed. She points her
            finger into his chest and stands up a bit straighter.
         

         
         
         I smile. Good for her. I know she likes him,
            hell, she may even love him. I know how hard it is to stand up to someone you
            love. It takes a lot of strength to tell someone to fuck off when all you want
            is for them to take you in their arms and hold you.
         

         
         
         I watch as his tall and masculine body takes a step
            into her short and small frame. I can barely see her anymore. He has her in the
            corner where it’s dark and his body is hiding hers very well. I do see her body
            go slack as she shortens a bit more.
         

         
         
          Shit!

         
         
          He reaches up and cradles her face in one hand.
            Her lips slightly part and her eyes are half closed. She places her head back
            against the wall, and he lowers his mouth to hers and kisses her. 
         

         
         
         I stand here like a peeping tom watching as she
            brings her arms up around his neck and pushes her body further into his. 
         

         
         
         Just as I go to walk away he pulls back, and she
            opens her eyes with a small smile on her face. He runs one hand down the side
            of her cheek and then that smile drops before he removes her arms from around
            his neck, turns and walks away from her. I watch him walk away and grab the
            hand of the same brunette who was sitting on his lap last night before walking
            out the front door with her. He doesn’t even bother to look back.
         

         
         
         What the fuck, Tate?

         
         
          I’m going to kill him.

         
         
          I walk over to her grabbing her hand and pull her
            into the bathroom. I grab some toilet paper out of a stall and start to dab her
            eyes as she silently cries. “Take a deep breath, it’s okay. Don’t let him get to
            you.”
         

         
         
         She nods her head but the tears that are forming in
            her eyes say otherwise. 
         

         
         
          “Men are dicks,” I say trying to make her smile.

         
         
          She gives a little broken laugh, and I smile. It’s
            progress.
         

         
         
         “I’ve never…” She takes another deep breath. “Had
            someone talk to me like that before.”
         

         
         
         “Like what?” What could Tate have possibly said? 

         
         
         “He was saying how he was jealous watching me dance
            with Parker, and that he wanted to be the one I was with. That he wanted his
            hands and lips on my body. Then he just kissed me.” She shakes her head as if
            still dazed by that. “Then said I deserve better.” She fists her hands down by
            her side. “He walked off before I could say anything,” she continues, frowning.
            “And now he’s taking that brunette back to his hotel room,” she sniffs. 
         

         
         
          “It’s okay Missy,” I say rubbing her back. I know
            what it feels like to be very confused over a man. I was once that way with
            Slade.
         

         
         
         She looks up at me, and her blue eyes make me
            smile. “I’ve never had sex before, Sam. No one has ever wanted me. No one has
            even ever looked at me the way Tate just did. I’ve liked him for a long time.”
            She looks down at the floor and then up to me. “I love him,” she whispers. “And
            over the last two years I’ve had to watch him go through all these women. He
            has always just looked at me like a friend until tonight. I thought I had
            finally got him to see me differently, and all he did was kiss me and walk
            away.” She hangs her head and takes in a deep breath.
         

         
         
         I’m going to kill Tate. How can he not see how she
            feels about him? 
         

         
         
          “No one wants me,” she says brokenly. 

         
         
         “That’s not true.” 

         
         
          She looks up at me. “Yes it is. You have to
            understand. I’m the geek who had paper thrown at her in class. I’m the geek who
            had braces and still wears glasses. I’m the kid who played in the band and sat
            by herself at lunch. I’m only pretty tonight because of what you did for me.
            And I thank you for that. It’s the only reason Tate showed any interest.” She
            hangs her head again.
         

         
         
         I place my hands on her shoulders and push her over
            to face the mirror. “Look at yourself, Missy,” I say curtly getting her
            attention. “You are beautiful. You have these beautiful blue eyes. You
            have the most gorgeous complexion that I would kill for. You have beautiful
            long blond hair.” I run my hands through it with a smile. “And you are just as
            beautiful on the inside as you are on the outside. Trust me, you’re beautiful,
            and Tate knows that or he wouldn’t have been so jealous.”
         

         
         
          She gives me a small smile. “Thanks for being so
            nice to me.”
         

         
         
          “I’m being truthful. Don’t let Tate make you feel
            any less beautiful than you are.” I smile at her. “No man is worth that.”
         

         
         
          She nods her head, but I don’t think she quite
            understands what that means. 
         

         
         
         “Come on, let’s go have some fun.” I turn and walk
            her out of the bathroom. I lead her over to Parker who she was dancing with
            earlier. Now he’s standing on the dance floor talking to a girl with strawberry
            blond hair. His hands resting on her hips. “Excuse me,” I say reaching up and
            spinning him around to face us. 
         

         
         
          “Hey?” the girl snaps.

         
         
         He looks down at me with a smirk on his face while
            placing his hand up to quiet the girl he was dancing with. She stomps her foot
            and then storms off. “Yes, sweetheart?”
         

         
         
          I refrain from rolling my eyes. “She wants to have
            fun and dance. Dance with her. Do not get her drunk and try to take advantage
            of her. I will rip off your dick and fucking eat it so you can never use it
            again. She just wants to have some fun without getting fucked. Think you can
            handle that?”
         

         
         
         He nods quickly, wide-eyed at my threat, then I
            turn to Missy. “If he does something you don’t like, tell me. I’ll have his
            balls. “
         

         
         
          She gives me a little giggle, and I throw one last
            threatening look to Parker before I walk off to find Slade, leaving them alone
            to dance.
         

         
         
          I sigh as I plop down in his lap once again.
            “Everything okay?” he asks running his hand up and down my leg.
         

         
         
         I look over at Missy as Parker spins her around.
            It’s not the typical swing dance kind of song. I smile at how he’s trying to
            keep his distance while making her laugh. She looks so beautiful tonight. She
            feels beautiful tonight, and I hate Tate for ruining that for her. It’s hard
            enough for girls to feel pretty in the first place. 
         

         
         
         “Angel?” Slade taps my leg getting my attention.

         
         
         “Huh?” I ask pulling my eyes away from them.

         
         
          He frowns. “I asked if everything was okay?”

         
         
          “Yeah. Everything is fine,” I reply not wanting
            Slade to know how Missy really feels about Tate. It’s bad enough that the man
            she loves just kissed her and then left with another woman. I know her heart is
            still broken. Nothing I said could have changed that.
         

         
         
         I relax into Slade’s body and try to hide my yawn.

         
         
          “You tired?” he asks leaning his head down to
            speak into my ear.
         

         
         
          “Yes.” I feel like we have done nothing but run
            around today. With us staying up late last night having intense sex, shopping
            today, him almost getting arrested, and witnessing one of my best friend’s
            heart get crushed, I’m suddenly tired and not in the mood to party.
         

         
         
         “Wanna go back to the hotel room?” he asks.

         
         
          “No. We can stay.” I look over to his beer sitting
            in front of him, and it’s more than half full. I don’t want to cut our night
            out in Vegas short because I’m tired.
         

         
         
          He pats my leg. “Stand up,” he orders.

         
         
         I oblige pulling down my simple black dress to make
            sure it covers up my ass. “What are you doing?” I ask when he stands up as
            well.
         

         
         
         “I’m gonna take you back to our room.” He reaches
            over and grabs my hand.
         

         
         
         “You don’t have to go, Slade. We can stay out if
            you want.” I look around the crowded club. “We are in Vegas.”
         

         
         
         He leans down and gives me a soft kiss. “It’s just
            Vegas, baby. You are my Angel, and you’re tired. I would much rather spend my
            night in bed with you.” 
         

         
         
          And with that I allow him to pull me out of the
            club after I make sure Missy is okay and say goodnight to the girls. Courtney
            and Josh decide to leave with us as well. She looks more tired than I feel. 
         

         
         
         “How are you doing?” I ask her once we are in the
            cab to head back to our hotel. She’s already kicked off her heels and her feet
            now rest in Josh’s lap, while she pulls a little pair of flats out of her
            clutch purse.
         

         
         
         “I’m exhausted. It takes everything I have to get
            out of bed in the morning. Afternoons I’m great. It’s like as soon as it turns
            five, I just want to sleep,” she says between a yawn.
         

         
         
          “Is that normal?” I ask. I haven’t had any friends
            who have had babies so when it comes to pregnancy I’m pretty clueless.
         

         
         
          She shrugs. “The doctor said it was but I have
            times when I feel like I can’t hold my eyes open.” I remember back to our
            flight here, she slept the entire time, but I thought that was because of
            Missy’s birthday party from the night before.
         

         
         
         I feel my phone vibrate, and I look down to it.

         
         
          

         
         
         Missy: Thanks again for all you did for
               me tonight.

         
         
          

         
         
         I lay my head back against the headrest. What am I
            supposed to say to her?
         

         
         
         No problem?

         
         
         Sorry it didn’t work?

         
         
         You didn’t need me to help you look beautiful?

         
         
         Nothing I say will make her feel any differently
            about herself, but I have to respond. I type out a short response as the cab
            pulls up to our hotel. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: You’re welcome and be careful
               tonight. Call me if you need me.

         
         
          

         
         
         We make our way up to our room, and I immediately
            kick off my heels and lie face down on the bed.
         

         
         
         “Are you sure you’re okay, Angel? Why are you so
            tired?” Slade asks sitting down next to me and begins to rub my back.
         

         
         
         “I don’t know. Things have just been crazy I guess,
            and it’s only going to get crazier once we get back.” Holly’s wedding is coming
            up quickly and still nothing is done. I just want to pull my hair out while I
            yell at Holly to pick what she likes, not her mother. They’ve been
            bickering back and forth about everything.
         

         
         
          “Why don’t you take some time off of work?” he
            suggests.
         

         
         
         I place my face into the comforter and moan.
            “Please don’t mention that place while we are on vacation.”
         

         
         
         His hand pauses on my back. “Why? What’s going on
            up at the bank?”
         

         
         
         I turn over onto my back and look up at him. “I
            hate that job,” I whisper.
         

         
         
         He pulls his head back. “Since when?” he asks
            surprised with my statement.
         

         
         
         “Since day one. It’s stuffy, and I feel out of
            place there.” I loved working at Larry’s. It was laidback and fun. I guess I
            just wasn’t ready to get a day job and join the world. I wanted to stay a bat
            and enjoy the nightlife. 
         

         
         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asks placing his hand
            on my stomach. 
         

         
         
          I shrug, would he have cared that I hated my job?
            I’m pretty sure most of the working people hate their jobs. Why would it matter
            that I hate mine?
         

         
         
         “Then why didn’t you quit the bank and go back to
            Larry’s? Holly would have given you your job back.”
         

         
         
         I let out a little laugh. “Yeah right, that would
            have started a shit storm between us.” He frowns but I ignore it.
         

         
         
         Holly still tells me to come back every day. I sigh
            when he continues to look at me like a wounded puppy. “Because you wanted me to
            quit, so I quit.” Simple as that. As much as I loved that job, it was causing
            problems between us, and I love Slade more than any job I could possibly have.
         

         
         
         He lets out a long sigh as if he hates to think I
            quit the job I loved for a job I hate all because he wanted me to.
         

         
         
          “Don’t worry about it,” I say as I pull his face
            down to mine. I’m ready for him to put me to bed.
         

         
         
          He runs his hand over the top of my head. “Let’s
            finish what we started earlier,” I suggest.
         

         
         
         “I love you,” he whispers, placing his lips close
            to mine. 
         

         
         
         “I love you too, baby.”

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “Damn, Slade. Sam scares
            me,” Parker says as he pours a cup of coffee. Of course the bastard started
            pounding on our door early this morning. The man never fucking sleeps.
         

         
         
          “What are you talking about?” I say only half
            caring about his answer.
         

         
         
          “Last night she threatened to rip off my dick and
            eat it if I did anything to Missy.”
         

         
         
          I laugh at him as I walk over to answer the knock
            at our door. Tate comes barging through as soon as I open it.
         

         
         
          Doesn’t anyone sleep in anymore? Am I the
            only one who can’t go all night without sleep these days?
         

         
         
          “Shit,” he hisses running his hands over his short
            hair. “I made a huge mistake last night,” he confesses, looking down at the
            floor as he starts to pace. “Like, a big fucking mistake,” he rambles.
         

         
         
         “Did you get a tattoo of “your name” on your ass?”
            Parker asks excitedly.
         

         
         
          “No. I…” He stops talking when he realizes that
            was Parker who asked.
         

         
         
          “What did you do?” I ask looking to see if we have
            any water in our room since he hates coffee.
         

         
         
          “Nothing,” he says keeping his eyes on Parker.
            “Call me later, Slade.” He goes to turn around when I stop him.
         

         
         
          “Just tell us.” I look from Parker to him. “He’s
            going to find out anyways. Plus, how bad could it be?” It can’t be worse than
            Parker and myself almost getting booked in Las Vegas.
         

         
         
          “Real bad,” he mumbles before he lets out a sigh.
            He stands there for a few seconds and closes his eyes as if whatever he’s about
            to say may kill him. “I slept with Missy.” 
         

         
         
         It comes out in such a rush that I almost miss it.

         
         
          “Oh shit,” Parker says seriously, sitting up
            straighter on the couch. “Sam is going to kill you. Like literally rip off your
            dick and eat it so you can never use it again,” he says in all seriousness.
         

         
         
         “Shut the fuck up Parker,” I snap. This is bad,
            really bad.
         

         
         
         “Just saying,” he whispers. “Is it bad that I wish
            it was mine?”
         

         
         
         I turn to face him this time “Parker. Shut the fuck
            up.”
         

         
         
         He huffs as he sits back in the couch.

         
         
         “What happened?” I turn back to Tate. “You sound
            like you just woke up and realized you slept with her? Were you so drunk last
            night that you didn’t realize it until this morning?”
         

         
         
          “Well...” He sighs. “I had kissed her at the club
            last night before I could stop myself. I knew it was a mistake, but I couldn’t
            stop myself. Then I left with Jamie…” He waves his hand in the air when I
            frown. “Trying to get my mind off of Missy.”
         

         
         
         “Who the hell is Jamie?” Parker asks.

         
         
         “That brunette I left with last night.” He throws
            his hand in the air in frustration this time. “But let’s just say things didn’t
            go as I had planned with Jamie. Then later last night I kissed Missy again in
            the elevator when I ran into her here at the hotel. I couldn’t help it. When
            the elevator stopped, I found myself walking to her room. I couldn’t stop.” He
            looks around the room at a loss. “I woke up this morning and there was some
            blood on the sheets. I freaked. I had no idea she was a virgin.” He throws his
            hands out to the side letting out a puff of air. “I mean, inexperienced, yeah.
            But a fucking virgin? Fuck me!” he hisses.
         

         
         
         What the fuck? I had no idea either. Now I’m
            positive Angel is going to kill him.
         

         
         
          “How did you not know she was a virgin?” Parker
            asks confused. “I mean, I’ve fucked virgins, and I could always tell,” he says
            matter-of-fact.
         

         
         
         Tate gives him a death glare. “I…I don’t know.
            Parts of last night are still a blur. I just remember walking her to her room
            and then the next thing I remember we were rolling around in the bed.” He
            starts to pace. “I can’t believe I did this.”
         

         
         
         “That sucks man,” Parker says, sounding sincere,
            and it makes me smile. “You slept with a virgin and can’t even remember how
            good it was.” He frowns. “They’re always the best.”
         

         
         
          My smile drops off my face. He’s not sorry about
            how Tate feels, he’s sorry that Tate can’t remember fucking a virgin.
         

         
         
         I decide not to comment about that, and I turn to
            watch Tate continue to freak out. “How did she act this morning?” I ask
            concerned for Missy.
         

         
         
          “At first, she was fine,” he says somewhat
            disturbed by that. “I actually think she remembers every detail about last
            night. I, on the other hand, freaked. I got mad at her and started yelling. She
            started to cry. Goddamn it!” He turns away from us and runs his hand through
            his hair. “What the hell was I thinking?”
         

         
         
          “That you wanted to get a piece of ass,” Parker
            declares.
         

         
         
          “Shut up.” Tate raises his voice. “Don’t talk
            about her like that.”
         

         
         
          Parker places his hands up. “Hey, I’m just stating
            the obvious. You’re the one who actually fucked her.”
         

         
         
         Tate takes a step toward the couch with his arm
            pulled back, and I step between them, placing my hands on his chest. He is
            livid. His nostrils are flared, and his jaw is clenched. 
         

         
         
          “Whoa,” I say pushing him back. “Just ignore him.”

         
         
         Tate takes in a few deep breaths and then spins
            away from me.
         

         
         
          “What are you guys in here yelling about?” Angel
            enters the room rubbing her sleepy eyes.
         

         
         
          I raise my mug of coffee to her. “Here. Why don’t
            you go and get ready for the day, babe.” I don’t want her to know all this yet.
            I think Missy should be the one to tell her, not me.
         

         
         
          Parker sits up with a smile on his face. “Tate
            fucked Missy last night,” he announces happily.
         

         
         
         She looks from Parker over to Tate. She waits for a
            few seconds for him to deny it, but he just stares down at the floor as he rubs
            the back of his neck.
         

         
         
          “Please tell me he’s lying?” she pleads.

         
         
         He looks up and throws Parker a hard glare before
            glancing back at Angel. “I fucked up. Hell, I didn’t know she was a virgin.
            I...”
         

         
         
         She takes in a deep breath. “So that makes it okay?
            Because you thought she handed it out like all the other bitches you sleep
            with?” 
         

         
         
         Yep, she’s pissed. 

         
         
          “You thought sleeping with you meant nothing to
            her?” She walks up to him at a fast pace, and I take a step back. I know what
            that looks means. It’s usually followed by a hand to my face. “You have no idea
            how she...” She stops talking and takes another deep breath. “What did you say
            to her?”
         

         
         
         His closes his dark blue eyes for a second and when
            he opens them, they are pleading with her. “I panicked. Yelled that it was a
            mistake and she should have told me.”
         

         
         
         “I want to slap some sense into you, Tate, but I
            have a feeling it won’t work,” she states before she turns around and storms
            out of the room.
         

         
         
          Parker squirms on the couch. “Damn, Slade. Your
            girl gets me so worked up.”
         

         
         
          I ignore him as I look over at Tate. He looks
            miserable. The sleeping with Missy was not the mistake. If it were, he wouldn’t
            feel so bad. I’ve had plenty of one-night stands where I woke up the next
            morning and didn’t give a fuck that I had drunk sex—or what I did and didn’t
            remember. He just hates that it was a one night drunk fuck. The same thing I
            didn’t want for Angel and me in the beginning.
         

         
         
         Angel walks out of the room now dressed in a tank
            top, pair of blue jean shorts, and flip flops, throwing her hair up into a
            ponytail.
         

         
         
         “Where are you going?” I ask cautiously.

         
         
          “I’m going to go explain to Missy that she is
            better than what she feels like right now. I’m sure she feels like a cheap
            piece of shit that was just used.” Tate flinches from her harsh words.
         

         
         
         She looks Tate up and down with a scowl on her
            face. “I’m going to have to explain to her that some guys are just out for a
            piece of ass, and that I’m sorry she gave her virginity up to one of them.”
         

         
         
          “Sam, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was
            thinking,” he says with sadness on his face.
         

         
         
         “Do you love her?” she questions placing her hands
            on her hips.
         

         
         
         He looks at her wide-eyed for a few seconds before
            he shakes his head. She lets out a sigh. “Then keep your hands off of her,” she
            demands before she spins around and slams the door behind her without even
            bothering to say goodbye.
         

         
         
         Tate starts to walk to the door. “Where are you
            going?” I ask.
         

         
         
          “I should go and talk to Missy as well. Apologize
            or something…”
         

         
         
         I step between him and the door. “Oh no you don’t.”

         
         
          “Dude, do you have a death wish? Even the angel
            scares me.” Parker shudders.
         

         
         
         I give him a hard look. “Don’t call her Angel. And
            don’t you have somewhere else to be?” 
         

         
         
          He lies back on the couch shaking his head with a
            smile on his face.
         

         
         
         I turn back to Tate. “Why did you do it?”

         
         
          He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. 

         
         
          “Quit acting like you don’t have a dick Slade,”
            Parker interrupts. “You know what it’s like to want to fuck a hot piece of ass
            and not care about how they feel when you don’t give them anything else than a
            ride for a night.”
         

         
         
          Tate takes a step over to him. “I do care how she
            feels,” he shouts. “That’s why I’m so pissed at myself.” He releases a long
            breath. He plops down on the couch next to Parker and places his head in his
            hands.
         

         
         
         “Why did you lie to Angel?” I ask.

         
         
          “What are you talking about?” Tate asks still
            holding his head in his hands looking down at the floor.
         

         
         
          “You told her that you don’t love Missy. That was
            a lie, and we both know it.”
         

         
         
          Tate’s hands drop, and he looks up at me. “I don’t
            love Missy.”
         

         
         
          I stand there and watch him as he says the words.
            I believe a part of him loves the idea of her, but Tate won’t let that happen.
            He’s going to fight that as long as he can. 
         

         
         
          “So, how was it?” Parker asks as if he is
            referring to a football game. “Is it a piece of ass that I would like to chase?
            She did look fucking hot as hell last night.” He leans up on the couch. “Did
            she leave her heels on for you?”
         

         
         
          I sigh when Tate reaches over and pops Parker in
            the side of the jaw, making him fall back into the couch. “What the fuck is
            wrong with you?” Tate growls.
         

         
         
          Too bad I didn’t add today to that bet last night,
            I would have won.
         

         
         
         Parker holds the side of his jaw as he sits up and
            looks at Tate with a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “Hey. You’re one
            who fucked the virg…”
         

         
         
          Tate goes to jump on him, but I reach down and
            grab the collar of his shirt. I pull him up off the couch turning him to face
            me. “Just let him go, Tate. He’s doing this on purpose.” 
         

         
         
         Tate pulls away from me and growls running his hand
            over his cropped hair before he spins around and walks out of the room,
            slamming the door as well. I expect to get a call from the front desk soon
            asking what in the hell we are doing up here with all the shouting and slamming
            doors.
         

         
         
         I turn to face Parker. He smiles up at me. “What
            were you thinking?”
         

         
         
          “He loves her,” he announces. “Or he wouldn’t have
            punched me. Plus, I really wanted to know if she kept those heels on.”
         

         
         
         I want to explain to Parker how it feels to love
            someone when you feel like you can’t have them. I’ve been there with Angel.
            When you feel like you’re not good enough for them. When you know they deserve
            better than you. But I don’t. Instead I say, “Yes. I do believe he loves her,
            but can you please keep your smart mouth shut?”
         

         
         
         “I was just trying to help.” He slumps back on the
            couch as he rubs his jaw again.
         

         
         
          “Just help by shutting the fuck up,” I state
            before taking a drink of my coffee, which is now cold. Shit! This is
            turning out to be a bad day already, and it’s not even nine o’clock yet. I walk
            over to the mini bar and grab the rum. It’s gonna be a long fucking day.
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWELVE

         
         
         

         
         
         I knock on Missy’s room
            again. “Missy open up,” I demand. I’ve been standing here for over ten minutes
            trying to get her to open the door.
         

         
         
         “Missy.” I pound on the door.

         
         
          I let out a puff of air as I pull my cell out the
            back pocket of my shorts to call her. Just as I look up her name the door
            swings open.
         

         
         
         My eyes snap to hers, and she releases a heavy
            sigh. Her blue eyes look red, I can tell she has been crying. “May I come in?”
            I ask softly.
         

         
         
         She nods her head and takes a step out of my way.
            “He told you.”
         

         
         
          It’s not a question but I answer anyway. “Yes. Are
            you okay?” It sounds like such a stupid question. Of course she’s not okay. I
            know she loves him, and he just ripped out her heart and then stomped on it. Typical
               guy.

         
         
         She just stands there for a few seconds before she
            throws her arms around me. I stumble back a few steps not expecting her hug.
            Once I get my feet under me I wrap my arms around her shaking body as she sobs
            into my shoulder.
         

         
         
         “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, not really knowing what
            to say. Tate should be the one here on his knees apologizing. But would that
            really make her feel any better?
         

         
         
          “It’s not…your fault,” she continues to mumble
            into my shoulder. “I should have known.”
         

         
         
         I unwrap my arms from around her and pull back a
            bit to look at her face. “Missy, you did nothing wrong.”
         

         
         
          She pulls away from me as she starts to wipe the
            tears off of her cheeks.
         

         
         
         “I’ll be fine.” She takes in a few deep breaths and
            sits down on the end of her bed.
         

         
         
          I walk over and sit down beside her. “Do you wanna
            talk about it?” I ask softly.
         

         
         
          “There’s nothing really to talk about.” She
            fiddles with her hands in her lap. 
         

         
         
          “There has to be something,” I say slowly. I would
            think she is thinking it was a huge mistake. “Everyone makes mistakes,” I add
            softly.
         

         
         
          “I don’t regret it,” she whispers looking down at
            her hands in her lap referring to my comment.
         

         
         
         “Uh…” I don’t know how to respond to that.

         
         
         She looks up at me. “I knew what was going to happen
            the moment he walked into my room.”
         

         
         
          “But you have to…”

         
         
         She interrupts me. “It was just sex to him, Sam.
            And I understand that now.” She releases a breath, lying down on her back and
            looking up at the ceiling.
         

         
         
         “Just sex?” I ask stunned. “Missy you have to feel
            something. Tate is going crazy over what happened. How can you act like you do
            this all the time when we both know you were a virgin?” And that you love
               him? I think to myself.
         

         
         
         She blushes and smiles as she continues to look up
            at the ceiling. “I don’t know why he’s freaking out.” She closes her eyes, and
            I see a tear slide down the side of her cheek. “It’s not like I was the first
            girl he slept with. I don’t care what he thinks. He can see me or think
            whatever he wants.” She shakes her head. 
         

         
         
         “Missy…” I say softly. 

         
         
         She raises her hand to stop me from saying anymore.
            “It’s okay, Sam. I’m a big girl. He regrets it, and I can’t change that.” She
            stands up. “But I don’t regret it nor would I change anything if I could relive
            last night.” She turns and walks herself to the bathroom shutting the door
            behind her.
         

         
         
          I try to figure out if that was her dismissing me
            or not. After a few silent seconds I hear her shower come on and I realize it
            was and rise from the bed. I numbly walk back to our room. I enter our room and
            start to walk to our bedroom. 
         

         
         
          “What happened?” Slade asks. “How is Missy?” I can
            see the concern on his face.
         

         
         
         “She’s fine.” I shrug, and he frowns. “She cried
            and then she just acted like it was no big deal. She doesn’t regret it. She hates
            that he does but…” I try to find the right words. “I don’t know,” I finally say
            when I come up with nothing.
         

         
         
          “He loves her,” Parker announces from the couch.

         
         
          I turn to him letting out a sigh. I figured he
            would be gone by the time I returned to our room. “How would you know?” 
         

         
         
          He rubs his jaw. “Because I asked how she was and
            if I could ride her,” he says casually. “He punched me.” He smiles proudly.
            “Clearly…”
         

         
         
         I hold my hand up stopping him. “You give me a
            headache, and it’s too early for a headache.” I could care less to hear his
            philosophy if a man loves a woman or not. I’ve seen men be possessive over a
            woman and not love them. They just don’t want anyone else to have them. That is
            not love. 
         

         
         
         “You’re kind of bitchy. Are you on the rag?”

         
         
         “Excuse me?” I snap walking over toward the couch
            where he sits casually.
         

         
         
         Slade comes up behind me and grabs me by the arm.
            “It was just a question, sweetheart,” Parker says unaffected by my intent to
            kick him in the balls.
         

         
         
          “Let up Parker,” Slade warns.

         
         
          “Don’t you have some Advil to take for that
            problem?” he asks not caring that he’s pissing me off. 
         

         
         
          “A question?” I breathe. “One of my best friends
            is in love with a man, and he just took something that she can never get back,”
            I all but scream. Missy would probably kill me if she knew I just confessed she
            loved Tate, but I feel the need to protect her.
         

         
         
         “He didn’t take anything, sweetheart. She
            gave it to him.” He stands from the couch. “Why do you care? At least it was
            with someone she likes and not some total stranger.”
         

         
         
         “This coming from the man who fucks anything that
            walks,” I spit out.
         

         
         
          “I remember when that guy holding onto you was the
            same way.” He nods toward Slade.
         

         
         
         Just what I need. A reminder of all the women Slade
            has slept with. “What’s your point?” I snap.
         

         
         
          “My point is to quit being a bitch,” he says
            hatefully. “If Missy is okay with it then let it go.”
         

         
         
         “Do you not care about anyone besides yourself?” I
            shout. “She is not okay.” I fist my hands down by my sides. I’m about to punch
            this guy in the face.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “Go take a shower. I want to
            do some more shopping today,” I say turning Angel around to face me.
         

         
         
          She opens her mouth to speak but I lift my hand
            and place it over her mouth.“Now. Angel,” I demand.
         

         
         
         She pulls back from me quickly, eyes narrowed and clearly
            not pleased with my demand, but does so, giving Parker one last glance before
            she walks into our bedroom.
         

         
         
          I walk over to Parker, and I square my shoulders
            when I see the smirk on his face as he watches her leave the room. I jerk him
            up by the collar at his t-shirt surprising him. And push him up against the far
            wall. I punch him in the same spot that Tate had, but only harder. 
         

         
         
         “That was for calling the woman I love a bitch,” I
            say in case he didn’t know why I did it.
         

         
         
         He looks at me with big eyes, shocked that I hit
            him. “What they do is none of her business,” he says defensively.
         

         
         
          “What she does is none of your business.
            She cares about her friends and their feelings. I’m sorry if you can’t
            understand that.” I turn away from him and walk over to the door. I open it
            letting him know he will be leaving now.
         

         
         
          He walks over to it and lets out a long breath. “I
            understand you love her. And I apolo…”
         

         
         
          I shake my head cutting him off. “Don’t tell me
            you’re sorry. I understand you still have the mentality that I once had. She
            does not, nor has she ever thought of people in that way. She deserves your
            apology.”
         

         
         
         “Do I get an apology?” he asks with a grin as he
            rubs his jaw.
         

         
         
         “No. You deserved that,” I say with a grin of my
            own.
         

         
         
         He nods his head. “We good?” He holds out his hand.

         
         
          I clasp it with mine. “As long as you never call
            her a bitch again,” I say in all honesty.
         

         
         
         “Promise.” 

         
         
          I close the door and head into the bathroom.

         
         
         “Did he leave?” she demands when she hears me
            enter.
         

         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         She opens the door to the shower. “Can you believe
            that idiot?” 
         

         
         
          I undress and enter the shower. “Babe, guys just
            see things differently.”
         

         
         
         She places her hands on her hips as her mouth falls
            open. “Have you ever taken a girl’s virginity?”
         

         
         
          “I had sex with virgins while in high school, but
            I didn’t take their virginity,” I say honestly. “They gave it to me.”
         

         
         
          “Now you sound like him. What’s the
            difference? You probably broke their hearts,” she sneers.
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “The girls I slept with knew what
            they were getting from me. I didn’t wine and dine them for weeks and then take
            to them to bed promising them my love. They knew what they were getting—a
            one-night stand.”
         

         
         
         “How can you talk about it like their virginity
            wasn’t important?” she asks with total shock in her voice.
         

         
         
         How do I explain this to her without making her
            mad? “Parker was right in some degree.” Her eyes go wide, and I continue before
            she can yell at me. “Some people just want to have sex. Not all women are like
            you,” I say with a smile as I place my hands in her wet hair. “Not all women
            want to love someone or be loved in return,” I say pushing my body into hers.
            “And not all men are sleaze bags like Parker and myself. Some men look for love
            and want more than sex.”
         

         
         
         “Missy is not one of those girls that you just
            explained,” she snaps. “How can you think of her that way?”
         

         
         
         “I don’t,” I answer defensively.

         
         
          “Then why are you taking up for Tate?”

         
         
         I sigh. “Tate truly was upset that he slept with
            Missy.”
         

         
         
          “Only because she was a virgin,” she states. “If
            she had slept with other men before, he would have been okay with it,” she says
            clenching her jaw.
         

         
         
          “Maybe,” I say in all honestly. “We don’t really
            know how he would feel had she not been a virgin. Maybe it was one of those
            things that just happened,”
         

         
         
          “Oh my God,” she says her shoulders slumping. “You
            did not just say that.” She points a finger at me.
         

         
         
         It’s hard to take her serious when she’s standing
            in front of me naked. Think Slade. What can I say to get her to see
            where I’m coming from? “Okay how about this.”
         

         
         
          She rolls her eyes and turns away from me to get
            under the sprayer. She plans on dismissing everything I am about to tell her. 
         

         
         
         I grab her and spin her around before I pin her
            back against the wall. She is going to listen to my reasoning.
         

         
         
         She lets out a puff of air getting more irritated
            with me. Then lifts an eyebrow. At least she plans on listening.
         

         
         
         “You were not a virgin the first night I brought
            you to my house, but you begged for me to fuck you.” Her eyes narrow on me. “If
            I would have taken you up on that offer, the next morning you would have been
            mad at yourself. It didn’t change the fact that you weren’t a virgin.”
         

         
         
          Her eyes soften and she bites her bottom lip as if
            in thought. “That’s different,” she finally says.
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “You’re just saying that because
            you know you were pissed at yourself the next morning for wanting to sleep with
            me. Just because you had sex before didn’t mean you sleeping with me would have
            been less important to you.”
         

         
         
         “How do you know that?” she snaps.

         
         
          I wrap my arms around her. “Angel. I was awake
            while you were in the bathroom freaking out. You think I didn’t hear you
            talking to yourself? Then I stood in the kitchen for several minutes and
            watched you make coffee. I could read your body language. I could see the inner
            battle you were having with yourself.”
         

         
         
          “But you turned me down. Tate did not turn Missy
            down.”
         

         
         
          I sigh. Poor Tate, she is going to hold this over
            his head forever. “I let you give me a blow job. And if I remember correctly
            that was your first one. I wanted it more than anything. I was being so selfish
            that I could not turn you down. I wanted it more than you probably wanted to
            give it.”
         

         
         
          She rests her head against my chest and wraps her
            arms around my waist. “We’re different. I just hate what happened. I know she
            loves him, and he just used her.”
         

         
         
          “You don’t know that,” I defend Tate. “You weren’t
            there. You don’t know who instigated it, or what was said.”
         

         
         
          She pulls away from me and her eyes bug out. “Are
            you saying that Missy begged him for it?”
         

         
         
         That could have been the case. We both know she
            likes him. But I say, “No.”
         

         
         
          “Yes you are.” Her lips part as she inhales.
            “That’s why you are comparing them to us. Because I begged you.”
         

         
         
          I shake my head quickly trying to backtrack. My
            jaw clenches when I see that I’m losing this battle. She always wins when we
            fight. 
         

         
         
          I place my hands on either side of her face. “Just
            try to let it go. They are both adults, and it happened. You can’t change it.
            And Missy told you she wouldn’t change it even if she could.”
         

         
         
         She pulls her head back and looks up at me. “I hate
            it when you make sense.”
         

         
         
          I give her a victory smile, and she playfully
            punches my shoulder. “It doesn’t happen that often,” I say honestly.
         

         
         
          “That’s for sure,” she quips as she pulls away
            from me to step under the water.
         

         
         
         “Hey,” I say wrapping an arm around her and pulling
            her off of her feet as she laughs.
         

         
         
          “So now what?” she asks through a sigh.

         
         
          “What do you mean?”

         
         
         She turns her head up to look at me. “We are gonna
            have to pick sides. And just so you know, you’re picking Missy’s.”
         

         
         
         “I’m not picking sides, Angel. We are not in grade
            school.”
         

         
         
          Her face scrunches in anger at my response. “You
            just wait. Things are going to be awkward now.”
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         We spent the day shopping
            and walking the strip, and it’s been awkward, to say the least. The girls kind
            of stuck together as the guys followed behind us. Missy and Tate haven’t spoken
            one word to each other. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t even know she exists now,
            and I hate it. It’s not like they had just met and hooked up. They were friends
            who had sex. Where do you go from there? 
         

         
         
         But whatever game Tate is playing, Missy is playing
            it even better, which surprises me. She truly seems fine with the situation.
            And she looks crazy beautiful. It’s like she transformed into a woman
            overnight. She is still wearing her contacts, and she curled her hair herself
            today. Her skinny jeans and bright red t-shirt makes her look confident. 
         

         
         
          If I didn’t know better, I would think she is
            trying to pick up another man. Maybe to make him jealous?
         

         
         
          This is our last night in Vegas and although I’ve
            had a great time, I am ready to go home. I miss our dog, Peaches. I miss our
            bed, and I miss our privacy. You would think that Parker is sharing a room with
            us. Everywhere I go, he’s there. He did apologize for calling me a bitch
            earlier. I wanted to show him just how big of a bitch I could be and throw the
            hot coffee that I was holding in my hand at the time on him but refrained
            myself. 
         

         
         
         I know I can be a bitch. What girl doesn’t have
            those days? Was I overreacting? Probably. Missy has accepted what happened and
            so have I. I’m not mad at Tate now but that doesn’t stop me from giving him
            dirty looks every now and then.
         

         
         
          We all decided to go out to eat tonight at The
            Eiffel Tower restaurant for dinner before we do some sightseeing our last night
            in town. I think our group has had enough clubbing to last a few months. Plus
            we have a pregnant woman on our hands. Tonight we plan on walking the strip.
            And it’s so hard to visit when you are in the clubs. The music is crazy loud
            and that can get on your nerves.
         

         
         
         We are all seated at one large round table. Slade
            is on my right and Tate sits to my left. I’m pretty sure he sat there on purpose
            so I would have to talk to him, or it could be because Missy is across from
            him. I think he wanted to be the furthest away from her. Or he just secretly
            wanted to watch her from a distance. I can’t figure the dickhead out.
         

         
         
         I sit quietly looking over the menu as our waitress
            approaches our table. 
         

         
         
         “How is everyone tonight? I will be your server. My
            name is Jenny. What can I get you all to drink?” she asks in a sweet tone.
         

         
         
          I’m looking at the drink menu when Slade speaks.
            “I will take a rum and Coke.”
         

         
         
          “Oh,” she says excitedly. I hear her strike up a
            conversation with him, but I don’t pay much attention to it. When I finally
            find the wine that I want, I look up to see if she has made her way around the
            table to me when I see she is still talking to him. She places her hand on the
            back of his chair as she stares down at him with a flirty smile on her face. He
            doesn’t seem to be flirting back, but he is smiling. And it instantly pisses me
            off. 
         

         
         
         “What are you guys in Vegas for?” she asks as she
            flips her dishwater-colored hair off of her shoulder.
         

         
         
          “We are here for my brother’s bachelor party,”
            Slade says, and my eyes narrow on him. 
         

         
         
          It’s his bachelor party as well but of course he
            doesn’t add that part.
         

         
         
         I instinctively place my hand on Slade’s leg
            thinking he will look over at me, or at least remember he is here with his
            fiancée as well.
         

         
         
          I look away from him when all I get is the back of
            his head as he goes on and on about all the clubs the guys have been to so far.
         

         
         
         Looking up across the table, I see Parker watching
            me carefully. He can tell I’m fuming. I snatch my hand away and let out a long
            breath trying to calm myself. Something about the entire situation just has me
            pissed. 
         

         
         
          The waitress gets my attention when she laughs at
            something Slade said.
         

         
         
         “I could go with you tonight,” she adds to their
            conversation. “I could show you around to a few things.” What the fuck? Does
            she not see everyone else sitting at this table?
         

         
         
         I’m sure she would love to give him a tour of
               her body. Bitch!

         
         
         “Oh, that’s okay. Thank you. We are just going to
            venture around the city, do some sightseeing.”
         

         
         
          Well, at least he doesn’t invite her with us. I
            snort causing Slade to look over at me. I glare with so much hatred that if I
            could, I’m sure my eyes would set him on fire at this very moment. 
         

         
         
          He frowns but doesn’t say anything. He turns back
            to turn her down one more time when I feel my phone vibrate on my lap. Micah
            had found some rice, and after my phone set in it for twelve hours, it started
            working again. It isn’t a hundred percent functional, but it works well enough.
            I pick it up and open the message. The water lines make me growl in
            aggravation. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Unknown number: All I needed was a new
               number, baby. What are you gonna do? Call and block every number I contact you
               from?Jax.

         
         
          

         
         
         Pushing my chair back roughly I mumble an ‘excuse
            me’ not caring that Slade is still talking to our waitress. Does she not see
            the other people sitting around the table? She must not want a big tip.
         

         
         
         Stomping away, I head over to bar to order myself a
            glass of wine because I’m dying of thirst and now extremely pissed. Maybe
            Parker was right, maybe I am about to start my period. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “Well I hope you guys have
            fun tonight,” the waitress says with a frown on her face before she turns and
            walks away.
         

         
         
         “Dude. What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you
            that fucking rusty when it comes to chicks?” Parker asks.
         

         
         
         “What are you talking about?” Did I order my
               drink?

         
         
         He points to the back of the waitress as she walks
            away. “She was totally hitting on you, and you didn’t even try to turn her
            down.”
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “She was not.”

         
         
         Then he points to the empty chair next to me. “And
            she saw it. Which is why she got up and walked away with a pissed off look on
            her face.”
         

         
         
          I ignore him as I start to look around the
            restaurant for Angel. I catch sight of her up at the bar ordering a drink.
            “I’ll be right back,” I announce, standing up.
         

         
         
          “I’d be careful if I was you,” Parker warns.

         
         
         “I think I can handle her,” I smirk.

         
         
          He throws his hands out to his sides. “Suit
            yourself,” he mumbles before he looks around the restaurant. “We need a new
            waitress. I need a fucking drink.”
         

         
         
         I turn and walk away not responding to that
            comment. I see her staring down at her phone as I come up to her. 
         

         
         
          “What are you doing over here?” I ask placing a
            hand on the small of her back.
         

         
         
          She turns to look at me. “Well, I was dying of
            thirst and got tired of you and the waitress talking about pointless shit. So I
            got up and came to the bar to get a drink.”
         

         
         
          I frown. “What are you upset about?” Was the
            waitress really flirting? Was I flirting back? I didn’t mean to be, if that was
            the case. 
         

         
         
         She throws her cell down on the bar top. “Just
            forget about the waitress,” she says with a sigh. “While you were visiting,
            I got a text message.”
         

         
         
         “Okay,” I say somewhat confused why a message would
            piss her off. “Who was it from?”
         

         
         
          “Jax.”

         
         
          My jaw tightens. “How is that possible? I blocked
            him.”
         

         
         
          She rolls her eyes. “He just got a new number.
            Guess he’s not as dumb as Jessica,” she mumbles before taking a sip of her
            wine.
         

         
         
         I run a hand through my hair releasing a sigh.
            “I’ll call and get it blocked tomorrow.”
         

         
         
          “Maybe I should hear what he has to say.”

         
         
         My jaw tightens to the point my teeth ache. “Why
            would you want to do that?” I say through gritted teeth. “What could that
            possibly accomplish? We all know what he wants.”
         

         
         
         “I don’t know,” she says sounding defeated. 

         
         
         “Don’t you have a restraining order on him?” I ask.

         
         
          She nods her head.

         
         
          “Don’t delete the message and don’t text him
            back.” 
         

         
         
         Her phone vibrates once again. 

         
         
          

         
         
         Unknown number: Remember all the good
               times we had, baby? It can be that good again. You obviously don’t love Slade
               if you’re still seeing Tate as well.

         
         
          

         
         
         She leans over and reads it. “I can’t believe you
            told him I was sleeping with Tate.”
         

         
         
         “I never told him that. He assumed, and I didn’t
            correct him,” I remind her.
         

         
         
          “Same difference,” she tosses over her shoulder as
            she turns and starts to walk away, leaving me alone once again.
         

         
         
          “What are you guys doing over here?” Parker asks
            as he comes up to us.
         

         
         
         I place her phone in my pocket before I turn to
            face him. “Just getting her a drink. We were on our way back to the table.”
         

         
         
         He doesn’t ask anything else before he walks off to
            the restroom, and she doesn’t ask for her phone back. I need to do some
            thinking of what to do with Jax, and I need to show this message to Tate.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Let’s go up in the Eiffel
            tower,” Josh suggests once we leave the restaurant.
         

         
         
          I agree as I wrap my arm around Angel’s shoulders.
            She looks up at me and gives me a big smile as she pushes her body further into
            mine. Her mood improved once we were given a new waitress—since our original
            one never even bothered to check on us or even take everyone else’s drink
            orders after I turned her down. 
         

         
         
         I’ve been trying to forget that Jax is messaging
            her once again, even though her phone is still in my pocket, and I can feel it
            vibrate every two fucking minutes. I can’t do anything about him right now. I
            just smile, knowing that she is here with me, wearing my ring. 
         

         
         
         We buy our tickets and take the elevator up to the
            top. We all get out, and Angel leans in closer to me once again. The
            temperature is much colder up here.
         

         
         
         “It’s beautiful,” she says keeping her back to me
            but leaning over to look out at the city; she’s afraid of heights.
         

         
         
         “It is,” Courtney agrees, walking up next to her.
            “Look at all the lights.” Then she points at the Bellagio across the street.
            “Look, the fountains are starting,” she exclaims.
         

         
         
          We all cram over to that side, and I wrap my arms
            securely around her trying to make her feel safe being up this high. We watch
            as the fountains play to the sound of the music in the background. I sigh and
            rest my chin on top of her head.
         

         
         
         The girls do the usual ahhs and ohhs as the
            fountains get more and more lively. Once the show is over we all turn around to
            walk back to the elevator when Courtney gasps, causing all of us to stop and
            look over at her.
         

         
         
          Angel places her hand over her mouth when she sees
            what has Courtney now crying. She is looking down at Josh on one knee, who is
            holding a box up to her containing a sparkling wedding ring.
         

         
         
          “Courtney,” he starts out as we all stand frozen
            watching them. “I’ll never forget the first time I saw you enter Slade’s house.
            I thought you were the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.” He smiles. “We
            stayed up all night that night getting to know each other. You had me
            mesmerized. I knew then that I was falling in love with you. It ripped my heart
            out when you left to go back to Tulsa. I wanted to ask you to stay with me.” He
            swallows nervously. “I know we have been moving at warp speed since we met but
            I know there is no one else out there for me. I know we also didn’t plan on
            starting a family so quickly but I want you to know that I would be lying if I
            said I wasn’t happy when you told me you were having my baby. I want to be your
            husband. I want to spend the rest of my life with you if you will have me. I
            will show you every day how much I love you. I need you…”
         

         
         
         “Stop,” she cries and pulls him to stand. A sense
            of panic flashes across his face. “Stop talking and just ask me to marry you,”
            she says wiping the tears off of her face with a big smile on her lips.
         

         
         
         We all laugh, and he smiles. “Will you marry me,
            baby…?”
         

         
         
          “Yes,” she says wrapping her hands around him and
            kissing him. 
         

         
         
          Angel spins around and looks up at me with tears
            in her eyes. “Did you know he was going to do this?”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “I had no idea.”

         
         
          “No one did,” Josh says with a grin on his face.
            “I wanted everyone to be surprised.”
         

         
         
         “Best surprise ever,” Courtney says not letting go
            of him.
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER FOURTEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         “Can you believe Courtney
            and Josh are engaged?” I ask lying down on the hotel bed as Slade undresses.
            The clock on the nightstand reads a little past three in the morning. We spent
            all night walking the strip. I’m worn out and glad to have my heels off.
         

         
         
          “No.” He kicks off of his shoes.

         
         
          I prop myself up on my elbows. “I can’t believe
            how much everything has changed over the last four months.” 
         

         
         
          Slade walks over to his side of the bed and crawls
            in after plugging his cell in to charge. He pulls my back into his front and
            then places his fingers against my stomach. “Since I met you, I believe
            anything is possible,” he whispers in my ear.
         

         
         
         I smile. 

         
         
          “I believe in love,” he says softly. “I believe
            there is more to life than getting what you want.”
         

         
         
          “What do you mean by that?” I ask turning in his
            arms to face him.
         

         
         
          He reaches up pushing a piece of hair off of my
            face. “It means all I ever cared about was myself until you came along. But
            once I got with you, I wanted to give you everything. I still do.” He smiles.
            “You made me a better person, Angel. All I want to do is make you happy. And I
            would do anything for that to happen. Give up anything to see that beautiful
            smile on your face.”
         

         
         
         I place a soft kiss on his lips. He opens his
            mouth, and I push my tongue in to meet his. It’s a soft and slow kiss as his
            hand slides down my stomach and between my legs. 
         

         
         
          I lift my leg and place it over his hip to give
            him better access. 
         

         
         
          His kiss gets more demanding as he slides a finger
            into me. I rock my hips up as he withdraws it.
         

         
         
         He rolls onto his back and pulls me on top of him.
            I smile down at him as I run the palm of my hands up his hard and sculptured
            chest. His muscles contract as he reaches up and pushes the hair off of my
            face.
         

         
         
          “I love you, Angel,” he whispers as his eyes look
            into mine.
         

         
         
          “I love you, baby.”

         
         
          He licks his lips and lifts his hips below mine.
            He lets go of my hair, and I lift up, as his hand finds its way between my
            thighs again. He holds himself still as I slide down onto him, slowly letting
            him stretch me.
         

         
         
          He moans when he’s buried deep inside of me. I
            lean down and place my lips on his. His kiss is tender yet demanding. 
         

         
         
         I pull away and take in a deep breath as his lips
            make their way to my neck. “What do you want, Angel?” he breathes.
         

         
         
         I smile. “I want you to make love to me,” I
            whisper. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “What the hell?” Angel
            mumbles into her pillow.
         

         
         
          I growl when I hear the pounding on our hotel door
            again. “It must be Parker.” That fucker never sleeps.
         

         
         
         “You go get it. I just can’t deal with him this
            early,” she complains, turning her back to me.
         

         
         
          With a sigh I throw the covers off me and get out
            of bed. I throw on my boxers that lay on the floor by the bed but don’t bother
            with anything else. I’m not going to let him come in. I’m just gonna tell him
            to fuck off and then go back to bed.
         

         
         
          “What?” I bark pulling the door open.

         
         
         “Slade,” Courtney screeches. “Put some clothes on,”
            she requests, covering her eyes.
         

         
         
         “What are you doing?” Josh asks me with a smile on
            his face.
         

         
         
         I growl too tired for this shit. “You’re the one at
            my door. What do you want?”
         

         
         
          “For you to put some clothes on,” Courtney says
            again.
         

         
         
         I stand back and allow them in before I slam the
            door. “I thought you were Parker.”
         

         
         
          “What’s going on?” Angel asks walking into the
            living room as she tightens the silk tie to her robe.
         

         
         
         Courtney claps her hands together. “We’re getting
            married.” 
         

         
         
          “I know. We were there last night,” I say pulling
            Angel against me.
         

         
         
          “No, we are getting married today,” she exclaims,
            grabbing Angel’s hands as she practically jumps up and down.
         

         
         
         The room fills with silence as I try to process
            their words.
         

         
         
          “Today?” Angel asks wide-eyed with a smile on her
            face.
         

         
         
         “Yes. Get dressed and let’s go. We want you two to
            be our witnesses,” Courtney announces excitedly.
         

         
         
         We just stand there somewhat dazed before Courtney
            pulls her away from me and takes her into our bedroom to get ready. “You’re
            getting married today?” I ask Josh as I shake my head.
         

         
         
          He nods. “I had it all planned. I had hoped that
            she would say yes. I brought her everything we would both need to get married
            here.” He smiles as if proud of himself that his plan is working.
         

         
         
         “What about a wedding dress?” Angel asks from the
            other room.
         

         
         
         “I don’t need a silly white dress,” she replies
            sounding offended that Angel asked her. 
         

         
         
          I hear the girls laughing before they shut the
            door to the bedroom for Angel to get dressed.
         

         
         
         “This is what you want?” I ask looking to Josh.
            “You don’t want your dad at the wedding?” I can’t help but ask. 
         

         
         
         We all know that his dad doesn’t have much time
            left. His mother died when he was younger, and he doesn’t speak to the rest of
            his family much. But when it comes to his dad, they are very close.
         

         
         
         He plops down on the couch and rubs his palms on
            his jeans. “My dad knows what my plan was.” He smiles. “You know my mom and dad
            eloped to Vegas when they were younger?” 
         

         
         
         “I didn’t know that,” I say sitting down next to
            him.
         

         
         
          He nods. “My grandfather didn’t approve of my dad
            marrying my mother, so they eloped. He once told me it was the best decision he
            ever made. My dad loves Courtney, and he’s excited to be a grandfather, but
            this is what I felt was best for us.” He turns to face me. “You have always
            been my brother, and Courtney sees Sam as her sister. When we got back to our
            room last night, I asked her if she would marry me today because I couldn’t
            wait any longer to have her as my wife. You know what she said to me?”
         

         
         
         “I’m guessing she said yes.” I laugh.

         
         
          He smiles. “As long as her sister gives her away.
            And I knew I wanted my brother beside me as well.”
         

         
         
         I feel so proud to be considered his brother. For
            him to want me present at one of the most important events of his life over
            everyone else.
         

         
         
         “You two are the only ones who we need there.”

         
         
         “Thanks Josh. You know I wouldn’t miss it. I’m so
            happy for you guys.”
         

         
         
         The bedroom door swings open and Angel comes out
            with a big grin on her face dressed in a pair of jeans, a pink lace top, and
            high heels. No makeup and her hair up in a pretty twist, looking just as
            beautiful as always with her best friend by her side.
         

         
         
         “Get ready.” She comes and takes my hand. “We don’t
            have all day. Our plane leaves in four hours.” Angel grabs my hand and pulls me
            toward our bedroom with a huge grin on her face.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER FIFTEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         Josh and Courtney’s wedding
            is beautiful. No hassle, just two people getting married with their best
            friends by their side. The wedding doesn’t take more than a few minutes; they
            repeat a few things and then sign a paper. They only needed one witness, and I
            let Slade sign. 
         

         
         
         We walk out of the courthouse and hail a cab. “You
            did it,” I say throwing my hands up before hugging her. 
         

         
         
         “I know.” Courtney smiles.

         
         
          “Does anyone else know you guys were getting
            married?” I ask.
         

         
         
          She shakes her head. “Only you guys. Now we can go
            break it to everyone else.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         We’ve been back from Vegas
            for almost a week now and have been crazy busy. If it’s not one thing, it’s
            another. Work has been hectic, and I’ve had to go to the police station twice.
            Apparently the restraining order has not been in effect because they cannot
            find Jax. So he has not been served. And they have more important things to do
            then ‘go around town looking for my ex’, as an officer so nicely put it. 
         

         
         
         Every evening I’ve been over at the Long’s putting
            together Holly’s wedding. I must say she is making awesome progress with her
            decisions. 
         

         
         
         Last night as I was leaving the Long’s, Slade
            messaged me to meet him at home as soon as I could. He surprised me with a date
            night, just the two of us. He took me to a nice restaurant and then to the
            movies. He even took me to a chick flick, which I rewarded him for when we got
            home. 
         

         
         
         Now as I cuddle up to his warm body as the sun
            rises on this Saturday morning, I let out a sigh. I could stay in bed with him
            all day.
         

         
         
          “Good morning, Angel.” His chest vibrates against mine
            as he wraps his arms tighter around me.
         

         
         
         “Morning,” I whisper into his chest.

         
         
          “Mmmmm.” He hums softly as his hand makes its way
            up my thigh to the small of my back.
         

         
         
         I spread my legs placing one of mine over his. 

         
         
         “Want some attention do you?” He gives a soft
            laugh.
         

         
         
         “Yes, please.” I pull my head back enough to place
            my lips on his chest.
         

         
         
         I smile as I feel his dick harden against my belly.
            I reach down between our bodies and wrap my hand around it.
         

         
         
          Then a faint buzzing sound fills the room.

         
         
         I push my head further into his chest. “Make it
            stop,” I mumble.
         

         
         
         “What is it?” he questions.

         
         
          “My phone.” As soon as we got back from Vegas,
            Slade bought me a brand new phone and changed my number. When we found out that
            the restraining order was not valid, Slade went a little overboard with ideas
            of how to keep Jax from contacting me. Plus, my phone was starting to act weird
            from the soaking it got at the casino. Only about ten people have this new
            number.
         

         
         
         I feel him pull away from me, and he looks over at
            it on my nightstand. “It’s Holly,” he says before he falls back down beside me.
         

         
         
          “I better see what she wants.” It’s probably
            wedding related.
         

         
         
          I roll away from him and reach for the phone.
            “Hello?” I ask.
         

         
         
          “Oh thank God. I’ve called you three times,” she
            says in a rush.
         

         
         
         I sit up and push my wild hair off of my face.
            “What’s wrong?” I didn’t hear my phone ring. Oh yeah, it was on vibrate from
            the movies last night.
         

         
         
         “Oh, Sam.” She starts to cry. “It’s awful.” 

         
         
         “What is it Holly?” I start to panic. I turn my
            head and look down at Slade as he takes up half my pillow. He gives me a slow
            and sexy smile that makes me wish I hadn’t answered my phone.
         

         
         
         “I’ve told her ‘no’ so many times. But she just
            won’t listen,” she says now in an angry tone.
         

         
         
          “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s
            going on,” I say pleading with her.
         

         
         
          Slade eyebrows shoot up as he wonders what’s going
            on. He sits up running a hand through his disheveled hair as his eyes stray
            from mine down to my uncovered chest. He licks his lips. 
         

         
         
         “My mother. Ordered my wedding cake,” she says
            crying again. “It’s hideous, Sam. Just hideous. I don’t know how many times I
            told her no, but she called me this morning saying she has already paid for it.
            Two weeks ago. Can you believe that? She’s just now telling me,” she shouts
            furious.
         

         
         
          I release a long sigh, and my body falls down to
            the bed. “So she bought a cake you didn’t want,” I say more for Slade’s
            benefit, letting him know there wasn’t a medical emergency.
         

         
         
         He rolls his eyes and relaxes back on the bed.

         
         
         “Yes.” She sniffs now. “I don’t know what to do.”

         
         
          “I’ll get up and get ready. We will just go up
            there and cancel the order.” Slade places an arm over my stomach and pulls me
            closer into his warm body.
         

         
         
          “I can’t do that. They would call her to verify
            the cancellation.”
         

         
         
          Would they do that? I let out a long
            breath. “What do you want to do then?” 
         

         
         
          Slade leans over to whisper seductively, “I want
            to fuck.” He nibbles on my ear.
         

         
         
          I pull away trying to shoo him off, but he reaches
            up and pulls me back down.
         

         
         
         “Remember that white cake that had the pink and
            light brown floral design on it?” she asks softly.
         

         
         
          “Yes.” I remember looking at that cake on the
            internet over at Vivian’s house this week.
         

         
         
         “I want that cake.” 

         
         
         “No,” I say grabbing a hold of Slade’s hand as it
            travels down my stomach.
         

         
         
         “No?” Holly questions. “I thought you liked that
            cake?” she says sounding hurt.
         

         
         
         “Not you, Holly.” I glare over at Slade, and he
            chuckles. 
         

         
         
         “Oh,” she responds sounding confused.

         
         
         “Why don’t you call your mother and tell her you
            want that cake?” I ask giving up trying to fight Slade and his wandering hands.
         

         
         
         “I did. The beginning of this week,” she says
            sounding frustrated.
         

         
         
         “Uh huh,” I mumble as Slade’s hand has now reached
            my inner thigh. “Go on.” I don’t know if I meant that for Slade or to Holly.
         

         
         
         “She said it was too simple,” she says sadly. “The
            other cake is like six tiers and has more of a fancy look to it. Her words, not
            mine.”
         

         
         
         I bite my bottom lip as Slade’s fingers spread my
            lips open. He slides one finger into my pussy, and I hold in a moan.
         

         
         
          “That is my dream cake, Sam. It’s not simple, it’s
            beautiful. It…just fits Micah and me,” she says, and I can tell she is tearing
            up again.
         

         
         
         “I’ll buy it for you,” I announce breathlessly. 

         
         
         “That’s not why I called you, Sam” 

         
         
          I nod my head as Slade props up on his elbow
            beside me and adds another finger inside of me. He presses them in deeply, and
            it has my hips lifting up off the bed.
         

         
         
         “No biggie,” I say trying not to breathe heavily
            into the phone.
         

         
         
         Slade leans his face down to the crook of my neck
            and starts to suck on it.
         

         
         
          “I can’t have you doing that. But I do have an
            idea,” she says slowly.
         

         
         
         “Hmm?” I ask lifting my hips to match his fingers
            sliding in and out of me.
         

         
         
         “You are amazing when it comes to the kitchen. I
            have total faith in you, Sam,” she says quickly.
         

         
         
          I bite down on my lip as I grip my phone tighter
            when his thumb starts to rub on my clit.
         

         
         
         Thankfully, she continues, “I want you to make my
            wedding cake. Just like the one in the picture. The cake you made for Slade’s
            birthday was amazing. I know this cake will be just as great. Will you do that
            for me?”
         

         
         
         “Yes,” I say as I feel that sensation start to
            build deep in my stomach. 
         

         
         
         “Oh my God. I knew you would. You are the best
            friend. Thanks so much girl.”
         

         
         
          “Uh huh.” I close my eyes tightly trying to hold
            back the sensation. Slade grabs the phone from and my hand and puts it up to
            his ear. “She’ll call you back.” Then I hear her laughter before the phone hits
            the floor.
         

         
         
         My eyes roll to the back of my head as the wave
            runs through my body. “Oh, God. Slade…” I pant.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “What did you agree to?” he
            asks once he removes his finger with a satisfied smirk on his face.
         

         
         
         I smile just enjoying the shaking of my body. Then
            my eyes spring open when his question registers. “Oh, shit,” I say sitting up
            quickly. I turn to face him. “I told her I would make her wedding cake,” I say
            in horror.
         

         
         
         He smiles proudly. “That’s great, Angel.”

         
         
         I start shaking my head quickly. “I can’t make a
            wedding cake, Slade.” 
         

         
         
          He chuckles. “Lay down.” He reaches up pulling me
            down. “You can too. That cake you made me for my birthday.” He moans, “It was
            delicious.” He nuzzles his face into the crook of my neck.
         

         
         
         I let out a puff of air. “That was a birthday cake
            for you and the family. She wants me to make a wedding cake for over a hundred
            people.” I remember seeing the picture. “It has like four tiers.” I run a hand
            down my face. “And decorations that I could never do.” I close my eyes. 
         

         
         
         I feel him smile against my neck. “It will be
            fabulous.”
         

         
         
         “Since when do you use the word fabulous?” I
            frown. “And I blame you,” I accuse. 
         

         
         
         He pulls back and looks down at me with a small
            smile on his face. “Me?” He tries to sound innocent.
         

         
         
          “Yes, you. If you would have kept your hands to
            yourself, I could have paid more attention to what she was asking of me,” I say
            in all seriousness. What have I done?

         
         
          He rolls his eyes. I push him off me and jump out
            of bed trying to ignore the small shaking of my legs. I walk over to the closet
            and grab a shirt along with a pair of jeans. 
         

         
         
          “What are you doing?” he asks propping himself up
            on his elbows.
         

         
         
         “I’m going over there.”

         
         
         “I’ll go with you,” he mumbles, getting out of bed.

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Holly, this is your
            wedding. You want it to be perfect,” I say trying to plead with her as I stand
            in her living room.
         

         
         
          She just looks up at me with those big brown eyes
            from her couch and smiles.
         

         
         
         “I have total faith in you,” she says with more
            confidence then I deserve.
         

         
         
          “That’s what I said,” Slade says with total pride.

         
         
         I give him a death glare that he brushes off with a
            smile.
         

         
         
          She stands and walks up to me. “I know you can do
            it.” She looks down to the floor. “You already said you would do it,” she
            sighs.
         

         
         
         I let out a long breath, and she turns and walks
            out of the living room.
         

         
         
         I start to follow after to tell her once again I
            will pay for the one she wants when Micah stops me as he speaks from his spot
            on the couch. “Her mother told her this morning that she has ordered
            everything,” he says with frustration in his voice. “She said Holly was taking
            too long to make up her mind and that she had to make the decision for her.” He
            looks up at me. “Even the stuff she had already decided on.” He shakes his head
            quickly. “She went ahead and ordered what she liked. Weeks ago. I know
            you’re afraid it won’t be as good as she deserves, but it’s what she wants.
            I know I’ve complained about this wedding but she has no say in anything. Her
            mother is being an over controlling…” He stops talking and takes a deep breath.
            “She has faith in you, Sam. We all have faith in you.”
         

         
         
         I feel my shoulders slump. I’ve known how much her
            mother has been riding on her about this wedding. And I can’t help the feeling
            of pride that I have knowing she wants me to do something so special for her. 
         

         
         
          I walk out of the living room and into the kitchen
            with a smile on my face, to find her putting dishes in the sink. “I’ll do it.”
            That’s the second time in the last hour I have told her I will do it, and I
            don’t plan on letting her down.
         

         
         
         She walks up to me and gives me a big hug. “Thanks
            so much. You’re the best friend a girl could have,” she says with so much
            emotion I sigh.
         

         
         
          “Come on.” I pat her back. “Show me the pics
            again. I need to print some stuff off.”
         

         
         
          I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face
            as she leads me to Micah’s office and turns on his computer. I’m going to make
            one of my best friends her wedding cake. I can’t help but feel excited and
            scared to death at the same time. I don’t care if I have to make the cake six
            times, I will get it perfect for her.
         

         
         
          “Isn’t it beautiful?” she asks as she pulls it up
            and presses print.
         

         
         
         I go to speak but Slade interrupts me as he walks
            into Micah’s office. “My dad just called, and we need to run up to the office
            for a couple of hours.”
         

         
         
         I grab the printout the Holly hands me. What
            happened to spending all day in bed together?
         

         
         
          “I’m sorry,” he says giving me a soft kiss on the
            forehead.
         

         
         
         I wave him off. “You’re fine.” I hold up the
            picture of the cake now in my hand. “I have stuff to do anyways.” I’m gonna
            need all the time I can get.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I place my elbows on the conference
            table and put my head in my hands. I’m tired and aggravated. What was only
            supposed to be a couple of hours has turned into a full day of work. I even
            called in Braxton a little over an hour ago. We have a client who just dropped
            his current attorney and has now hired us. He has court in two days. So,
            needless to say, we have our work cut out for us. 
         

         
         
          I’m standing over the table arguing with the guys
            when I hear the door open to the conference room open.
         

         
         
          “Hey sweetie,” Angel says walking into my office
            with a couple boxes of pizza in her hand.
         

         
         
          I smile at her, glad for her to be here. I know
            she hates me having to work on the weekends just as much as I do. She had
            called me a while ago and offered to bring us lunch.
         

         
         
         I take the pizza from her hands and place it on the
            table before turning my attention back to her. That’s when I notice Missy
            standing in the doorway with a smile on her face. A smile that is directed to
            Braxton. I frown, and Angel turns to see what I’m staring at.
         

         
         
         “How are you doing, Missy?” he asks ignoring the
            pizza on the table and walking over to her. Thought he was starving? He
            had been complaining about how hungry he was.
         

         
         
         “Good,” she replies walking over to the table. He
            pulls out a chair for her to sit down.
         

         
         
         I clear my throat wondering what the fuck is going
            on when Angel starts to push me over to my seat as well.
         

         
         
          “How is work going?” she asks before she opens up
            the boxes and grabs some napkins.
         

         
         
         “It sucks,” Micah answers not caring about what’s
            going on. All he wants to do is dig into the pizza.
         

         
         
         I look over at Angel. “How’s the cake coming?” If I
            know her, she has already started on it.
         

         
         
         She shrugs. “It’s going okay. I called Missy after
            I left Holly’s to see what she was up to. After I picked her up, we spent over
            an hour online just trying to find instructions on how to make a four tier
            wedding cake.”
         

         
         
          “How long do you have to get it right?” Braxton
            asks.
         

         
         
          “A little over two weeks.” She looks over to me
            and smiles.
         

         
         
         Braxton gets our attention as he speaks to Missy.
            “Are you helping make the cake as well?”
         

         
         
         She smiles at him sweetly as she shakes her head.
            “Not really. I’m here for moral support than anything else.”
         

         
         
          “That’s not true. You’ve already had several good
            ideas.” 
         

         
         
         “Doesn’t mean they are going to work.”

         
         
          Braxton smiles at her. “I’m sure they will be
            great,” he offers.
         

         
         
          I watch as he stares at her a little longer than
            he should. “Thought you were starving?” I ask.
         

         
         
         He looks up to me, brown eyes narrowed. “I am, but
            I wasn’t going to just dig in.” He looks over with a scowl on his face to Micah
            as he crams a bite into his mouth. Then he turns to Missy. “Ladies first,” he
            says smoothly, offering Missy a small smile. I refrain from rolling my eyes.
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER SIXTEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         I start up the truck and
            pull out of the garage at the firm before I speak to Missy. “What was that
            about?”
         

         
         
         She turns her face to look out her window. “What
            are you talking about?”
         

         
         
         I sigh. “Okay, let me ask a different question. Are
            you hitting on Braxton because you like him, or because you want Tate to hear
            about it and make him jealous?”
         

         
         
         Instead of answering my question, she asks her own.
            “What?” she asks sounding offended. “He seems like a nice guy.”
         

         
         
         “Yes, but…”

         
         
         “I love Tate,” she deadpans. “But he doesn’t feel
            the same. I can’t make him love me, Sam. What am I supposed to do? He has not
            spoken one word to me.”
         

         
         
          “No,” I say slowly. She’s right. “But why
            Braxton?”
         

         
         
          “Why Braxton what? I just spoke with him. Did I
            get his number? No. Did I give him mine? No. I just spoke with him, just as I
            did with Micah and Slade.”
         

         
         
         “It just seemed like he was flirting,” I say
            honestly.
         

         
         
          “He was,” she agrees. “Did you see me flirting
            back?” she asks looking over at me.
         

         
         
          “No,” I respond.

         
         
          She gives me a small smile that quickly drops off
            of her face. “I don’t think I’ll ever be good enough for Tate,” she says
            looking down at her hands in her lap.
         

         
         
         “Missy, I don’t think that’s why he wouldn’t…”

         
         
          “He said I deserved better.” She waves a
            dismissive hand in the air. “But what if I think he is the best thing for me?”
         

         
         
          “Is that what you think?” I ask pulling onto the
            highway. “You think he is what you need?”
         

         
         
         She’s quiet for a few seconds as I race the truck
            down the interstate. When she finally speaks it’s as if she’s just thinking
            aloud. “I think that I need him in my life, which I had. I had him as a
            good friend. Now, since Vegas, I no longer have any part of him. He was right,
            what we did was a mistake.” She looks over at me. “I told you in Vegas I
            wouldn’t take it back. But I would now. He didn’t love me, what I took from
            that night was much more than what he did. And in doing that I lost one of my
            best friends.”
         

         
         
         And those words alone have me wanting to strangle
            Tate all over again. 
         

         
         
         “But it did teach me one thing,” she says bringing
            me out of my thoughts.
         

         
         
          “What’s that?”

         
         
         “That I don’t want to be alone. I want someone to
            lay around with on Sundays. Someone who will go to dinner with me on a Monday
            just because they don’t want to be at home. I want more than just sex. I want
            someone to love me back the way that I love them.”
         

         
         
         I look over to her quickly and give her a smile.
            “You deserve that, Missy.”
         

         
         
         She tilts her head to the side as she looks out the
            windshield. “I do.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Are you sure that’s
            right?” Missy asks with a frown as she looks at the mess I have in front of me.
            
         

         
         
          We’ve been working on it for three hours, and
            honestly I have no clue what I’m fucking doing. “It looks too runny,” I say looking
            down at the fondant icing.
         

         
         
         Missy holds up the printout and reads over the
            directions. “It’s says that it can be runny for the first eight to ten minutes.
            To just work it in a figure eight until it starts to harden.”
         

         
         
          “For ten minutes?” I ask wide-eyed. I don’t think
            it will work in a figure eight for two seconds. It will just run all over the
            countertop.
         

         
         
          “Just try it.”

         
         
         I look up when I hear the door open from the garage
            and see Slade walking into the house. He looks tired, and I feel sorry for him.
            He has been just as busy as I have been if not more. The poor guy needed a day
            off today.
         

         
         
         He turns his attention to Missy. “I have something
            to give you.” 
         

         
         
          “What?” she inquires cautiously looking between
            the two of us.
         

         
         
         “Yeah. What?” I ask placing a hand on my hip.

         
         
          He reaches for his back pocket and pulls out a
            business card. “This is from Braxton.” He holds it out to her. “He wanted to
            ask you out to dinner tomorrow but he didn’t have your number. And he thought
            it would be rude to call Angel and ask for it. So, he asked me to give you his
            card. If you are interested, give him a call tomorrow.” He shrugs like he could
            care either way if she does or not.
         

         
         
         She slowly reaches up and takes it from him.

         
         
         Slade bends down and kisses me on the forehead.
            “I’m going to get ready for bed,” he announces before he turns to walk off. “Oh
            and Missy? Don’t worry about Braxton. I’ve already threatened him with his life
            if he hurts you.” He gives a smile before he walks off down the hall.
         

         
         
          I turn to watch him walk off. I wanna say ‘Tate
            hurt her but all you did was take up for him’ but I don’t, I keep my mouth
            shut.
         

         
         
          “Well,” she takes a deep breath, “I should help
            you clean up.” She starts to wipe up the water that still sits in puddles on
            the kitchen island.
         

         
         
         “No. You’re fine. I’ll clean it up,” I say waving
            her off. 
         

         
         
         “Are you sure?” She frowns. “You could get it done
            a lot faster if I helped.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head at her. “Really. Go home. Thanks
            for all of your help today. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She really did help me a
            lot.
         

         
         
          I walk her out and then return to the kitchen. I’m
            halfway through cleaning up the mess when Slade enters, freshly showered with a
            towel sitting low on his hips. 
         

         
         
         “Do that tomorrow, Angel,” he says staring at the
            mess.
         

         
         
          “I can’t just leave this overnight,” I say as I
            throw some spatulas into the sink.
         

         
         
         He grabs a hold of my wrist and starts to pull me
            out of the kitchen. “Slade...” I protest but it’s useless. 
         

         
         
          We enter the bedroom, and he shuts the door behind
            us. He nuzzles his face into the side of my neck. “Hmm. You smell like cake,
            it’s making me hungry.”
         

         
         
          I bet he didn’t eat dinner. “Have you eaten
            dinner?” Maybe he ran through a drive-thru on his way home from work.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head. “No and I’m starving.” 

         
         
         I pull away and head for the bedroom door. “What
            would you like me to make you?” I ask.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head as he grabs a hold of me once
            again. “You are my dinner, Angel.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         Sunday morning I walk out of
            the shower and hear my phone ringing. I answer it when I see it’s Tate.
         

         
         
          “Hello?”

         
         
          “What are you up to today?” he asks.

         
         
          I take the towel and rub it through my hair. “I
            don’t know. Angel has already warned me that she’s spending the day in the
            kitchen baking. I have a feeling I need to leave the house.” I have a tendency
            to be clingy. And today she needs her space. It would just be better if I left
            her alone. 
         

         
         
         “Perfect. I am calling to see if you want to go and
            play some golf.”
         

         
         
          “That sounds good.” I haven’t played golf since my
            birthday.
         

         
         
          “Okay. I’ll be over in about thirty to pick you
            up,” he responds before hanging up.
         

         
         
         “Wait…” I was going to tell him I would come and
            get him. I don’t know if it’s a good idea for him to come here since Missy is
            in the kitchen with Angel. Vegas was awkward enough after their night in the
            sack. Now that we are all back home, I would bet my left nut that they have not
            spoken or seen one another.
         

         
         
         Maybe I should go and warn Angel of his appearance.

         
         
         I quickly finish drying off and get dressed. As
            soon as I open our bedroom door I can hear her cussing up a storm in the
            kitchen.
         

         
         
         “Son of a bitch,” she snaps.

         
         
         “I think you can save it.” Missy’s voice comes
            next.
         

         
         
         “What?” Angel snaps. “It looks nothing like the
            picture,” she argues.
         

         
         
         “You can cover it with the fondant,” Missy
            continues.
         

         
         
         I enter the kitchen to see two round cakes sitting
            on top of one another with a huge rod sticking through them.
         

         
         
          Angel is standing with her back to me in a pair of
            short fabric shorts and a white tank top. I smile as she taps her left foot as
            she looks over the cake, her hands on her hips as if she’s contemplating
            Missy’s words.
         

         
         
         “Fuck it,” she finally says and picks up the cakes
            before pulling the rod out. She then walks over to the trash and throws them
            both into it. “I’ll start over.”
         

         
         
         Missy purses her lips and then walks over to help
            her.
         

         
         
          I clear my throat. “Good morning, ladies,” I say
            trying to sound cheerful.
         

         
         
         “Morning,” they both say in unison, with their
            backs to me.
         

         
         
          I place my hands in my pockets and rock back on my
            heels. “I’m going to go play golf for the day,” I announce.
         

         
         
         “Bye,” Angel says dryly, before she rips open a bag
            of flour not even bothering to turn around and look at me.
         

         
         
          “Okay then,” I mumble.

         
         
         I pull out my phone to tell Tate to call me when
            he’s in the driveway, when I hear the front door open. My head snaps over to it
            to see him walking in with a huge smile on his face. The girls stop what
            they’re doing and both look over at him with straight faces.
         

         
         
          Tate’s smile drops off his face when he sees
            Missy. At least he’s wearing his dark sunglasses so you can’t see the total
            look of shock on his face. 
         

         
         
          I look at the girls, and they just turn their
            heads back to their cooking project and get back to working.
         

         
         
         I turn and walk toward Tate and out the front door
            with him following me. Once we get in his truck he speaks.
         

         
         
          “You didn’t tell me Missy was here.” 

         
         
          “I just pulled out my phone to text you,” I say.
            “And I figured you would have seen her car in our driveway.” How can you miss
            the little bright red car?
         

         
         
         “I wasn’t paying attention.” He shakes his head.
            “What are they doing besides destroying the kitchen?”
         

         
         
         “Holly asked Angel to make her wedding cake, and
            Missy offered to help her,”
         

         
         
         “Wow,” Tate says sounding surprised. “I can’t
            believe Sam is doing it.”
         

         
         
         “I don’t think she would have turned her down no
            matter how much she wanted to.”

             “Yeah, I agree, but it must be hard on her,” he replies.
         

         
         
          I frown. “What do you mean ‘hard on her’?” I have
            total faith in Angel. I would never tell her that she couldn’t do something.
            That girl is headstrong and very determined.
         

         
         
         He’s silent for a few seconds. “Marie spoke about
            it all the time.” The fact that he mentioned Angel’s mom has me a little
            surprised. He never speaks of her. “She wanted her and Sam to start a business
            together. A bakery. That’s where Sam learned all her cooking from. Marie was an
            amazing cook.”
         

         
         
         “I’ve never heard about that.” A bakery?

         
         
         “Yeah,” he sighs. “I only heard Marie’s point of
            view on this story, so I don’t know if it was what Sam wanted to do or not. But
            I do know it was all Marie talked about. How she wished she would have started
            it after she found out she was sick. So she would have had something important
            to leave to Sam. She felt all she was going to leave her with were bad memories
            and lies.” 
         

         
         
         I can’t help but look over at him. “Is that how you
            feel?” 
         

         
         
         He looks over at me quickly before returning his
            eyes back to the road. “I’m going to tell her,” he says in a dead tone.
         

         
         
          “When?” I prod. “When are you going to let her
            know that she’s not alone? That she has a brother who loves her?”
         

         
         
         He slams on the brakes a little too quickly at a
            red light. He places a hand on the steering wheel and turns his body to face
            me. “When I’m ready. Why do I have to tell her right now? Do you want me to
            fuck up everything? Because that’s exactly what it will do.” He sighs and sits
            back in his seat. “She will do the same thing to me that she did to Marie.”
         

         
         
          “So you’re afraid of how she will treat you?
            You’re not the least bit concerned how she will feel about the
            situation?”
         

         
         
          “I know how she will feel,” he says through
            gritted teeth. “She will feel like her entire life is a lie. She will feel like
            she didn’t matter enough for someone to tell her the truth. And yes, I agree
            with you. She deserves to know. But she doesn’t deserve those feelings right
            now. She’s happy, and I don’t want to fuck that up for her, or you, or myself.”
            By the time he finishes his rant, his voice is soft and somewhat full of
            sorrow.
         

         
         
         I decide to keep my mouth shut. I know everything
            he just said was how he took the news when he found out the truth about his
            life. And he just wants to save his sister from any more heartache. But I don’t
            know how much longer I can keep my mouth shut.
         

         
         
         We pull up to the country club and get out of the
            truck. It is still pretty cold outside since it is February, so we will be
            hitting inside today. I love golf but I fucking hate cold weather.
         

         
         
         “Just so you know, I invited a friend,” Tate says
            with a smirk now on his face.
         

         
         
         “Who?” I ask as I type Angel a message that I hope
            she has a good day. I hate it when she’s in a bad mood.
         

         
         
          “You’ll see. Just don’t punch him. He’s really a
            good friend.”
         

         
         
         My eyebrows shoot up. Don’t punch him? This
            could get interesting.
         

         
         
         I follow him into the indoor golf range and come to
            a stop as he continues to walk up to a scrawny redhead who I have seen before. 
         

         
         
         I remember him talking to me the night at Larry’s
            right before Matt attacked Angel outside the bathrooms.
         

         
         
         “Hello again, Slade,” he says with a smile as he
            extends his hand to me.
         

         
         
         I place mine in his. “Hello…?” I never did learn
            the guy’s name. But I do know that if he hadn’t come and got me, Matt would
            have done more damage to her than what happened.
         

         
         
          “Scott.” 

         
         
          I pull away from him and turn to Tate. “Just
            another way of keeping eyes on Angel?”
         

         
         
          “And you,” he adds.

         
         
          “Me?” I fain innocence. “Why would you be watching
            out for me?”
         

         
         
          He chuckles. “Cause you are sleeping with my sister.”

         
         
          I arch an eyebrow at him then look at Scott.

         
         
          Tate nods to him. “He knows. He’s the only other
            one who knows beside you.”
         

         
         
          Why does this guy know his biggest secret? 

         
         
         Tate walks away to go get us some balls, and I take
            advantage of the situation and turn to Scott. “So, how well do you know Tate?”
         

         
         
          “Very well,” he says.

         
         
          I frown. “How well?” Does he know his real name?

         
         
          He sighs. “Tate is my best friend. I won’t stab
            him in the back by answering your questions. He really likes you, and he has
            given you his blessing to marry his sister. I wouldn’t try to piss him off.”
            And with that he walks off after Tate.
         

         
         
          What the fuck was that about? Gave me his
            blessing? I snort. I never fucking asked for it. Hell, I didn’t know who Tate
            was until after I proposed.
         

         
         
          My jaw tightens. All of a sudden I don’t like
            Scott so much.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I’m waiting for Tate to
            take a swing when I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. I take it out hoping
            that it’s Angel finally responding to my earlier text only to find Parker’s
            name on my phone.
         

         
         
         “Hello?” 

         
         
         “What’s up, fucker?” he asks in his usual dickish tone.

         
         
         “I’m playing golf with Tate,” I say. Scott, Tate’s
            friend, got called into work and only stayed the first thirty minutes. Thank
            God, the guy was getting on my nerves. 
         

         
         
         “Lucky. I wish I was playing with some balls. Oh,”
            he says excitedly. “I do have some balls I can play with right below my…”
         

         
         
          I laugh and cut him off. “What do you want?”

         
         
          “Well I have some news for you.”

         
         
         I try to balance my phone between my ear and
            shoulder since it’s now my turn up to swing. When it doesn’t work I ask, “Yeah,
            about that news. Can I call you back in twenty?”
         

         
         
         “Listen real quickly,” he says ignoring my
            question.
         

         
         
          I sigh and hold up my finger to the Tate for a
            second. “Make it quick,” I tell him.
         

         
         
          “I’m moving back to St. Louis,” he says making it
            extremely quick.
         

         
         
          “What? How did you pull that one off?” I ask with
            a smile.
         

         
         
          “Well, I got a call that there was an open spot at
            the precinct. So, I took it.”
         

         
         
          “That’s awesome. When are you moving back?”

         
         
          Tate gives me a smirk. 

         
         
         “As soon as I find a place to live. I’m gonna come
            down next weekend for the wedding and check a few places out. They want me to
            start as soon as possible. I guess the guy I’m replacing just quit coming into
            work.”
         

         
         
         Hmm. That’s odd. “Okay. Well let me know what you
            find, and I’ll go look with you.” 
         

         
         
         “Sounds good. Have fun with your balls. I know I’m
            going to. Mine, not yours,” he adds quickly.
         

         
         
          I hang up my phone laughing and place it back into
            my pocket. “Parker’s moving back,” I announce to Tate.
         

         
         
         “So I heard,” he says before taking a drink of his
            water. “When and where?”
         

         
         
         I line up my club with the ball. “He’ll be in town
            for the wedding next weekend. He’s gonna look for a place to move into then.” I
            swing and hit the ball. “I guess he got a job, and they want him down here to
            start quickly.”
         

         
         
         Tate tilts his head for a few seconds and rubs his
            unshaven chin as if in thought. “He can move in with me,” he finally offers.
         

         
         
         “Move in with you?” I repeat.

         
         
         He shrugs. “Sure. I have a three bedroom, two and a
            half bathroom house. It’s just me. He can move in if he wants. If he doesn’t
            want to live there for long, he can at least live there until he finds a
            different place.”
         

         
         
          Shit, I can already see the two bachelors living
            together. A fucking orgy every night. “I will call him whenever we leave here.”
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         After I smoked Tate’s ass
            at our game of golf I spoke to Parker. The bastard squealed like a kid when I
            told him Tate offered up his place for as long as he needed it. He pretty much
            told Tate he’s never going to move out. That they were going to be ‘party
            brothers’ and ‘live it up’. Tate didn’t correct him. I definitely see trouble
            in their futures, and I couldn’t help but be grateful for the fact that I only
            have one woman in my life. Now that I look back at my life over the years—at
            all the women—there was always drama and headaches. 
         

         
         
          “Wanna come in for a beer?” I ask Tate as he pulls
            up to my house.
         

         
         
          He looks over at Missy’s car still parked in our
            driveway and just stares at it.
         

         
         
         “We can go downstairs and play some pool,” I offer.

         
         
          “Yeah.” He runs his hand over his unshaven face.
            “I guess I could have a beer.”
         

         
         
         I chuckle softly at his nervousness of seeing
            Missy. “She didn’t seem to be bothered by you being here earlier.” I try to
            loosen him up.
         

         
         
         He rolls his shoulders. “Guess I’m the only one
            being a little bitch about our Vegas night,” he says laughing at himself.
         

         
         
         “Seems so,” I say with a smile.

         
         
          I walk into the house and instantly hear Angel in
            the kitchen still going to town on the cake.
         

         
         
         “Hey baby,” I say sweetly entering the kitchen. I
            come to an abrupt stop when I see it looks worse than it did yesterday. There’s
            even flour on the cabinets. How did she manage that?
         

         
         
         She throws down a dish rag as she lets out a growl.

         
         
          “Wow,” Tate says looking around. “Not going so
            well?” he asks looking at her.
         

         
         
         She shakes her head. “I need a break. I need to
            clear my mind and come back to it later before I lose my mind,” she answers,
            pushing back all of the loose strands of hair that cover her face.
         

         
         
         Missy lets out a little laugh. “It hasn’t been all
            that bad.” She walks over to the sink and turns on the water to wash her hands.
            “We’ve actually learned a lot today.” 
         

         
         
         Missy turns to face her as she dries off her hands.
            “I’ll do some more research tomorrow. Do you want me to come over after you get
            off work to help you?”
         

         
         
         Angel sighs. “If you don’t mind, that would be
            great, Missy.”
         

         
         
          Missy nods. “Count me in. Although I do have a
            couple of night classes this week. Other than that I’m here to help you,” she
            offers with a smile.
         

         
         
         “Thank you,” Angel responds. 

         
         
          Missy nods her head and picks up her purse. 

         
         
          “Good luck on your date tonight,” Angel announces.

         
         
          Missy’s blue eyes get bigger as she stares at her.
            And I see Tate’s body stiffen beside me. My eyes move over to Angel, and she
            begins to throw some stuff away as if she didn’t just make this uncomfortable
            situation even more awkward.
         

         
         
          “Yeah.” Missy swallows nervously. Her eyes land on
            Tate for a second then she quickly looks away. “Thanks,” she says before
            running for the front door.
         

         
         
         “What are you guys doing?” Angel asks as she sits
            down on at the kitchen island. She places her chin in her hands and stares at
            us with sleepy eyes. 
         

         
         
         “We were going to go downstairs to play a game of
            pool and drink a few beers,” I say slowly trying to gauge Tate’s mood now. It’s
            pretty obvious he is pissed.
         

         
         
         She gestures to the door leading downstairs. “Don’t
            let me stop you.” She yawns. “I’m gonna clean up my mess and then go to bed.”
            Her eyes travel over the messy kitchen, and she sighs. “I’m tired.”
         

         
         
         I look from her to Tate as he stands as stiff as a
            statue beside me. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he says before turning and walking
            out the door.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         We have two days before my
            brother’s wedding. Parker came into town last night, his truck already attached
            to a small U-Haul. We all got his stuff unloaded, which wasn’t much. Since Tate
            already has living room furniture and stuff like that, all Parker brought was
            bedroom furniture. The rest he stuck in a storage in Arkansas. We all ended up
            back at my house. 
         

         
         
         That was a bad idea.

         
         
          Missy and Angel were in the kitchen working on the
            cake, and Courtney was eating up all their mistakes. Parker, of course, gave
            them a hard time, and Angel ended up throwing a spatula at him. He ducked, and
            it just ended up getting cake batter on the wall. So, when Parker and Tate
            called me to get together tonight, Angel threatened me with my life if I
            brought them back to our house. And she was holding a little saw in her hand
            when she did it.
         

         
         
          Needless to say, I ran out of our house and headed
            straight to Tate and Parker’s after picking up my brother and Josh on the way.
         

         
         
         Now we all sit in their living room watching a
            hockey game.
         

         
         
         “It can’t stay.” Tate shakes his head at the black
            and white cat that sits in Parker’s lap.
         

         
         
          “She has to,” he pouts. “We’re a package deal.” 

         
         
         I almost laugh at how attached he is to this cat.

         
         
         Tate sighs. “I don’t want to be responsible for it.
            And it will claw at shit.”
         

         
         
          “You won’t be. And she’s declawed,” he says with a
            pouty face.
         

         
         
          Tate looks at me, and I raise my beer. I didn’t
            know he was bringing a cat.
         

         
         
         “Come on,” Parker holds up the cat, and he smiles
            at Tate. “Puss puss has to stay.”
         

         
         
         Josh spits out his beer as he laughs. “Puss puss?”
            he asks laughing.
         

         
         
          “Yes,” Parker says placing her down on his lap
            once again and starts to pet her. “She’s my good girl.” He praises her like a
            mother would her child.
         

         
         
          “Fine,” Tate finally growls before frowning at the
            fat cat.
         

         
         
          “Thank you.” Parker looks down and runs his hand
            down her back. He then looks to the TV. “Is this your shitty excuse of a
            bachelor party?” Parker asks frowning at it. “Where are the naked girls?”
         

         
         
          Micah laughs. “My bachelor party was Vegas. Were
            you that drunk that you don’t remember that?”
         

         
         
          “No. I remember alright, but your wife was there.
            That’s not a bachelor party.”
         

         
         
          “What would you consider a bachelor party?” I ask
            tipping my beer back.
         

         
         
          He looks over at me with a serious look on his
            face. “Anything that shows nipples and some pussy.”
         

         
         
          I point to his cat in his lap. “There’s your pussy
            for the evening. And your entire life has been a bachelor party. One night
            watching hockey with the guys won’t kill you.”
         

         
         
          He huffs as he sinks down into his seat. 

         
         
          Tate gets up from his recliner when there’s a
            knock at the front door. “Hey,” he says sounding surprised. “What are you doing
            here?”
         

         
         
          I hear a girl giggle, and I roll my eyes as Parker
            sits up and adjusts himself. “Well, you told us you were getting a roommate,
            and we thought we would bring you guys something for dinner,” a high pitch
            voice says.
         

         
         
         Parker looks over at us with a big smile on his
            face and mouths we. Then holds up two fingers as if we didn’t understand
            what that meant.
         

         
         
         There’s a moment of silence before Tate speaks
            again. “Okay. Come on in.”
         

         
         
          Tate then appears as he comes around the corner
            into the living room. A tall blonde and an even taller brunette follow shortly
            behind him both carrying a dish of something.
         

         
         
         “Guys, this is Jeannette,” he gestures to the
            blonde, and she raises her hand as she waves at us. “And this is Christy,” he
            gestures to the brunette who says hello.
         

         
         
         “Hello, ladies.” Parker lays his charm on thick.

         
         
         I nod my head, and Josh mumbles a hello as well.
            Micah is too busy on his phone, texting Holly I’m sure. She is spending the
            evening with her mother tonight, so I’m sure she is probably going bat shit
            crazy.
         

         
         
         “So who is the new roommate?” the blonde asks. 

         
         
         “That would be me.” Parker raises his hand with a
            smirk.
         

         
         
          The blonde, Jeanette, raises her dish and speaks.
            “I made fettuccini alfredo for you guys.”
         

         
         
          Parker looks over at Tate. “Do women always show
            up with dinner?” His mouth is half open as in shock.
         

         
         
          Tate shrugs before plopping back down in his
            recliner.
         

         
         
         The brunette, Christy laughs. “We do it often. If
            we don’t he’ll starve. He can’t cook for shit.”
         

         
         
          “Hey that’s not true. I have a microwave,” Tate
            says in defense.
         

         
         
          “We brought dessert too,” Christy adds.

         
         
         Parker rubs his hands together. “Hope you are the
            dessert.” He wiggles his eyebrows making the girls laugh.
         

         
         
         I sit back and watch them flirt back and forth. I
            have to ask myself, was I that annoying? Did all the women act that stupid?

         
         
         “You guys are watching hockey?” Jeanette asks
            looking at the TV.
         

         
         
          “Yeah,” Tate answers, “Football is over so we have
            to watch something.”
         

         
         
         She frowns. “I hate football, it’s so barbaric.”

         
         
          I smile. Angel loves football, and I love that
            about her. She even loves it more when they start throwing their helmets and
            pushing each other around. 
         

         
         
         “I’ve been trying to get them to go to a strip
            club,” Parker says as he points his longneck over at Micah. “He’s getting
            married in two days.”
         

         
         
         Micah starts shaking his head quickly and the
            blonde bounces up and down excitedly. “I have a girlfriend who strips. She has
            lots of hot friends.”
         

         
         
         “We’re not going to a strip club,” Tate states and
            then gives Parker a hard glare.
         

         
         
          “Oh.” She frowns. “They can come here,” she
            suggests.
         

         
         
          “No,” we all say in unison. Well, except Parker.

         
         
         The blonde frowns and then looks at the dish in her
            hand as if she just realizes she’s still holding it. “Let’s take these to the
            kitchen,” she says to the other girl before they walk out of the living room
            and to the kitchen.
         

         
         
         “Tate?” Parker whispers harshly. “Which one do you
            want?”
         

         
         
          “Have them both.” He waves his hand in the air.
            “It can be your welcome home gift.”
         

         
         
          Parker claps his hands as places his cat on the
            floor beside his chair before he stands up and fixes his shirt. “Don’t mind me
            later. I’m a screamer.” He then walks on after them.
         

         
         
         “I hope he’s joking,” Tate smirks.

         
         
          “He’s not.” I take a drink of my beer. “I’ve
            fucked in the same room as him. He’s vocal,” I say with all seriousness.
         

         
         
          Tate chokes on his beer as he laughs. “This could
            be interesting.”
         

         
         
          “You’re really gonna give him both?” Josh asks
            wide-eyed. “The blonde one is really into you.”
         

         
         
         Tate sits there texting on his phone. Once he’s
            done he lifts his head to see we are all staring at him. “Did you say
            something?”
         

         
         
         Josh repeats himself. “That blonde seemed really
            into you. Why are you throwing them both to Parker?”
         

         
         
         Tate lifts his phone. “I already have one coming
            over.”
         

         
         
         I lean back into the couch and take a sip of my
            beer. This could get interesting indeed.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “So how did last night go?”
            I ask Tate as I lean over to line up the cue ball. We didn’t stay over at his
            house very late last night. We had a few beers then went on our way. When the
            girl Tate actually invited over showed up, you could see the tension from the
            other two. 
         

         
         
          “I guess it was okay. Cindy and I went to bed
            after you guys left. Then when we were done, she left.” He shrugs. “I never had
            to hear Parker scream.” He smiles. “So all in all it was a good night.”
         

         
         
          “What’s the story with Cindy?” I ask curious. She
            didn’t look like someone he would go for. She had real short black hair with
            red streaks that she wore spiked. She wore a short skirt with stockings and
            combat boots. It was a sight to see compared to the other two girls who showed
            up.
         

         
         
         “I met Cindy one night when I went to see Missy’s
            brother’s band play. She was in the all-girl band that played before his did.”
            He stands and walks over to the pool table to take his shot. “We just started
            talking and then started to hook up.”
         

         
         
          “So it’s nothing serious?” I ask. 

         
         
         He lets out a sigh and straightens before he turns
            to look at me. “Not you too.”
         

         
         
         “‘Not me too’ what?”

         
         
          He glares at me. “Sam asked me the personal ‘why
            don’t you date Missy’? ‘Why are you not getting serious with that one girl I
            saw you with’ questions a few months back. Now you’re doing the same.”
         

         
         
          “No I’m not,” I deny.

         
         
         “So then what are you doing?” he questions.

         
         
          We could play this game, but I wanna know what
            he’s thinking. Tate is hard to read. He keeps his emotions pretty hidden.
            Unless he’s angry, which is most of the time. When it comes to guys, it’s
            pretty easy to tell when they are into a girl for more than sex. And I know he
            feels more for Missy. “Why haven’t you spoke to Missy?”
         

         
         
         He huffs as he spins around giving me his back.
            “Has my sister turned you into a fucking chick, Slade?” he asks dryly.
         

         
         
          I chuckle. “Not the last time I checked.”

         
         
          “Then why do you care about me and Missy?”

         
         
          “Because men who fuck women don’t usually ignore
            them unless there is a reason.”What I used to do was just move on to the next.
            He acts like he’s walking on eggshells when he’s around her. If he didn’t feel
            so awkward he wouldn’t treat her different.
         

         
         
          He spins back around to face me. “What would you
            like me to say? I already told you I don’t love her.”
         

         
         
         I arch an eyebrow daring him to say that again with
            more feeling. He totally loves her.
         

         
         
         “And she deserves more than someone using her. And
            that’s exactly what I would be doing; using her for my own selfish needs. There
            are plenty of other women who I can do that with. As you saw last night.”
         

         
         
          And those words just proved my thought. I nod my
            head. “I did see that.”
         

         
         
          “We both get what we want, and then they fucking
            leave. Missy deserves someone who will cuddle with her and tell her sweet shit.
            I’m just not that guy.”
         

         
         
         I smirk. “What is so funny?” he demands.

         
         
         “I used to feel the same way until I met your
            sister,” I say truthfully.
         

         
         
          “Well, let me reassure you that will not be the
            case with Missy and myself.” He then gestures to the pool table. “Can we
            fucking play now without talking about love and chicks?”
         

         
         
          I nod my head. 

         
         
          “Thank God,” he mumbles.

         
         
         “So how about that hockey game?” I add making him
            laugh.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         We are on our third game of
            pool and can still hear the girls going at it up above us.
         

         
         
         “How many times do you think they are going to make
            that cake?” Tate asks looking over to the stairs that lead up to where Angel
            and Missy are.
         

         
         
          I shrug. “Angel is a perfectionist. So, I imagine
            she will do it as many times as it takes.” The wedding is tomorrow, so tonight
            is her last chance to get it how she wants it.
         

         
         
         “Come on,” I say laying my pool stick on the table.
            “Let’s go spy on the cake.”
         

         
         
         I hear Angel as I come to the top of the stairs.
            “My mother and I had talked about opening up a bakery one day together,” I come
            to a stop and slide my eyes over to Tate. That’s what he had been telling me
            about on our way to play golf the other day.
         

         
         
          “I thought you two didn’t get along?” Missy asks.

         
         
         “We had our mother-daughter disagreements. I was
            closer to my father but I loved my mother. She taught me how to cook.” I can
            hear the smile in her voice. 
         

         
         
         “What happened?” Missy asks quietly. I don’t think
            she knows the full extent of what happened between Angel and her mother. She
            just knows that both Angel’s parents are dead.
         

         
         
          “Well, after my dad died things changed. I thought
            my mother didn’t want anything to do with me. So I packed up and left home—our
            plans forgotten.”
         

         
         
          “Why don’t you open one up yourself?”

         
         
          “It’s too late for that,” she answers quickly. Too
            quickly if you ask me.
         

         
         
          “How so? Is that no longer a dream of yours?” I
            hear Missy ask.
         

         
         
         Angel sighs. “I would like nothing more than to
            continue on with a dream that I once shared with my mother but that’s just not
            possible now.”
         

         
         
         “Why not?” 

         
         
          I hear a noise of something hit the floor and then
            Angel hisses, “Shit.”
         

         
         
          “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be getting into your
            personal life,” Missy apologizes quickly.
         

         
         
          “No. You’re fine.” I hear her pick up whatever
            fell onto the floor before she speaks again. “Things change and you realize
            some things are more important than silly dreams you once had.”
         

         
         
         “I guess I’m confused.”

         
         
         “Running a bakery is hard work. You work crazy long
            hours. You open early and close late. You work weekends and holidays. It would
            have taken over my life and my mother’s. For me to do it now, alone, it would
            consume my life. Slade is more important to me than some silly dream I had as a
            kid.”
         

         
         
          I turn around and walk quietly down the stairs. I
            sit down on the couch and look up to see Tate staring down at me. 
         

         
         
          “What are you thinking?” he asks eyeing me.

         
         
          “I’m thinking that I don’t know much about my
            fiancée,” I state, mad at myself.
         

         
         
          “Don’t be too hard on yourself.” He sits down
            across from me.
         

         
         
         I lean up and place my elbows on my knees. “She
            never talks about her mother to me, or about Jack.”
         

         
         
         Tate frowns. “Why do you think that is?”

         
         
          “You heard her. She sounded like it pained her to
            talk about it.”
         

         
         
          “I did.”

         
         
          “You’re just like her,” I say comparing him to
            Angel. Neither one of them likes to talk about their pasts. My statement gets
            me a big smile. 
         

         
         
         “That I am,” he agrees with a nod of his head. 

         
         
          We sit quietly for a few seconds, and I try not to
            dwell on his past. I couldn’t imagine being a child and being so helpless. As
            an adult, you can fight back. But as a kid—you would have no escape.
         

         
         
          “I questioned Scott about you,” I say leaning back
            wanting to get something out of him without pissing him off.
         

         
         
          “He told me,” he says carelessly.

         
         
          “He told me that you gave me permission to marry
            Angel. We both know that isn’t true.”
         

         
         
         He chuckles and I raise an eyebrow. “Technically I
            did.”
         

         
         
         “How so?”

         
         
         “I told you that day I came up to your office I
            knew what your secret was…proposing. If I didn’t want you with her, it wouldn’t
            have happened,” he says as if he would have gotten rid of me.
         

         
         
          Maybe he would have. “Why didn’t you come to my
            parents’ for Thanksgiving when you knew I was planning on proposing?” I ask.
         

         
         
         He had made such a fuss about being in New York
            with all of us but wasn’t at my parents.
         

         
         
         He looks conflicted as if he should answer the
            question as he sits there quietly looking around the room. “I had to go up to
            Alaska.”
         

         
         
         “For what?”

         
         
         He sighs. “There was one good thing about Jonathan,
            he had contacts. And I use those to my advantage. To make my own dream come
            true.” I’m guessing, Jonathan is the man who raised him.
         

         
         
          “So he’s dead?” I ask curious.

         
         
         He shakes his head. “To my knowledge the son of a
            bitch is still very much alive,” he scowls.
         

         
         
         “Do you know where he is?”

         
         
          “Nope.” He smiles. “And I could care less.”

         
         
          I get up from the couch and pick up my pool stick.
            “Wanna play another game?” I ask trying to lighten the tension that has filled
            the room.
         

         
         
          “Ten bucks, I win.”

         
         
         I smile. “You’re on.”

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Several hours later I look
            down at my watch. “Shit. It’s past two o’clock.”
         

         
         
         “I need to get home,” Tate says laying his pool
            stick down. 
         

         
         
         We make our way up the stairs once again and walk
            into the kitchen. I smile when I see both Angel and Missy with their heads down
            on the kitchen island sleeping. Our kitchen looking like a mess still.
         

         
         
          “Wow,” Tate says getting my attention. “That cake
            looks awesome,” he says walking over to it.
         

         
         
          I take a good look at the cake and smile. It’s a
            beautiful four-tier wedding cake with purple and blue flowers on it. And I know
            the middle has a cherry filling; Holly’s favorite. I can’t wait to taste it
            tomorrow. “It looks exactly like what Holly wanted,” I say picking up the
            picture that the girls were going off. 
         

         
         
          “She really is talented,” Tate says looking over
            at Angel’s head laying on the kitchen island, her long dark hair covering most
            of it.
         

         
         
         “I know.”

         
         
         “If I was Holly I wouldn’t want to eat it.” He
            laughs. He then pulls his phone out of his pocket, and I watch as he takes a
            picture of it. He looks up at me as I give a little laugh. “What?”
         

         
         
          “Did you just take a picture of it?”

         
         
         He nods. “Of course. You heard her, this was once
            her and Marie’s dream. If I was her, I would want a picture of it.”
         

         
         
         I run my hand softly over her hair falling down her
            back. “Do you think she really gave up on that dream?” I ask Tate.
         

         
         
         “No,” he says honestly.

         
         
          “I don’t either,” I say more to myself than him.
            “Let’s get them to bed,” I say bending down to pick her up in my arms. “You can
            put Missy in the spare bedroom.”
         

         
         
         He looks from me to her with an expressionless
            look, but I can see the hesitation in his eyes. 
         

         
         
         He finally makes his move to walk over to her and
            picks her up just as gently. I stand with Angel in my arms as I watch him walk
            down the hallway and to the back part of the house. 
         

         
         
         I look down at Angel in my arms and smile. I want
            all of her dreams come true, and I’m going to make them happen for her.
         

         
         
         After placing her in bed, I make sure to put the
            cake in the fridge in the garage. I tell Tate goodbye, lock up the house, and
            then clean up the kitchen before making my way to bed as well.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         I roll over and place my
            hand on Slade’s side of the bed. My eyes open slightly when I find the bed
            empty. I look over my shoulder, letting them look over the room to find myself
            alone. I get out of bed stretching my legs and arms. Walking over to the
            dresser I pull out a t-shirt of his and walk out of the bedroom. I hear his
            voice as I walk down the hallway. 
         

         
         
          “Yes, we will be there.” Pause. “No, I’m not going
            to be late. You asked me to be there early.”
         

         
         
          I come to the kitchen and go sit at the kitchen
            island as he has his back to me cooking pancakes while he talks on his cell. 
         

         
         
          “Calm down.” He flips a pancake. “It’s going to be
            great.” 
         

         
         
          I smile, he must be talking to Micah, who else
            would be freaking out on his wedding day? 
         

         
         
         “Okay, I love you too. I’ll be there after
            breakfast,” he reassures Micah before he hangs up.
         

         
         
         I place my elbows on the table and my chin in my
            hands as I watch him cook with his back to me. He reaches up above and grabs a
            plate out of the cabinet and starts to stack pancakes on it. I sit in silence
            as my eyes roam over him. The man looks so fucking amazing in his sweatpants
            that hang low on his hips with no shirt on. His back muscles flex with each
            movement. 
         

         
         
          He bends down and picks up a tray. I smile; he was
            making me breakfast in bed on Valentine’s Day. I am the luckiest girl in the
               world.

         
         
         “You won’t need that tray,” I say sweetly.

         
         
          He turns around and smiles at me. “What are you
            doing in here? I wanted to make you breakfast in bed.”
         

         
         
         I stand up from my chair and walk over to him,
            wrapping my arms around his neck. “We can eat here in the kitchen.” He leans
            down giving me a long sweet kiss, before we pull away. “Where’s Missy?” I ask.
         

         
         
          “She left about an hour ago.” I nod my head at
            him. “Oh, and I placed the cake in the fridge last night so no worries.”
         

         
         
          I smile. “Thank you.” I can’t believe I finally
            finished that damn thing, and it looks almost perfect.
         

         
         
         He places my plate on the countertop and hands me a
            fork. I dig in as I take a bite of the chocolate chip pancakes. 
         

         
         
          “Hmm.” I nod my head in approval.

         
         
         “They’re not as good as yours.” He frowns.

         
         
         I hold up a finger as I put down my fork. I walk
            over to the fridge and pull out the whip cream. 
         

         
         
         “It needs some cream.” I walk back over to the
            island and spread some whip cream over my pancakes. 
         

         
         
          He grabs my arm and spins me around. “That is a
            wonderful idea.” 
         

         
         
         “What is?”

         
         
         “We do need some cream.” He reaches down
            grabbing the hem of his shirt and pull it up over my head as I lift my arms.
         

         
         
         He bites his lip when he lets out a little laugh.
            “Of course,” he whispers, “nothing on underneath.” 
         

         
         
         “Oh, I’ll go throw something on,” I tease as I
            start to walk away. He grabs me and places me on top of the counter as he comes
            to stand between my legs.
         

         
         
         “I would prefer you to stay naked whenever you are
            at home,” he says seriously.
         

         
         
         I frown. “Sometimes half the fun is dressing up for
            you. Don’t you enjoy taking it off?”
         

         
         
          He runs a hand over my cheek. “I love it when I
            come home to you dressed in something sexy,” he cocks an eyebrow, “but I also
            love you naked.”
         

         
         
          He leans down and kisses me as the house phone
            rings. It’s as if I’m having Deja vu. Just like his birthday.
         

         
         
          “Just let it ring,” he says wrapping his arms
            around me tighter.
         

         
         
         It rings several more times before I can shove him
            off of me to answer it. “Hello?” I say picking up the phone. Slade plops down
            at the table and scowls as he takes a bite of pancakes.
         

         
         
          “Good morning, dear,” Vivian says on the other end
            of the line. “I was just calling to see if you were ready.” For some crazy
            reason she has decided that her and I need to ride together to the wedding. I
            do realize that it will take Holly a lot longer to get ready than Micah, so we
            decided for her to pick me up on the way.
         

         
         
         “Yeah. I will be ready in thirty minutes,” I say
            smiling over to Slade as he narrows his eyes on me.
         

         
         
         “Okay. I will be there shortly,” she tells me
            before hanging up.
         

         
         
          I hang up and walk over to him. I wrap my arms
            around his chest as I stand behind him. “Sorry, baby.” I lean down and kiss the
            side of his face. “I have to get ready. Your mother will be here to pick me up
            soon. We have all night to have sex,” I remind him.
         

         
         
         He nods his head but sulks like a little boy as he
            takes another bite of his pancakes.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I pull up to the church and
            walk in after parking the truck. As soon as I walk in I run into Josh. 
         

         
         
         “Where have you been?” he hisses. “Micah has been
            calling you.”
         

         
         
         Shit, my phone is on silent. “It’s on silent. Why
            was he calling me, he knew I was coming.” It’s not like I would miss my
            brother’s wedding. 
         

         
         
         “Well he saw Sam walk in but not you, and when you
            didn’t answer, he started freaking out,” he explains, dragging me by my sleeve
            down the hall.
         

         
         
         “Where are the girls?” I ask looking around for
            Angel.
         

         
         
          He turns his head back to look at me with an angry
            look on his face, and I have to ask, “What the fuck happened with the girls
            now?”
         

         
         
         “Holly and her mom got in a fight. Well, if that’s
            what you want to call it. Her mother just screamed and threw her arms around as
            Holly quietly cried.”
         

         
         
          “Why?”

         
         
         “Because she saw the cake that Sam made. She’s
            pissed and refused to serve it!”
         

         
         
          “What?” I snap. That cake looked fucking
            fantastic. Fuck, Angel spent the last two weeks working on that fucking cake.
         

         
         
         “I don’t know all the details, just what Courtney
            has texted me.” We come to a door, and he shoves me through it.
         

         
         
          “Thank God, Slade,” Micah says seeing me. He walks
            over to me and pulls me into a hug. I blink a few times as I pat his back
            softly. 
         

         
         
          “Are you okay?” I ask as I pull back and look at
            him. 
         

         
         
         “I was afraid you weren’t going to make it.”

         
         
         I slap his back. “You know I would never miss your
            wedding,” I say with a frown.
         

         
         
          “I know.” He shakes out his arms. “Just nervous I
            guess.” He laughs at himself. 
         

         
         
         We all visit in the room while everyone finishes
            getting ready for the pre-wedding photos. Once done with all that we make our
            way back into the room. It’s not ten minutes later when someone opens the door.
            “You need to line up at the front of the church,” a man with an earpiece says
            before he closes the door.
         

         
         
         I walk over to the counter and pour us all a shot
            of Dad’s scotch. “Let’s have a drink, boys,” I say handing everyone a shot
            glass.
         

         
         
         “Micah.” I turn to face him with my drink in my
            hand. “Congratulations brother. I couldn’t be happier for you and Holly.”
         

         
         
         He smiles a big smile like he did when we were
            kids, and it makes me feel like the big brother I was to him. He always wanted
            to hang out with me and my friends, and we always let him. 
         

         
         
         Parker laughs pulling me from my thoughts. “I
            remember that first night you started talking to Holly.” He takes a sip of his
            drink. “It was the night before Josh lost that bet and had to get his dick
            pierced.”
         

         
         
          I chuckle. 

         
         
         “Do you still have that?” Parker asks.

         
         
         “Of course I do.” He snorts. “Women love it.” He
            shrugs. “Well, now just one woman.”
         

         
         
         I slap my brother on the back. I never thought that
            we would all be getting married. Hell, I never even thought I would love
            someone.
         

         
         
          “Thanks guys. I’m so very lucky, not only to be
            marrying Holly, but to have you guys here with me.”
         

         
         
         We all drink back our shots and walk out one at a
            time to take our place at the front of the church.
         

         
         
         “I can’t fucking believe you are getting married.”
            Parker shakes his head.
         

         
         
         “Dude, we’re in a church,” Josh says quietly.

         
         
         “Whatever man. I just can’t get over it. Micah is
            getting married. Slade is engaged. I mean, fuck, that alone has proved to me
            hell has frozen over.” Josh shakes his head at Parker. “And you, Josh, what the
            fuck is up with you?” He punches Josh in the arm. “You’re married and have a
            kid on the way.”
         

         
         
         “What can I say? I’m just another lucky son of a
            bitch.” He laughs at himself.
         

         
         
          “Lucky is not the word I would use for it,” Parker
            frowns, “but there is one thing about weddings that I love.” He rubs his hands
            together.
         

         
         
         “What’s that?”

         
         
         “The women.” Parker licks his lips. “The single
            bridesmaids.” 
         

         
         
         “None of them are single so stay away from them,”
            Micah warns, and Parker looks at Tate with an evil grin.
         

         
         
          “Missy is.” He arches a brow as if him to say
            otherwise.
         

         
         
          We all watch, waiting for Tate to turn around and
            deck him. Instead, he shrugs casually. “As far as I know, your brother is
            dating her.”
         

         
         
          Parker looks at me with a surprised look on his
            face, and I nod. Ever since that one date he took her on, they have been on
            several in the last couple of weeks.
         

         
         
          “Oh.” My brother raises a finger. “Holly’s cousin
            is single. She’s a bridesmaid.”
         

         
         
         Parker rubs his hands together. “That’ll do,” he
            says with a smile obviously not even caring what she looks like.
         

         
         
          The music starts and the ladies start to walk down
            the aisle. Angel is first, and fuck, does she look beautiful. Her purple dress
            shows off her tan skin and dark hair that she has pulled back from her face.
            Her eyes lock on mine, and she smiles that smile that has always made me feel
            more than I could ever explain. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         The wedding was beautiful.
            Courtney cried a lot along with Vivian. I swear those are the two most
            sensitive women I know. The entire time I stood up there I could feel Holly’s
            mother shooting daggers at me. I’m pretty sure she could have set the church on
            fire with her hatred for me. I had just stood there earlier while she spoke of
            my cake like it was trash. I know it’s not professionally perfect but it’s not
            trash. When she started getting in Holly’s face I made a few comments that had
            her storming out the room. 
         

         
         
         “Are you going to change?” Courtney asks as we walk
            back into the bridal room after our last photo.
         

         
         
          “Yes.” Holly told us we could wear whatever we
            wanted to wear for the reception. I’m pretty sure it is to piss her mom off,
            since she is also changing into the dress that her mom said she could not have.
            
         

         
         
         “Me too,” she says as she turns her back to me and
            takes her blond hair in one hand. “Will you unzip me?”
         

         
         
         I reach up and unzip her dress then give her my
            back so she can do the same.
         

         
         
         I take a deep breath as I unzip the garment bag. I
            don’t know why I decided to wear this dress for their reception. It just felt
            right when it caught my eye this morning. I pull it out of the garment bag and
            turn around to Courtney standing there in her bra and panties wide-eyed.
         

         
         
          “Uh,” she mumbles. “That dress…”

         
         
         “You don’t think I should?” I question tilting my
            head to the side.
         

         
         
          She smiles softly as she walks up to me. “I think
            it’s a great idea.”
         

         
         
          I look over the baby pink dress that I hold in my
            hands. The dress my dad bought my mother for their first Valentine’s Day
            together. It’s off the shoulders and tight fitting at the chest then flows out
            coming down to my mid-thigh. 
         

         
         
         I take it off the hanger and slip it on as I turn
            to face the mirror. Courtney comes to stand behind me with a smile on her face.
            “I wish Marie was here to see you wear that dress,” she says quietly as she
            starts to tear up. “You look absolutely gorgeous.” 
         

         
         
          I turn to face her. “Thank you, Court.” She wraps
            her arm around me as she sniffles a few times. 
         

         
         
         We pull away, and I look at the tear that falls
            down her face. “Quit doing that,” I scold her. “I’m going to have to redo your
            makeup.” 
         

         
         
         She nods as she lets out a small giggle. “These
            stupid hormones are always messing with me.” She reaches down and rubs her
            growing belly. She looks absolutely lovely pregnant.
         

         
         
          We walk out of the room and into the reception
            hall. Holly’s mother chose the largest church in town. She wanted the wedding
            and reception to all be in one place. She didn’t want her guests to feel
            inconvenienced by having to drive somewhere else to get to the reception. 
         

         
         
         I see Slade holding a Bud Light in his hand as he
            speaks to Mark and Holly’s dad over where the bar is set up. I smile to myself,
            he looks so handsome in his tux. It fits his broad shoulders and narrow hips
            perfectly. I can’t wait for our wedding day. The day that I can truly call him
            mine. I smile as I start to walk toward him. I come up behind him and place my
            hand on his back. He turns and looks down at me with a smile on his face. 
         

         
         
         “Will you excuse us?” he says to the guys and takes
            my hand to lead us to be alone.
         

         
         
         He pulls us out into the hallway and turns to face
            me. “Is everything all right?” I ask wondering why he pulled me out here.
         

         
         
         He smiles softly as he pushes his body into mine.
            “Everything is perfect,” he reassures me. “You look beautiful.” He eyes rake
            down over my dress. “I love that dress on you.” He runs his hands down my side
            stopping on my hips. 
         

         
         
         “It was my mother’s.” I smile as he lifts an
            eyebrow
         

         
         
         “Your mother’s?”

         
         
          I nod. “My dad bought it for her their first
            Valentine’s day.” I shrug. “I felt the need to wear it today,” I say quietly.
         

         
         
          He places a finger under my chin. “Well it’s
            beautiful.”
         

         
         
          We find our way to our table and sit down. The
            time goes by too fast as we laugh and shed a few happy tears about how much our
            lives have changed over the last year. 
         

         
         
         Slade and I are sitting alone. His hand resting on
            the side of my face and his nose inches from mine as he tells me once again how
            beautiful I am tonight when a woman’s voice interrupts us.
         

         
         
         “You owe me ten thousand dollars.”

         
         
         My head snaps over to stare up at Holly’s mother
            standing in front of our table with a glass of wine in her hand. 
         

         
         
          Slade pulls back from me, and I speak. “Excuse
            me?” Did she say I owe her ten thousand dollars?
         

         
         
         “I said you owe me ten thousand dollars.” She
            places a hand on her hip.
         

         
         
          “She doesn’t owe you shit,” Slade says calmly.

         
         
          I look over at him in surprise. 

         
         
         “Yes she does. She ruined my daughter’s wedding.”
            She looks down to the plate that sits in front of me where the cake I made was
            thirty minutes ago. I ate it! And I must say it was freaking good.
         

         
         
         “On the contrary. She made it fucking awesome,” he
            says giving her a big fuck you smile.
         

         
         
         “Slade,” I hiss.

         
         
          “No he’s right,” Holly says as she comes up to the
            table. “I told you to leave her alone, Mother!” She emphasizes the word mother.
            “I also told you I did not want that cake you bought. Sam saved the day. My
            day!”
         

         
         
          “I ordered a cake that is now just sitting in the
            back room. What am I supposed to do with it?”
         

         
         
          As her mother rambles on, Holly bends down and
            gives me a wink before she grabs the plate that sits beside me with half a
            slice of cake on it. She stands up and faces her mother. “You should have a
            bite.” She then shoves the cake into her mother’s face.
         

         
         
          I gasp as I place a hand over my mouth. She did
            not just do that. “I’m so…” I say quickly as I go to stand up. Slade grabs my
            arm and pulls me back into my seat roughly. Quieting me. 
         

         
         
         Her mother wipes the cake off of her face, before
            flicking it onto the floor, and gives Holly a death glare. “After all I’ve done
            for you,” she sneers.
         

         
         
          Holly sighs. “I didn’t ask you to do anything for
            me, Mother. All the things I asked for that had to do with my wedding—you did
            none of them. You did what you wanted. You invited everyone that you wanted.
            Only because you wanted to show off to your friends. The important people in my
            life, my friends.” She points over to Slade and myself. “They didn’t care about
            the dollar amount you spent on my wedding. Hell, Sam made my cake for free. She
            spent two weeks trying to make it perfect. What did you do for me that took
            much effort?” she demands. 
         

         
         
          “How can you say that?” Her mother takes a step
            toward her with a look of rage on her face.
         

         
         
          “It’s easy to state the obvious.” Holly crosses
            her hands over her chest obviously not affected by her anger.
         

         
         
         “What has gotten into you?” her mother asks
            confused.
         

         
         
         “You,” Holly snaps, pointing a finger at her. “You
            do not attack my friends who helped Micah and me on our special day,” Holly
            shouts.
         

         
         
         I curl up into Slade’s side trying to disappear.
            People are starting to stare now.
         

         
         
         Her mother gives me one last evil look like she
            wants to rip my head off and then stomps off.
         

         
         
         Holly turns to me. “I’m so sorry Sam,” she says
            leaning over the table and grabbing my hands. 
         

         
         
          I shake my head at her dazed. “You threw cake in
            your mother’s face,” I state, still in shock.
         

         
         
          “And it felt good.” She smiles. “I just hate that
            someone didn’t eat all their cake.” She frowns.
         

         
         
         Slade chuckles. “That would be Parker. He got
            distracted by a girl in a bridesmaid dress and took off after her.”
         

         
         
         Holly drops my hands. “Oh no, I told my cousin to
            stay away from him. I gotta go.” She spins around as well in search to find
            them.
         

         
         
          I turn to Slade. “Why did you…?”

         
         
         He interrupts me. “Why were you going to apologize?
            The woman is a bitch.” He smiles. “I’m proud of Holly for standing up to her.”
         

         
         
         “But she didn’t do anything to you. That wasn’t
            right for you to talk to her that way,” I say seriously.
         

         
         
         He smiles and leans back into me. “Yes she did. She
            insulted you.”
         

         
         
         I can’t help but smile. He can be so sweet, even
            when he’s being a dick. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I roll over and open my
            eyes to find Slade smiling down at me. “How long have you been watching me
            sleep?” I mumble as I remove a red rose petal from my hair. Slade had covered
            our bed in them last night. He ran us a hot bubble bath, and we enjoyed that
            while drinking a glass of wine before we spent most of night making love. It
            was the best Valentine’s Day.
         

         
         
          “A couple of hours,” he says through his smile.

         
         
          I close my tired eyes and sigh. “Creepy.”

         
         
         I feel his hand brush the side of my cheek softly.
            “I’m so proud of you.”
         

         
         
          My eyes spring open, and I stare up at him.
            “What?” My voice cracks with the emotion I feel from him saying those words. I
            haven’t heard those words in a long time. My father was the last one to tell me
            that, and it was for something silly. He always wanted me to know how proud he
            was.
         

         
         
          His face is now serious as his eyes roam mine. “I
            said I’m so proud of you. You worked so hard for Holly. And not only did it
            look beautiful, it tasted amazing. Just like I knew it would.”
         

         
         
         I swallow trying to keep my tears at bay. “I just
            did what she asked,” is what I say.
         

         
         
          “Seriously?” He shakes his head. “You went above
            and beyond, Angel. You spent countless hours on it.”
         

         
         
          I smile. “I actually loved doing it for her,” I
            say quietly.
         

         
         
         “I know.” He places his hand on my cheek and looks
            down at me. “I heard you talking to Missy about what your mom wanted you two to
            do.”
         

         
         
          The smile drops off my face. “You were
            eavesdropping?”
         

         
         
         “No. I was on my way to the kitchen and just happen
            to stop when I heard you two talking.”
         

         
         
         “Same difference.” I pull away from him and throw
            off the covers.
         

         
         
         He sits up in bed. “Don’t be mad at me. I think you
            should do it. Follow your dream.”
         

         
         
         I stand at the end of the bed with my hands on my
            hips. I don’t really have an argument for that though.
         

         
         
          He smiles a slow and cocky smile knowing he has
            me. “I don’t want you to give up your dream for our relationship, Angel.”
         

         
         
         “I’m not,” I argue. “Yes, I had a great time making
            the cake but I would like it if you wouldn’t push the subject.”
         

         
         
          He places his hands up in the air. “No pushing
            here.” But he says it with a smile. And I can’t help but return it.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Just like any other week it
            goes by quickly. The bank is its usual boring place. The only excitement that I
            get up there is Courtney’s mood swings. One minute she’s yelling at Josh over
            the phone, the next she’s calling him crying. It’s quite comical even if I do
            feel sorry for the poor guy. 
         

         
         
          I also feel bad that I haven’t gotten to see Holly
            yet. They have been back from their honeymoon for two days now. I’ve been so
            tired by the time I get off work. I go home, cook dinner, and then go to bed. 
         

         
         
          “Hey baby,” I say answering my phone as I walk out
            to my car from the bank.
         

         
         
          “I had a meeting come up. I won’t be home until
            later,” Slade says.
         

         
         
         I unlock my car and get in. “Okay. Holly called me
            earlier, and she is back to work now. I’ll run up to Larry’s for a little
            while,” I say starting up my car before backing out of my spot. 
         

         
         
         “Sounds good,” he says. “I’ll see you at home
            later.”
         

         
         
          “I love you.”       

         
         
         “Love you too, Angel.”

         
         
         I make a quick call to Holly letting her know I’m
            coming before I hit the highway.
         

         
         
          I pull up to Larry’s fifteen minutes later and
            park in the back. I grab my purse and my phone as I get out of my car and start
            to walk to the back door when I see a black truck pull up out of the corner of
            my eye.
         

         
         
         I jump back when it comes to a quick stop in front
            of me. “What the hell?” I yell. “Watch where you’re going,” I snap starting to
            walk around it.
         

         
         
          The passenger door opens, and I have an instance
            of panic when I see Jax jump out of it. He slams the door, and it drives off in
            front of me, squealing the tires.
         

         
         
         “Jax,” I say taking a step back from him. “What are
            you doing here?”
         

         
         
         “I came to get you,” he replies with an evil look
            in his dark eyes.
         

         
         
         Come and get me? I look around quickly. The
            back door is still ten feet away, and he’s standing between me and said door. I
            don’t know if I can outrun him. “How did you know I was here?” I decide to ask
            as I reach around to my phone in my back pocket. 
         

         
         
         If I can just keep him talking, maybe I can get my
            phone to redial Slade’s number. Doubtful. But a girl can hope.
         

         
         
         He gives an evil laugh as he reaches up and runs a
            hand down over his ashen face. “Why do you look so terrified?” he asks tilting
            his head. “Don’t you still love me?”
         

         
         
         He can’t be serious. I shake my head.

         
         
          He takes a step toward me and sighs heavily.
            “Well, that is unfortunate for you, baby.”
         

         
         
         I wrap my hand around the top of my phone.

         
         
         “Because I still love you, and now that I’m back,
            I’m not letting you go.”
         

         
         
          “Stop, Jax,” I warn, and he smiles. 

         
         
          “Do you know how much Slade has lied to you?”

         
         
          Not this again. “He doesn’t lie to me,” I snap.

         
         
         He smiles. “Did he tell you I spoke to him while
            you were New York? Did he tell you that I warned him I was coming to get you?”
            He gives a dark laugh. “It’s rather comical. See, this entire time I thought
            you were dating Tate.” He shakes his head as he continues to laugh at how wrong
            he was.
         

         
         
         How would Jax know that I was in New York? Did
            Slade…? “No.” I shake my head. “You’re lying.”
         

         
         
         “He’s the only one who has been lying to you, Angel.”
            I cringe when he calls me that. 
         

         
         
         “And then there’s that secret he’s keeping from you
            regarding Tate.”
         

         
         
          “What’s wrong with Tate?” I ask worried.

         
         
          He chuckles. “You have always been a stupid
            bitch.” He takes another few steps toward me. 
         

         
         
         I take in a deep breath and pray that I make it to
            the back door, but he lunges for me, knocking us both to the ground. My phone
            is knocked out of my hand, and I scramble to grab it. 
         

         
         
          “Get off me!” I scream.

         
         
         I feel a fist hit my back, and I scream out from
            the pain.
         

         
         
         He climbs off me, grabs my leg, and jerks. My shirt
            tears and my skin rips against the pavement, but I’m able to take my other foot
            and kick him in the stomach. 
         

         
         
         He recovers quickly, bends down, and yanks me to
            stand by a handful of my hair before I can get up off the ground. “Stop,” I
            manage to yell before he places his hand over my mouth. I kick, push away, and
            throw my arms around. I try everything my body is capable of doing to get away,
            but he’s too strong. His hand is too tightly wrapped around in my hair and my
            scalp burns from the motion.
         

         
         
         He drags me over to my car and throws me into the
            driver side. After he shoves me into the passenger seat, he reaches over, grabs
            my purse, and throws it out the window where it lands beside my phone. 
         

         
         
          “Leave me alone.” I reach out and slap him,
            letting my ring cut him once again. I go to reach for the passenger door to get
            out and run but he returns the slap much more forcefully. I cry out from the
            sting as he grabs my left wrist and growls. “Give me this,” he demands
            breathing heavy.
         

         
         
         “No.” I scream and fist my hand into a ball. He
            can’t take my ring. He’ll have to kill me.
         

         
         
          He grabs my hair once again and yanks my head back
            before he shoves me forward. Then I see nothing but blackness.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I feel bad that I had to
            cancel our date night because of work. I check my watch and see I still have
            thirty minutes before my meeting, so I pull out my phone to tell her I’ll make
            it up to her.
         

         
         
          It rings a few times and then goes to voicemail. I
            pull up the bar’s number and call it.
         

         
         
          “Larry’s.” I hear Holly answer.

         
         
         “Hey Holly. May I talk to Angel?”

         
         
         “She’s not here.”

         
         
         She did say she was going to go and see Holly. “Did
            you speak to her earlier? She told me she was going up there to see you since I
            had a meeting come up.”
         

         
         
          “Yeah. She called me an hour ago but she never
            showed up. I figured she went home.”
         

         
         
         I know how much she wanted to see Holly. There’s no
            way she wouldn’t have gone up there. “Let me try calling her again.”
         

         
         
         “Okay. I’ll run out and see if she’s sitting in her
            car on the phone. You know how loud it can get in here, and she said she was
            going to call Vivian later about wedding stuff.”
         

         
         
         We hang up, and I press send on Angel’s number
            again.
         

         
         
          “Hello?” I hear Holly’s voice again after a few
            rings. And I can’t help but notice the shake in her voice.
         

         
         
          “Holly?” I pull the phone away from my ear. Did I
            call the bar again? “Why are you answering her phone?”
         

         
         
         “Slade. You need to call Parker. Tell him to get up
            to Larry’s right now.” Her voice shakes, and I can hear the panic in her voice.
         

         
         
          “What’s going on Holly?” I ask grabbing my keys
            and heading out of my office.
         

         
         
         “Sam’s phone is in the parking lot, along with her
            purse and her…” She trails off as she begins to cry.
         

         
         
         “Her what?” I demand.

         
         
         She’s silent for a few seconds. “Her engagement
            ring.”
         

         
         
         I come to a stop and stand in front of the
            elevators. “What the fuck do you mean, Holly?” I snap.
         

         
         
          “I think…I think someone took her.”

         
         
         Someone took her? No, she must be mistaken. But
            what else would explain what Holly is describing? “You guys have a surveillance
            system, correct?” I remember Angel mentioning something about it a while back.
         

         
         
          “Yes.” Her voice cracks, and it takes everything I
            have to try to think straight.
         

         
         
         “Listen. Look up at the camera. Does it look like
            it might have taped what happened?” She should be able to tell by where her
            stuff is on the ground.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” she says now crying.

         
         
         “Okay. Don’t call the police. I want to watch it
            before you call them.” They will take it, and I won’t be able to see what’s on
            it.
         

         
         
          “But Slade. She’s not here and all of her stuff…”

         
         
         “Holly,” I bark. I only have one chance at this.
            “Promise me you won’t call them just yet,” I demand.
         

         
         
         She lets out a small cry and then sniffs a few
            times. “Okay,” she whispers.
         

         
         
          “I’m on my way,” I shout hanging up on her. I turn
            left and slam the door open to the staircase with my shoulder. I don’t have
            time to wait on the elevator. I dial Parker’s number as I run down floor after
            floor. My legs can’t move fast enough, and I almost trip several times.
         

         
         
          “What’s up?” Parker asks sleepily.

         
         
          “Get to Larry’s. Right now,” I shout out of
            breath. Ten more floors to go.
         

         
         
         “Not tonight, Man,” he yawns ignoring my urgency.
            “I just got off of a double shift.”
         

         
         
         “It’s Angel,” I hiss. “She’s missing. Holly found
            her purse, her phone, and her engagement ring in the parking lot, and her car
            wasn’t there.”
         

         
         
         I hear commotion and then the sound of a door
            hitting a wall. “Tate!” I hear him yell. He must be home. “Where are
            you?” he asks me.
         

         
         
         “I’m leaving work.” Fifth floor.

         
         
          “Did you already call the police?” he asks
            sounding muffled as if he’s trying to put a shirt on over his head. 
         

         
         
         “No. I wanna watch the video tape before it goes
            into police custody.” Third floor.
         

         
         
         “Slade,” he says in warning. “Tate!” he yells once
            again before I can respond. “Hang on,” he growls to me. I hear him pounding on
            a door. “Fuck it,” he mumbles to himself. Then I hear him a woman scream in the
            background. “Get your ass out of bed and get dressed. We gotta go,” Parker
            demands.
         

         
         
         I hear Tate’s voice, but I can’t understand what he
            says over my heavy breathing.
         

         
         
          “It’s Sam. She’s missing. Now get your ass out of
            bed,” he shouts.
         

         
         
          “I’ll meet you there.” I hang up on him, finally
            hitting the bottom level and running to my car.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I sit in the back office at
            Larry’s as a silent recording plays in front of me. Tate stands beside me and
            Parker leans down on one knee in front of me. No one speaks as we all watch the
            scene play out in front of us on the monitor. 
         

         
         
         We see Angel pull up in her car. The sun is
            starting to set but it’s not dark yet. She has a smile on her face as she
            starts to walk to the back door. She jumps back when a black truck almost hits
            her. The way the camera is facing; all you can see is the hood of what looks
            like to be an older black Chevy. There’s no sound, so all you can do is see her
            reaction as she seems to be yelling something. She goes to walk around but it
            speeds off. She stands grounded to her spot, eyes wide and body stiff. I watch
            as my worst fear steps into the view of the camera; Jax.
         

         
         
         “Son of a bitch,” Tate hisses.

         
         
          She shakes her head a few times, and I watch
            helpless for a few good minutes before I see her try to run around him. I jump
            to my feet when he lunges for her, and they both go falling to the ground, him
            landing on top of her.
         

         
         
          I stand there numbly as she tries to fight him
            off. He punches her in the back, drags her by her ankle, and then lifts her by
            her hair before he shoves her into her car.
         

         
         
          Her parking spot is in clear view of the camera,
            so we continue to watch as her small car shakes from their struggle. He manages
            to rip her purse from her shoulder and throw it out the window next to her
            phone. She slaps him and then he slaps her back. She struggles with him a
            little bit more and then he grabs her by the back of her head and shoves her
            face first into the dash. 
         

         
         
          Her body slumps back into the seat; out cold. He
            picks her left hand up once again, removes her ring, and then tosses it out the
            window as well. He takes off leaving a trail of black from her tires heating up
            the pavement.
         

         
         
         Then there’s nothing. She’s gone. Jax has
            her.
         

         
         
         I stand there and blink a few times trying to
            understand what I just saw. This didn’t happen. It couldn’t have. 
         

         
         
         Tate gets my attention as I hear glass break
            against a wall.
         

         
         
         “We will find her,” Parker says standing and facing
            Tate and myself. He looks at me, and I see the doubt in his eyes. The anger in
            his tight jaw. His chest bowed and fists clenched. 
         

         
         
          His eyes move to Tate as I hear another piece of
            glass break. “Stop breaking shit,” he demands. “The cops will also be in here
            watching this. I have to call this in,” he says to me.
         

         
         
          I nod my head. But it doesn’t matter, fuck the
            police. I’ll find the bastard first.“They won’t find shit on there.” I finally
            find my voice. There was no tag number on the truck. Hell, I’m not even one
            hundred percent sure what the model was. All I saw was half of a black rusted
            hood. 
         

         
         
          “I have to call this in, Slade.” He pulls out his
            phone.
         

         
         
          “He’s right.” I hear Tate’s deep and hard voice.
            “There’s nothing on that video telling us where she is now. That was over two
            hours ago.” My eyes focus up on the monitor and the screen shatters as
            something shiny knocks into it.
         

         
         
          Parker turns his attention back over to Tate, and
            I hear a soft cry come from behind me. I turn to see Holly standing in the
            corner as she cries her heart out. Her body shakes, her hand covering her mouth
            and tears running down her face. I forgot she was in here watching it as well.
            I walk over to her and place my arms around her. 
         

         
         
          “I’ll find her,” I promise. 

         
         
          She wraps her arms around me as her body shakes,
            and I hold onto her tighter, afraid if I let go she will fall to the floor.
         

         
         
         Tate storms past us as he dials a number on his
            phone while Parker speaks on his as well.
         

         
         
          “I’ll get her back,” I say aloud. I have to.

         
         
          An hour later I’m standing in the back parking
            lot. It’s full of police cars and even an ambulance. 
         

         
         
          I have passed whatever fucking state I was in, and
            I’m so fucking pissed I feel I may explode. I want to punch something. I want
            to knock something to the ground. I want to treat someone as if they are my
            personal rag doll. My heart is breaking for Angel. And my mind is going in all
            different directions.
         

         
         
          Is she alive?

         
         
          Maybe she was more than knocked out.

         
         
          Where has he taken her?

         
         
          What was he planning on doing with her?

         
         
         The cops have asked me questions, and I just play
            stupid. As if I know nothing, but I know everything.
         

         
         
         They wanna know what happened to the monitor and
            Holly told them that it had broken a couple days ago. So they had to watch it
            on another device. She also managed to clean up the mess of broken glass before
            they showed. I was just going to leave it. Fuck them.

         
         
         “What do you know?” I hear Parker ask another cop. 

         
         
         He points to some black marks on the concrete. “Not
            much, man.” He sighs. “There are two sets of tire marks.” He then points to the
            others that I know were from her car. “We have an APB out on her car. Waiting
            to hear something back from it.” He runs a hand over his short golden hair.
         

         
         
         They’ll never find it. He probably ran it
            off into a lake. Even if they do, she probably won’t be near it.
         

         
         
          “Slade?” 

         
         
          I spin around to see Tate placing his phone in his
            pocket. It’s the first time he’s spoken since he walked out of the office. 
         

         
         
         I walk over to him. “Please tell me you have
            something.” He’s my only hope. He’s been on his phone nonstop—he has to have
            something.
         

         
         
          He looks around the parking lot and then his eyes
            land on mine. “Let’s go.” He turns around and starts to walk off.
         

         
         
         I don’t even ask. I take off after him.

         
         
          “Wait,” Parker says. “Where are you guys going?
            The cops will have more questions for you.” He looks at me.
         

         
         
         Tate looks at Parker then to me. “These cops can’t
            help Slade.”
         

         
         
         “They can and they will,” Parker insists. “The
            tires. They can match skid marks to tread. Then that will help narrow…”
         

         
         
         “Help him what?” Tate demands. “Help find her
            body?”
         

         
         
          I flinch at that statement. No. She’s not dead.
            I’ll find her.
         

         
         
          “No offense, Parker, you guys have too much
            fucking red tape. I don’t,” Tate continues.
         

         
         
          “What are you going to do?” Parker asks with
            concern.
         

         
         
         “Whatever the fuck I have to do to get my sister
            back. If you have to arrest me afterwards, then so be it.” He turns and walks
            over to his truck that he arrived in with Parker. “Meet me at the house. We
            don’t have time to waste,” he instructs me, and then he looks at Parker. “Catch
            a ride with one of your buddies,” he growls looking over at all the cop
            cars with disgust. Then he’s off.
         

         
         
         I go to walk away, and Parker grabs my shoulder.
            “Sister?”
         

         
         
         “I don’t have time to explain.” I shrug him off and
            continue to my car having a hard time controlling the anger I feel inside. 
         

         
         
         He comes running up behind me and jumps into my
            passenger seat before I go speeding off into the night.
         

         
         
         Parker sits stiffly as I slam on the gas and head
            to their house. “Does she know?” he asks looking down at his phone. It’s all of
            a sudden lighting up the inside of my car. No doubt the cops wanting to know
            why the three of us just left.
         

         
         
         “No.” I don’t feel like speaking. 

         
         
         We make our way into their house, and Tate hangs up
            his phone again. “You know how we thought Jax was into drugs when we went up to
            Larry’s? He is. He owes someone money for his addiction. I don’t know how much
            or what Sam has to do with it. But she’s connected somehow.”
         

         
         
         “Why?” Parker asks. “Does he plan on selling her or
            something?”
         

         
         
         “Don’t fucking say that!” I snap, fisting my hands
            down by my side.
         

         
         
          He turns to face me. “How else would she help him
            with his debt? He could be into more than just drugs, Slade. And someone who is
            fucked up on drugs will do anything for their next fix.”
         

         
         
         I take a step toward him, about to punch his lights
            out, when Tate speaks. “It’s true. Right now he is capable of doing anything.
            We need to get her back.”
         

         
         
          “Who does he owe?” Parker asks.

         
         
         Tate shakes his head. “My contact didn’t know.”

         
         
          “Your contact?” Parker asks skeptically. “Do you
            do drugs as well, Tate?” he asks in an accusing voice.
         

         
         
         “I don’t see how that is any of your fucking
            business, Parker,” he shoots back.
         

         
         
          “Of course it’s my business. I’m a cop and living
            with you,” Parker snaps back.
         

         
         
          “Stop,” I yell. I look at Tate. “I don’t care what
            you do, Tate. Right now you call whoever you need to call and find out where
            Jax is.” Then I look at Parker. “If you need to leave, then leave. I’m with
            Tate on this one. I will do whatever I have to do to get her back. Even if that
            means walking up to a druggie and buying some for myself.”
         

         
         
         “You are a defense attorney, Slade. That’s putting
            your job in jeopardy. What if someone saw you? You would risk your career for
            that?” he asks wide-eyed.
         

         
         
          What a ridiculous question. “I would risk my life
               for her,” I shout. “Fuck my job.”
         

         
         
          My nostrils flare, and my hands shake. She has
            been taken from me. And all I want to do is beat the fuck out of something. “I
            know you’re a cop. There’s no need for you to put your job on the line as well.
            Just walk away, Parker.”I wouldn’t hold it against him. He doesn’t understand
            love, and what I’m capable of when it comes to getting her back.
         

         
         
         “I would never walk away and not try to help get
            her back. I’m afraid for her safety just as much as you guys are.” Parker sighs
            and looks over at Tate. “Do what you have to do. I’m with you guys.”
         

         
         
          I walk into Tate’s kitchen and grab the rum that
            sits on top of his fridge and pour myself a glass. I need alcohol. Not because
            of what I’m about to do, but because of what has happened. I wasn’t lying when
            I told Parker I would do anything to get her back. I will.
         

         
         
          Tate picks up his phone and looks at both of us.
            “Turn your phones on silent and don’t say a word.”
         

         
         
          We do as he says, and I pick up my drink as Tate
            sits down at the kitchen table. He holds his phone up to his ear and a few
            awkward silent seconds pass before he speaks.
         

         
         
          “Hello.” Pause. “Yeah. Long time.” He looks up at
            Parker. “Yeah, I need some. Same as before.” Parker stiffens, and I look away. 
         

         
         
         I know Tate has a past. He doesn’t talk about it
            but I know it’s there. Right now, I’m thankful for that past. It’s gonna help
            me find her.
         

         
         
          “Can you meet me now?” He nods his head. “Thanks.”
            He hangs up and jumps to stand. “Let’s go, Slade.”
         

         
         
          “I told you. I’m in,” Parker says slamming a fist
            down onto the table, running out of patience.
         

         
         
         Tate shakes his head. “It’s already risky bringing
            Slade, but I can use him. You are a cop. If anyone finds out what we’re doing,
            we can kiss Sam goodbye. The people who Jax owes won’t give a fuck about her
            being offered as payment or whatever he plans on using her for. They will kill
            her. Stay here. Don’t leave and don’t answer your phone.”
         

         
         
         “So you want me to act like nothing happened? I was
            there. The other officers are already calling and texting me wanting to know
            why I left with Slade. They would expect me to be up at the station trying to
            find my best friend’s girl.”
         

         
         
         “Then go do that. Just keep your fucking mouth
            shut. You never know which cops are dirty.”
         

         
         
         Parker takes in a deep breath. “No one I work with
            is dirty,” he states with rage.
         

         
         
          Tate shakes his head. “I don’t have time to fuck
            with you, Parker.” Then he turns around and walks out the front door with me
            behind him.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “I need you to control your
            temper,” Tate says as he turns off his lights and pulls down a dark street in
            his truck.
         

         
         
          This coming from a guy who broke a lamp, a TV, and
            two pictures back in the office at Larry’s. “I will.” I think I’ve done pretty
            fucking well.
         

         
         
          “No. I brought you to use you, don’t make me
            regret it.”
         

         
         
         I turn to face him. “What the fuck? I am willing to
            do anything to find her. Why are you acting like I will blow the only
            opportunity I have?” I slam my fist on his center console.
         

         
         
         He looks down to it and then back up to me. “This
            guy were meeting, he is an old client of yours.”
         

         
         
         “What?” I slam my fist on the dash this time. “Does
            he know she’s my fiancée?”
         

         
         
         “I don’t know. I was just told that Jax has been
            hanging out with him, even owes him money. And I know he always has something
            on him.” He brings his truck to a stop and reaches back into the backseat,
            grabbing a handful of rope.
         

         
         
          “What’s that for?”

         
         
         “I told Parker to keep his mouth shut. Once this
            guy finds out what we are doing, he will rat us out. He makes money off of Jax,
            you think he wants to lose that?”
         

         
         
          I shake my head. Whatever I got to do.

         
         
          We make our way down the darkened street. I don’t
            even know where the hell we are. It’s definitely a rundown part of St. Louis.
            Tate stops when we come to an old rusted door. “Take this.” He hands me the
            rope. “Go to the end of the street and take a right. Enter the first door on
            your right. That will put you in the back room of his office.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head as I look around to make sure we
            weren’t followed. He enters the door, and I do as he says. As soon as I come to
            the door I enter it can hear Tate on the other side talking.
         

         
         
         “Where’ve you been, Jonathan?” a man’s voice asks.

         
         
         Jonathan? Oh yeah he had said back in my
            office after New York that Tate was not his real name. Wasn’t Jonathan the guy
            who raised him? No wonder he goes by a different name.
         

         
         
          “Around,” he responds casually as if they are
            talking about a football game.
         

         
         
          “It sure has been a long time,” the guy says. “Can
            I take this as you are back to your old ways?”
         

         
         
          “Yeah.”

         
         
          There’s a few tense seconds of silence. “So, I
            hear you have been hanging out with Slade Long?” he asks. “Good at his job. He
            defended me once. Got me off before I could even say two words.”
         

         
         
          I stiffen as I look down at the floor. I want to
            puke. How could I have ever defended someone who is now involved in taking my
            life away?
         

         
         
         “Yes, I hear he’s good.”

         
         
          “I guess a defense attorney is someone you wanna
            keep around for sticky times,” the man adds.
         

         
         
         “Something like that,” Tate mutters.

         
         
          “Why have you been hanging out with him?” he asks
            with a hint of bite.
         

         
         
         “It’s crazy that you ask about Slade,” Tate
            responds coolly. “He would like to talk to you.”
         

         
         
          I take that as my cue to show my face. I open the
            back door and walk in. I notice the guy as soon I lay eyes on him. He was one
            of my first clients. A first time offense with half an ounce of weed charged
            with a misdemeanor. Didn’t seem like a big deal to me back then. Now? Now it
            means a fucking lot. He’s part of my world being taken away. 
         

         
         
         “Slade?” he asks with surprise. “What are you doing
            here?”
         

         
         
         “You’ve come a long way, Dallas,” I say looking him
            in the eye. “For a guy who just once got caught with half an ounce of weed.” My
            eyes rake over his desk where he sits. Pill bottles and baggies cover the
            surface. Some full of powder, others with various sizes of pills.
         

         
         
          He gives me a cruel smile as he smoothes his
            expensive suit jacket down his chest. “I was into more then, they just happen
            to catch me on a slow day.”
         

         
         
          I arch an eyebrow. “Plus, you were really good at
            convincing the judge that it was not mine.” He smiles.
         

         
         
          “That’s my job.” The words come out making me
            sound proud of myself, and I cringe realizing the fact that all I do is help
            sleaze balls get off.
         

         
         
          His eyes look down at the rope in my hand, and his
            eyes go big. “What is going on?” He turns to face Tate.
         

         
         
          Tate straightens his back and crosses his tattooed
            arms over his chest. “Jax. I’m looking for him. Know where I can find him?”
         

         
         
          Dallas shakes his head a few times.

         
         
         “Don’t play dumb with me, I heard he owes you some
            money,” Tate continues.
         

         
         
         “Not me.” He looks from Tate to me. “He paid me
            last week.” Tate takes a step toward me and holds out his hand. I reach over
            and hand him the rope.
         

         
         
          “I’m being serious,” Dallas says wide-eyed shifting
            uncomfortable in his chair. “What does Slade and you have to do with Jax?”
         

         
         
          I clear my throat. “I’m engaged to Jax’s
            ex-girlfriend.”
         

         
         
         He stands from in his chair. “Sam is your fiancée?”
            He has the audacity to look surprised.
         

         
         
         I’m in his face with my hands gripping his shirt in
            seconds. “Don’t act like you didn’t fucking know that,” I growl. “What the fuck
            do you know about her?”
         

         
         
         He shake his head breathing heavy. His breath reeks
            of bourbon, and it makes me want to vomit. “Just that he’s been wanting to get
            back with her.”
         

         
         
         “Where is he?” I shake him. 

         
         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         
          “You’re lying,” I hiss.

         
         
          I let go of him and shove him back. His knees hit
            his chair, and he falls into it. I snap my fingers holding out my hand. Tate
            throws me the rope. “Now tell me where in the fuck he is.” I take a step toward
            him. “And I will make this much quicker than it has to be.”
         

         
         
          “I know nothing. I swear,” he cries. “Please?” He
            raises his hands as in surrender.
         

         
         
         I almost laugh. Some big drug dealer he is. All
            I’ve done is talk, and he’s already begging. 
         

         
         
          I punch him, and he squeals as blood pours from
            his nose. “I swear...” He lifts his hands, and I wrap my hand around his neck,
            cutting off his air.
         

         
         
          “I swear that I will fucking kill you. Now
            tell me where in the fuck he is,” I demand squeezing to the point his face
            turns red. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I unroll the paper towels
            that we took from Dallas’ bathroom then hand some over to Tate.
         

         
         
          “Thanks,” he mumbles as he tries to wipe off his
            hands while driving. 
         

         
         
         I tear some off for myself and wipe off my hands
            along with my face. It didn’t take long to get the bastard to talk. We both had
            to make him bleed some but it felt good to use him as a punching bag. He told
            us that Jax lives with another guy who goes by J. But he’s never met him. He
            thinks this J guy owns the house but lives out of town. He just allows Jax to
            stay there. Sounds fishy to me but it’s the only lead we have to go on.
         

         
         
         We’ve been driving for over thirty minutes and once
            again, we are somewhere I’ve never been. But we are no longer in town—we are
            out in the middle of nowhere. 
         

         
         
          We pull off the paved road and onto a dirt road as
            Tate turns off his lights. Trees border either side of us, making it hard to
            see where we are going.
         

         
         
          I called Parker and told him to meet us here,
            alone. We have a plan but it has to be kept secret for it to go how we want. If
            word got out about this, the news would be all over it. We don’t want Angel to
            be involved more than she already is. Even her abduction has been kept under
            wraps. No media.
         

         
         
         Of course all my friends and family knows. Holly
            called Micah, but by the time he arrived at Larry’s, we were already long gone.
            
         

         
         
         He and Josh have been blowing up my phone wanting
            to know where in the hell I’m at and wanting to know what they can do to help
            find her. My father has been calling wanting to know who he needs to throw
            money at. I don’t want everyone involved. I will get my answers with fear, not
            fucking money. 
         

         
         
          “There’s his truck.” Tate points over to Parker’s
            dark red truck hidden in the trees. I squint to try to see what he does.
         

         
         
          Tate parks his truck next to him, and we get out
            quietly. “How far is the house from here?” I ask.
         

         
         
         “About a quarter of a mile,” Parker informs us. “I
            walked it and saw lights on, so I know someone is there.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head. “Let’s go.”

         
         
         We all stay quiet and lay low as we make our way to
            the house. Once we get past all the trees I can see a small house in front of
            us. On the outside, it looks rundown and old. White wood hanging off the sides
            and shingles missing off of the top. 
         

         
         
         I come to a halt and my arm shoots out hitting Tate
            in the chest. “What?” he harshly whispers.
         

         
         
          His eyes follow where mine are looking and he sees
            it; her car. Sitting to the side of the house. It looks muddy, like it went
            through a mud hole, but it’s here. That means she has to be here.
         

         
         
          I feel instant relief. I’ve found her. I
            also feel instant rage like I’ve never experienced. 
         

         
         
          I take off in a mad dash as the guys holler after
            me. We had a plan, and I’m not sticking to it. 
         

         
         
          I leap over the porch, kicking the front door in,
            and instantly spot Jax on the couch sipping on a beer. He throws it in my
            direction and jumps up off of the couch and runs. I leap over the couch and
            jump right on top of him. Pushing his face down into the nasty stained carpet.
            Breathing heavy and ready to snap, I lean up and flip him over.
         

         
         
         He smiles up at me. His brown eyes are dull, his
            skin ashen. “What are you gonna do?” he taunts. “Kill me?”
         

         
         
          I grab his shirt and yank him up so his face is
            right in front of mine. “You don’t deserve death, you deserve to suffer for the
            rest of your life,” I growl. “Where is she?” I demand.
         

         
         
         “She’s not here.” He gives a little laugh. “And
            nothing you do to me will save her. I know her fate.” He spits in my face.
         

         
         
          I will murder him if I have to in order for him to
            talk. He will tell me where she is. I push him back down to the ground and
            punch him in the face. I wrap my hand around his throat and squeeze. I smile,
            it feels so good to finally have my hands on this sorry bastard. “I’ll tell you
            what I am going to do though. I’m going to kick you around for a little
            bit like you’re a fucking play toy. Then I’m going to hand you over to Tate,” I
            say looking up at Tate and Parker now standing by us in the living room both breathing
            heavy. “He’s going to make you wish I’d just killed you.” I tighten my hand
            around his throat as he tries to wiggle out from underneath me. “Then Parker is
            going to arrest your sorry ass, and you will spend the rest of your life in
            jail.” I’m shouting, I’m so furious.
         

         
         
          I stand up off him, and I shake my hands down to
            my side. My entire body is vibrating. 
         

         
         
         He turns onto his side and starts coughing and
            taking in ragged breaths. “It’ll never stick.” He chokes on the words. “I’ll be
            out before you know it. I know people in this town.” 
         

         
         
         I smirk. “So do I, you motherfucker.” I look up at
            Parker as the corner of his lips start to lift.
         

         
         
          “I know people as well,” Tate states as he reaches
            his hand into his leather jacket pocket. He pulls out the plastic baggie that
            contains the pills he was pretending to buy from Dallas. He walks over to the
            coffee table and pours them out, not touching them and then pockets the now
            empty baggie. “You have a very nasty habit, Jax,” he says with a smirk. “If I
            don’t kill you.” He slowly starts to take off his leather jacket. “Those for
            sure will.” He throws his jacket over the back of the stain ridden couch and
            looks down at him.
         

         
         
          “Fuck all of you,” Jax spits out as he jumps to
            stand.
         

         
         
         Tate moves quickly; his right fist makes contact
            with Jax’s jaw, and it snaps back. He goes to fall but Tate catches him and
            slams his back into the wall. Tate steps back and punches him in the stomach.
            He doubles over in pain, and Tate lifts his knee; connecting with Jax’s face.
            This time Tate lets him fall to the ground. 
         

         
         
         I look up to see how Parker is reacting, but he’s
            no longer in the room.
         

         
         
          “Where is she?” I demand again as I kick him. If
            she’s not here then where the fuck could she possibly be?
         

         
         
          “Fuck you,” he groans.

         
         
          I go to walk away, to let Tate finish the job; she
            has to be in this house somewhere. I don’t see him taking her and then leaving
            her side, but Jax gets my attention as he groans on the floor. “You’re all
            dead.” His high pitch voice makes me laugh. “Even her. The fucking bitch isn’t
            worth it.” He rolls over onto his stomach and slowly makes it to his knees. 
         

         
         
         My laughter dies, and my jaw clenches. 

         
         
         Tate reaches out and kicks him in the side with so
            much force it has him flying back into the wall. “If I go, you’re going with
            me,” he states walking over to him. 
         

         
         
         “Slade?” Parker’s panicked voice comes from what
            sounds like below us.
         

         
         
          I look over at Tate. “I’m fine. Go.”

         
         
          I take off out of the living room and down a long
            hall. “Parker?” I yell.
         

         
         
         “Down here.”

         
         
         I turn left at the hallway and find an open door
            that leads down to a basement. I jump three or four stairs at a time. Once I
            hit the bottom I look around but see nothing but walls that look like dividers
            throughout the basement. 
         

         
         
         “Where are you?” I shout.

         
         
         “Back.”

         
         
          I make my way past all the walls to the very back
            and see Parker leaning down over a sleeping Angel. She is lying on her stomach,
            and Parker is cutting a zip tie that restrains her wrists behind her back. 
         

         
         
          I drop down beside her and turn her over in my
            arms. I faintly hear Tate yell ‘motherfucker’ from above us. 
         

         
         
         My breath catches in my throat when I see the
            bruises on her face and neck. She has a big gash on her head that has blood
            running down the left side of her face. “Angel?” I choke.
         

         
         
         Parker cuts the zip tie around her ankles as I hold
            her limp body in my arms. I push her dirty and blood stained hair back from her
            face. I check for a pulse and sigh in relief that she has one.
         

         
         
         “What’s wrong with her?” I look to him, and he
            jumps up. He ignores my question. I look back down to her and see her shirt
            ripped, it hangs off of her shoulders, and I tighten my grip on her. 
         

         
         
         He’s dead. Jax is dead. I will fucking rip his
            throat out. 
         

         
         
          “Drugged.” Parker’s voice cuts through my
            thoughts.
         

         
         
          “What?” My voice shakes from anger as I turn my
            head to see what he’s talking about.
         

         
         
          He points to an empty syringe lying on the ground.
            His dark eyes meet mine, and they are full of sorrow. “He drugged her. That’s
            what’s wrong with her,” he says softly.
         

         
         
          “With what?” I demand.

         
         
         He shakes his head. “I don’t know. But whatever it
            was, he gave her all of it because it’s empty.” He starts looking around to see
            if he can find anything to determine what it is.
         

         
         
          “No,” I breathe as my head snaps back to face her.
            “It’s okay, Angel,” I say, my throat tightening. “It’s gonna be okay.” I place
            my other arm underneath her legs and lift her as I stand. “We have to leave.”
            The panic is evident in my voice. Fuck Jax needing to die. I need her to live.
         

         
         
          I rush up the stairs and down the hallway. I stop
            in the living room when I find Jax on his back, eyes shut, not moving. Looks
            like Tate did the job for me. 
         

         
         
          Tate’s breathing heavily, sweating, his jaw tight
            and eyes hard. He has a slash across his chest cutting through his shirt—what’s
            left of his black t-shirt is soaked in blood. His usual chain hanging against
            his leg is gone as well.
         

         
         
         “What happened?” Parker asks breathless from
            running to catch up with me.
         

         
         
         Tate takes a few deep breaths trying to calm his
            anger. “The motherfucker had a knife in his back pocket.”
         

         
         
         Then his eyes land on his sister’s body lying in my
            arms. Her shirt, as well, ripped exposing her pink lace bra and stomach. His
            brows pinch together, and he shakes his head as if he’s trying to clear the
            vision that he’s seeing of his sister.
         

         
         
          “He drugged her,” Parker announces.

         
         
          Tate rolls his shoulders and looks down at Jax.
            His jaw tightens, and he swallows hard. He fists his hands down by his sides a
            few times before turning and walking over to the couch. He grabs his jacket and
            then lays it over her to cover her up.
         

         
         
          “We need to know,” I state trying to keep all my
            emotions in. I want to scream. I want to cry. I just want her to wake up and
            look at me—to know she’s okay.
         

         
         
          Tate nods and walks over to what I think is a dead
            Jax. He leans down and slaps him. “Wake up,” he demands.
         

         
         
          Jax doesn’t move. That’s when I notice the knife
            sticking out of Jax’s thigh. Tate grabs a hold of the hilt and twists it.
         

         
         
          Jax screams as his eyes spring open. “What the
            fuck did you give her?” He twists it again. “Tell me,” he shouts.
         

         
         
         Jax’s back arches, and he grabs his leg as he
            screams out.
         

         
         
          Tate yanks the blade out of Jax’s leg, and he
            rolls onto his side pulling his leg up to his chest, breathing heavy and crying
            out in agony.
         

         
         
          Tate stands over him. “If you don’t tell me right
            now, this knife is going to go into your chest,” Tate says holding the knife up
            ready to pounce on him again. 
         

         
         
         Jax rolls over and holds his hands up. “Don’t,” he
            cries. “It was ketamine,” he squeals. “Gave her ketamine,” he repeats. “It just
            knocked her out. The bitch was screaming and fighting…” he rambles. 
         

         
         
          Parker slaps my shoulder. “She’ll be okay. You
            guys go, take her to the hospital. I’ll take care of the rest.”
         

         
         
         “I’m not leaving,” Tate declares as he continues to
            stand over Jax with the blade in his hand. “I did this. I knew what it was
            going to cost me.”
         

         
         
         Parker looks from Angel in my arms to her brother.
            “Looks like it’s going to cost you some stitches and a new shirt.” He nods to
            the door. “Now, get the fuck out of here.”
         

         
         
          I don’t stay to hear them bicker anymore. I run
            out the front door with her in my arms. By the time I get past the trees and to
            the trucks, Tate is opening the passenger door for me.
         

         
         
          The engine roars and tires squeal as I look down
            at the love of my life lying in my arms. Beside the bruises, blood, and the
            drugs, she looks so peaceful—but I know her stay with him was far from
            peaceful. It had to have been horrifying. And for that I feel my resolve break.
         

         
         
          I lift her face to mine. “I’m sorry, Angel,” I
            whisper before giving her a soft kiss. “I’m so sorry.” I rest my head on hers
            and let the tears fall. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         They admitted her for the
            night. Not because she is still unconscious. Not because she has injuries that
            need surgery or head trauma that needs to be further assessed. Her sexual
            assault test also came back negative. Other than the reminders on her body, she
            is perfect.
         

         
         
          They had to admit her because she’s pregnant. 

         
         
          Pregnant! 
         

         
         
         I tell myself again. It seems unreal but makes
            sense. Explains why she has been so tired and somewhat moody.
         

         
         
          They had run some blood work to verify that she
            was given ketamine. In running other tests with that, they discovered she was
            pregnant. They wanted to admit her overnight and run further tests regarding
            the baby in the morning.
         

         
         
          I’m going to be a father, and I can’t even hold my
            fiancée and tell her she’s going to be a mother. Jax took that from us. 
         

         
         
         I sit next to her hospital bed as we wait for her
            to wake up. We’ve been here for over an hour, and she’s still out of it. They
            offered to give her another drug to reverse the ketamine and wake her up
            sooner. But as soon as they started talking about the possibilities of her
            having a seizure, I said absolutely not. No way would I risk her or our child
            more harm.
         

         
         
          I watch as Tate stands over by the window. Every
            time the nurse comes in she tries to check his cut, but he pushes her away,
            refusing treatment. He’s marked up pretty bad on his hands and arms, but his
            chest is the worse. I can see the cut from here. It looks deep, it even
            continues to still bleed some. He moves slowly and continues to place his hand
            on it. I know it’s hurting him, he just doesn’t want to leave her side, and I
            can’t blame him.
         

         
         
          He just seems out of it. He is probably wishing
            that he would have just stabbed him in the heart. I know I am.
         

         
         
         “She’s going to be okay,” I say running my hand
            over her matted hair. It’s still got dirt and blood in it. I can only imagine
            that’s from Jax dragging her around and fisting his hands in it. 
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. “This should have never
            happened in the first place,” he growls. “I should have killed him the first
            time he put her in the hospital.”
         

         
         
          “He’s taken care of now.” I had gotten a phone
            call from Parker. Jax was arrested for drug possession, kidnapping, and parole
            violation. I finally got my answer to why he never called or didn’t know that I
            was with her. He has been in jail the last few months in Georgia. Turns out
            once he made bail, he came back. 
         

         
         
          “Yeah, at Sam’s expense.” He points to her as she
            lies in the hospital bed. 
         

         
         
          Just then a nurse walks in. She’s about Angel’s
            height and has light brown hair cut at her shoulders. She’s been our nurse
            since we’ve been here. Her pink scrubs make me think of bubblegum every time
            she comes around. 
         

         
         
         She stops and looks over at Tate. “Are you sure you
            don’t want me to take a look at that? At least put a bandage on it, if you
            don’t want stitches.”
         

         
         
         “I’m fine,” he says coldly while glaring at her.

         
         
          She nods and then looks over at me. “How is she
            doing?” she asks before she turns her attention to Angel.
         

         
         
         I sigh running a hand through my hair. “The same.”
            Can’t she fucking tell she’s still asleep? “She needs to wake up.” It’s been
            over six hours since she was taken.
         

         
         
         The nurse offers a small smile. “We can wait a
            little longer.” She looks over to the machines that Angel is connected to and
            the IV bag that is hanging by her bed. “Her vitals are good, and she’s getting
            fluids. We can allow her time to come off the ketamine on her own.”
         

         
         
          I nod my head and grab Angel’s hand. We sit in the
            silence, and I try to keep my eyes open. I’m past rage, I’m past terrified—I’m
            just plain exhausted. 
         

         
         
          I lay my head down on the bed beside her arm. I
            take in a deep breath and try to relax. 
         

         
         
          That’s when I feel it. I lift up and look down at
            her hand in mine. And I stare, my heart beating wildly. “Come on Angel,” I
            whisper getting Tate’s attention.
         

         
         
          He turns to face us and watches as I watch her
            hand. And then it happens again. She moves her hand in mine.
         

         
         
          “She’s waking up,” I say letting out a long
            breath. I stand and place my other hand on her head. “Angel? I’m right here,
            honey.” I smile as I feel a tear run down my cheek. Relief, I’ve never felt
            anything like it. “I’m right here, baby.”
         

         
         
         She tilts her head slowly and her face scrunches.
            She winces. “Slade?”
         

         
         
          Her words are slurred but she spoke. That’s all I
            want.
         

         
         
          I let out a soft sob. “Yes, baby. I’m here.”

         
         
          Her heavy eyes open slowly, and she looks up at
            the ceiling to her room. “What...? Where am I?” Her voice is hoarse.
         

         
         
         They said there was no way to know what she would
            remember. Honestly, I hope she doesn’t remember any of it. It would be better
            that way.
         

         
         
          “The hospital,” I respond, trying not to lose my
            shit.
         

         
         
          The nurse walks back in and smiles. “You’re
            awake.” She comes to stand next to her bed. “How do you feel?”
         

         
         
         Angel blinks a few times and swallows hard.
            “I…okay,” she answers quietly. “Sore.” She licks her cracked lips. “Tired.”
         

         
         
          The nurse nods. “Can you tell me what you
            remember?”
         

         
         
         I scowl up at her, she is obviously still out of
            it. 
         

         
         
         “I remember…” She pauses. “Black truck.
            Jax…Larry’s,” and then it’s as if she disappears back into the moment. Her eyes
            glaze over and fix on the ceiling tiles. 
         

         
         
          Her eyes widen, and she jerks her hand out of
            mine. Her eyes lock down to her ring finger, and she frantically starts to feel
            it with her right hand. “He took my ring,” she says her voice rising. “I tried
            to stop him...” She starts to panic.
         

         
         
          “No Ange...”

         
         
         “Where is it?” She starts to get out of the bed.

         
         
         Tate runs over to the bed, and I reach over.
            “Whoa,” I say, trying to grab her without hurting her or ripping her IV out.
            “It’s okay, I have it,” I try to tell her but she’s not listening.
         

         
         
         She keeps pushing me off and throws off the
            blanket. I grab her gown and pull it yanking her back onto the bed.
         

         
         
          “I’ll get something to sedate her,” the nurse says
            running for the door.
         

         
         
          “No,” Angel screams and looks over at me with the
            biggest, most terrified look in her eyes I’ve ever seen. It breaks my heart.
            “Please don’t. Not again.” She grabs a hold of my shirt. Her fingers digging
            into my chest and pulling me over into her bed.
         

         
         
         “Okay. I won’t let them,” I tell her trying to calm
            her.
         

         
         
          She pushes her head into my shirt and starts to
            sob. “It’s okay.” I run my hand down her back as Tate stands there looking down
            at her. I expect to see anger, but it’s not there. Just sadness as a tear runs
            down his face.
         

         
         
          The nurse returns. “You’re not giving that to
            her,” I snap.
         

         
         
         She frowns. “It’s Valium, it will relax her.” Angel
            lets out another sob in my chest. “It’s common for patients to have
            hallucinations once they wake from what she was given.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “No.” Over my dead body.

         
         
          She narrows her eyes at me as Angel continues to
            cry harder and harder. “She needs it.” 
         

         
         
         Tate rubs his hands over his face quickly and then
            wipes them on what’s left of his shirt. “You know...” Tate says getting the
            nurses attention. She turns to face him as he reaches down and pulls his ripped
            shirt up and over his head. The nurse’s brows lift to her hairline. “I think I
            will take that checkup now,” he says through gritted teeth. He doesn’t want it.
            He’s just trying to get her away from his sister.
         

         
         
          She smiles as her eyes rake over his chest and
            arms, admiring his tattoos, and I’m sure his body as well. “Absolutely. Follow
            me.” Then she looks back to me with narrowed eyes. “I’ll be back to check on
            her.” She then leads Tate out of our room.
         

         
         
         I try to pull away from Angel to look down at her
            but she clings to me, burying her face and body to mine.
         

         
         
         I position myself on the side of her bed and pull
            her into my lap, just letting her cry it out. 
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER NINETEEN

         
         
         

         
         
         “Give me that ring.”

         
         
         “No,” I shout.

         
         
          It’s gone. He has it.

         
         
         “No. Please, no,” I cry.

         
         
         “Shh,” I hear a voice say but it’s not Jax. It’s
            much smoother, loving. “It’s okay, Angel. I’ve got you. You’re safe now,”
         

         
         
         Angel. Jax called me Angel.
         

         
         
          I try to push away from him. My body says to fight
            him no matter how bad it hurts.
         

         
         
          “Stop,” I cry. “Let me go,” I scream trying to
            push him away.
         

         
         
          He lets go all of a sudden, and I fall back onto
            the bed. I open my eyes and look up to see baby blue eyes. The same ones I fell
            in love with. “Slade?” I choke.
         

         
         
         He stares at me with caution. “It’s me, Angel,” he
            says softly and nods his head.
         

         
         
          Angel. “Please don’t,” I whisper.
         

         
         
          He frowns. “Don’t what?”

         
         
          “Call me Angel.” Tears run down my face and my
            voice shakes.
         

         
         
         His brows scrunch together. “I always call you
            Angel.”
         

         
         
          My breath hitches, and all I hear is Jax saying
            Angel over and over. I can’t see him but I know he’s there—his hands on my
            neck—choking me. His hand making my face sting as he slaps me.
         

         
         
          Slade raises his hand to my face, and I flinch.
            “No,” I cry out.
         

         
         
          He snaps his hand back and stands taking a few
            steps away from me. I pull my knees up to my chest and take in a few deep
            breaths. I then look around the room to make sure we’re alone.
         

         
         
          “It’s just you and me. There’s no one else in
            here,” he says softly.
         

         
         
         I sob as I start to rock back and forth. “Where are
            we?” I ask shaking.
         

         
         
         He frowns. “You’re in the hospital. Do you remember
            what for?”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. I place my right hand over my left
            hand and hold on tighter. I push my legs out and lift my hands to my face when
            I feel my ring is gone. “No,” I cry. “He took my ring.”
         

         
         
          “Give me that!” Jax screams.
         

         
         
          Slade walks over to me and holds out his hand. “I
            have it, Ang...” His stops himself. “Would you like me to put it on for you?”
            he asks softly.
         

         
         
          I nod my head and reach out, my hand shaking. He
            takes it softly and very slowly places the ring on my finger. It’s a bit
            tighter than usual. My eyes catch sight of the bruises wrapping around my
            wrists. 
         

         
         
         I hold out my hands to him, palms up. “Did you do
            this?” I ask, tears running down my face.
         

         
         
         His face contorts into something painful. “You
            think I would hurt you like that?”
         

         
         
         Would Slade do that to me? No. But why are they
               there? My wrists have a deep gash and are raw. Dried blood and dirt cover
            the wounds.
         

         
         
         I shake my head quickly expecting his face to
            soften but it doesn’t. He just stands there staring at me as if he’s more
            confused than I feel.
         

         
         
         My eyes snap to the door as it creaks open. Parker
            walks in trying to be quiet. He smiles when he sees me sitting up. Then it
            drops off of his face when he looks at Slade.
         

         
         
         “Can I talk to you?” Slade says nodding to the
            door.
         

         
         
          Parker nods.

         
         
         Slade takes a step toward me, and I flinch. He
            stops. “I’ll just be right outside the door. Okay?”
         

         
         
          I nod before him and Parker walk out. I sigh in
            relief when I see I’m alone. I lay my head back against my pillow and hold my
            hand to my chest. I continue to run my fingers over my ring to make sure it’s
            there.
         

         
         
         I close my heavy eyes and try taking a deep breath.

         
         
          

         
         
         I wake with a pounding headache. I don’t know
               where I am. Dark room with a musty smell.

         
         
         I groan as my head throbs. I close my eyes
               tightly.

         
         
         I wake up again and hear voices.

         
         
          “It has to work.” It sounds like Jax but really
               far away. “Do you want to give it to her? Or shall I?”

         
         
          Then another male’s voice. “You can. And it
               will.” He pauses. “Fill it up a little bit more.” 

         
         
          I close my eyes tightly and curl up into a
               ball. The pain won’t stop. It’s all over.

         
         
          “Hello, Angel.” I feel something hard kick my
               side, and I groan at the pain it causes.

         
         
          I open and close my eyes and shake my head
               trying to clear my blurry vision. Headache.

         
         
          I open them and look up to see a man standing
               over me with a smirk on his face. Jax.

         
         
         I try jumping to my feet to make a run for it
               when another set of hands land on my shoulders and pull me down. Jax’s laugh
               fills my ears as a hand fists in my hair holding my face down into a mattress.
               Can’t breathe.

         
         
         “Hold her down,” Jax demands.

         
         
         “I’m trying.” Then I feel him shove a knee into
               my upper back as he lets go of my hair and grabs my wrists before pulling them
               behind my back. 

         
         
         I lift my head from the mattress and scream.

         
         
          

         
         
         “Nooooo!” I scream sitting up in a dark room. My
            heart pounds in my chest and sweat covers my body.
         

         
         
          Someone jumps up beside me, and I hear a loud
            noise as something hits the floor. Then the room brightens from the lights
            being switched on, and I close my eyes.
         

         
         
         I place my hand over my chest, and my heart beats
            so wildly it’s painful.
         

         
         
         “Breathe. It’s okay, baby.” A hand touches my back
            gently.
         

         
         
         I try to shove it off and move to the end of the
            bed when the hand grabs me and I’m pushed to my back.
         

         
         
         “Stop!” I scream kicking my legs but something
            heavy is preventing them from making contact with the person.
         

         
         
         “Look at me,” a male’s voice demands. “Look at me,”
            it shouts.
         

         
         
         I take in deep breaths trying to calm down. The
            pain in my chest and the bright lights has my eyes held tightly shut.
         

         
         
          The hands shake my shoulders roughly. “Open your
            eyes,” it demands once again.
         

         
         
         I take in a deep breath and slowly open them to see
            Slade standing over my bed, both of his hands on my shoulders holding me down.
         

         
         
          “Slade?” I sob out trying to see him through the
            tears. “Please. Stop,” I cry. His hands dig into my already sore shoulders. Why
            is he hurting me?
         

         
         
         I try to wiggle free, but he holds on tightly. His
            fingers are digging into my already sore shoulders. “You’re hurting me.” My
            body continues to fight him.
         

         
         
         I watch him look up to the other side of the room,
            and he nods his head once. Then his eyes are back on mine. He looks so lost,
            scared even. “It’s me,” he says softly as he starts to lift his hands from my
            shoulders. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
         

         
         
         I sit up and wrap my arms around his neck and cry
            into his shirt. He slowly wraps his hands around my waist and pats my back as
            if he’s afraid to touch me.
         

         
         
         “It’s gonna be okay.” His voice breaks and a knot
            forms in my throat. Nothing is going to be okay. I don’t even know what’s
            happening to me.
         

         
         
          I feel a cold sensation run up my arm, and I
            tighten my arms around him. “I’m not going anywhere.” His voice remains choked.
         

         
         
          “Please,” I cry, not knowing what I’m asking for exactly.
            “Make it stop.” 
         

         
         
         “Shhh.” He starts to rock me back and forth as my
            eyes get heavy. I feel my hands loosen around his neck. I try to keep my eyes
            open but they are just too heavy. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I lay her down onto her back
            when I feel her body go slack in mine as the nurse exits the room. Once her
            head is on the pillow, I stand up and run my hands through my hair.
         

         
         
          “You did the right thing,” Parker says softly from
            the far corner sitting back down in a chair.
         

         
         
         “Don’t fucking tell me what I did was right,” I shout.
            
         

         
         
         “Slade,” he cautions, standing once again. 

         
         
         “Don’t,” I growl staring at him. I point to her—now
            sedated. “How is that right?” My voice shakes from anger, from fear. “What if
            it hurts the baby? What if I hurt the baby?” My voice cracks. She will never forgive
            me, I will never forgive myself. I just wanted to stop her from hurting herself
            or from bolting from this room.
         

         
         
          “It had to be done. This is about her safety,” he
            explains, trying to make sense. 
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “I should be the one keeping her
            safe,” I shout again. She thinks I was hurting her. I place my head in my
            hands.
         

         
         
          “They said she will be better tomorrow,” he
            reminds me.
         

         
         
          My head snaps up to glare at him. “And you fucking
            believe that?” I ask in disbelief. “You don’t think she won’t have nightmares
            of whatever the fuck he did to her?” I point my finger over at her. Did he
               not just see what I did?

         
         
         He shakes his head. “I didn’t say that. I just said
            that the drugs will be out of her system. She will be easier to talk to.”
         

         
         
         I turn to look as Tate walks into her room now
            dressed in a clean shirt. He takes one look at Angel sleeping in the bed and
            then his eyes land on me. 
         

         
         
         “Please tell me you didn’t.”

         
         
         “He did,” Parker answers before I can. “He had to.
            She woke up screaming and fighting him. She was going to hurt herself. He did
            the right thing.”
         

         
         
          “Stop saying that.” I fist my hands down by my
            side.
         

         
         
          Tate takes a few steps closer to Parker. “So this
            was your idea?” he demands.
         

         
         
          Parker looks him in the eyes. “Do you want her to
            wake up every fifteen minutes screaming her head off? Fighting whoever she
            sees, thinking it’s Jax trying to hurt her? Trying to run out of the room?
            Because I guarantee, that’s where she was headed. Then she will end up in a
            seventy-two hour lockdown for a psych evaluation. She could cause serious
            self-harm.” His voices rises. “For how much you two say you care about her, you
            don’t seem to wanna do what’s best for her.” With that he storms out of the
            room.
         

         
         
         We stand there as the silence fills the room. “She
            woke up screaming?” Tate finally asks.
         

         
         
         I nod my head bending down to pick up my chair that
            turned over when I stood. “Scared the fuck out of me.” I plop down in it.
         

         
         
         He makes his way over to the couch once again and
            very carefully sits down. “I didn’t want to do it,” I say trying to not make
            him hate me. “She didn’t know where she was, or who I was.” I shake my head. 
         

         
         
         I remember her asking me if I left those markings on
            her wrists. I know our sex can get intense, but I would never hurt her that
            badly, to the point her wrists were raw and bleeding. It broke my heart that
            she even thought it could have been me.
         

         
         
          Tate sighs getting my attention. “Then I guess you
            did the right thing.”
         

         
         
          I want to feel better that he agrees with my
            actions but I can’t.
         

         
         
          My head snaps over to the door when it opens once
            more, thinking it’s Parker returning to piss me off some more, when I see the
            nurse walk in with a smile on her face. “I need to redress your wound,” she
            says to Tate, making him roll his eyes as he stands and removes the clean shirt
            that Parker had brought him.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY

         
         
         

         
         
         I open my eyes and look
            around at the white walls and small, uncomfortable bed I’m lying in. I
            recognize it being a hospital immediately. My eyes look down at my sore wrist,
            and I see the indentions of what looks like a thick strap had been wrapped
            around them. I place my hand over the IV trying to rack my mind of why I would
            be in a hospital. Memories start to come back of the parking lot at Larry’s.
            Jax throwing me into my car. I don’t remember things being said or why either
            of us were there. But I do remember slapping him while sitting in my car. After
            that things are pretty nonexistent until this very moment.
         

         
         
          I look to my left when I hear a faint snore and
            find Slade slouched in a chair. My eyes move to the clock on the opposite wall
            in front of me and see it reads six thirty in the morning.
         

         
         
         I look over to the window and see Tate on the couch
            directly under it. I actually crack a smile at how comical he looks. His long
            legs are hanging over the end of the couch. His wide frame is half off the side
            of the couch. His arm is hanging off the side and resting on the tiled floor.
            He shifts and the blanket that covers him pulls down revealing his chest to me.
         

         
         
         I gasp and sit up quickly. The quick intake of
            breath making my chest ache and head pound.
         

         
         
          “What’s wrong?” Slade asks, jumping up startled
            and looking around.
         

         
         
         I ignore the pain. “Tate,” I point out as tears
            fill my eyes. “What happened to him?” I can’t take my eyes off of his chest.
            There’s a long white bandage that goes from his right collarbone down across to
            the left side. It looks like Zorro got a hold of him.
         

         
         
         Slade runs a hand down his face and lets out a sigh
            before he falls back down into his chair. He places his hand over his forehead
            and looks down at his lap.
         

         
         
          I watch him silently as he takes a few deep
            breaths and tries to relax his tight muscles. The vein in his neck is
            throbbing, and he shakes his head roughly. He takes a deep breath and lifts his
            head slowly to look at me. 
         

         
         
          I pull my eyes away from his stare, it’s
            unsettling. He looks angry, and I hate that I don’t know why.
         

         
         
         I look down to my wrists again and feel tears well
            up in my eyes. 
         

         
         
          “You know I would never hurt you like that. Don’t
            you?” his voice wavers.
         

         
         
          I look up at him, and my brows scrunch. “I know
            that. But why would you say that?”
         

         
         
          He lets out a long breath as if he was holding it
            waiting on my answer. “You…” He shakes his head as if to change his mind about
            what he was going to say. “I just wanted you to know I would never hurt you.”
         

         
         
         He slowly scoots his chair closer to my bed and
            places his hand on top of my blanket next to my arm. I reach out and place my
            hand in his and he lays his head back and sighs.
         

         
         
          “I’m sorry I woke you,” I whisper. He looks
            completely drained. 
         

         
         
         His head snaps up to me, and his hard eyes lock on
            mine as he frowns. He leans up in his chair and brings his face to mine. He
            very slowly reaches his hand out as if he wants to touch my face, but he stops.
            I push my face into his hand and he lets out a heavy breath. “Don’t apologize,
            Samantha.”
         

         
         
         I pull my head back as if he slapped me. He drops
            my other hand and straightens in his chair. 
         

         
         
         “You called me Samantha?” I ask confused. “You
            never call me Samantha.” The only time I remember him calling me Samantha was
            the first time I called him.
         

         
         
         He nods his head. “You told me to not call you…uh,
            Angel.”
         

         
         
         “I did?” I look down at my hands. Why would I do
               that?

         
         
          “You don’t remember?” he asks quietly.

         
         
         I shake my head.

         
         
          He places his hand back on my face and lifts it
            gently to meet his. He looks at a loss for words, and I feel like I’m losing my
            mind. “Why can’t I remember anything?” I ask as tears runs down my cheeks.
         

         
         
          He almost looks relieved by that question. When he
            doesn’t answer, I grab his hands and pull them away from my face. My eyes catch
            sight of the scratches and bruised knuckles. I bite my bottom lip trying to
            hold in the feelings that overwhelm me.
         

         
         
         “I’m fine,” he says pulling away.

         
         
         “You’re hurt. Is that because of me?” My voice
            cracks. Of course it is.

         
         
          He shakes his head. “None of this is your fault.
            Okay?”
         

         
         
          I nod for his benefit, but I know the truth. “What
            happened to him?” I ask again look back over to Tate.
         

         
         
         Slade lets out a long breath as if he doesn’t want
            to tell me. “Jax pulled a knife on him.”
         

         
         
         Knife? “Is he going to be okay?” 

         
         
         Slade nods. “Just some stitches. He’s good.”

         
         
         “How do you feel?” he asks grabbing a hold of my
            hand.
         

         
         
         “A little groggy,” I admit. “And a little sore.”

         
         
          He nods his head. “How does your head feel?”

         
         
         “I have a pounding headache.” It feels like it’s
            throbbing right behind my eyes.
         

         
         
          “What happened?” I ask trying to remember as much
            as I can but nothing is there after Larry’s.
         

         
         
          He sighs and looks down to his hand holding mine.
            The sound of the clock on the wall ticking has me more nervous by the second.
            What all could have happened that I can’t remember? I try to rack my brain, but
            it’s just too foggy. And then a thought hits me. “Have you already told me what
            happened?” I ask softly.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head then looks up at me. His eyes
            hard, yet his voice is soft and full of regret. “I don’t even know what all
            happened, baby.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head as I sniff.

         
         
          “Hey?” He leans into me and speaks softly.
            “Whatever happened, we will get through it together. Okay?”
         

         
         
          “Okay.” My voice shakes.

         
         
         “It’s over. Everything is going to be okay.” His
            deep voice calms me a little.
         

         
         
          I lie back and take in a deep breath. “You need to
            get some more sleep.” He stands and leans over kissing my forehead.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         A couple of hours later I
            open my eyes when I hear commotion and hushed voices talking.
         

         
         
         “Have you told her?” a nurse in light yellow scrubs
            asks Slade. He stands over by the door with his back toward me. His head is
            down, and he runs his hand over the back of his neck. He slowly shakes his
            head, and the nurse frowns.
         

         
         
          “Do you want me to do it?” she asks.

         
         
          His hand falls down to his side, and he sighs.
            “I’ll do it. Last night was just not a good time.”
         

         
         
          I jump when a deep voice clears his throat from
            behind me.
         

         
         
         Tate! I forgot he was in here with us.

         
         
          The nurse and Slade spin around and their eyes
            fall on me. They narrow their eyes on me like I was eavesdropping. 
         

         
         
         “Tell me what?” I say trying not to wince from the
            pounding headache.
         

         
         
         The corners of Slade’s mouth actually lift just a
            bit. He walks over to me and sits down beside me as I sit up straighter in the
            bed. He grabs my hand and smiles at me. 
         

         
         
         “They ran some blood work when we brought you in
            last night, and they found something.”
         

         
         
          “What?” I say looking back and forth between him
            and the nurse. When my eyes finally settle on Slade, he gives me a slow and
            sexy smile. One that eases my nerves. 
         

         
         
          “We’re going to have a baby, Angel. You’re
            pregnant.”
         

         
         
         Stunned would not even come close to what I feel
            right now. The longer I sit there and stare at him, the more his smile fades.
            “Say something,” he urges.
         

         
         
          “I’m on birth control.” I take it religiously. I
            never miss a pill.
         

         
         
         The nurse responds. “They are only ninety-nine percent
            effective.” She shrugs. “Have you been on antibiotics lately? That can reduce
            their effectiveness.”
         

         
         
         And right there is the million dollar question. I
            was, when we got back from New York.
         

         
         
          I feel my eyes well with tears. “We’re having a
            baby?” I ask looking back at Slade.
         

         
         
          His eyes watch me closely trying to gauge my
            reaction. “Yes.” He nods slowly.
         

         
         
          A smile cracks across my face, and I let out a
            laugh, “We’re having a baby,” I squeal, making him smile. He pulls me in for a
            hug and kisses my forehead.
         

         
         
         I pull away as a thought hits me. I start to panic.
            “The baby? Is the baby okay? Jax…”
         

         
         
          The nurse cuts me off. “We are going to do an
            ultrasound to check on the baby and see how far along you are. Once all that is
            taken care of you should be ready to go home.”
         

         
         
          “Thank you,” I say smiling.

         
         
          The nurse nods her head once and walks out. I turn
            to face Tate and catch him as he’s putting his shirt on. “I’m sorry you got
            hurt.”
         

         
         
          He looks at me as if I’m being annoying. “No
            worries. I’m fine.”
         

         
         
         “Slade said Jax got a hold of you with a knife.”

         
         
          His eyes glance at Slade for a quick second.
            “Yeah, the bastard cheated. A man who can’t use his fucking hands deserves to
            get his ass kicked.”
         

         
         
         I turn back to Slade. “What happened to him?”

         
         
          “Jail,” is all the information he offers.

         
         
         I nod. “And the other guy?” I ask. I don’t remember
            much after Larry’s parking lot, but every time I close my eyes, I hear another
            voice.
         

         
         
         Slade looks up at Tate once again and the room
            grows tense. “What other guy?” Tate asks not taking his eyes off of Slade.
         

         
         
         “There was someone else there,” I say slowly
            looking between the two of them.
         

         
         
         Slade breaks away first and looks at me. “Are you
            sure there was another guy, Angel?”
         

         
         
          “Yes.” I frown. “Why wouldn’t I?”

         
         
          Slade exhales. “He drugged you, we don’t know when
            exactly. But there is a very good possibility that you were out the entire
            time…”
         

         
         
          “I know there was someone else there. I heard
            them,” I argue, fisting my hands in the sheets. Could I be wrong? Was I out the
            entire time?
         

         
         
         “You didn’t see anyone else?” Tate asks.

         
         
          I shake my head. 

         
         
          “Then how do you know for sure?” Slade asks
            pushing some long strands of hair behind my ear so he can look at my face.
         

         
         
          “I just know.” I sigh. “Every time I close my eyes
            I hear voices. There’s two of them.”
         

         
         
         “What are they saying?” Slade asks with concern.

         
         
          I shake my head. “I can’t make it out.” I look
            into his eyes pleading with him to believe me. “But someone else was there.” I
            look back down at my hands. They don’t believe me. Hell, I’m not sure I even
            believe me. I don’t even know where there is.
         

         
         
          Tate breaks the silence first. “Dallas did say
            that Jax had a roommate named J.”
         

         
         
          Slade doesn’t hesitate. “Check into it.”

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I’ve been released from the
            hospital for two weeks now. The bruises have turned to the ugly greens now and
            my body feels pretty good besides being tired. 
         

         
         
         The ultrasound confirmed that the baby is okay.
            It’s amazing how their tests can detect such an early pregnancy. I was just
            three weeks along at the time, which means the time of conception was either right
            before or the night of Missy’s birthday party, which scares me to death. We
            went to Vegas and I have drank alcohol since then. But the nurses assured me
            everything is okay.
         

         
         
          Slade has had me on house arrest since we left the
            hospital. Everyone has shown up at our house bringing things from stuff to eat
            for dinner and stuffed animals. Vivian even brought me a big bouquet of
            flowers. Her and Mark also took Peaches home with them, saying she felt the
            need to dog sit. 
         

         
         
         Tate has stayed the night every night since I came
            home. He sleeps in the spare bedroom, and he doesn’t seem to be going anywhere
            anytime soon. I don’t know if he’s here for me or if he’s here for Slade’s
            benefit. He seems to be keeping Slade’s mind off of everything that has to do
            with that day. 
         

         
         
          Sometimes I see Slade staring off into outer space
            as if he remembers what went down the night they found me. The guys have been
            very tightlipped about what happened that night. I know Jax cut Tate with a
            knife and Jax got arrested. Other than that, I’m clueless on what they went
            through.
         

         
         
          Slade also sold my car. He told me he didn’t want
            me to have a reminder of what had happened. I agreed, it’s not a mommy car
            anyway. It didn’t even have a backseat.
         

         
         
         No one knows what happened to me, and Slade wants
            to keep it that way. He said with him being a defense attorney that the press
            would have a field day with what happened, making up all kinds of stories
            regarding someone having a vendetta for him.
         

         
         
          I was fired from the bank. Slade had called the
            bank while I was in the hospital and told them I would be out for a week. When
            he refused to give them a reason, they told him there was no need for me to
            return. He gladly told them to ‘fuck off’. 
         

         
         
          We decided to keep the baby a secret for now. No
            one knows but me, Slade, and Tate. And right now we think that’s best for us.
         

         
         
         I haven’t had much sleep over the last two weeks. I
            still don’t remember much, but the things I have started to remember, I keep to
            myself. I have dreams where I’m hearing the voices and being held down. All I
            can hear is my heart pounding and my screams. I wake up every time screaming
            and covered in sweat. Slade is always there with a bottle of water and a warm
            washcloth. He holds me, which helps calm me.
         

         
         
          He has taken off work to stay home with me, and I
            have to admit he’s kind of smothering. Or it could just be the fact that I’ve
            been locked up in our house. 
         

         
         
          The guys have not said anything about the other
            guy who I know was there. I’m pretty sure they just acted like they were going
            to check it out but I don’t think they believed me. And Slade could have been
            right, I was out of it. And for that, I am thankful.
         

         
         
          I lie in our bed watching reruns of Supernatural
            when Slade enters the room on his cell. “What the fuck do you mean you can’t
            come into work today?” he demands.
         

         
         
         I place another piece of my Crunch bar in my mouth
            listening to him. Chocolate, the breakfast of champions. 
         

         
         
         “I’m where I need to be. At home with my fiancée,”
            he barks. “You need to get your ass to the office,” he shouts.
         

         
         
         I’ve noticed over the last two weeks that his
            temper is getting worse and worse. His fuse has gone from short to
            non-existent.
         

         
         
          “Well, are you sick?” he questions walking into
            the closet. He’s silent for a few seconds. “Braxton,” he growls. “I need you at
            the office. I can’t be there right now.”
         

         
         
         I pop another piece of Crunch bar into my mouth as
            I turn down the TV to listen to his conversation. It’s much more entertaining
            than my show. “What in the fuck does that mean? A friend needs you?”
         

         
         
          I frown. I don’t think Braxton has many friends.

         
         
         “Fine,” Slade finally snaps. “But I’ll be emailing
            you shit to do and you better get it done.” He comes storming out of the closet
            and throws his phone onto the bed before he storms into the bathroom.
         

         
         
         “Braxton’s sick?” I ask before breaking off another
            piece of my Crunch bar, trying to get the scoop.
         

         
         
         “No.” I hear him turn the sink on. “He says he has
            to take care of a friend.”
         

         
         
         “Well, that’s nice of him.”

         
         
         He finishes up whatever he is doing in there and
            then walks out frowning. “No, it’s irresponsible.”
         

         
         
          I frown. “You don’t have to stay home with me,
            Slade. You can go into work if they need you.”
         

         
         
         He walks over to my side of the bed and sits down.
            “I’m not leaving you until you’re better.”
         

         
         
         I sigh looking down at my wrists. The reminders are
            still there but they are healing. “You make it sound like I have a disease,” I
            whisper. He looks at me differently. He holds me, kisses my forehead, but he
            doesn’t touch me. Not with love and affection. It’s more like he is just doing
            it because he feels obligated, or maybe responsible.
         

         
         
          He places his finger under my chin and lifts my
            head to where I have to look at him. “I’m not leaving you alone until I know
            you are okay. Angel, I worry about you. Even when I’m in the office, which is
            one room over. I worry you are going to fall asleep and wake up screaming.”
         

         
         
          I know he’s tired of having to put up with me.
            That’s why I want him to go to work. Once I wake and realize I’m home, I’m okay.
            “I’m sorry. I’m trying to forget it.” 
         

         
         
         “What did I tell you about apologizing?” he warns,
            arching an eyebrow. “Stop doing it. I’m not going anywhere.”
         

         
         
          I nod my head as he stands up. “I wanna get out of
            the house tonight,” I state. 
         

         
         
          He shakes his head.

         
         
         “Please?” I pout. “Let’s go over to your parents,”
            I say.
         

         
         
         “Why?” he asks, like that’s a terrible idea.

         
         
         “Because I want to tell them about the baby.” I
            sigh.
         

         
         
          He frowns. “I thought we decided to keep it a
            secret?”
         

         
         
          “We did, at first. Everyone comes over and all
            they see is the bad that happened. I want to give them some good news.”
         

         
         
          The corner of his lips turn up, and he nods.
            “Okay. We will go over there tonight and tell them the good news.” And with
            that he walks out of our bedroom. Seconds later I hear him in his office on a
            conference call with his brother. Even though he hasn’t gone to the office, he
            is still working.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I sit on my parent’s couch
            in the living room trying not to think about the event that took place two
            weeks ago. It’s always there, no matter what I do or where we go. I see Jax’s
            face, and I see Angel lying on that nasty mattress face down. I can’t shake it.
            I’m always angry and pissed off at the world. 
         

         
         
          Angel on the other hand is doing great. She wants
            to move on, start planning our future—I’m keeping us in the past. But she
            doesn’t know how bad it was. She doesn’t know how we found her; drugged and
            bound. She doesn’t know that I had to have her sedated because she continued to
            freak out in the hospital. That’s how much the drugs affected her. They took
            almost two days from her life. She doesn’t remember asking me if I was the one
            who hurt her. Or what Tate did to Jax. He had to seek medical treatment before
            they were able to book him, which is a pity. I was hoping Parker would have let
            the fucker bleed to death before he called it in.
         

         
         
         I wish I could forget and move on as well. I’m
            going to try tonight. Jax is in jail. We are going to have a baby. So I’m going
            to smile and pretend that night doesn’t haunt my dreams like it does hers.
         

         
         
         My mother clears her throat, and I look up at her
            sitting across from us. She lifts her glass of wine and looks at Angel. “Would
            you like a glass?”
         

         
         
          “No,” I snap answering for her.

         
         
          Angel looks over at me with a frown on her face.
            She reaches over and pats my leg. That was a mistake, my eyes land on the marks
            that still circle her wrists and my jaw clenches.
         

         
         
         “No thank you,” she answer sweetly.

         
         
          My mom nods her head. “I shouldn’t have asked. You
            must be on pain meds.”
         

         
         
          I grind my teeth together, another fucking
            reminder.
         

         
         
          “No, actually…” she trails off.

         
         
         Actually she fucking refused them once she found
            out she was pregnant. Said she didn’t want them to affect the baby.
         

         
         
          I look up at her when I notice the room is silent.
            Angel nods her head toward my parents and her eyebrows rise. 
         

         
         
         What?

         
         
          Oh yeah, she wants to tell them the good news.
            I lift my drink my father gave me when I walked in; scotch. I give my parents a
            big fake smile. “We are expecting a baby,” I announce cheerfully.
         

         
         
          I faintly hear my mother crying as she speaks
            about a grandbaby, and I feel Angel stand up from beside me as she speaks to my
            parents. I bring the drink to my lips once more. A baby! I take a big
            gulp.
         

         
         
          “Slade?”

         
         
         “Hmm?” I look up to see everyone staring down at
            me. “What did I miss?” I ask looking from Angel’s frown to my dad’s tight jaw.
         

         
         
         “Will you excuse us for a second?” she asks my
            parents before she sits back down beside me. “What is wrong with you?” she
            questions.
         

         
         
         I sigh. “I just have stuff going on,” I lie.

         
         
         She looks down to her engagement ring and slowly
            turns it around on her finger. “Do you no longer want to be with me?”
         

         
         
          “What?” My eyes look at hers. “How can you think
            that?”
         

         
         
          She nibbles on her bottom lip nervously. “Then is
            it the baby?” she questions. “Do you not want it?” she whispers. “I can do it
            by myself.”
         

         
         
          I place my drink on the end table and take her
            hands in mine. “Why would you ask me that?”
         

         
         
         She pulls her hands from mine. “Because you act
            like it’s killing you to be happy about it. I can see your smiles are fake, and
            I also see how angry you’ve been.” She takes a deep breath. “You said we would
            work through ‘whatever happened’ together but I seem to be the only one trying
            to work through it.” 
         

         
         
          I sigh, trying to relax. I thought I’ve been there
            for her but I haven’t, not really. “I’m sorry, Angel. I am excited about our
            baby. I love you. Both of you.” I place a hand on her belly.
         

         
         
         “I know it’s hard, Slade. But what did you tell me
            when Jax came back into our lives?”
         

         
         
         That motherfucker! I roll my shoulders.
            “What?” is all I can manage, voice tight.
         

         
         
          “You said to not let him win. Look what we have
            ahead of us.” She pats my hand that rests on her flat belly. “Don’t let him
            win.” 
         

         
         
          I sigh. And she gives me a smile. This beautiful
            Angel is sitting beside me and no matter what life throws at us, we will have
            each other along with a baby.
         

         
         
          “You’re right.” I smile. And it’s my first real
            smile in over two weeks. 
         

         
         
         My mom and dad reenter the room, and my mother
            instantly asks about the wedding. 
         

         
         
         “Have you guys picked a date yet?” she asks as she
            dabs the corners of her eyes.
         

         
         
         “No.” Angel shakes her head.

         
         
         “Well I’m thinking a winter wedding,” my mother
            says excitedly. “Wouldn’t it be beautiful to have a wedding while there is snow
            on the ground?”
         

         
         
          “No.” I frown. “I don’t want to freeze my ass off.
            You know I’m not a winter kind of guy.”
         

         
         
         Angel laughs.

         
         
         “Well let me get a calendar then.”

         
         
         I see Angel shift uncomfortable, and it makes me
            nervous. I watch as she looks down at her engagement ring once again. “Are you
            okay?” I lean over and whisper.
         

         
         
         She continues to look down at her ring, and she
            gives me a small nod. I swallow getting nervous. “Do you not want to get
            married?” I ask slowly. 
         

         
         
         She looks up at me with big eyes. “No, I do,” she
            says sadly.
         

         
         
          “Then what is it?” I push a piece of hair behind
            her ear.
         

         
         
         She bites her bottom lip as she looks around the
            room... I follow her eyes and notice we are alone again 
         

         
         
          “I...” She pauses for a second and swallows. “It’s
            just I don’t have any family to invite. I won’t have my dad to walk me down the
            aisle.” She looks up at me as tears fill her eyes. “My mother…”
         

         
         
         I feel a pain in my chest. I’ve let my anger
            consume me that I haven’t thought about not having someone walk her down the
            aisle. I have tried to be understanding to why Tate keeps his secrets but right
            now I want to tell her about her brother. The big brother who could walk her
            down the aisle, but there’s still that possibility that she will run from him.
            Throw him out of her life, and he will miss everything.
         

         
         
         So, instead I take her hands in mine. “I’m sorry,
            baby. Would you like to elope? Just the two of us?” She deserves more than that
            but I don’t want her to feel obligated to anything that will make her feel
            uncomfortable.
         

         
         
         She gives me a small smile as I reach up and wipe a
            single tear off of her cheek. 
         

         
         
          “I like that idea but your parents…”

         
         
         “Can I say something?”

         
         
         We both look up at my mom and dad standing in front
            of us once again. Angel nods to him.
         

         
         
         He takes a deep breath as he sits down next to her,
            looking into her eyes. “I don’t want to overstep my boundaries,” he says
            gently. “But if you don’t mind, I would love to walk you down the aisle. Vivian
            and I already see you as our daughter. I would be proud to give you away.”
         

         
         
          And just like that, all my anger is gone and
            replaced with love. I feel my throat close up as tears threaten my eyes. 
         

         
         
          “You would do that for me?” she whispers.

         
         
          My father nods. “Of course I would. I know I can’t
            replace your father, but I would be honored to have that opportunity. We love
            you, Samantha.”
         

         
         
          She releases my hands and wraps her arms around my
            dad’s neck as she hugs him. “Thank you, Mark.” I hear the crack in her voice,
            and it once again tears at my heart. I look up at my mom when I feel her hand
            on my shoulder. She has tears in her eyes as well. 
         

         
         
          “So.” She tries to smile down at me. “Let’s start
            planning this wedding.” 
         

         
         
         Angel pulls back from my dad wiping her eyes and
            smiling brightly. “Yes, let’s start planning our wedding.” She looks at me.
         

         
         
          “I don’t want to wait,” she says looking to me. “I
            also don’t want to be fat.” She giggles rubbing her belly. 
         

         
         
          “How about in two weeks?” I offer. The sooner she
            is my wife, the better.
         

         
         
         “Two weeks?” We both look up at my mom who stands
            there looking at us wide-eyed.
         

         
         
         “I have faith in you, Vivian.” Angel laughs.

         
         
          My mom smiles as her eyes get soft. “Two weeks,”
            she agrees.
         

         
         
         I watch as Angel stands up and walks off with my
            mom as she rambles on about looking some stuff up on the internet. I turn and
            look at my dad as he watches them walk out of the room as well. 
         

         
         
         “Thanks Dad,” I say getting his attention.

         
         
         He smiles. “No need to thank me. I was telling her
            the truth.” He reaches out and pulls me into a hug. “I love you son, and I’m
            very proud of you.” 
         

         
         
         I pull away somewhat stunned. “You can be the most
            powerful person in the world, but nothing compares to having a woman who loves
            you.” He pats my shoulder. “And that woman loves you.”
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

         
         
         

         
         
         I walk into our house with a
            smile on my face feeling much better. Just letting Slade’s parents know about
            the baby has lifted my spirits to an all-time high. They are just as excited as
            we are. Or as I am.
         

         
         
         I look over at Slade as we walk past the kitchen to
            head back to our bedroom. “I’m gonna grab a bottle of water. Would you like
            one?” he asks pulling his phone out of his back pocket as I hear it vibrate.
         

         
         
          “Yes please,” I say with a smile hoping he returns
            it. He doesn’t.
         

         
         
         He nods his head once as he looks down at his phone
            before turning around to walk off into the kitchen. 
         

         
         
         I make my way back to the bedroom and go to the
            closet to get undressed and ready for bed. Once I walk in I spot the handcuffs
            lying on the floor on his side of the closet and I smile. We haven’t had sex
            since before the accident. Come to think of it, he hasn’t touched me in any sexual
            way since then.
         

         
         
         Bending down to pick them up, I walk back into the
            kitchen. With a big smile on my face, I hold them up and say, “Wanna play?”
         

         
         
         He looks up to me and my smile drops off my face.
            His baby blue eyes are dark and his jaw is tight. His nose flares as he looks
            to the cuffs and then back to me. 
         

         
         
          He stalks over to me and yanks them out of my
            hand. “You want me to use these on you?” he asks in disbelief as he looks down
            at the marks that still cover my wrists.
         

         
         
         “It’s been awhile.” I shrug, nervously answering
            his question. “I just thought…”
         

         
         
          “We’re never using them again,” he snaps before he
            spins around and goes to throw them in the trash.
         

         
         
         What happened? Why is he so mad? “What?” I ask
            confused. He starts to pace back and forth in the kitchen as he frantically
            mutters to himself. “Is everything okay?” I know it’s not but I need to know
            what’s going on. 
         

         
         
         I think he’s losing it.

         
         
         He gives a laugh but it holds no humor. “No.
            Everything is not fucking okay,” he rants before tossing his phone onto the
            kitchen island. 
         

         
         
         “What’s wrong?” I ask getting more worried by the
            second. “Whatever, we can get through it together,” I try to reassure him with
            the same words he did to me in the hospital.
         

         
         
         “I can’t get over something that I can’t fucking
            forget,” he snaps, and I take a step back shocked by his anger.
         

         
         
          “I don’t understand…” I whisper. He was just fine
            not ten minutes ago.
         

         
         
         “Of course you don’t understand because you can’t
            remember.” He points a finger at his chest. “I remember everything.” He spits
            out the words.
         

         
         
          “Do you know I watched that bastard take you?” he
            asks catching me off guard.
         

         
         
          Huh? “How…?”

         
         
          “The surveillance camera showed all of it.” He
            waves a hand in the air.
         

         
         
          I place my hand over my mouth and shake my head
            quickly. Oh, God. I forgot about the surveillance cameras.
         

         
         
         He nods his head quickly wide-eyed. “Yeah. I saw
            him hit you. Drag you across the concrete. I spent three hours looking for
            you,” he bellows, “with my last memory of you lying unconscious in the
            passenger seat of your fucking car. With nothing else to go on.” His body
            shakes from his anger. “Not knowing where he was taking you.” He points at
            himself. “When I finally did find you, you were in a rundown house in the
            middle of nowhere. Your hands were tied behind your back along with your feet
            tied together,” he rants. “I held you in my arms as you appeared to be dead.”
            His voice cracks and tears start to well up in his eyes. “Then in the
            hospital,” he adds angrily, “I had to hold you down while you screamed that I
            was hurting you. Fuck, I probably was. Do you know what that did to me?” he
            demands.
         

         
         
         I shake my head as tears run down my cheeks.

         
         
         “You thought I gave you those marks,” he says in
            disbelief as he points to my wrists. “You honestly thought I did that.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “I didn’t know…”

         
         
         “You thought it was me,” he stresses, and I try to
            swallow the lump in my throat.
         

         
         
         He takes a step back and runs a hand through his
            hair. “I had you sedated,” he says more to himself than to me as if he can’t
            believe he did it.
         

         
         
         “What?” my voice cracks.

         
         
         “I had no other choice,” he snaps defensively. “Do
            you know what that did to me? Knowing I could hurt you or the baby?” he
            asks, and his voice shakes with fear.
         

         
         
         “We’re okay.” I place a hand over my stomach.

         
         
         “He made me take that chance,” he yells once again
            referring to Jax. “It could have hurt our child. I would have had to live with
            that.” His face is starting to turn red from shouting so much.
         

         
         
         I try to imagine the fear he must have felt. For
            me. For our child. 
         

         
         
         I look down to his cell phone lighting up as it
            vibrates. He looks down at it and presses ignore.
         

         
         
         “I lie awake at night waiting for you to wake up.”
            He lets out a shaky breath and quickly wipes his face clean with his hands.
            “Even when you don’t wake up, you talk in your sleep. You mention Jax, and you
            beg him to stop.” He shakes his head and then his watery eyes meet mine. “You
            have no idea how much that breaks my heart. I don’t know what’s happening to
            you, and I can’t save you.”
         

         
         
         His phone rings once again, and he presses ignore
            before muttering a curse.
         

         
         
         “Why are you so mad at me?” I ask trying to
            understand the reason of his outburst.
         

         
         
         “Because you want me to fucking restrain you and
            then fuck you,” he fumes as if it’s an absurd idea. “What if halfway through
            you start to panic? Have flashbacks?”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “That wouldn’t happen…”

         
         
         “You don’t know that,” he yells before he slams his
            hands down on the kitchen island.
         

         
         
          “Quit yelling at me,” I demand fisting my hands
            down to my side. “I remember things too, Slade,” I spit out tired of this shit.
            “I remember him saying you’ve been keeping secrets from me.” His body stiffens,
            and he sucks in a breath. “Wanna tell me what he meant?” I inquire, placing my
            arms over my chest.
         

         
         
         “He was on drugs,” he exclaims. “The motherfucker
            had no clue what he was talking about.”
         

         
         
          “He seemed to have known something,” I retort
            angrily. Was Jax messed up? Yes. But do I feel Slade is keeping something from
            me? Yes.
         

         
         
         “He was just trying to hurt you.” He rolls his eyes
            dramatically as if I’m the dumbest bitch he’s ever known. “He would have told
            you anything to be mad at me, and it pisses me off that you believed the son of
            a bitch,” he spits out.
         

         
         
         “Oh, and I guess you think me remembering someone
            else there was my stupidity as well?” I snap.
         

         
         
         “There was no one else there,” he yells.

         
         
         There had to have been. “I remember,” I cry
            as tears fill my eyes. “I remember his hands on the back of my neck holding my
            face down into a mattress. I couldn’t breathe,” I shout furious at remembering.
            “I heard voices. Voices, Slade,” I stress. “There was someone else there
            who helped him.” 
         

         
         
          He stares at me with hatred, and I stare back with
            narrowed eyes. 
         

         
         
         The house phone rings, and he storms over to where
            it sits on the kitchen counter. He picks up the phone and yanks it out of the
            wall before he throws it across the room and it hits the glass cabinets,
            shattering them.
         

         
         
          The glass scatters into tiny little pieces on the
            tile floor. “I’m sorry,” I cry out, covering my mouth, and take a step back.
            “I’m trying to remember more. I know I would be of more help.”
         

         
         
         “I don’t want you to remember,” he thunders,
            throwing his hands up in the air more pissed than ever. “I don’t want you to go
            through this.” His voice softens, and he shakes his head as he looks down to
            the glass. 
         

         
         
         His figure starts to blur as the tears well up in
            my eyes and I feel my phone vibrate in my back pocket. I blink a few times
            before I reach around and grab it. Parker lights up.
         

         
         
          I go to press ignore when Slade comes over and
            snatches it from my hand and answers. “Stop fucking calling. I told you I will
            talk to you about it later,” he snaps. “No. It’s not possible.” He shakes his
            head quickly to himself. “You said this wasn’t a possibility.” He spins around
            giving me his back as he runs his hand through his hair. “I don’t care what you
            have to do. Make it happen,” he yells before he hangs up, and then I watch him
            shut my phone off before tossing it onto the island beside his.
         

         
         
         He takes a few deep breaths trying to calm down his
            anger as he starts to pace once again.
         

         
         
         Make it happen? A possibility? I swallow
            nervously afraid that what I’m about to ask might have us going for round two
            in this screaming match. “What’s going on?”
         

         
         
          He places his hands on the island and hangs his
            head. He takes in a deep breath before he speaks. “Jax is trying to get
            immunity.”
         

         
         
          “What does that mean?”

         
         
          He looks up to me and my heart breaks at the sight
            of him. Of what I put him through. “Means he wants to make a deal,” he grinds
            out. “He wants to rat out someone else in order to make a deal for himself.”
         

         
         
         “The other guy I remember?” I ask.

         
         
          He shakes his head. “Dallas.”

         
         
         Who the hell is Dallas? I remember hearing Tate and
            Slade mention that name at the hospital. “Can that happen? Will they release
            him?” I ask starting to panic. 
         

         
         
          He shakes his head quickly. “Over my dead body,” he
            growls through clenched teeth.
         

         
         
         “Don’t say that,” I say walking over to him.

         
         
         I come up next to him, and he looks down at me. His
            blue eyes still hard and jaw tight. He swallows and then pushes away from the
            kitchen island. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into him.
         

         
         
         I inhale deeply letting his scent calm my nerves.
            He kisses my hair and speaks. “I promise you he won’t get out.”
         

         
         
         I look up at him and give him a small smile. “I
            believe you.” I reach up and place my lips on his giving him a soft kiss, just
            out lips touching. He then goes to pull away, but I tighten my grip on him and
            try to deepen the kiss.
         

         
         
         He grabs a hold of my shoulders and pushes me away.
            “Stop,” he growls.
         

         
         
         “Why won’t you touch me?” I sigh.

         
         
         “I told you why. You’re not ready for that. Your
            body is still trying to heal,” he snaps.
         

         
         
         “I feel fine,” I argue. I’m a little tired but that
            could be due to the pregnancy.
         

         
         
         His voice softens. “Quit saying you’re fine when
            your body proves otherwise.” He sighs running a hand through his hair. “If I were
            to take you right now it would be for my own selfish reasons, and I won’t be
            that guy.” He shakes his head to himself. He then grabs the keys out of his
            pocket and his cell phone off of the kitchen island. “I have to go and see
            Parker. Don’t wait up.”
         

         
         
         He kisses my forehead before he walks out of the
            kitchen, leaving me standing there wondering how long it will take us to get
            past this. How long will Jax continue to affect us? 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         It’s been three days since I
            had my outburst in our kitchen. I couldn’t keep it in anymore. I understand she
            remembers things but for her to want me to cuff and fuck her—I just couldn’t do
            it. I told her she wasn’t ready but the truth is, I’m not ready. And that fact
            makes me sound like a fucking pussy but it’s the truth. We are both not ready,
            each for our own reasons.
         

         
         
          Things are better between us. I came back home a
            few hours later that night and she was already asleep, only waking up twice
            with nightmares. Then the following morning to her making breakfast. She acted
            like our fight had never happened, and I’m okay with that. 
         

         
         
          After my three hour conversation with Parker about
            Jax wanting immunity, I could have used some good news. Her pretending our
            argument never happened and the fact that she wants to plan our wedding has helped.
         

         
         
         Every day is getting better for both of us, and I
            know that all we need is time to get through all of it. I’m sitting on the
            couch with Parker and Micah at our house, as Angel and Holly are in the kitchen
            going over wedding stuff. That is all she has done since we figured out a date
            at my parents’ house. We had everyone over last night and announced the
            pregnancy. Well, everyone except Missy. She didn’t answer when Angel called her
            so she left her a message inviting her over. 
         

         
         
         She didn’t show or call her back.

         
         
          My life has been replaced with wedding planning
            and baby stuff. When we are in bed her tablet is on while she looks for things.
            She will show me things and ask my opinion just like Micah said she would, but
            I find it refreshing. I love that she asks for my opinion. 
         

         
         
         “I need a new beer.” Parker stands pulling me out
            of my thoughts.
         

         
         
         “Me too,” Micah says also standing.

         
         
          I get up and follow them into the kitchen. Angel
            and Holly are going through a few magazines that Holly had brought over. My
            eyes instantly go to her wrists. The sight of them still makes me sick. The
            bruises on her face are pretty much gone. The only one that remains is the one
            on her forehead from Jax shoving her head into the dashboard. Last night when
            we told our friends about her pregnancy, there were tears shed. Everyone feels
            bad for what happened to her. I think we all blame ourselves in some way. I
            even caught Parker staring at her wrists several times last night. I think he’s
            taking it harder than he wants to let on. 
         

         
         
         After he arrested Jax, he called to tell me that
            her car was trashed. There was blood on the dash, and you could see that they
            had struggled in it. And he had found a baggie of drugs in her glove box. I
            told him I would pay to have it cleaned and then to fucking sell it. There was
            no need for her to see that car and have flashbacks. 
         

         
         
          “Have you picked out flowers yet?” Holly asks her
            getting my attention.
         

         
         
          “Yes. They were the first thing I decided on.”

         
         
          “Hopefully you picked black roses,” Parker says
            bending over into the fridge to grab some beers.
         

         
         
         I also notice that he has been teasing her more
            lately. Like he’s trying to cover up the real emotion he felt when he found her
            in that basement and the terror in his eyes that I saw when he realized she had
            been drugged.
         

         
         
          “Why black?” Angel asks turning to face him. “Oh,
            because black is Slade’s favorite color?” she asks.
         

         
         
          “No.” He turns around and smirks at her. “Because
            marrying kills you.” He looks at me, and I don’t miss the wink he gives me.
            “You have totally killed the Slade I know. Now he is going to be a little bitch
            to a demanding pussy that has a hold of his balls forever.” He shudders. “It’s
            pathetic.” 
         

         
         
          Holly gasps, thinking he’s serious, and Micah
            starts laughing knowing he just wants to get her riled up. 
         

         
         
          Angel picks up the knife that sits in front of her
            with icing on it from when they had baked a cake earlier. She had been craving
            chocolate cake all day. 
         

         
         
          She turns to face him and leans back against the
            island. “You know what, Parker? One day the right girl is going to come along.”
            He laughs at where her point is going. “And she is going to grab a hold of you
            by the balls.” His laughter dies down. “And I am going to enjoy watching her
            squeeze the life out of you, as you so colorfully put it,” she finishes off
            before she slides her index finger down the knife picking up the leftover icing
            before putting her finger in her mouth and sucking off the icing.
         

         
         
          Angel doesn’t know that Parker was there, that he
            was the one to find her down in that basement. That he lied to the cops and
            falsified evidence to make sure Jax would spend the rest of his life in jail,
            or the fact that he was there at the hospital when she had her freak outs. And
            we all want to keep it that way. 
         

         
         
         The drugs Tate left along with the beating he gave
            Jax… Parker took care of all of that and made sure it all went against Jax. I
            made a call about Dallas; who we had left back in his office tied to a chair
            and gagged. Tate made a call to give away Jax’s location, all anonymous of
            course. But Parker looks at her differently. He’s called every day and come
            over to check on her since he walked out of her hospital room after I had to
            have her sedated. And I know he’s just as terrified as me now that Jax is
            trying to get immunity but he’s gonna do whatever he can to make sure that
            doesn’t happen.
         

         
         
          Parker shakes his head. “Won’t happen,
            sweetheart.”
         

         
         
          “Oh it will. Look at all your friends. They all
            have someone.”
         

         
         
         “Tate doesn’t,” he responds with a smile.

         
         
         She rolls her eyes. “He’s the exception.”

         
         
         He laughs at her excuse. “Well maybe I can be an
            exception as well,” he offers.
         

         
         
          She shakes her head. “There can’t be two.”

         
         
         He goes to quip some comment to her but she turns
            away from him clearly ending their conversation. She speaks to Holly. “I picked
            yellow lilies because they were my mom’s favorite flowers.” Then she looks up
            at me. “But if you want to do black, we can.”
         

         
         
         Her mother’s favorite. I walk over to her
            and place a kiss on her forehead. “Yellow lilies sound perfect, Angel.” 
         

         
         
          Parker’s face falls, and he looks down to his
            beer. “Sam I...” He’s about to apologize for mentioning black flowers. He knows
            how her mother passed and how hard it was on her. But his apology is cut off by
            her cell phone ringing. 
         

         
         
         I go to walk out of the kitchen when I catch sight
            of a picture of a cake sitting on the counter. “What’s this for?” I ask Holly
            since Angel is now on her phone.
         

         
         
          “Oh, she has decided to make your wedding cake.”
            She claps her hands excitedly.
         

         
         
          “Really?” I ask surprised. I look up to Angel as
            she speaks on her phone. She catches me watching and mouths your mother
            as if I was wondering who she was talking to.
         

         
         
          I smile walking out of the kitchen.

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

         
         
         

         
         
         Two weeks goes by a lot
            faster than you can imagine. Slade finally started going to the firm a few days
            a week. Tate is starting to stay at his own house again. He is even bringing
            girls around. The only thing I still can’t figure out is Missy. She has been
            ignoring all of us. I’ve tried calling her and texting. She never answers her
            phone, and her texts are short. Slade just keeps telling me that it has to do
            with her school. 
         

         
         
          She finally answered me yesterday and sounded like
            she had a bad cold. I invited her to my wedding shower, but she sadly declined
            saying she didn’t feel like getting out, but promised she would be at the
            wedding. I’m pretty sure the only reason she’s coming is because she’s in it.
         

         
         
         It’s the night before my wedding day, and we are
            all gathered in the Long’s living room with the exception of Missy, as I open
            all of my gifts. I hold up a box that says from Courtney A.K.A. Kitten on it. I
            rip off the white wrapping paper and silver bow to reveal a white box. I look
            up at her, and she smiles as she rubs her growing belly. 
         

         
         
          Opening it up, I uncover a white lace teddy. “For
            your wedding night,” she says with a little laugh. 
         

         
         
         I hold it up to my body and smile. “Thank you,
            Courtney.” 
         

         
         
          “Is there any way I can see that tonight?”

         
         
         I spin around and shove it back into the box when I
            see Slade standing at the end of the living room with a smile on his face. He’s
            wearing a gray t-shirt that has black scribble across his chest and a pair of
            dark blue jeans on. His leather jacket hangs loose on his broad shoulders as he
            slumps against the doorframe. 
         

         
         
          “What are you doing here?” I ask surprised.

         
         
         “I thought I would come by and say hello.” He
            pushes away and starts to walk toward me.
         

         
         
          “Liar,” I say with a smile.

         
         
         As he reaches me I realize his hands are behind his
            back. “What are you doing?” I repeat trying to see his hands.
         

         
         
         “I had a gift to deliver,” he says bringing his
            hands around to his front. He is holding a small box that is wrapped in light
            yellow wrapping paper.
         

         
         
         “A gift?” I ask raising an eyebrow. 

         
         
         He clears his throat, and I look up at him. His
            face is expressionless, but I can see the apprehension in his eyes.
         

         
         
         I look around at everyone in the now silent room as
            they watch us. Courtney already has tears rolling down her face, but that’s not
            unusual. Her pregnancy hormones had her bawling yesterday when we watched a
            commercial for Walmart.She said that there was just something so heartwarming
            about a little boy riding a bicycle. It practically had her in sobs. Poor
            thing. What does make me pause are the tears running down Vivian’s face. 
         

         
         
         What is going on? 

         
         
          Does she know what’s in this box? And why is that
            thought making me hesitate to open it?
         

         
         
         I bring my eyes back to Slade as he places his hand
            in mine. He leads me back over to the couch and sits down, pulling me beside
            him. He places the box on my lap and guides my chin to look over at him. 
         

         
         
         “Since you have entered my life, I have wanted to
            give you everything you have ever wanted.” He releases a sigh. “But there are
            things in life that are out of my reach, Angel. And those things tear me apart.
            I once told you I was going to give you the world but sometimes the world is a
            cruel place,” he says softly.
         

         
         
         When he doesn’t say anything else I look down at
            the box, and I feel that whatever is in this box means a lot to him. And it’s
            going to mean a lot to me. 
         

         
         
          Everyone in the room is silent as they watch me
            slowly untie the beautiful off-white ribbon and carefully tear the tape holding
            the paper together on the sides. I take a deep breath and lift the lid off the
            box. Letting the breath out, I pull back the tissue paper to reveal a thin
            silver anklet chain that has a small silver heart locket. 
         

         
         
         Lifting it up I open the locket and see a picture
            of my mother. I feel a knot form in my throat and tears fill my eyes. I run my
            finger down the small picture. It’s of her on her wedding day. The same one I
            have sitting on our fireplace mantel. She is smiling and looks so happy. 
         

         
         
          I look at the other side of the locket to see it
            holds the other half of the picture; my father dressed in his tux with the
            biggest smile on his face. 
         

         
         
          I can’t hold back the sob that escapes my lips. I
            can’t explain the emotions that are running through me. All I know is that I
            can’t pull my eyes away from them. 
         

         
         
          “Angel?”

         
         
          “Yes?” I croak still looking at my parents’
            pictures.
         

         
         
          “Will you look at me?” The desperation in his
            voice has my eyes slowly looking over at him.
         

         
         
         His baby blue eyes are locked on mine, and he
            reaches up placing a hand on either side of my face. He gently runs his thumbs
            along my cheeks as he wipes the tears away. “I know you would give anything for
            them to be here with you on our wedding day. For your mother to see how
            beautiful you look and for your father to walk you down the aisle.”
         

         
         
         Another sob wracks my body. “And they will be,
            Angel.” He looks down at the ankle bracelet and then his eyes move back to mine
            “Every step of the way. They will be right here with you as I vow to always
            love you and take care of you. My Angel.”
         

         
         
         I close my eyes as new tears slide down my cheeks.
            “Thank you, Slade.” I try to sound as thankful as I truly am but it comes out
            forced. The lump in my throat is making it hard for me to form words.
         

         
         
         He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his
            chest. One arm holding onto me tightly while the other rubs my hair down my
            back. “I love you,” he says before he kisses my hair. 
         

         
         
          I can’t speak. I nod my head quickly into his
            shirt as I sniff. He holds me like that for several minutes until I can calm
            myself down. When I finally pull away he gives me a soft smile. “You okay?” he
            asks helping me rub the tears off of my face.
         

         
         
          I nod. “Thank you. It’s beautiful.”

         
         
         He leans over again and kisses my forehead before
            he stands and looks around the room. “I won’t keep you ladies,” he says
            somewhat shyly like he just realized a room full of my girlfriends and his
            mother were watching our exchange. 
         

         
         
          Courtney gives him an evil look as she tries to
            control her tears, and Vivian stands to give him a hug goodbye. 
         

         
         
          “I’ll walk you out,” I say standing. He takes my
            hand, and he says one last goodbye to everyone before I walk him out to his
            car.
         

         
         
          “I love you,” I say as he opens his car door.

         
         
         He looks down at me and smiles. “I should have
            waited and done it privately,” he says frowning. “But I don’t get to see you
            tomorrow.”
         

         
         
         “No. I loved that you did it in front of the
            girls.” I love when he shows others how much I mean to him.
         

         
         
          He looks unsure but gives me a small smile before
            he kisses me one last time and gets in his car to drive off.
         

         
         
         I walk back into the house to see everyone using
            tissues and it makes me laugh. 
         

         
         
         “This is not funny,” Courtney says placing her
            hands on her hips. I laugh harder. It’s hard to take a pregnant woman serious
            when she looks so adorable.
         

         
         
         “It was very sweet.” I sigh, going to pick up the
            box off of the couch.
         

         
         
         Her mouth drops. “Sweet? That’s like torture in its
            best form. He literally broke my heart while stitching it back together.” 
         

         
         
         I smirk as she starts to tear up again. She takes
            the anklet from my hand and smiles through her tears. “He was right,” she says continuing
            to look down at the pictures. “They will be with you every step of the way.”
            Then her eyes lift to mine. “They would be so proud of you, Sam.”
         

         
         
         I huff as I feel the stinging sensation in my eyes
            again. “I think being around you is making me emotional,” I admit.
         

         
         
          She smiles. “It’s that baby in your belly that’s
            doing it, so get used to it.” Then she pulls me in for a hug. And we let the
            waterworks flow.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I stand in my kitchen with
            Micah talking about work when I hear the front door open and close.
         

         
         
          “You’re an ass,” Josh says entering my kitchen.

         
         
         “Well hello to you too. I didn’t hear you knock,” I
            say with a smile.
         

         
         
          “That’s because I didn’t,” he says flatly.

         
         
         “What’s wrong with you?” I chuckle.

         
         
         “The pregnant sex must not be good,” Micah chimes
            in from beside me.
         

         
         
          I snort, trying to hold in my laughter, and Josh
            scowls at him. “No, for your information, the pregnancy sex is just as good as
            the everyday sex.” Then his eyes turn to me. “You gave Sam that anklet, and
            Courtney keeps calling my cell while she cries her eyes out.”
         

         
         
          I frown. “Why does that make me an ass?” I thought
            that was a sentimental gift. 
         

         
         
         “Because she keeps saying you’re the sweetest thing
            ever…” He waves his hands in the air rolling his eyes. “Suck ass.”
         

         
         
          “Maybe you need to up your game, Josh?” I tease.

         
         
          He sighs. “It’s hard on her. You know she’s still
            trying to find her father.”
         

         
         
          Angel and I have known this since the fight they
            had outside of the bar one night. Her and Josh came over afterwards and
            Courtney apologized saying she had been trying to find her father, and it was
            messing with her emotions. 
         

         
         
         “She still hasn’t found out anything yet?” I ask.

         
         
          He shakes his head. “But speaking of fathers.” He
            pauses. “Can you guys keep a secret?” 
         

         
         
         That makes me and Micah stand up straighter, and we
            nod quickly. Josh sets a brown paper bag on the kitchen island and pulls out
            one bottle of Crown and another bottle of rum.
         

         
         
          “Shit.” That is a ton of alcohol.

         
         
          “We are celebrating, my friends.” Josh claps his
            hands together.
         

         
         
          “It’s not official yet,” Micah says pointing a
            finger at him.
         

         
         
         “Get used to it. We lost.” He smiles to Micah.

         
         
         I look between them a few times wondering what they
            are talking about before Josh waves him off. “We are celebrating my best friend
            getting married. Thank God that he finally found the girl for him.” I smile.
            “And then we are celebrating the secret,” he says happily.
         

         
         
         “Which is?” I prompt.

         
         
         He gets a big smile on his face. “Courtney and I
            are having twins,” he says throwing his hands out to his side with a big
            shit-eating grin on his face. 
         

         
         
          “Holy shit.” Micah’s jaw drops to the floor. 

         
         
         I stand up and pull Josh into a tight hug. “That’s
            awesome, man. Congratulations.”
         

         
         
          “I couldn’t believe it.” Josh shakes his head.
            “Two. I’m having two babies,” he says still smiling. 
         

         
         
         I turn around and get us some glasses down and pull
            the pop out of the fridge before filling the cups with ice.
         

         
         
          “When did you find this out?” I ask.

         
         
         “We’ve known for a while but she wanted to keep it
            a secret. Afraid that something would happen to one of the babies.”
         

         
         
          I can respect that. We had done the same thing
            about Angel being pregnant.
         

         
         
          “Where’s dipshit?” Josh asks looking as if he just
            realizes Parker’s not here.
         

         
         
          “He’s running late,” I say.

         
         
          “You don’t think he’s going to show up with
            strippers do you?” Micah asks.
         

         
         
         “He better fucking not. Parker will never here the
            end of it,” I say pouring us some drinks.
         

         
         
          “Never here the end of what?” Parker asks walking
            into the kitchen with Tate by his side.
         

         
         
         Micah answers, “We were about to take bets if you
            were going to show up with strippers.”
         

         
         
          Parker snorts as he grabs his dick through his
            jeans. “No thanks. I value my cock and balls too much. The devil would have
            them removed if I showed up at her house with strippers.” He cringes as Tate
            laughs out loud.
         

         
         
          “She will have your dick and balls if she hears
            you call her that,” I say making his and Tate’s drink.
         

         
         
          “What can I say? I like to live dangerously,” he
            states before he takes a sip. “But not too dangerously.” He cups himself again.
         

         
         
         Parker strikes up a conversation about his brunette
            hottie that had him running late while I pull my cell out of my pocket and text
            my soon to be wife.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: I hope you have a great night with
               the girls. Can’t wait to see you tomorrow.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         People say you have last minute jitters that make
            you want to run off and do something stupid before you get married. Before you
            ‘sign your life away’ as Parker puts it. I have none of that. I can’t wait to
            see her tomorrow dressed in her wedding gown and ready to take what I’ve wanted
            to give her since I first realizedI was in love with her.
         

         
         
          My last name.

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: Hey baby. How are things going
               with the guys? I can’t wait for tomorrow. I love you, Slade. Xoxo

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: Everything is going great. I hate not
               being able to see you. Love you too.

         
         
          

         
         
         Whoever invented this ‘can’t see your bride before
            the wedding’ is for the fucking birds. Who cares if I see her? I want to see
            her beautiful face when I wake up in the morning. I want to run my hands over
            her perfect body and soft skin. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: It’s just one night, then we have
               the rest of our lives. 

         
         
          

         
         
          “What the fuck are you doing?” Parker asks from
            behind me.
         

         
         
         I turn around, and he sighs once he reads the
            messages on my phone.
         

         
         
         “Fuck, I swear there is something in the water in
            this town. These chicks have poisoned it.” He shakes his head. “And all of you
            sorry bastards have drank from it as if you’re in the middle of the Sahara
            Desert.” 
         

         
         
          “I haven’t.” Tate lifts his drink.

         
         
          “Thank God for that. Someone in this room besides
            me still has his balls,” Parker quips. Then adds, “That brunette I was with
            last night said her friend would like you.”
         

         
         
          Tate nods. “Call her up. I am free tomorrow night
            after the wedding,” he says before taking a drink.
         

         
         
         “Do you know her?” I ask curiously.

         
         
          “No.” He shakes his head “When has that ever
            mattered?”
         

         
         
         “I just…” I quit talking when I realize I sound
            like an idiot.
         

         
         
          Parker looks at me as if I have two heads with his
            drink paused midway to his mouth. “Who are you?” Parker asks as if I’m a
            stranger, still staring at me.
         

         
         
         Micah and Josh laugh. It is at that very moment I
            realize just how much I have changed. 
         

         
         
         I shake my head at myself as I pocket my phone and
            take a drink from my rum and Coke with a smile. Angel is right. It’s just one
            night. After one o’clock tomorrow she is mine forever.
         

         
         
          Later that evening, after all of us had played
            some pool, along with many drinking games, I crawl into our cold and lonely bed
            and glance to her empty side when I hear Peaches whining. I turn and look over
            my shoulder at our bedroom door and there she sits, giving me her sad puppy
            eyes, and I crack. 
         

         
         
         “Come on.” I pat the covers over my leg.

         
         
          She comes running and jumps up in the bed and lies
            down right in Angel’s spot. I close my eyes only to open them again when she
            whines.
         

         
         
          I look up at her pretty blue eyes, and I sigh. “I
            know.” I reach out and pet her. “I miss Mommy too.”
         

         
         
          She blinks a few times and then closes her eyes. I
            let out long breath and try to get some sleep. It’s already way past midnight.
            It is officially the day of our wedding. And sleep is the last thing on my mind
            I can do.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “We have to go,” I say
            kicking Parker as he lies sprawled out on my living room floor in his Batman
            boxers. The drunk bastard didn’t even make it to one of the spare bedrooms.
         

         
         
         He groans and rolls over before he scratches
            himself.
         

         
         
         “Get the fuck up Parker, or I’m leaving your ass
            here.”
         

         
         
          He gives a little moan before rolling back over to
            his side; eyes still closed.
         

         
         
         “Okay. We will play this like we used to,” I say
            running into the kitchen.
         

         
         
         I fill a pitcher full of cold water as Micah walks
            in. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         
          “Parker won’t wake the fuck up.” I smile holding
            up the now filled pitcher. 
         

         
         
         “Oh please let me do it,” Micah begs like a little
            kid.
         

         
         
         I shrug and hand him the full pitcher. I could care
            less who does it. As long as he wakes up. Micah walks out laughing, and I run
            off to my room to make sure and grab my luggage. As soon as I enter the closet
            I hear Parker scream like a little bitch and then laughter from the others.
         

         
         
         “Where is my luggage?” I ask myself looking for my
            bag. We are going from the church straight to the hotel. Our plane for the
            honeymoon leaves first thing in the morning.
         

         
         
         “Slade?” I hear Tate call out.

         
         
         “In here,” I holler. 

         
         
         “What are you looking for?” he asks entering the
            closet.
         

         
         
          “My luggage.” I look again as if it would just
            appear in front of me. “I only have the one bag.”
         

         
         
         “Sam has it.” 

         
         
         I turn to face him and frown. “How do you know
            that?”
         

         
         
         “She called me this morning and said that she had
            texted you last night to remind you that she took everything with her yesterday
            to your parents’ house. She didn’t want you to have to worry about anything.”
            He frowns. “She said she texted you last night about it but you didn’t
            respond.”
         

         
         
         Shit. I run out of the closet and grab my
            phone off of the charger. I have two messages from her last night.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: Love you. Have fun.

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: Don’t forget I took everything
               with me. All you have to bring is yourself and the guys. The tuxes will be at
               the church waiting for you. Xoxo

         
         
          

         
         
         I smile. She just thought I was going to forget
            something important. That’s why she has everything. Probably the smartest
            thing.
         

         
         
         I turn to walk away when Tate stops me. “Grab your
            charger.” He points to it.
         

         
         
         I nod and wad it up in my pocket. Yep. I would have
            forgotten most of the stuff that I was going to need.
         

         
         
          An hour later we are in the room at the church,
            after taking some pictures of all of us guys together as we wait for our
            instructions to go stand at the front of the altar. We’re all dressed in our
            tuxes, and I’m already starting to burn up when my dad clears his throat. 
         

         
         
         We all quietly turn to face him. “Since I’m not the
            best man, I want to say my speech in front of you guys.” We all laugh.
         

         
         
          “Son…” He walks over and places an arm over my
            shoulder. “You are very lucky to have found the one. I’m not going to
            sugarcoat it or tell you that fairy tales do exist. Marriage is not easy. It’s
            the toughest job you will ever have. Even though you have a baby on the way,
            right now it’s just you and Samantha. Eventually you will be spending less time
            with her alone, and you guys will spend all of your time with the kids and your
            jobs.” He drops his head for a second. “I wasn’t always there, and I regret
            that.” His eyes move from mine to Micah. “Be there.” They lock back on mine.
            “Be there every moment that you can because before you know it, you will be
            watching your child get married and start their own life with the one they
            love.” He smiles. We all lift our drinks and take a big sip. 
         

         
         
         The door opens, and a man peeks his head in. “You
            guys are on.”
         

         
         
          I finish off my drink, and we all make our way to
            the altar. I can feel the butterflies in my stomach. Not of nervousness, but of
            what she’s going to look like. 
         

         
         
          “Did you really film it?” I hear Tate asks Josh.

         
         
          “Yep,” he answers sounding proud of himself. “I’ll
            show you and Slade after the wedding. Funniest shit ever.”
         

         
         
          “What are you guys talking about?” I ask.

         
         
         “I taped Micah throwing water on Parker,” Josh
            adds.
         

         
         
         Now that I have to see.

         
         
         Tate laughs and then goes to walk off. “Where are
            you going? We are about to start.”
         

         
         
         “I’ll be right back.” He throws over his shoulder.

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

         
         
         

         
         
         I stand in front of the
            floor length mirror as Holly quietly laces the back of my dress. Once she gets
            to the bottom she ties it into a pretty bow and looks up at me in the mirror.
            “You’re ready,” she says softly.
         

         
         
         “Thanks, Holls.” I smile at her, and she returns it
            before turning around and walking out the door.
         

         
         
         I look at myself in my wedding gown, ready to walk
            down the aisle to marry Slade. I have my hair in big curls down my back, just
            like he likes it. I have my bangs pulled up and pinned, and a tiara placed
            behind it that holds my veil. The dress is strapless and fitted all the way
            down to my knees. It has a mermaid look to it with a small train. It has small
            beadwork around the top and then the rest is plain white satin.
         

         
         
         “Come in,” I call when I hear a knock at the door.

         
         
          I look up and catch sight of Tate standing in the
            doorway looking at me. I turn and face him. “What are you doing?” Shouldn’t
            they be lined up? I was just told I had five minutes.
         

         
         
         He walks in and shuts the door behind him. I look
            him over and smile. I’ve never seen him in anything besides his worn-out jeans,
            tight t-shirt, and black leather jacket. 
         

         
         
         He’s dressed in a pair of black dress pants along
            with a black long sleeve undershirt, with a dark blue vest that matches his
            eyes perfectly. He looks handsome.
         

         
         
         He rubs his palms together nervously as he steps
            toward me. “I just wanted to see my…” He stops and shakes his head as if that
            was not what he wanted to say. “I wanted to see the bride before you walked
            down the aisle,” he says slowly as if thinking each word out before he speaks.
         

         
         
         I smile and step up to him. “I’m so glad you’re
            here, Tate.”
         

         
         
          He pulls me in for a hug, and I swear I feel his
            body shake. He holds me longer than he ever has but I don’t give it much
            thought. Today has been a very emotional day. Hell, I didn’t think I was ever
            going to get Courtney to stop crying. I sent Missy with a makeup poof in her
            bra so she could dab her cheeks when she needs to cover up the water streaks. 
         

         
         
         When he finally pulls away he has a frown on his
            face but his eyes are smiling. “I wouldn’t miss this day for anything, Sam,” he
            says looking down over my dress. “You look beautiful.” He then reaches into the
            front pocket of his black pants and pulls out a blue sapphire ring that has a
            silver band. “I found this and thought you should wear it today,” he says
            nervously. “You know all that girl stuff. Something blue, and used…” He waves a
            hand in the air,
         

         
         
         I smile. “You mean something old, something new,
            something borrowed, something blue,” I correct him.
         

         
         
          “That’s what I meant.”

         
         
         “It’s beautiful. Where did you get it?”

         
         
         “From your mother,” he whispers. My eyes snap up to
            him, and my first thought is where did he get it? Had she given him this to
            give me when he was helping her out? I decide that it doesn’t matter. The only
            thing that matters is that he is here and giving me something blue that
            belonged to her. 
         

         
         
          I lift my right hand and let him slide it onto my
            ring finger. He smiles when he sees it fits perfect.
         

         
         
         “Thank you, Tate,” I say trying to keep the tears
            back.
         

         
         
         He pulls me into another tight hug and then pulls
            away before he walks out the door without saying another word.
         

         
         
         I turn around one last time and look myself over in
            the mirror. The door opens and in walks Mark. “Ready to go, princess?”
         

         
         
         I momentarily freeze. He called me princess. My
            father always called me princess. 
         

         
         
         “You look beautiful,” he says with a kind smile. It
            drops off of his face when I don’t return it. “Everything okay?”
         

         
         
          “You called me princess.” He has never called me
            anything but Samantha.
         

         
         
         That kind smile returns. “That’s because today you
            are. I don’t care how old you are. Every bride is a princess on her wedding
            day.”
         

         
         
         I smile up at him, and his smile brightens. It’s
            like I’m looking at an older version of Slade—a glimpse of my future. He looks
            just like his father. 
         

         
         
          I grab a hold of my flowers and hold out my arm
            for him to take. “Nervous?” he asks looking down at me when I hear the music
            start to play for the bridesmaids.
         

         
         
         “No,” and I’m being honest. “Thanks again for
            giving me away.”
         

         
         
          He pats my arm. “It’s my pleasure. I’m sure if
            Vivian could have had her way she would be on your other arm giving you away
            with me.” He chuckles.
         

         
         
         I laugh. “That’s the truth.”

         
         
          “Ready to go?” he asks when the music changes,
            giving us our cue.
         

         
         
         I nod my head. We take our first step, and I feel
            the anklet dangle against my right ankle. I smile proudly knowing that my
            parents are watching over me today.
         

         
         
          We make our way down the hallway and come to stop
            in front of double doors. I take in a deep breath and nod my head to the two
            men waiting to open them for us. 
         

         
         
         The doors open and I get a good look at the yellow
            lilies that line the path to the altar. We kept the wedding small, only
            inviting about thirty people. 
         

         
         
         We make our way down the aisle, and I finally get
            my first look at Slade—and my heart stops. He has the biggest smile I have ever
            seen on his face. I bite my bottom lip nervously when I see Parker lean over
            and whisper in Micah’s ear. Micah slowly but quickly jams his elbow back
            hitting Parker in the ribs to quiet him. I manage to hold in my laugh.
         

         
         
         I hear people speaking softly, and I can even hear
            a few sniffles. I already know they belong to Vivian and Courtney, but I ignore
            everything around me. All I can do is look at the man who I’m about to marry.
         

         
         
          When we come to the end Mark turns me to face him.

         
         
         “Who gives this woman away?” the preacher asks.

         
         
         “My wife and I do.” He leans down and places a soft
            kiss on my cheek. “Your parents would be proud to see the beautiful woman you
            have grown up to be.” Then he pulls away and places my hands in Slade’s.
         

         
         
         Crap. I’m totally going to pull a Courtney—who is
            now completely losing it behind me.
         

         
         
          I look up at Slade, and he says quietly for just
            me to hear. “You are the most gorgeous woman I have ever seen.”
         

         
         
          I smile remembering him telling me that exact same
            thing when he held me up outside the first night I met him at Larry’s. It’s
            crazy how we went from that moment to standing here getting married and
            starting a life together.
         

         
         
         The preacher starts the ceremony and when we get to
            the vows, Slade clears his throat. “I would like to say something.”
         

         
         
         The preacher nods his head in acceptance.

         
         
         He takes a deep breath and grabs my hands in his
            and my heart rate starts to double. “It’s no secret that I call you Angel.” I
            smile as I look up to his baby blue eyes. “I remember the first time you told
            me you loved me.” He smiles, and I feel my eyes starting to well up with tears.
            “I had been in love with you since day one. And knowing you finally felt the
            same.” He sighs. “Nothing could compare to that. I told you I was going to give
            you the world.” He takes a step closer to me. “But you were the one who gave me
            the world.” His eyes drop down to my stomach and I try to keep the tears at
            bay. “And I vow in front of God and our loved ones that I will show you my love
            every day, more than I could ever put into words. You are my soul mate and our
            forever starts today.” He lets go of my hands and places his hands on my face.
            He slowly wipes the tears that run down my cheeks and says, “I love you,
            Angel.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         We all stand outside the
            church in the grass posing for pictures. It’s starting to get hot, and the sun
            is beating down on us. Of course I pick a record-breaking hot day to get
            married.
         

         
         
         “Man, what I wouldn’t give to have the bucket of
            water now,” Parker says as he fans himself with a napkin.
         

         
         
         Bucket of water? I probably don’t want to
            know.
         

         
         
         I look to my right and see Slade speaking to Tate
            as he pulls on his jacket trying to get some air to his chest. “Take the
            jackets off,” I say turning back to Parker.
         

         
         
         I don’t have to tell him twice. He’s already
            removed his jacket and is rolling up his sleeves to his dark gray dress shirt
            when Slade speaks.
         

         
         
         “Put that back on. We’re not finished.”

         
         
         “I said it was okay.” I shrug. “It’s hot and you
            guys are wearing like three layers of clothes.”
         

         
         
         “Are you sure?” he asks frowning. 

         
         
         I nod. “Absolutely.” 

         
         
          The photographer positions himself in front of us
            as all the guys shed their jackets and roll up their sleeves. I go to take a
            step forward and my heel sinks into the grass causing me to fall to the side.
            Slade reaches out and catches me as I let out a squeal. He picks me up and
            spins me around as I laugh out loud.
         

         
         
         That’s how most of our pictures are going to be.
            Parker throwing Holly over his shoulder. All of us girls having our hands on
            Courtney’s growing belly, which by the way just popped out overnight. She already
            looks like she has a basketball in her stomach.
         

         
         
         After almost an hour of pictures we all make our
            way inside for their reception. We get introduced as husband and wife before we
            are seated at the long table at the end of the dance floor that holds all the
            bridal party. 
         

         
         
         I opted out of doing the first dance with Slade; he
            says he can’t dance, and I don’t want him to be uncomfortable. And it’s not
            like my father’s here to dance with me as well. Mark already walked me down the
            aisle. I won’t ask him to do anymore for me.
         

         
         
         Once I’m seated I realize I should go to the
            restroom before we do anything else. I look around to see who can help me when
            I spot Missy over at the end of our table. She is looking down at it.
         

         
         
          I get up and walk down to her. “Hey, Missy?” She
            looks up at me, and I frown when I see she’s crying. She wipes her eyes quickly
            and stands.
         

         
         
         “Yes?”

         
         
         “Will you help me to the bathroom?” I ask giving
            her a smile.
         

         
         
         She nods and follows me out of the reception hall.
            “Is everything okay?” I ask as we enter the bathroom.
         

         
         
          She nods her head quickly and then let’s out a
            small sob. I don’t waste another second. I pull her into my arms and hug her
            tightly. “You can talk to me, Missy.”
         

         
         
          “Please forgive me,” she sobs into my shoulder.

         
         
          I pull her back for me to look at her. “Forgive
            you? Missy you haven’t done anything,” I say softly.
         

         
         
         She sobs once again before she wipes her face with
            the back of her hands. “I haven’t been there for you.” 
         

         
         
         It’s true. She has been MIA since all that stuff
            went down with Jax. She sent flowers to the hospital and then to the house. She
            found out I was pregnant by a text message that Courtney sent her because she
            wouldn’t answer our phone calls. She finally went and got fitted for her
            bridesmaid dress, but I wasn’t able to meet her up there at the time.
         

         
         
         “It’s okay. I understand.” I’m not sure what has
            kept her from coming around. I guessed it was Tate and the girls that he has
            been bringing around. That maybe it was hard for her to be around him. Or maybe
            it’s Braxton, Slade told me they have been spending all of their time together,
            and she brought him as her date for the wedding. 
         

         
         
          “I’ve just needed some time alone,” she whispers. 

         
         
          I pull her in for another hug. “I’m here, okay? If
            you need to talk about anything at all. You can talk to me.”
         

         
         
         She nods her head before she pulls away. “Thank
            you.”
         

         
         
         I grab her hand and pull her into the big stall at
            the end. “Come on. Let’s see how complicated we can make this,” I say making
            her let out a little laugh.
         

         
         
         We get myself put back together and walk out of the
            bathroom. Missy’s head is down, and I hate how helpless I feel. This is worse
            than Vegas, it’s like she has had a major breakdown.
         

         
         
         “Oh,” I squeal placing my hands up. “I’m so sorry,”
            I ramble as I run straight into someone while I was too busy watching missy.
         

         
         
         “Samantha.” A beautiful woman with jet black hair
            that’s down past her shoulders greets me with a warm smile.
         

         
         
         “Laura?” I ask placing my arms out to hug her. I
            haven’t seen her since I was ten when she left Tulsa taking her son with her to
            Alaska as she tried to disappear from Jonathan, Tate’s dad.
         

         
         
          I say smiling, “I’m so glad you were able to make
            it.” 
         

         
         
         Slade and I decided to invite her. I didn’t think
            she would be able to make it but she said she wouldn’t miss it for the world.
            When I told Tate about her response, he just turned around and walked out of
            our house. He once told me he went back up to Alaska often, but I’m starting to
            think there is a different reason behind his Alaska trips, because he obviously
            doesn’t care to see his mother.
         

         
         
          “Me too.” She laughs then gets a serious look on
            her face. “I promised your mother that nothing would stop me from seeing your
            wedding day.” 
         

         
         
          “My mom?”

         
         
         “After your college graduation she called me. She
            and Tate were on their way back from Texas. She told me all about your
            boyfriend she saw you with. She said she could just tell that he was not the
            one for you. You looked happy and in love but she just knew he was not the one
            that you would marry,” she says smiling.“Then she called me after you and Slade
            left Tulsa. She told me you had found the one. The one who was going to bring
            you as much joy as your father once brought her.” 
         

         
         
         I give her a big smile. “Well she was right.”

         
         
         I hear Missy sigh, and I look to see what she is
            looking at. My eyes land on Tate as he dances with some brunette that we didn’t
            even invite. 
         

         
         
         Laura looks from Tate over to Missy. “You have your
            work cut out for you.”
         

         
         
          I look at Laura wide-eyed. Is Missy’s breakdown
            that obvious to people who don’t even know her?
         

         
         
         Missy’s head turns to her, and she wears the same
            surprised expression. “Excuse me?” Missy asks.
         

         
         
          Laura smiles at her. “Every person in this place
            can see how much you love my son. And they can also see that he does not care.”
         

         
         
         “Laura,” I scold her. Tate has already hurt Missy
            enough.
         

         
         
         “No. It’s okay,” Missy says softly. “You’re right.
            He doesn’t care about me.”
         

         
         
          “That is not what I said.” Missy and I continue to
            stare at Laura confused. “I said he doesn’t care that you love him. I didn’t
            say he doesn’t care about you.”
         

         
         
         “Is there a difference?” Missy asks.

         
         
         “Of course. Your love for him can’t change him. But
            he knows the love he could have for you would. Tate needs someone strong,
            Missy. Tate hides things very well. He keeps things bottled up and tries to
            fight all his demons by himself.”
         

         
         
         Missy shakes her head and says, “Nothing’s going to
            happen between us.”
         

         
         
          Laura smiles, and I have a feeling Laura knows
            something that we don’t. “Just stay strong. Animals prey on the weak,” she says
            with a straight face.
         

         
         
          I stand there looking at Laura in total shock. She
            has changed so much from what I remember of her. But I know that she’s speaking
            from experience. She was once the prey of an animal. An animal that would chew
            her up and spit her out.
         

         
         
          Missy nods at her before she walks off looking
            more confused than upset now.
         

         
         
          “Thanks again for coming,” I say and hug her once
            again before I head back to my table. I smile as I sit down next to Slade.
         

         
         
          Courtney plops down beside me with a wad of
            tissues in her hand as Holly sits down next to Slade.
         

         
         
          “Okay don’t be mad,” Josh says with a laugh as he
            eyes Slade.
         

         
         
         “What did you guys do?” He looks from Josh to Micah
            skeptically.
         

         
         
          “We had made a bet,” Holly says surprising me.

         
         
         We all turn to look at her. “A bet on what? That
            Slade would run?” I ask with amusement.
         

         
         
          She laughs. “No. We made a bet that he would marry
            you,” she said matter-of-fact. “And I won.” She wiggles her eyebrows before she
            looks up at Micah and Josh. “So pay up, boys,” she says with a smile on her
            face.
         

         
         
          “You made a bet we would get married?” Slade
            questions sounding confused.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” Josh answers.

         
         
          “Why would that make me mad?” he then asks.

         
         
          “Well because it was sort of a setup,” Holly says
            with a smile.
         

         
         
         I frown. “Which part?”

         
         
         She lets out a long breath. “All of it.”

         
         
         “I’m confused,” I say with a laugh.

         
         
         “The first night at Larry’s. We set you two up.”
            She smiles proudly. “All of it.”
         

         
         
          I sit there listening to one of my best friends as
            she tells us she had planned on pairing us together. I don’t know if I want to
            be mad or kiss her.
         

         
         
         Definitely kiss her!

         
         
         Her eyes turn on me. “Remember when I helped you
            move into your rent house and Micah had called me while you were putting
            clothes up in your closet?” I nod. “That was Micah telling me that Slade was
            going out as well. Then after I left I called and told you to wear that white
            dress.”
         

         
         
          “You told her to wear that dress?” Slade asks
            surprised. Then he turns to look at me. “I loved that dress,” he says
            breathlessly as if he’s remembering it.
         

         
         
          I laugh. “What I don’t understand is why the bet?”
            I look up at the guys. “You guys bet against her?” They didn’t think we would
            fall for one another?
         

         
         
         “No. We knew it would happen. We just bet on how
            long it would take for it to happen. But we all knew you two would end up
            together.” Josh smiles. “Although I knew Sam would make you work for it.”
         

         
         
         “Is that what you meant when you found us in the
            hallway by the bathrooms?” I ask, remembering him walking down the hall toward
            us. He had slapped Slade on the back with the words, “Good luck with that,
               Slade.”

         
         
          “Yep,” he says with a smile. “I knew he’d crash
            and burn with you at first, which you did quite a few times,” he reminds Slade.
            They all let out a laugh. “And I wanted a front row seat.”
         

         
         
         Slade pushes me away from his side and turns to
            face me. He places his hands on my face and smiles. “I’m pretty sure I fell in
            love with you the first night you called me,” he admits. “Even if our friends
            hadn’t orchestrated that first night at Larry’s, I still would have found you.”
         

         
         
         I smile and give a little laugh when I hear
            Courtney’s little sob behind me.
         

         
         
         Josh frowns and looks over to her. “What’s wrong,
            baby?” He comes around our table, and we all watch as he bends down beside her.
            
         

         
         
         She holds her head in her hand as she shakes it. “I
            hate these fucking pregnancy hormones. They are messing with me,” she cries.
            Josh holds in his laugh with a smirk as he rubs her back softly.
         

         
         
         “I told them,” he says quietly to her.

         
         
          I frown as her head snaps up to look at him. She
            gives him a death glare. “Why? Why?” she cries. “We decided we were going to
            wait.” 
         

         
         
          He gives her a smile. “You can’t expect me to keep
            that a secret, baby.”
         

         
         
          “What are you talking about?” I ask. “You told us
            what?”
         

         
         
          “I should rephrase that. I told the guys,” he
            adds.
         

         
         
         Courtney sighs as if she hates what she is about to
            say. “We found out that we are having...”
         

         
         
          “A girl?” Holly interrupts excited.

         
         
          Courtney shakes her head as tears run down her
            face. “It’s too early to know the sex. We are having twins,” she announces.
         

         
         
          “No way,” I say looking from Josh to Courtney. I
            turn to look at Slade. “You knew?”
         

         
         
          “Hey I just found out last night,” he says in
            defense.
         

         
         
         “We wanted to wait a little longer,” Courtney says
            getting my attention. “We wanted to make sure we were out in the clear.”
         

         
         
          “Why? Are you having problems with your
            pregnancy?” I ask worried.
         

         
         
         She shakes her head. “We just wanted to make sure.”

         
         
          “That is amazing,” I say as tears fill my eyes
            again.
         

         
         
          “Why is everyone over here crying?” Parker
            approaches the table with his arms thrown over Holly’s cousin’s shoulders. She
            smiles, and Holly frowns. 
         

         
         
          “What are you doing?” she asks her cousin with
            narrowed eyes. 
         

         
         
         This is the same cousin that she found him with at
            her wedding.
         

         
         
          “We just finished...dancing.” She blushes at her
            lie. 
         

         
         
          “I saw everyone over here crying so I thought I
            would see what was up with that,” Parker says pulling away from her.
         

         
         
          “We were talking about Courtney and Josh having
            twins,” I inform him.
         

         
         
         “Oh, that?” He waves a hand in the air. “I was told
            that last night,” he adds as if it’s no big deal—and to him it probably isn’t.
         

         
         
          “Uh. Even Parker knew before I did,” I whine.

         
         
         He grabs the girl’s hand and pulls her away,
            probably to go to the nearest coat closet. As Tate comes up to sit down next to
            us, I watch as his eyes dart over to Missy. 
         

         
         
          She sits at the end of the table with the saddest
            look on her beautiful face. She looks out over the dance floor as if in a daze.
            Braxton is sitting next to her, his hand lazily running up and down her arm.
            He’s softly speaking to her, but she doesn’t acknowledge him.
         

         
         
          Tate stares at her with an expressionless glare.
            He watches as she slowly lifts her glass of wine and takes a sip. She continues
            to stare off into the distance, and my heart breaks for her. 
         

         
         
         Tate’s eyes roam her face, and then he frowns. He
            can see it. Whatever she is going through, he sees it. I expect him to do
            something, even with Braxton sitting there with her. Tate isn’t the type of guy
            to care if Braxton is here or not. If he has something to say, he will—maybe
            ask her to dance—but he doesn’t. Instead he turns and looks right at me. I
            should look away, pretend like I wasn’t watching him watch her, but why? He
            knows I was watching him.
         

         
         
         He arches his eyebrows as if to ask me ‘what?’ and
            I just shake my head with a frown on my face.
         

         
         
          They will never be friends again, and I hope that
            I haven’t lost her as a friend as well because of that. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I stand on the end of the
            dance floor with one hand in my pocket of my dress slacks and the other holding
            the second glass of scotch that my father handed me. I look over the dance
            floor and smile when I see Tate twirl my wife around. I hate that she doesn’t
            know who he really is. What she really means to him. It’s time she knows. It’s
            time for him to sit her down and tell her the truth. And as soon as we get back
            from our honeymoon, I’m going to tell her myself. 
         

         
         
          “Woo,” Parker breathes walking up to me. “I love
            weddings,” he says straightening the collar on his button up shirt.
         

         
         
          “Get ya some action?” I ask bringing the glass to
            my lips
         

         
         
          “Of course,” he snorts. “What’s a wedding without
            getting some ass?” 
         

         
         
          I laugh then get serious for a second. “How are things
            going at work?” I ask.
         

         
         
          I don’t miss the stiffening of his body. “Good,”
            he says curtly. “No worries. There will be no immunity for Jax.” He did things
            to guarantee that. 
         

         
         
          He looks over at me. “How is she doing?” He nods
            over to the dance floor at Angel.
         

         
         
          I swirl my glass of scotch. “She’s great.” She
            quit waking up in the middle of the night screaming. I think the wedding and
            the baby have taken her mind off of what happened. She’s always trying to show
            me what our future holds not the pain of the memories in our past.
         

         
         
          “How are you doing?” His eyes drop down to my
            scotch then back up to me. 
         

         
         
          I shrug. “I don’t want to kill anymore,” I say
            truthfully.
         

         
         
          “Well, that’s a start,” he responds seriously.

         
         
         “Did you ever find out any information on that guy,
            J?” 
         

         
         
          He shake his head. “That Dallas guy was lying to
            you.”
         

         
         
          I figured. The bastard. Should have broken
            his legs as well.
         

         
         
          He takes a step to me and speaks quietly. “I got a
            call this morning that the house is registered to a man by the name of White.
            There is no paperwork trail suggesting that a man named J lives there.”
         

         
         
          I tilt my head to the side. “Maybe I should go
            visit Jax,” I offer.
         

         
         
          He shrugs. “You could. But would he tell you
            anything?”
         

         
         
         “Doubtful,” I answer before taking a sip of the
            scotch.
         

         
         
         “Then I would say forget him.” He turns his body to
            look over at Angel now dancing with my father, and he smiles. “She really is
            perfect for you,” he states, surprising me. “You’re lucky.”
         

         
         
          “I know,” I say with a smile. “If you will excuse
            me—” I throw back the rest of the scotch ignoring the burn. “I’m going to go
            dance with my wife.”
         

         
         
         I hand him my glass and make my way to her on the
            dance floor. I see her now dancing with my father. He looks up to notice me and
            steps away from her. “She’s all yours.”
         

         
         
          She turns to face me and smiles, but I catch the
            tears that slowly roll down her face. “You don’t dance.” 
         

         
         
         I wipe them away softly with my thumbs. I know they
            are from dancing with my father, and I hate it that hers wasn’t here for her.
            Thankfully, my father doesn’t mind taking that role. 
         

         
         
         I wrap my arms around her waist and can’t help but
            think of what she will look like three months from now. I still have to remind
            myself that we are expecting a baby.
         

         
         
          “I wouldn’t miss this dance for anything,” I say
            leaning down to kiss her. It’s slow and soft as she controls it. We still
            haven’t made that move to have sex. I haven’t even tried and neither has she
            since our argument that night in our kitchen. 
         

         
         
         “I love you,” she whispers as she pulls her lips
            away from mine. 
         

         
         
          “I love you too, baby.” I rest my forehead on hers
            as we slowly move around the dance floor to a song I’ve never even heard
            before. But now it’s a song I will never forget.
         

         
         
         I spin around when I hear someone tap on a
            microphone. “Hello everyone,” Holly says with a smirk as she stands up on the
            stage at the end of the dance floor where the band is set up.
         

         
         
         We hired Missy’s brother and his band to play for
            our wedding. They’ve already set up but don’t come on until the end of the
            reception.
         

         
         
         We had seen them play on the night of my birthday
            after the Ram’s game. When Angel said she wanted them, I gladly hired them.
            They are an awesome band.
         

         
         
          “Hello,” we all say back to her.

         
         
          She laughs. “I hope Sam and Slade don’t mind but I
            have some entertainment for you guys.” She’s smiling so big her face has to be
            hurting.
         

         
         
          “Oh God,” Angel giggles beside of me.

         
         
          Holly licks her lips and then begins to speak
            again. “Let’s just say I won a bet.” She winks at us. “And it’s time for Josh
            and Micah to pay up.” She points over to Courtney who pushes a button on a
            Karaoke machine that my mother insisted we needed. I was afraid she wanted it
            ‘cause she was going to get drunk and want to sing. Now I’m thinking that it
            was just for this bet.
         

         
         
          “Now, pull your phones out and make sure to record
            this. Because you will want this for blackmail.” She laughs at her own joke. 
         

         
         
          She then jumps off of the stage and comes to stand
            beside me.
         

         
         
          “What did you make them do?” Angel asks looking
            down at her.
         

         
         
          “Just watch. This is gonna be priceless,” she says
            getting her phone ready to record.
         

         
         
          Our heads spin back to the stage when people start
            to whoop and holler. I start laughing as I see Micah and Josh walking out in
            old faded, ripped jeans, baggie t-shirts, and wigs on. Josh is wearing a dark
            brown wig with a low ponytail and Micah has on a blond wig that hangs in his
            eyes.
         

         
         
         Micah points to us. “Congratulations to my brother
            Slade and his beautiful wife, Samantha.” Then he looks at his wife. “I’m never
            betting you again, darling.”
         

         
         
          Holly giggles as everyone starts to laugh. 

         
         
          Then Josh speaks into his microphone. “He secretly
            wanted to do this.” He slides his eyes over to Micah and smiles. Then he looks
            back at us. “Congratulations guys. Hope you like the song Holly chose for us.”
            He then looks to Courtney. “Hit it, babe.” 
         

         
         
          Courtney presses a button and the reception hall
            fills with a heavy beat. I throw my head back and laugh as soon as I figure out
            what song it is. New Kids On the block, “Hangin’ Tough”.
         

         
         
          Micah starts singing it as Josh bounces around
            behind him.
         

         
         
          “You are an evil woman.” Parker laughs as he comes
            to stand next to us speaking to Holly.
         

         
         
          “I know,” she agrees with a smile as she watches
            the guys on stage through her phone.
         

         
         
          “But I love it.” He then throws back his drink
            before handing me his empty glass. He takes off and jumps onto the stage. He
            places a hand on Josh’s microphone and starts to sing with them.
         

         
         
          We all laugh at how uncoordinated they are. And
            the fact that none of them can sing makes it even better.
         

         
         
          Micah slides down onto his knees and throws his
            head back as he screams out a verse, that if you didn’t know the song, then you
            wouldn’t understand.
         

         
         
          Josh head bangs as he walks across the small
            stage. He reminds me of a chicken pecking the ground. I place my hand over my
            stomach as I laugh.
         

         
         
          Parker takes off his shirt and starts whirling it
            around in the air while the women scream.
         

         
         
          “Put your clothes back on,” Holly shouts, but
            she’s laughing.
         

         
         
          He winks at her and then places his hands on the
            button of his dress pants.
         

         
         
          “No,” Angel and Holly both scream.

         
         
         Parker winks then throws his hands up in the air,
            jumps up and lands with his ankles crossed before he spins around and gives his
            ass a little shake.
         

         
         
          “Oh my God.” Angel spins into me and places her
            head in my chest. She laughs then turns back to look at the stage.
         

         
         
          “The sad thing is that they are sober,” Tate says
            coming to join us.
         

         
         
          “Well, Micah and Josh are,” I say. “I’m not so
            sure about Parker.”
         

         
         
          We all holler and clap as the song comes to an
            end. Parker takes the microphone from Josh and breathes heavily into it. “You
            two get your asses up here.” He points to me and Tate.
         

         
         
          I shake my head as Tate laughs.

         
         
          Holly and Angel look over to us.

         
         
          “Come on,” Parker whines. 

         
         
         Then Tate grabs my arm and starts to pull me over
            to the stage before I can protest. Guess we’re doing this.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

         
         
         

         
         
         I could have never guessed
            in a million years that my wedding would be so amazing. After all the trouble
            we went through to plan Holly’s, and how long it took us, I would have never
            thought I could have planned one in a matter of two weeks. But it’s perfect. 
         

         
         
          I have tears rolling down my face due to laughing
            so hard at the guys on stage. Holly snorts beside me when Micah bends over and
            places his hands on his knees breathing heavy. “This is like watching
            children,” she says. “They are all going to sleep well tonight after this.”
         

         
         
          “That’s for sure,” I agree as I wipe the tears
            from my face.
         

         
         
          I look up to see Slade and Tate jump off the
            stage. I hold my arms out as they approach us. 
         

         
         
          “How’d we do?” Slade asks as he walks into my
            arms.
         

         
         
          “Perfect,” I say as I snuggle into his chest. I
            can feel his heart beating fast and his shirt damp from sweat.
         

         
         
          “It’s fucking hot in here.” Tate shakes his shirt
            trying to fan himself.
         

         
         
         “Let’s go sit down,” I suggest before they both
            have heart attacks.
         

         
         
          We make our way to the bridal table and sit down.
            Parker approaches the table— with his shirt back on, thank God. “Who videotaped
            that?” he asks.
         

         
         
          “I did,” Holly answers. “Why?”

         
         
          He points back to the stage and takes a deep
            breath. “Were you even watching? I was fucking awesome.” He smiles proudly.
            “I’m gonna YouTube that shit. Maybe I’ll get a job as a Chippendale.”
         

         
         
          Tate chuckles. “Dream big, Parker.”

         
         
          He goes to speak but Micah comes up. He’s leaning
            over a little and holding his back. “I’m getting old,” he whines before he sits
            down next to Holly. “I should have never done that slide. I think I threw my
            back out.”
         

         
         
          We all laugh at him. “Pussy,” Parker quips. “How
            will you ever make it as a Chippendale if you’re weak?” he asks seriously.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Everyone starts to settle
            down as the caterer passes out drinks in order for the toasts to be made.
            Parker stands and clicks his fork to his glass.
         

         
         
          “Is he supposed to be doing a toast now?” Courtney
            asks.
         

         
         
          “He’s not supposed to be doing a toast as all,”
            Micah responds. “That’s my job,” he frowns.
         

         
         
          Then Parker begins to speak. “I know I’m not the
            best man,” he rolls his eyes, “but I have something to say.”
         

         
         
         “This’ll be good,” Tate mumbles.

         
         
         “I heard that,” Parker says looking down at him for
            a quick second. “I met Slade when I was in middle school,” he starts his
            speech. “Me, Slade, Micah, and Josh were all pretty close up until graduation.
            Then we all went our separate ways for college.” He looks at me, and I hold my
            breath. There’s no telling what will come out of his mouth. “I guess I thought that
            we would be the bachelor brothers we always swore to be,” he sighs, “but what
            do you really know when you’re sixteen?” He shrugs. “I know I give you a hard
            time, Sam, but that’s all it is, a hard time. You are the best thing to ever
            happen to my friend. And for that, I thank you.” He smiles, and I return it.
            “But,” here we go, “I will bet you right here and now that I will never
            find a demanding pussy who can tie me down.” 
         

         
         
          I watch as Vivian spits out her wine when he says pussy.
            I let out a little laugh when she starts pulling on Mark’s shirt and whispers
            in his ear. He nods quickly and says a few words I can’t hear. Then he turns to
            look at Parker and smiles.
         

         
         
          I smile looking up at him as well. “You’re on,” I
            say, lifting my glass toward him.
         

         
         
         Micah gives his toast about how much he looked up
            to Slade growing up. How his big brother taught him everything he knows and how
            he just knew that I was going to be the girl for him.
         

         
         
          It’s very touching to know that all of our friends
            believe in our love as much as we do.
         

         
         
         Josh gives a toast about how crazy he and Slade
            used to be. He even mentions a few stories about how they got in trouble and
            how they once found Parker naked and passed out in his neighbor’s yard.
         

         
         
          Holly gives a toast that has both of us in tears.
            Courtney tries to give one but she ends up having to sit down. Poor thing, she
            couldn’t stop crying.
         

         
         
          I think we are all done and ready for our meal
            when I hear someone clear their throat. I look to my left to see Tate is
            standing and looking right at me.
         

         
         
          Slade smiles and pulls me into him before Tate
            starts to speak.
         

         
         
          “Not many of you know me, but Sam and I go way
            back,” he says before he straightens his suit vest. He’s nervous.
            “Growing up together was my greatest childhood memory.” I smile as I feel my
            eyes well up with tears. “She was my best friend and when I moved away, we lost
            touch.” He looks down to the table and takes in a deep breath. “But what I’ve
            learned from that is no matter how long you are away from someone, you never
            forget them.” He looks over at me. “Your mother and Jack are looking down on
            you today smiling. Because you have found the love that they always wanted for
            you.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “And if they were here they would tell
            you how much they love you and wish you the best.” He lifts his glass. “Here’s
            to the good memories and the best to come.” 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         We walk down the stairs of
            the church as we head to our limo when my mother grabs a hold of Angel’s hand. 
         

         
         
         “The bouquet,” she says looking down to it in her
            hands.
         

         
         
         “Oh, I almost forgot,” she says with a smile. She
            turns around and looks at everyone standing by the entrance. “I’m gonna throw
            the bouquet,” she informs everyone.
         

         
         
         The guys scatter off to the sides as the ladies
            stay on the steps. Angel turns around and tosses it up in the air behind her. 
         

         
         
         Holly’s cousin squeals as she catches it. She the
            scans the crowd until she finds Parker and smiles at him widely as she waves
            the bouquet in the air.
         

         
         
          He has an instant look of panic on his face before
            he reaches over and grabs the first woman he sees, who happens to be Tate’s
            mother, and places his lips on hers.
         

         
         
          Angel gasps as she reaches over and pulls Laura
            away from him. Parker looks up to make sure that Holly’s cousin saw it and sees
            her stomp off now pissed.
         

         
         
          “Whew, that was close,” he says with a smile.

         
         
         “Not close enough,” I mumble.

         
         
         He frowns at me. “What do you mean?”

         
         
         “That was Tate’s mother you kissed,” I say with a
            smirk. “Tate is going to kill you.”
         

         
         
          “Fuck—” He looks around frantically. “I’m so
            sorry,” he says walking over to Laura as she now stands next to Angel.
         

         
         
         She places her hands up as she shakes her head
            quickly. “One kiss is more than enough,” she assures him. “The next one will
            cost you.”
         

         
         
         He smirks. “Oh yeah? How much will it cost me?” he
            asks with a cocky smile.
         

         
         
         She narrows her eyes on him. “A broken nose and a
            fat lip,” she says simply.
         

         
         
         I try to hide my smile at her response.

         
         
         He takes a step back from her and then scans the
            crowd for Tate once again. “Where is he?” he asks with a look of panic on his
            face now.
         

         
         
         Braxton walks over to us holding hands with Missy.
            “I saw him head to the back room with that chick he was dancing with earlier.”
         

         
         
         “Maybe he didn’t see then. If any of you tell him I
            will punch you,” Parker hisses. “Well, just the guys. I wouldn’t hit a girl,”
            he adds.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I sit in the limo as it
            pulls away from the church. Angel is turned around waving goodbye to everyone
            with a big smile on her face. She turns back around and plops down beside me. I
            lift my arm and wrap it around her bare shoulders.
         

         
         
          “So, do you feel any different now that we’re
            married?” she asks looking up at me with a smile on her gorgeous face.
         

         
         
          I smile down at her running my finger along her
            jawline. “I feel like my life just started,” I answer truthfully.
         

         
         
          Her smile gets even bigger, and she leans up to
            press her lips to mine. I was telling her the truth. 
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

         
         
         

         
         
         We pull up to the
            Ritz-Carlton where we are staying at night. We have an early flight out in the
            morning. To where, I don’t know. It’s still a surprise. Holly came over two
            days ago and packed my bags for me. She said she knew exactly what I needed to
            take.
         

         
         
         The elevator opens and I squeal as Slade picks me
            up and cradles me in his arms. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         
         “I’m carrying you over the threshold.”

         
         
         “Isn’t that supposed to be at our house?” I ask.

         
         
         He gives a little snort. “I’ll do it then too.” He
            proceeds to walk us down the hallway to the very end. He stops at the last door
            on the right. 
         

         
         
          We stand there for a few seconds as he tilts his
            head. “I should have thought this through better,” he mumbles.
         

         
         
          I giggle. “Where is your key?” I ask.

         
         
         “In my left pocket.”

         
         
         I push away just a little bit to reach around his
            arm and down into his pocket. I pull out the key and place it in the door to
            unlock it.
         

         
         
         He kicks the door open and I gasp as I look over
            the beautiful suite that we have. “It’s beautiful,” I say as he slowly sets me
            down on my feet.
         

         
         
          I turn to face him. “Slade. You didn’t have to get
            this.”
         

         
         
          Vivian and Mark offered to pay for everything, but
            we refused. We are adults and have the funds to afford what we wanted. We
            didn’t want them spending their money. But there were a few things that Slade
            insisted on paying for himself. The entire honeymoon. He said it was a
            surprise, and he didn’t want me to know anything about it. I didn’t have the
            heart to tell him that I will find out when we get to the airport tomorrow. The
            ticket will give it away.
         

         
         
         He smiles as he looks around the room, then he looks
            down to me. “Only the best for you, Angel.” He places his hands on my hips and
            smiles. “Did I tell you that I love the dress?”
         

         
         
          I smirk. “No. You didn’t.” I shrug carelessly.

         
         
         He brings his face down to mine. “Well, I do.” His
            hands start to slide up my sides as he leans down and places his lips on mine.
         

         
         
         I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss his back
            softly. I don’t want to scare him. I’ve been craving his touch, for his command
            to drop to my knees. Or to lie face down. Anything that would tell me he wants
            some of that control that I allow him to have. But one thing I don’t want
            tonight is rejection. Not on our wedding night. So, I won’t push him. I’ll let
            him keep things soft if that’s what he wants.
         

         
         
         He pulls away and speaks, “Turn around.”

         
         
         I do as he says and pull my hair up and out of his
            way when I feel his hands go to work on untying my dress. Once he unties the
            bow he very slowly pulls the long piece of fabric through the holes until it’s
            completely removed from the dress. I then feel his hands back on me as he
            releases the hooks that run up the inside of the dress.
         

         
         
          I let my hair down and grab a hold of my dress
            before it falls off of me. I spin around and look up at him. “Thank you,” I say
            and go to walk off but he grabs my arm and stops me.
         

         
         
         “Come here,” he says pulling me into the bedroom of
            our suite. The white fluffy comforter is covered with red rose petals and
            there’s a silver bucket with ice and champagne in it along with two glasses.
            Too bad I can’t have any of that.
         

         
         
         He stops and stands at the end of the bed, and I
            notice he still holds the satin tie to my dress in one hand. He places it on
            the foot of the bed and then turns to me. He spins me around and helps me out
            of my dress and then unclasps my strapless bra. He then grabs my panties and slowly
            runs them down my legs.
         

         
         
         Once naked I turn and face him wondering what he
            plans on doing.
         

         
         
         He smirks as if he knows what I’m thinking. He
            slides his hands in my hair and lowers his lips to mine. “You’re mine,” he
            whispers against my lips, and I shiver at his words. “I’m going to show you
            exactly what that means, Angel.” He growls and his hands tighten in my hair.
            “I’m gonna tie your hands with the strap from your dress. Then I’m gonna
            blindfold you with my tie.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head quickly and the corner of his lips
            turn up. “I wasn’t asking for permission,” he says simply, and I suck in a deep
            breath.
         

         
         
         He pulls away and releases my hair. He runs his
            thumb over my parted lips as I breathe heavily. “You can scream my name as loud
            as you want tonight, baby. Do you know why?”
         

         
         
         I shake my head quickly knowing he’s taking his
            sweet time to get me worked up. “Because I want the entire fucking hotel to
            know that you belong to me,” he growls. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         We wake up already running
            late for our flight. Angel runs around the room and digs deep into her suitcase
            trying to find what all Holly has packed for her.
         

         
         
          “We gotta go, babe,” I holler as the bellhop
            knocks on our door. I help him place our luggage onto the cart as she comes
            running up to me while throwing her hair into a ponytail. 
         

         
         
         “I’ll finish getting ready on the plane,” she
            announces making me smile. She looks beautiful, I don’t know what else she
            needs to do to get ready.
         

         
         
         We hop in the limo that awaits us and make our way
            to the airport. She reaches over and holds out her hand to me. “What?” I ask.
         

         
         
         “My ticket.” She shakes her hand that held out if
            front of me.
         

         
         
          I smirk. “What ticket?”

         
         
          She huffs, “You can’t keep where we are going a
            secret, Slade. I’ll have to show my ticket and ID for security.”
         

         
         
          I smile wider. Little does she know that I
            chartered a private jet. There will be no security or checking of IDs. Well,
            not hers anyways.
         

         
         
          I just shake my head. “I’m not telling you where
            we are going. Just sit back and relax.”
         

         
         
          She huffs once again but I see the smile on her
            face as she leans back in her seat.
         

         
         
          We pull up to the airport, and she frowns as we
            pass all the different airline drop-offs. We come to the end and the limo slows
            to a stop as a gate is opened for us.
         

         
         
          “Where are we going?” she asks looking around.

         
         
          “It’s a surprise.”

         
         
         “You and your surprises,” she mumbles.

         
         
          The car starts to move forward, and she turns to
            watch them close the gate behind us. We come to a stop in front of a private
            hanger. Our plane sits out in front of it on the end of the runway. 
         

         
         
          “We have our very own private jet, darling,” I say
            sweetly. I laugh as I get out of the car, and she stares at me in total shock.
         

         
         
         I hold out my hand, and she numbly takes it and
            exits the cab behind me.
         

         
         
         “Slade?” A man in his late sixties with silver hair
            and a beer belly comes walking toward me with his hand stretched out to me.
         

         
         
          I grab it and shake it. “Bennie,” I say with a
            smile. I’ve been speaking to this man for the last week trying to get
            everything organized. He is a friend of my father’s and just happens to be a
            pilot.
         

         
         
          “This must be the wonderful Samantha, who I have
            heard so much about.” He holds his hand out to her.
         

         
         
          She takes it in hers and shakes it slowly. “Yes,”
            she whispers, and I hide my smile. 
         

         
         
         “I’m Bennie. I will be your pilot today. Are you
            guys ready?” He faces me once again.
         

         
         
          “Yes, just need to load the luggage.” I start to
            move toward it when he stops me.
         

         
         
          “Nonsense. Jordan will grab all of that for you.”
            He gestures to the guy who is already pulling our luggage out of the trunk of
            our limo.
         

         
         
         I grab Angel’s hand and start to pull her away from
            the limo. “Did you get your purse?” I ask her.
         

         
         
         She nods. “Can you speak?” I ask with a smirk.

         
         
          “Not really.” Her voice comes out soft.

         
         
          I laugh as we start to walk up the steps to the
            Falcon 2000EX EASy jet. It looks brand new, and that’s because it is. I was
            told they are the best for long range flights overseas, which is what we need.
         

         
         
         We walk into the plane, and I smile as I hear Angel
            suck in a breath as she looks around at the aircraft. The walls and ceiling are
            white. The chairs are a beautiful soft cream leather. The back door to the
            bathroom is a pretty rich dark wood door, which matches the tables and trim.
         

         
         
         “What do you think?” I ask turning to face her.

         
         
          “I think…” She swallows. “I think you outdid
            yourself.”
         

         
         
         I give her a proud smile.

         
         
         “Everyone ready?” Bennie asks coming out of the
            cockpit. 
         

         
         
         “Yes, Sir,” I say leading her to a seat.

         
         
          He nods his head, and I sit in the chair across
            from her.
         

         
         
          “How many does this plane seat?” she asks rubbing
            her hands on the armrests.
         

         
         
         “Ten.” 

         
         
         Her eyes finally land on mine, and she gives me a
            slow smile. “You didn’t have to do all of this.”
         

         
         
          I didn’t have to. I wanted to. She deserved
            something spectacular. 
         

         
         
         “Anything for you, Angel,” I say.

         
         
         She smiles as she leans back into the seat. She
            lays her head back and closes her eyes. 
         

         
         
         My eyes look down to the silver band that is
            wrapped around my ring finger; her father’s wedding ring. I’ve never been the
            type of guy to wear anything besides a watch. But I know I will never take this
            ring off. 
         

         
         
          I smile as I turn it around on my finger. She is
            officially all mine. And I am all hers.
         

         
         
         She sighs, and it pulls my eyes away from my ring
            to look up at her sitting across from me. I allow my eyes to wander over my
            wife. I start at her pink high heels and make my way up her tan legs. Then to
            the white cotton dress she is wearing that stops a little above her knees. The
            shoulder straps a small thin strap holding it up. I want to peel it off of her
            slowly. And make love to her right here, right now. We have ten hours on this
            plane, and I can think of several things to do to her to pass the time.
         

         
         
         The engine comes to life, and she smiles as she
            continues to lean her head back with her eyes closed.
         

         
         
          I continue to watch her as we make our way down
            the runway. I slide my hand down over my erection as I try to readjust it
            behind my zipper. I lean my body back into my seat as the plane tips up taking
            off. 
         

         
         
         Once it flattens out I can’t wait any longer. I
            move out of my seat and kneel on my knees in front of her. I run my hands up
            her soft legs. Once I reach her knees I give a little bit of force and push
            them apart.
         

         
         
         She sighs but doesn’t open her eyes. Maybe she
               fell asleep. She has been very tired lately due to her pregnancy. 
         

         
         
         I run my hands up her thighs, lifting her dress in
            the process. Once I make it to her lace thong, I grab a hold of it and gently
            slide the nude panties down her legs. Pulling them over her heels, I throw them
            behind me. 
         

         
         
         I grab her hips and pull her ass to the edge of the
            chair. I lick my lips before placing them on her smooth pussy. I softly give
            her a kiss before letting my tongue dart out and run over her lips.
         

         
         
          She shifts but I tighten my hands on her hips.

         
         
          “Slade?” she hisses.

         
         
          I look up to her and smile. “Yes, Angel?”

         
         
         She tries to push her dress down and she looks
            behind her to the wooden wall that separates us from the cockpit. “We can’t.
            He’ll see us.”
         

         
         
         “No he won’t. He’s flying.” 

         
         
         She shakes her head once again trying to push her
            dress down. I remove a hand from her hip and place my thumb on her clit. I
            press it into her as I start to make little circles with it.
         

         
         
         “Slade,” she says my name once again but this time
            it’s more breathless.
         

         
         
          She places her hands in my hair, and I take that
            as a sure sign to have my way with her. I place my head back between her thighs
            and this time use my thumb to separate her lips. Giving my tongue full access
            to where I want to be.
         

         
         
         “God,” she sighs, and her body slumps more into her
            chair and I don’t stop until she’s biting her lip to keep quiet as she rides
            her orgasm out.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

         
         
         

         
         
         A total of three naps, five
            orgasms, and ten hours later I feel the plane start to descend. I look out my
            window trying to catch a glimpse of anything but I don’t recognize where we
            are.
         

         
         
          Then I spot something in the distance that looks
            familiar. “Paris?” I breathe as I stare at the Eiffel tower. I continue to look
            at it as it gets bigger and bigger in my window. 
         

         
         
         I blink a few times. There’s no way. It can’t be.
            Maybe we just need to refuel.
         

         
         
          I’ve always wanted to go to Paris.

         
         
         I look over at him when I realize he hasn’t said
            anything. His baby blue eyes are trained on mine, and his face is
            expressionless. He’s staring at me very intently and it’s already kind of
            unsettling. What is he thinking?
         

         
         
          I swallow. “You brought me to Paris?” I ask again
            wide-eyed.
         

         
         
          He gives me a quick nod. And I let out a breath. Paris!
               We’re honeymooning in Paris. 
         

         
         
          “Do you approve?”

         
         
          My head snaps back over to look at him. “Are you
            serious?” I ask. “I’ve always wanted to come to Paris.”
         

         
         
          His serious face finally breaks into a slow grin
            that makes him look like he’s keeping an evil secret.
         

         
         
          “Wait?” I point my finger at him. “Did you already
            know that?”
         

         
         
          He holds his hands out to his side. “You got me.”

         
         
          I laugh. “How did you know?”

         
         
          “I have my ways.” He winks and then comes to sit
            beside me as we look out the window as we fly over Paris.
         

         
         
          We land and exit our plane and make our way to the
            limo that awaits us. It takes us about twenty minutes to get to our hotel. As
            we walk into the hotel I see a woman smiling at me. 
         

         
         
         “Bonjour,” I say excitedly as we pass by her.

         
         
          Slade looks down at me. “You know French?”

         
         
         I snort. “No. But everyone knows what bonjour
            means.”
         

         
         
          We make our way to the registrations desk and I
            speak. “Bonjour.” I smile brightly.
         

         
         
         She smiles up at me. “Bienvenue. Comment puis-je
            vous aider,” she says quickly.
         

         
         
         Uh… “Si,” I respond making her frown.

         
         
         Slade looks down at me with a smirk. “Si is
            Spanish, Angel.”
         

         
         
          I shrug. “I know that.”

         
         
         He gives me a look as if to ask ‘then why did you
            say it’?
         

         
         
          “Actually,” the woman behind the counter gets our
            attention with a thick accent, “si in French means ‘if’.”
         

         
         
          “Well there,” I say giving him a satisfied smile.
            At least it means something. 
         

         
         
          He shakes his head as he gives her his name and
            confirmation number. I take a look around at the beautiful hotel.
         

         
         
         Its high ceilings and beautiful paintings make it
            look very historical. The walls are a dark brown with murals painted directly
            onto them. The sitting area in the main lobby has high-back chairs that are the
            color of liquid gold. 
         

         
         
         “Here you go,” she says getting my attention and
            handing me a pamphlet. “This will help you with your French.”
         

         
         
          “Oh Lord help us,” Slade mumbles with a smirk. 

         
         
         I smile brightly ignoring him. “Thank you.”

         
         
          She nods her head, and he steers us toward the
            direction of the elevators. I flip through the pamphlet and catch a few words
            that I already know from watching the cooking channel.
         

         
         
          “Is that thing useful?” Slade asks as we make our
            way up to our floor.
         

         
         
         “Not for you it won’t be. The word fuck is
            nowhere in here,” I say in all seriousness.
         

         
         
          “Cute,” he says dryly.

         
         
          The elevator dings, and I follow him out of it and
            down the hallway. I run into his back not paying attention because my focus is
            on the pamphlet.
         

         
         
          I giggle when he picks me up, cradling me in his
            arms once again. “I could get use to this,” I say as we enter the suite.
         

         
         
          He sets me down and smacks my ass. “You have ten
            minutes before we are heading back out,” he calls out as he retrieves our bags.
            
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Where we going?” I ask. We
            are back downstairs standing in the lobby once again.
         

         
         
          He looks down at the map in his hands. “It’s
            called Lover’s Bridge.” 
         

         
         
         “Hmm. Sounds sexy.”

         
         
         “It’s supposed to be romantic,” he mumbles as he
            tries to read the map. “Are you fluent in French yet?” he asks like that’s a
            possibility.
         

         
         
          “No.” I roll my eyes.

         
         
          “Where is your pamphlet?” He looks down to me.

         
         
          “Why?” 

         
         
          “Because this is all in French and I don’t know
            French.” He says as he tilts the map to the side as if that’s going to help him
            read it better.
         

         
         
         I roll my eyes before I walk over to the front desk
            and ask the nice lady for directions to Lover’s Bridge.
         

         
         
         I thank her and go hand them to him.

         
         
         He nods with a smile as he looks over it and starts
            to read parts of it aloud. I pull my phone out and start snapping pictures of
            the inside of the hotel Then I take a few steps back and snap some of him as he
            looks down at the map.
         

         
         
          I turn around where my back is to him and snap a
            picture of me smiling, while he continues to look over the map behind me. I
            need to let our friends and family know we made it, so I shoot them a quick
            message.
         

         
         
          “Ah ha,” Slade says folding up the map. “I know
            where we need to go.”
         

         
         
          I smile. “Okay. Lead the way.”

         
         
          He hails a carriage ride for us and tells the man
            our destination. I cuddle up next to him as we take in our surroundings.
         

         
         
         We make our way to the bridge, and I gasp when I
            realize what it is. “Oh my God, I’ve heard of this,” I exclaim looking at all
            the locks. 
         

         
         
         “You have?”

         
         
          I nod my head. “You’re supposed to place a lock in
            the fence and then throw the key into the water.” I pick one up and see it
            reads Jenni & Jacob 2009. “They are beautiful.”
         

         
         
          I turn to face Slade. “We should go buy a lock and
            do it.”
         

         
         
          He steps up placing his body against mine. He
            smiles and then he places his hand into his front pocket of his jeans. He lifts
            his hand up to me, and he’s holding a lock in it.
         

         
         
          I reach up and take it into my hands. I run my
            thumb over the engraving on it. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel & Slade

         
         
          

         
         
         I flip it over to read the back. 

         
         
          

         
         
         To our forever 2014

         
         
          

         
         
         “Slade,” I whisper as tears fill my eyes. “You had
            this done for us?” I ask.
         

         
         
          “I had it done for you.” He lifts my chin so I
            look up at him. “I told you once I wanted to shout to the world how much I love
            you.” He points down to the lock that sits in my hands. “This is just one more
            chance I have to do that.”
         

         
         
          I smile through the tears and sniff. He takes my
            hand. “Let’s place it on the fence somewhere.”
         

         
         
         We walk a little ways until we are in the very
            middle of the bridge. I point to an open spot, and he looks down to me. “You
            sure that’s where you want it?”
         

         
         
          I nod. It’s perfect.

         
         
          He reaches in his back pocket pulling out his
            phone. He starts to look around like he’s looking for someone particular. 
         

         
         
          He stops an older woman as she walks by. “Will you
            take a picture?” He reaches out his phone. 
         

         
         
          I smile. He’s too cute.

         
         
          She frowns as she looks down at his phone;
            confused.
         

         
         
         “Bonjour,” I say happily, and Slade rolls his eyes.
            “Allez-vous prendre une photo?” Will you take a photo? I ask.
         

         
         
          He then arches his eyebrows. “You said you weren’t
            fluent?”
         

         
         
         “I’m not,” I say taking his phone and handing it to
            her. “It was in the pamphlet.” 
         

         
         
          The woman happily takes a photo as we place our
            lock into the fence and snap it shut. We turn to face her as I hold out our
            lock, that way it stands out in the picture. After she nods I go to turn away
            but Slade grabs me by the arms and leans down pressing his lips to mine. I lean
            into him and wrap my arms around his neck as his tongue enters my mouth. It’s
            soft and slow, his lips and tongue working with mine. I lift up to my tiptoes
            and place my hands in his hair. He moans in my mouth as his hands wander up and
            down my back, pulling me closer into him.
         

         
         
          He slows the kiss down and pulls away. I look over
            to the woman to make sure she didn’t run off with his phone, only to catch her
            staring at us wide-eyed. Her hand still holds his phone out pointed at us.
         

         
         
          I straighten my shirt. “Merci,” Thank you. I
            say sweetly.
         

         
         
          She gets a shy smile on her face as she looks over
            at Slade, and he chuckles.
         

         
         
         “Merci,” she says back before handing the phone to me.

         
         
          “Did she just tell you thank you?” Slade asks
            confused.
         

         
         
         “Yep,” I say looking down at his phone. 

         
         
         “Why would she say ‘thank you’ and not ‘you’re
            welcome’?” he wonders aloud.
         

         
         
         “Probably because you made her horny,” I state.

         
         
         He wraps an arm around me and smiles. “Possibly,”
            he jokes. Then he pulls a set of keys out of his pocket. “Here.” He pulls one
            of the keys off of the key ring and hands me the small key.
         

         
         
          “What about the other one? Are you going to throw
            it?”
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. “I wanna keep the other one,”
            he states. “You can throw that one.”
         

         
         
          I smile as I turn around and look out over the
            bridge. I throw the key and then lean over the railing as I look down to the
            water. I don’t even see where the key goes it’s so small.
         

         
         
         “You’re stuck with me forever,” he says, and I
            smile. “How does it feel?”
         

         
         
         I push my hair off of my shoulder and look up to
            the sky as if in thought. After a few seconds I look him straight in the eyes
            and tell him the truth. “Like the best thing in the world.” 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “Is it ready?” I ask,
            talking on my phone quietly.
         

         
         
         Tate sighs. “It will be by the time you get back.
            You’ve only been gone three days.”
         

         
         
          “Why do you sound like I’m bothering you?” I ask
            looking out our living room window at the Eiffel tower from our hotel suite. We
            went there today but I must say it’s much more beautiful lit up at night.
         

         
         
         “Because you are,” he states. “Do you even know
            what time it is here?”
         

         
         
          “No. Now ask me if I care.”

         
         
         He huffs, “Well I do. I’m in bed, and I’m not
            alone. So don’t take any offense to this, but I’m hanging up.”
         

         
         
          The line goes dead, and I chuckle. I open up the
            gallery to see the two pictures the lady took of us on the bridge our first day
            here. After the second picture she somehow videotaped us kissing. And I’m not
            gonna lie. It looks like it’s straight out of a movie. Angel looks beautiful,
            and the way she touches me, the way her body reacts to mine, it’s
            unexplainable.
         

         
         
          “Baby?” I close the video and spin around to see
            her standing right outside of the bedroom to our suite. Completely naked and
            ready for her husband to make love to her again.
         

         
         
          “Yes, Angel?”

         
         
          She gives me a sleepy smile. “What are you doing
            in here?”
         

         
         
          I hold up my phone. “I had to make a phone call.”

         
         
          Her brow scrunches. “This late?”

         
         
          I nod before tossing my phone down onto the chair
            sitting next to the window. “Work related,” I say with a small smile. “Come
            here.” I lift my left hand and motion for her to come to me.
         

         
         
         She rubs her sleepy eyes before she starts to make
            her way over to me. Once she gets close I reach out and wrap grab her pulling
            her into me. I wrap my arms around her soft body.
         

         
         
          “Come to bed,” she whispers into my chest.

         
         
          I lift her up into my arms and carry her back to
            the bedroom with plans to do some very naughty things to her.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

         
         
         

         
         
         “Wake up.” I feel my body
            shake as I start to wake. We’ve arrived back from Paris late last night, and I
            already miss it. There wasn’t a place that we didn’t see while there for our
            honeymoon. I hope to go back and visit again soon.
         

         
         
         “Stop,” I say hoarsely, my voice rough from
            sleeping. I reach up and push Slade’s arms off of me. I roll over onto my side
            as I pull the covers up over my face to hide the sunlight.
         

         
         
         “Not today, Angel. It’s time to get up,” I hear him
            say before the covers are ripped off of my body.
         

         
         
         I turn to face him with a hard look on my face. “I
            want to sleep in,” I say like a child.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head with a smile on his face. “We
            have somewhere to be. Get up.” He slaps my ass, and I let out a sigh. Somewhere
            to be. Where could that be?
         

         
         
         I can tell by his damp hair that he has already
            showered, and he’s dressed in a pair of loose fitting jeans and white fitted
            t-shirt. I place my feet on the floor and walk to the bathroom. I turn on the
            shower and start to step in when he grabs my arm. “We don’t have time for
            that,” he says leaning over and turning the water off.
         

         
         
         “Slade,” I say stomping my foot. “I have to get
            ready if we are going somewhere.”
         

         
         
         He shake his head. “Just get dressed.”

         
         
         I cross my arms over my chest. “Why are we in such
            a rush?”
         

         
         
         “Because everyone is waiting on us.”

         
         
          My eyebrows shoot up. “At least let me put on some
            makeup,” I say as I go to walk around him. 
         

         
         
         He laughs. “Just get dressed. You don’t need any
            makeup, Angel.” He places his hands in my hair and holds it back off of my
            face. “You look just as gorgeous without it as you do when you wear it.” He
            releases his right hand from my hair and runs his knuckles across my cheek. “I
            love getting to feel your soft skin, kissing your lips without having to wear
            half of your lipstick.” I giggle.
         

         
         
          “Plus,” he adds, “When you cry, your mascara
            runs.” He smirks.
         

         
         
         My eyes go big. “Is that your subtle way of telling
            me I’m going to cry today?”
         

         
         
          He looks down to my belly and sighs. Yeah, I know,
            it’s almost a guarantee that I cry over something daily. “Just get dressed.” He
            spins me around and starts to push me to the closet. I give up the fight and
            throw on a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt, and throw my hair into a high
            ponytail.
         

         
         
          I throw on my sunglasses as I grab my purse, and
            we are out the door. “Where are we headed?” I ask looking out the window
            recognizing that we are headed to downtown. He just gives a smirk as he keeps
            his eyes on the road. I roll my eyes and reach over turning the radio up loudly
            to drown out my thoughts.
         

         
         
         He slows down and pulls off at the Main Street
            exit. This is the same road Larry’s is on but he turns in the other direction.
            I sit up straighter in my seat. The girls and I come down here often to go
            shopping. Anything you could possibly want is located here.
         

         
         
         Slade slows down and pulls in front of a white
            building that sits on the corner. It has glass double doors. “This place is
            closed, Slade,” I observe, looking over at him.
         

         
         
         “Yep,” he answers with a smile.

         
         
          I frown but get out of the car after him. I follow
            him up to the door, and he turns the knob allowing the door to open. 
         

         
         
          “Slade.” I grab his wrist trying to stop him from
            entering. “We can’t go in there. This is trespassing.” I don’t care if the door
            was unlocked or not.
         

         
         
          “Come on.” He ignores my pleas and pulls me
            through the door. He closes it behind us and the only light in the room is
            coming through the glass doors behind us.
         

         
         
         I stay quiet as he pulls me through the large empty
            building. He takes me down a hallway and then into a new room. This room seems
            to be bigger even though it’s hard to see. “Wait here,” he says then releases
            my hand.
         

         
         
          I can hear him to my left as if he’s looking for
            something. Then I hear a click followed by the light coming on.
         

         
         
          “SURPRISE!”

         
         
         I jump back placing my hand over my frantically
            beating heart. “What the hell is going on?” I ask shocked and confused by the
            appearance of Tate, Missy, Courtney, Josh, and Parker.
         

         
         
         “They all wanted to be a part of this.”

         
         
         I look over at Slade as he speaks. He has a shy
            smile on his face and his hands are in his pockets letting me know he’s nervous
            about whatever this is.
         

         
         
         I start to go over the date in my head. It’s not
            our anniversary, my birthday, or his birthday. So why is everyone here?
         

         
         
         “I don’t understand,” I say still trying to catch
            my breath.
         

         
         
          “I knew you wouldn’t get it.” Parker laughs.

         
         
          Courtney reaches over and slaps his chest. 

         
         
          “She’s not supposed to,” Slade says coming back to
            stand by me. “That’s why it’s a surprise.”
         

         
         
          I narrow my eyes on Parker. He’s such a dick.

         
         
          I place my hands on my hips. “Then explain it.” 

         
         
          Slade pulls a piece of paper out of his back
            pocket and places it in my hands. I slowly open it up to look at it. 
         

         
         
         As I read over it I realize it’s the deed to this
            building and it has Samantha Marie Long written in place of owner. “You bought
            this?” I ask confused. 
         

         
         
          He nods and takes my hands. “I bought it for you.”
            He smiles.
         

         
         
          “Uh...” I want to ask why but that would make me
            sound like a bitch. “I don’t understand,” I decide is the best choice of words.
         

         
         
         “I overheard you telling Missy about your dream,
            Angel. I don’t want to come between that. I want to make all of your dreams
            come true.” He takes his hands and gestures to the room filled with some of our
            friends. “This building is all yours to start up your dream.”
         

         
         
          I stand there staring at him as tears start to
            slide down my cheeks. 
         

         
         
         Did he really buy me a building to start a bakery
            business?
         

         
         
          “Slade,” I say quietly. “I can’t do this…” I try
            to say, but I can’t say the words. I want to do this. I want to live the dream
            that my mother and I had.
         

         
         
         “I’m going to quit the bank,” Courtney declares.

         
         
          “What?” I ask mesmerized.

         
         
          She smiles. “I worked as an event planner for
            three years. And you, my friend, are going to need one for your demanding baking
            career.”
         

         
         
         My eyes move from hers to Josh. He even has a smile
            on his face, as if he doesn’t care what she does.
         

         
         
         “I’ve been looking for a job,” Missy says coming to
            me. “That is if you want me.”
         

         
         
          I nod my head not really understanding what is
            happening.
         

         
         
         “I’m not much of a baker,” Parker speaks up, “But I
            can be your taste tester.” He slaps his belly.
         

         
         
         “I will help in any way I can.” Tate nods with a
            straight face.
         

         
         
          I take a few steps back from everyone and turn to
            Slade. I feel lost. I feel overwhelmed. What in the hell is happening.
         

         
         
         “Don’t you see, Angel?” He takes my hands in his.
            “I want to make all of your dreams come true.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         This is not going how I had
            planned. She looks terrified. “You can sell it if you want.” Maybe she doesn’t
            want to own a bakery.
         

         
         
          She spins her body to face me, and she lets out a
            long breath. “Are you crazy?” Her voice higher than usual. “This is wonderful!”
            She gives me a slow smile. “This is my dream, Slade.” She turns away from me
            and looks at everyone. “And I want all of you to be a part of it.”
         

         
         
          With that the tears come, just like I figured they
            would. She starts up a conversation with the girls about decorating it and the
            colors she wants to paint the walls. I lean back against a wall with a smile on
            my face as Josh approaches me. “You have to stop coming up with all these great
            surprises. You’re making me look bad.”
         

         
         
          I laugh. “I told you to up your game.”

         
         
          “At least you guys have game,” Parker states
            looking at Tate. “You should have seen the girl Tate brought home last night.”
            He chuckles. “The bitch wasn’t there for ten minutes before she went running
            out the door.”
         

         
         
          Tate rolls his eyes. “What did you do to her Tate?
            Leave the lights on?”
         

         
         
          “She wanted to do something I wasn’t willing to
            do.” He shrugs casually.
         

         
         
          Micah places his hand on Parker’s shoulder. “You
            should have escorted her to Parker’s room. He likes anal play.”
         

         
         
          We all burst out laughing.

         
         
          “Shut up,” Parker snaps. “Don’t knock it until you
            try it.”
         

         
         
          “I’m never going to try it.” Tate shakes his head
            quickly.
         

         
         
          “It’s not like I like strap-ons or anything,” he
            huffs crossing his arms over his chest.
         

         
         
          I laugh. “So you’ve tried them?”

         
         
          Parker glares at me. “No…”

         
         
          “I’m totally buying you one for your birthday,”
            Josh says slapping him on the shoulder.
         

         
         
          We all continue laughing as the girls come over to
            join us. “What’s so funny?” Courtney asks eyeing Josh.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. “Just making fun of Parker.”

         
         
         We all turn our head when we hear the front door to
            the store open. “Who else is coming?” Angel asks.
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “No one that I know of.” Micah
            and Holly wanted to be here but Holly’s dad had asked Micah to help him with
            painting something. Perks of having a son-in-law, her dad had said.
         

         
         
          “That’s my ride,” Missy says softly. 

         
         
          We all turn to look down at her and see her
            watching the floor. She has still been acting very distant. 
         

         
         
         “Ready to go, Missy?” 

         
         
          I’m not surprised to see Braxton as he walks in
            and speaks to Missy. What does surprise me is the ‘go to hell’ look he shoots
            over at Tate. 
         

         
         
          Why is Braxton mad at Tate? He’s the one with the
            girl.
         

         
         
         “What are you doing here?” Parker inquires,
            surprised by his brother’s appearance.
         

         
         
         Braxton stands next to Missy and looks at his
            brother. “I dropped her off earlier and went to run some errands.” He then
            looks down at Missy. “Are you not ready to go?”
         

         
         
          She nods slowly before she looks up at Angel. I
            frown when I see her eyes are full of tears. What the fuck is going on? “If
            you need help with anything, I will be here to help you,” she says straightening
            her shoulders. Her eyes glance over at Tate for the briefest moment before they
            are back looking at Angel.
         

         
         
          She smiles and pulls her in for a hug. “Thank you.
            I would love to have your help,” Angel says then pulls away.
         

         
         
          Missy waves to everyone before she turns and walks
            out with Braxton right behind her.
         

         
         
          “Well, that wasn’t awkward,” Courtney says as she
            turns to glare at Tate.
         

         
         
          “Why are you staring at me?” he asks throwing his
            hands up. “I was nice.”
         

         
         
          Courtney snorts. “Nice? You didn’t say two words.”

         
         
          “I know. That was me being nice.” He nods to
            himself. “I could have punched Braxton. But what good would that have done?”
         

         
         
         “Why would you punch Braxton? You broke the
            poor girl’s heart. You can’t blame his brother.” She motions with her thumb to
            Parker. “Can he Parker?”
         

         
         
          “Don’t get me involved. I don’t know what is going
            on between the two of them.”
         

         
         
          The room settles with a silence, and I pull Angel
            into me. With her chest pressed up against mine she looks up to me with a big
            smile. “Thanks for this, baby. I can’t wait to get started.”
         

         
         
         “It’s going to be great,” I say knowing that’s the
            truth. 
         

         
         
          She pulls away when she feels my phone vibrate in
            my front pocket. I pull it up to see that it’s an email. I quickly pocket my
            phone when I see it’s from Miller—my old friend I had hired to dig
            around information for me on Tate. 
         

         
         
         “Who was it?” she asks tilting her head to the
            side.
         

         
         
          I clear my throat. “It was an email that’s work
            related,” I tell her.
         

         
         
          “Who’s hungry?” Courtney asks taking the attention
            off of me. “Because I’m starving.”
         

         
         
          Angel laughs and looks at her. “I am.”

         
         
          “You two always want to eat.” Parker sighs
            heavily.
         

         
         
          Angel reaches out and slaps him in the stomach.
            “And you always want to drink or get laid,” she says with a smile.
         

         
         
          He nods. “True,” as we all head to the door.

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

         
         
         

         
         
         It’s been a week since Slade
            surprised me with the bakery. I never imagined how much is involved in trying
            to open a bakery. The city told me it could take up to three weeks to get an
            inspection. I completed my class and took the test for a foods handler permit
            this morning. Now I’m back at home trying to figure out what I need to do next.
            
         

         
         
         I walk into Slade’s office and sit behind his
            computer. I move his mouse to turn the screen on when I see he must have
            checked his emails this morning before he left for work. I scroll down to the
            bottom of the page and see one that was sent a week ago. Tate is typed
            in the subject line. I find myself clicking on it.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Slade,

         
         
         Sorry it took me so long to get the info you
               asked for. It’s hard to look up someone when all you know is that he goes by
               Tate (which his actual name is Jonathan) and that he was born in Tulsa,
               Oklahoma.

         
         
         Anyway, there is no paper trail that suggests he
               is in fact Jack’s son. His birth certificate says father, Jonathan and mother,
               Laura. He was born May 20th, 1982 at Saint Francis hospital. A woman
               by the name of Lacey, purchased your wife’s house, which was left to her by her
               father, Jack. Then Jonathan (Tate) purchased from her only days later.

         
         
          Sorry I couldn’t dig up any more info. I hope
               this does help you out in finding out if he is Jack’s son or not.

         
         
         Miller

         
         
          

         
         
         I sit there staring at the screen, my heart
            pounding in my chest with watery eyes. I blink a few times and the tears run
            down my cheeks as read it over again. Once I’ve done that two more times, I’m
            even more confused than when I first did it. What does all of this mean?
         

         
         
         Is Tate my brother? Half-brother?

         
         
         I shake my head as I close out the email. “No,” I
            say aloud as I stand and run my hands through my hair. “This is not possible.”
         

         
         
          I reach over and pick up Slade’s office phone and
            call his cell. Can he give me more info than what that email just did? 
         

         
         
         He picks up on my first ring. “Hey, Angel.”

         
         
          “Slade,” I say almost frantic. “Why are you
            looking into Tate?” I ask quickly.
         

         
         
          He’s silent on the other end, and it makes the
            lump in my throat grow.
         

         
         
          “Slade,” I say in a high pitch, “tell me. Is Tate
            my brother?”
         

         
         
          I expect him to say ‘no, baby’. Or even to ask me
            ‘if I’ve lost my mind’. Instead he asks accusingly, “Were you going through my
            emails?” 
         

         
         
          “What?” I shout as my body starts to tremble.
            “That’s all you have to fucking say?” I scream, and my voice trembles. “What
            are you hiding?”
         

         
         
          “Nothing.” I hear him sigh. “Everything... I don’t
            know what to tell you, Angel. I don’t know enough to say anything.”
         

         
         
          “All you need to know is yes, he’s my brother. Or
            no, he’s not,” I demand harshly. “Is he my brother?” I shout. “Slade,” I plead
            as tears run down my cheeks. “Please,” I cry. “Just tell me. Is Tate my
            brother?”
         

         
         
          A part of me is thinking I’m overreacting. I’ve
            just imagined everything that I read and none of this is possible. The other
            part is saying please say yes. Please tell me that I have family left. A
            brother. Someone who I already call a great friend.
         

         
         
          “I’m sorry, Angel,” he says softly, and it almost
            has me sigh in relief. I misunderstood it. “But Tate is you brother. I
            didn’t want you to find out this way.” His voice is soft, and I can practically
            hear him running his hand through his hair nervously. 
         

         
         
         And just like that I can’t breathe. 

         
         
         I have a brother! 

         
         
         “How do you know?” I choke on my words. “The email
            didn’t clarify it.” I still can’t believe it.
         

         
         
          “Tate told me, baby,” he says sounding like he has
            a lump in his throat as well.
         

         
         
          I hold onto the phone as if it’s my lifeline. My
            body falls into his office chair, and I stare at the blank computer screen in
            front of me.
         

         
         
         Tate told him.

         
         
         A sob escapes my mouth, and I drop the phone to try
            and cover it up. I hear him yell for me a few times, and I feel my anger rise.
            How could he not tell me this? How could he keep this a secret from me when he
            knows how I feel about family? 
         

         
         
         But I shake my head. Is Slade the one I should be
            mad at? What about Tate? Why hasn’t he told me? Did he think I would reject him
            as family? As my brother?
         

         
         
          That thought alone has me jumping up and grabbing
            the truck keys, my purse, and running to the garage. I just spoke to him
            earlier, and he said he was off work today. I need to see him. I need to know
            the story. Why he kept this from me.
         

         
         
         As I’m driving toward Tate’s house Slade calls me.
            After the second time I just turn my phone off. I don’t want to talk to him. I
            just want to be left alone with my thoughts. 
         

         
         
         The truck tires squeal as I pull into his driveway.
            I slam the truck door and run up to his front door. I can hear music coming
            from his house, and his truck is parked outside, but Parker’s police car is
            gone.
         

         
         
          “Tate,” I try yelling over the music when I find
            the door locked. My hand shakes, and my lip trembles. What am I going to say?
            What if he doesn’t want to be my brother? What if he never told me because he’s
            ashamed of me?
         

         
         
          “Tate,” I cry out and get no response once again.

         
         
          I walk to the side of his house and throw my purse
            along with my cell and keys over his fence. I climb the short chain-link fence
            and run to his back door. I come to a quick stop when I find him sitting on his
            back porch with a bottle of tequila in his hand. He sits there and looks over
            the trees behind the house. He doesn’t even move to look at me.
         

         
         
          “Tate?” My voice trembles, and my body shakes. 

         
         
         “Slade called me,” he deadpans still looking
            straight ahead.
         

         
         
         “I know about you. That you’re my….” I swallow
            nervously. 
         

         
         
          He slides his head to look over at me, and my
            breath catches in my throat. His dark blue eyes are red and swollen. “Must be
            your lucky day then,” he says before turning to look back over to the backyard.
            He brings the bottle up to his lips and takes a drink of the tequila. He
            swallows as if he just took a drink of water, the burn not even having an
            effect on him. 
         

         
         
         I walk slowly over to the chair next to him and sit
            down bouncing my knee. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask softly.
         

         
         
         “Would you have cared?” His voice is flat, and it
            makes my heart sink. 
         

         
         
         I feel like the wind was knocked out of me. “How
            can you ask that?”
         

         
         
          He ignores my question. “Why didn’t you call me?”
            he asks not looking over at me. “When your…Jack died and your mother pushed you
            away. Why didn’t you call me?”
         

         
         
          His question catches me off guard but I answer in
            hopes that he will answer mine. “I hadn’t seen you in years, Tate. What did you
            want me to say? I have no one? Please come and save me? What could you have
            done?”
         

         
         
         He stands quickly and turns to look down on me. I
            can see it in his eyes, the hatred that he feels. I just don’t know who it is
            directed to, me or himself.
         

         
         
         “I could have helped you. I would have come running
            to you. Been the big brother I should have been way before then,” he yells. “I
            wanted to.” He sighs as if his anger is fading at that thought. “I wanted to
            help you out.” He shakes his head. “Instead I got a call from your mother.” He
            laughs bitterly. “She had a dying wish. A wish that I stupidly agreed to. I
            thought that was the only way I was ever going to see you again.” He turns from
            me and takes another swig of the bottle. “You know, you once asked me why I
            didn’t call you. That’s why, Sam. I was keeping so many secrets they were
            eating me alive, and you weren’t ready to hear them.”
         

         
         
          “I’m here now. You can tell me anything, Tate.” I
            plead for him to understand how sorry I am. I know how secrets will eat you up
            inside. They can control you.
         

         
         
          “Oh my little sister has come to save the day,” he
            spits out.
         

         
         
          “Why are you being such a prick?” I ask standing
            from my chair. “I’m the one you have been lying to.” My hands fist down by my
            sides. “I’m the one who has been left alone, pushed away.” Tears threaten in my
            eyes, and my throat starts to close once again. “Where were you when you knew I
            had no one?” I ask angrily. “When you knew what I was going through?” The words
            spit out of my mouth.
         

         
         
         He spins away from me and the bottle dangles in his
            hand down by his side. It makes my anger rise. “I’m here, Tate. How many lies
            does our family have to have?” 
         

         
         
         I place my hand on his shoulder and spin him
            around. “Tell me what has you holding onto that bottle as if it were your
            lifeline. Tell me what makes you shut everyone out. Me, Missy….”
         

         
         
          “Don’t bring her into this,” he growls tightening
            his hand on the bottle. 
         

         
         
         I rub my hand over my cheeks, wiping the fresh
            tears off of my face.
         

         
         
          “I’ve already hurt her enough,” he whispers. 

         
         
          I release a sigh. “Talk to me, Tate. Haven’t we
            missed too much of each other’s lives already? I’m not going to say what I feel
            and then run away.” I shake my head. “Not this time. Not like I did with my
            mother.” I turn and face the backyard that is covered in various trees and
            hills. It reminds me of the backyard of our father’s house back in Oklahoma. “I
            would have given you Dad’s house if I had known…”
         

         
         
          His body stiffens. “I know,” he growls
            interrupting me. “I don’t want a hand out, Sam. I’ve worked hard for what I
            have, and I didn’t need my little sister handing me things,” he says flatly.
         

         
         
          For the first time since Tate has come back into
            my life, I feel like he resents me. I don’t know how long he has known that he
            is my brother, but it has obviously been a while.
         

         
         
         I don’t know what to say so I just sit back down
            and look down at my fingers knotted together. Is that why my mother always
            offered to look after him? Because she knew that he belonged to the man she
            loved? 
         

         
         
         “Why didn’t Dad help you?” I ask angrily as tears
            sting my eyes. “Why didn’t he pull you away from that life?”
         

         
         
         “He didn’t know about me,” is all he says before
            taking another drink of his liquor.
         

         
         
         My head snaps to him. “Never?” I ask shocked.

         
         
         He shakes his head. “Why would he?” His voice has
            me cringing. So hard and full of hate.
         

         
         
          “I just thought…”

         
         
          “Well stop thinking,” he snaps at me. “Quit trying
            to figure shit out, Sam. You don’t know anything, so stop pretending that you
            do.” His words hurt. Why wouldn’t I want to know?
         

         
         
         “Why won’t you tell me?” I cry. 

         
         
         He runs his head over his cropped hair as if he’s
            getting irritated. “What do you want to know, Sam? The part where my childhood
            was spent watching the man I thought was my father beat my mother and me? Or
            the fact that my mother was such a coward that she couldn’t walk away from
            him?” he snaps.
         

         
         
         My breath catches in my throat at him mentioning
            his father hurting him. I knew his father beat on Laura. I had no idea he ever
            laid a hand on Tate. 
         

         
         
          “Or the fact that I thought I didn’t deserve you
            as a sister? How could I protect you, when I couldn’t even protect myself?” He
            throws his hands out to the side as if at a loss. He points the bottle at me,
            and he swallows hard making his Adams apple bob. “Do you know how much I wanted
            to strangle your mother for what she put you through?” He spins away from me.
            “And then I realized I was no better. I wasn’t the big brother coming to save
            the day. I didn’t want you to know about me. It was just easier that way. I’d
            always been the secret. It felt right to continue on that way. And it meant you
            wouldn’t leave me when you found out.”
         

         
         
         “I wouldn’t…”

         
         
          “Stop,” he yells making me jump. “That’s what you
            do, Sam. You did it as a kid, and you still do it now. Don’t tell me you
            wouldn’t have run from me. From this.”
         

         
         
         “I did,” I cry out, my vision blurry from my tears.
            “I did run. Right to you, Tate. I just found out not thirty minutes ago you are
            my brother, and I ran straight to you. Doesn’t that count for something? I’m
            tired of losing the ones I love.” I sit down in the chair and cover my face
            with my hands. I cry loudly as he just continues to stand staring down at me. 
         

         
         
         “I never wanted to hurt you,” he says softly.
            “That’s why I haven’t told you.” 
         

         
         
         I remove my hands from my face, and he squats down
            in front of me. “I didn’t think you would want me as a brother. I wasn’t there
            for you when you needed someone.”
         

         
         
          “But you’re here now.” I try to give him a small
            smile. My eyes fall down to his tequila bottle. “And it looks like you could
            use someone.”
         

         
         
          He sighs and I can smell the tequila on his
            breath. “I thought I had lost you. Slade called me and said you knew. That you
            had hung up on him and wouldn’t answer any of his calls. I grabbed a bottle. I
            thought I had lost you altogether.”
         

         
         
          “I’m not going anywhere. We need to stick
            together.”
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. “I’m not a good person, Sam.”
            He pulls away and stands up. “I was a better friend than I could ever be a
            brother.”
         

         
         
         My hands fidget in my lap. “How do you know that?
            We haven’t even tried to be a family.”
         

         
         
          He tilts the bottle up to his lips and takes a
            good size gulp. “I’m not strong like you. I can’t overcome my past.”
         

         
         
         I stand quickly. Fuck our past. “I want to
            be your sister.” Just saying that has tears filling my eyes. “Don’t you want to
            be my brother?” I ask the loaded question, and I hold my breath as he looks out
            over his backyard again. 
         

         
         
          He turns to face me and runs a hand over his
            cropped dark hair. “That’s all I’ve wanted since I found out you were my
            sister, Sam.”
         

         
         
         I let out a breath and the tightness lessens as I
            wipe the tears off of my face. “I’m sorry,” I say, and my voice cracks. “I’m
            sorry for not knowing about what Jonathan did to you.” I rub my eyes
            frantically trying to wipe the tears away. “I’m sorry you had to go through it
            all alone.”
         

         
         
          “Shh.” He walks up to me and wraps his arms around
            me. “It’s okay, Sam. You couldn’t have known.”
         

         
         
          But I did know. The older I got the more I noticed
            the bruises on his mother. “I should have said something, to anyone, about…”
         

         
         
          “No, Sam.” He tightens his arms around me, and I
            feel the liquor bottle against my back.
         

         
         
          I pull away and look up to him. “Why are you
            drinking, Tate?”
         

         
         
          He sighs. “It helps my nerves.”

         
         
          “Your nerves?” I ask frowning. 

         
         
          He steps away from me and sits down in his chair.
            “I told you I’m not a good person, Sam.”
         

         
         
          “Drinking doesn’t make you a bad person, Tate,” I
            state sitting down next to him.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. “The real reason we moved away
            from Tulsa…” He pauses. “I did something that I don’t regret. I did something
            so bad that could have cost me my life, but I don’t care.” He shrugs as he looks
            down at the bottle in his hands. “I’d do it again without even thinking. And
            that makes me a bad person.” He finishes looking over at me.
         

         
         
         I know he means something to do with Jonathan. I
            choose my words carefully. “I don’t know what you did, Tate. But I can tell
            you, it’s okay to defend your mother.”
         

         
         
          He snorts. “I wouldn’t call it defending anyone.
            More like getting even.”
         

         
         
         He sits back in his chair and slowly takes another
            drink of his tequila. We sit in silence as I think about what all of this
            means. My father had a son, a son he didn’t know about. “I have some questions,
            Tate,” I say softly.
         

         
         
          He gives a laugh but it holds no humor. “Hence the
            alcohol.” He lifts up the bottle of tequila. 
         

         
         
         “Why didn’t Laura tell Dad about you?” I notice the
            slight flinch every time I say dad. I know our dad wasn’t there for him
            but I wouldn’t call Jonathan his dad either.
         

         
         
         He runs a hand over his face. “I just…I think our
            life was already bad enough. She didn’t want to add more to it.”
         

         
         
          “Did my mother know?”

         
         
          He nods his head. “She found out after Jack
            passed.” He leans back in his chair. “She called my mother furious. They were
            best friends, and she wanted to know why she never told Jack or her for that
            matter, either.”
         

         
         
          “And when did you find out?”

         
         
          He looks over at me, and I try to ignore the
            tightening of my chest. He looks so angry. And the liquor in his hands just
            makes me worry more. “Some things I will not tell you, Sam.”
         

         
         
          “Tate, please…”

         
         
         “No,” he says curtly. 

         
         
          “Are you ashamed? Of us? Of me?” I whisper the
            last part. Tired of thinking it, I need to know an answer.
         

         
         
          “How could you think that?” he asks in disbelief. 

         
         
          I sniff. “What am I supposed to think? You don’t
            give me any information. I find out I have a brother. I find out you were…that
            Jonathan…” beat him. I can’t say the words aloud. I know they must
            affect him. I don’t want to make him drink more then he already is.
         

         
         
          “That doesn’t make me ashamed of you or us. We
            didn’t ask for this situation, Sam.”
         

         
         
          I nod my head in understanding. “It must have been
            hard,” I say looking down at my red nail polish.
         

         
         
          “It is hard,” he retorts before taking another
            drink of the tequila.
         

         
         
          A thought hits me, and I can’t help but ask. “Is
            that why you take those pills? Because of your past?” 
         

         
         
          He lets out a sigh. “Yes, Sam,” he says as if I’m
            annoying him.
         

         
         
          “What kind of pills are they?” The bottle was too
            worn out to see what they were exactly.
         

         
         
          “Sleeping pills,” he replies with a hard voice
            once again.
         

         
         
          I sit up straighter and my head snaps to look over
            at him. “What? You take sleeping pills and drink?” 
         

         
         
         “If I pass out drunk from the alcohol then I don’t
            need the pills,” he spits out.
         

         
         
          I can’t take it anymore. I get up and stand in
            front of him. “Stop with the attitude.” I place my hands on my hips. “Just so
            you know. I am going to be the most annoying little sister you could imagine.”
            The corners of his lips actually lift a little. “I want you safe, Tate. We’ve
            lost enough family already. For once I want to be here for one another.”
         

         
         
          He nods his head “Agreed.”

         
         
          I run my hand through my hair and let out a sigh.
            “Will you come over for dinner tomorrow night?” 
         

         
         
          “Of course I will,” he says with a look as if that
            was a stupid question.
         

         
         
          I bend down and wrap my arms around him. “If you
            need anything please call me, Tate.”
         

         
         
          “I will.” He pats my back before I pull away.

         
         
          He stands and gestures to the back door. “I’ll let
            you out the front door.”
         

         
         
          I point to the side of the house. “I’ll climb over
            the fence again.” He lifts an eyebrow. “Plus my phone and purse are still lying
            in the grass over there.”
         

         
         
          He chuckles, and it makes me smile.

         
         
          I walk around the house as he follows after me. I
            had just bent down to grab my stuff when I hear Slade’s car pull into his driveway.
            My eyes narrow on it.
         

         
         
          “Take it easy on him,” Tate says watching me.

         
         
          I turn and face him. “How can I, when I know he
            knew about you?”
         

         
         
          He shrugs. “Isn’t that how love works? You forgive
            them? No matter what the reason is?”
         

         
         
          “Is it? Do you forgive the ones you love?” I ask
            meaning his mother. Could he forgive her for what she has put him through? The
            lies? The abuse?
         

         
         
          He looks me in the eye and responds, “I don’t love
            anyone.”
         

         
         
         Not even me?

         
         
          My eyes widen, and he salutes me with his bottle
            of tequila. “Like I said. Not a good person.”
         

         
         
         I go to argue with him when I hear Slade yell
            followed by his car door slam shut.
         

         
         
          I spin around to face him. “How long have you
            known?” 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I come to a stop as I
            approach the fence. How long have you known? Now that is a loaded
            question, but I’m going to be honest with her. 
         

         
         
          “Since the night I proposed to you in New York.”

         
         
          Her hands fall down to her side, and her mouth
            gapes open. “You’ve known all this time?” she says in shock. “Trip to Vegas…”
            Then her eyes fill with tears. “Our wedding…”
         

         
         
          “Yes,” I say trying not to let her expression get
            to me. I want to fall to my knees. I want to apologize for not telling her but
            I don’t. Instead I place my hands in my front pockets and lean back on my
            heels. “I confronted Tate later on that evening. I wanted to know how he knew
            so much, but we knew so little about him. He finally told me he was your
            half-brother. I asked a few questions but that was all that he would give me.”
            I look at Tate and frown when I see the bottle of tequila still gripped in his
            hand. “I found out when we got back from New York that his real name is not
            even Tate. So, I hired an investigator to find out more about him.” I sigh. “As
            you read on my computer, he didn’t find out much.”
         

         
         
          “I’ve paid money for it to stay that way,” Tate
            says with a proud smile.
         

         
         
          Angel turns to face him. “Are you trying to hide
            from someone?”
         

         
         
          “Not in the least.” He looks down to his bottle
            before he takes a sip.
         

         
         
          She turns back to face me. Pointing a finger at
            me, she scowls, “That does not get you off of the hook, Slade.” 
         

         
         
          “I told him over and over that you deserved to
            know,” I argue although I know it makes me sound like a little kid trying to
            lay blame on someone else.
         

         
         
          “That is true,” Tate says nodding his head
            quickly.
         

         
         
          “Are you drunk?” I ask concerned as his tall body
            sways.
         

         
         
          He chuckles. “Not yet,” he lies easily.

         
         
          Angel sighs. “Get in the truck,” she says tossing
            her phone, purse, and keys over the fence. I watch them land on the grass by my
            feet with a frown.
         

         
         
          “What?” Tate’s head snaps up to look at her.

         
         
          “I said get in the truck. You need some food to
            sober you up.” She frowns as she looks him up and down.
         

         
         
          “That’s not necessary,” he argues.

         
         
          “Get in my fucking truck, Tate,” she yells. I
            swear I am not used to these pregnancy hormones. Hell, I was just getting used
            to her regular mood changes. 
         

         
         
          Tate finally shrugs and turns to walks to the back
            of the house.
         

         
         
          She places her hands on the fence, and I try to
            help her over it but she pushes me away. “I climbed over here by myself. I can
            get back over there by myself,” she mumbles.
         

         
         
          I ignore her statement. “Where’s he going?”

         
         
          “Probably to turn off the blaring radio and finish
            off the tequila,” she shoots over her shoulder as she walks to the truck.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Dinner has gone pretty
            well. Angel fixed pork chops, gravy, and mashed potatoes with a side of green
            beans and carrots.
         

         
         
          Tate has shoveled in enough that he has started to
            look better. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for him to hear that I
            had hired someone to get his life story, only for Angel to find it. He sounded
            horrified on the phone, panicked even.
         

         
         
          It also killed me to know that Angel turned her
            cell off. I didn’t know she was headed over there to see him. I couldn’t tell
            from her frantic voice if she was elated to hear he was her brother or if she
            despised the idea. I’m so glad that she has accepted it. 
         

         
         
          I smile to myself as I place some food on my fork.
            Of course she took him in with open arms. 
         

         
         
          I wipe my mouth with a napkin. “So, did you get
            anything for the bakery started today?” I ask her.
         

         
         
          She looks up giving me a go to hell look with her
            narrowed eyes. Well, I guess I’m not off the hook just yet.
         

         
         
          She dishes out some potatoes and smacks them down
            on her plate. 
         

         
         
         “Don’t be mad at him,” Tate says.

         
         
          She drops the spoon back into the potatoes and
            gives him a serious look. “He knew.” She picks up her fork and points at him.
            “Whether you guys had an excuse or not. He still knew.” She throws her hands up
            in the air. “Hell, he’s known for four months.” She looks at me. “You should
            have told me.” 
         

         
         
          I release a sigh. How many times have I told
            myself that? I knew that she deserved to know. 
         

         
         
         “I told him not to,” Tate says once again.

         
         
          “Quit defending him,” she snaps.

         
         
          “Look,” I say getting their attention. “He was
            afraid of your reaction. I didn’t want to force his hand. He wasn’t ready. Did
            I want to tell you? A hundred times, Angel. But you of all people should know
            that it wasn’t my place.” 
         

         
         
          She lets out a long breath and looks down to her
            full plate. She drops her fork and pushes her chair back. “I’m no longer
            hungry,” she announces angrily. “Tate, stay the night, you’re still drunk,” she
            says with no room to argue before stomping out of the dining room.
         

         
         
          “Well, that didn’t go as bad as I thought it
            would,” Tate says with a smile. 
         

         
         
          “Maybe for you.” I smile when I hear her come back
            down the hallway. It fades though when I see she has a pillow in one hand and a
            blanket in the other.
         

         
         
          “You can sleep on the couch,” she says
            matter-of-fact. “Peaches.” She whistles for the dog. Peaches jumps up from the
            floor and follows after her.
         

         
         
          Tate chuckles before shoving more food into his
            mouth.
         

         
         
         “How did I get in the most trouble when you were
            the one with the secret?” I ask somewhat confused.
         

         
         
          He looks up to me and sighs. “I honestly think
            because she’s afraid to be mad at me. I did get drunk tonight. I think she’s
            more confused than anything.”
         

         
         
          “That’s sounds possible,” I speculate. 

         
         
          “I feel bad how she found out,” he admits quietly
            as he looks up at me, and I see the weight that has been lifted off of his
            shoulders. “I didn’t tell her everything.” He shakes his head looking down at
            the table. “Some stuff is just too hard to talk about. And although she didn’t
            push me tonight, I know she will someday.”
         

         
         
          “Well maybe that someday is a long ways away,” I
            say with hope. I want them to have a good brother and sister relationship. I
            know Tate struggles with his past—it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see the
            temper that he suppresses.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I wake up with a crick in
            my neck and half my body hanging off the couch. I sit up and look around. The
            clock on the wall reads a little past midnight. I groan as I throw off the
            blanket that she had given me. I place my feet on the floor and run a hand down
            my face. 
         

         
         
         I sigh as I tilt my head to the left, then to the
            right, trying to loosen it up. This is the first time for me to sleep on this
            couch, and it is definitely not something I want to make a habit of. The one in
            the media room is much more comfortable.
         

         
         
          Standing up I grab my pillow and make my way down
            the hallway quietly to our bedroom. I smile when I find the bedroom door
            unlocked. I expected to have to pry it open like I did last time.
         

         
         
         After shoving Peaches off the bed, I get into my
            side and try to straighten up the covers that she has pushed down to the end of
            the bed. Once I get them somewhat fixed I lie down and look up at the ceiling
            thinking back over our night. I do agree with Tate, it did go better than I
            expected. She could have told him to go to hell, or demand more answers than he
            was ready to give. She didn’t push him because that’s just not her. No matter
            how many questions she is asking herself now.
         

         
         
         I roll over onto my side and place my palm on her
            bare back, lightly running it up and down her smooth skin. Her body is warm,
            and I find myself scooting closer to her. She softly shifts her body into me,
            and I lean down to kiss her shoulder. My left hand travels over her side and up
            her ribs. I feel my dick start to harden when I reach the softness of her breast.
            I grab a handful and let out a deep growl. I love how big they are, and I love
            making her soft pink nipples pebble to hard buds. 
         

         
         
          “No,” she mumbles and pulls away from me.

         
         
          I chuckle. So she’s still mad at me, even in her
            sleep. “Don’t challenge me, Angel.”
         

         
         
          “Don’t piss me off, Slade,” she says deadpan
            sounding more awake.
         

         
         
          I smirk. “You should have locked me out then.”

         
         
         She sighs. “You would have found a way in,” she
            says moving over to the edge of her side.
         

         
         
          I grab her arm and pull her back to the center,
            rolling her onto her back. I get up and straddle her small hips. She lets out a
            sound of annoyance as she turns her head away from me with her eyes still
            closed.
         

         
         
          I reach out and trace her jawline with my fingers.
            “I don’t like it when you’re mad at me,” I say honestly. “No matter how hot you
            look when you’re pissy.” I try to lighten her mood. It doesn’t work.
         

         
         
          She opens her sleepy eyes slowly and turns her
            face to look up at me. “I don’t like it when you keep secrets from me.”
         

         
         
         “I know but…”

         
         
          “No. You don’t know.” She runs her hands down her
            face as she lets out a sound of aggravation. Then her hands hit my chest hard
            and she pushes me back while she bucks her hips knocking me off of her. She
            jumps out of bed before I can grab her. She starts to storm off to the bathroom
            but comes to a halt at the end of our bed. She slowly turns around with her
            mouth open and her eyes wide.
         

         
         
         “I can’t fucking believe it.” She breathes with a
            look of shock on her face.
         

         
         
          “What?” I ask getting out of bed as well.

         
         
          She lifts her hand and points a finger at me. “He
            was right the whole time,” she whispers.
         

         
         
          “Who?”

         
         
          She looks up and her eyes meet mine. “Jax,” she
            says as her voice rises.
         

         
         
         “Don’t,” I growl. Why the fuck is she bringing him
            up?
         

         
         
          “He knew. He told me outside of Larry’s that you
            were the one lying to me, that you were hiding a secret about Tate.”
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “There’s no way he knew that.”

         
         
          “Quit acting like I don’t know what the fuck I’m
            talking about,” she snaps. “You stood in our kitchen and yelled at me. Telling
            me that you were mad at me for believing him when he was right the entire
            time.” She trails off and then takes a step toward me. 
         

         
         
          I throw my hands up—the gig is up. “I did,” I
            confess harshly. “But that’s because he had no way of knowing that.”
         

         
         
          “He also said you spoke to him while we were in
            New York? Is that true?”
         

         
         
         My jaw clenches.

         
         
         “Answer the fucking question,” she snaps.

         
         
         “Yes,” I shout. “He called your cell. You were asleep
            so I answered. He told me he was coming back. I didn’t bother to tell you. I
            deleted the call and then called to have it blocked.” I try to make it as
            simple as possible. I’m already in deep shit, might as well jump in.
         

         
         
         “How could you?” she asks as her face twists in
            pain. “All these lies.” She shakes her head.
         

         
         
          “These lies involve your fucked-up, druggie ex,” I
            snap. “It’s not like I lied about another woman.” Fuck, Slade. Did you have to
            bring up another woman?
         

         
         
          She storms toward me. “They involve my brother as
            well you jackass,” she shouts. “But while we’re at it, do you have lies about
            other women that you want to confess?”
         

         
         
          I roll my eyes and let out a growl. “I’ve never
            cheated on you,” I grind out, clenching my teeth.
         

         
         
          “Oh that sounded sincere,” she retorts.

         
         
         “Don’t fucking accuse me of something I didn’t do,”
            I snap.
         

         
         
          “Don’t accuse me of not knowing what I’m talking
            about,” she snaps back. She then huffs and spins around, storming off into the
            bathroom, and I follow after her. She goes to slam the door in my face but I
            lift my hand in time to stop it inches from my nose. I push it as hard as I
            can, and it hits the wall with a thud. 
         

         
         
         “What are you doing? It’s midnight,” I snap. 

         
         
          “Trying to get away from you. So, go away,” she
            snaps walking into the shower and turning it on.
         

         
         
         I follow in after her and step where my body is
            right in front of hers and glare down at her. “Why are you being a bitch to
            me?” I demand. “Nothing involving Jax should matter to you, and you know damn
            well that I couldn’t tell you what Tate didn’t want you to know.”
         

         
         
         “Don’t call me a bitch.” She reaches up and slaps
            me with a look of hatred. 
         

         
         
         I grab a hold of her hand and spin her around
            pressing her back into my front and pinning her arms to her chest. “Quit
            fucking slapping me,” I growl as the sting still lingers on my face.
         

         
         
         “Quit pissing me off,” she snaps. The wetness of
            her body from the shower has her sliding her arms free from my hold, and she
            jams her elbow into my side. She pulls away from me getting under the sprayer
            keeping her back to me. 
         

         
         
         “Angel?” I growl.

         
         
          “I have nothing to say to you,” she responds in
            that bitchy tone that has my temper rising.
         

         
         
          I open the shower door and catch sight of her silk
            robe sitting by the tub. I walk over to it and pull the silk tie out of it. And
            then turn back to the shower. If she doesn’t want to talk that’s fine, but I
            won’t allow her to be mad at me over Jax. I’ll give her a reason to be pissed
            at me.
         

         
         
         I slam the door shut and walk back over to her. I
            grab her arm, pulling her out from underneath the sprayer and drag her to the
            other side of the shower where the other sprayer is. It’s not turned on at the
            moment. 
         

         
         
          “Slade,” she hisses as she tries to open her eyes,
            but she can’t, her hair is soaked and covering half her face. 
         

         
         
         I grab a hold of her wrists and pull them in front
            of her and quickly wrap the tie around them several times before tying a tight
            knot. I spin her around to where she’s facing the wall.
         

         
         
          “Slade,” she snaps trying to get them free.
            “Stop,” she demands but I just smile as I yank on the silk. It pulls her hands
            up above her head and I tie the other end to the showerhead and then take a
            step back from her.
         

         
         
          “What the fuck are you doing?” she shouts trying
            to move her hair out of her face.
         

         
         
         I sigh and cross my hands over my chest as I watch
            her try to get loose. “I’m leaving you there until you lose this fucking
            attitude,” I say with a careless shrug. It could take awhile
         

         
         
          “What?” she snaps. “I’m not fucking joking, Slade.
            Untie me,” she demands once again.
         

         
         
         I uncross my arms and walk up to her placing my
            body up against hers. I lean down and pull all the hair off of face. “No,” I
            whisper bending down to her ear.
         

         
         
          She huffs. “Just stop,” she says as her body sags
            in defeat, knowing I’ve already got her where I want her, and I smile.
         

         
         
         I run my hand around the side of her soft, slick
            hip and down between her legs. She closes her thighs trying to keep me out but
            all it does is trap my hand.
         

         
         
         “No,” she says sternly. “Whatever you’re thinking
            isn’t going to happen. I’m pissed off at you,” she states.
         

         
         
          I reach up with my free hand and place my hand
            over her mouth. She tries to shake it off as she moves her head quickly but I
            pull her head back and put more pressure over her mouth. “Just give it up,
            baby.” She shakes her head once and pulls on her arms again. I look up hoping
            she doesn’t have the strength to pull the showerhead from the wall. If she gets
            free, she may skip right past slapping and punch me.
         

         
         
         She mumbles something, and I ignore her attempt to
            get me to remove my hand from her mouth. I take my feet and easily pry her legs
            apart allowing my hand to slide further between her legs just where I want
            them.
         

         
         
         “No surprise,” I say with a laugh and her legs
            tighten against mine as she tries to close them. No way, I’m much stronger than
            her. She looks up and narrows her eyes on me. “Your pussy is all wet and ready
            for me to fuck you,” I say before leaning down and nibble on her neck.
         

         
         
         Her body gives a little shiver and she lets out a
            long breath through her nose as I feel her neck go slack. “That’s right,
            Angel.” I slide a finger deep into her pussy enjoying the wetness and the heat.
            “Don’t fight it.” I enter another finger roughly and she goes up on her tiptoes
            as she whimpers into my hand. I press my now hard cock into her lower back as I
            continue to pleasure her with just my fingers. Her hands are stretched way
            above her head and I’m still holding her head back at an uncomfortable position
            with my hand over her mouth. Her pussy is so fucking wet with arousal it’s
            running down my fingers.
         

         
         
         “You like it when I do this, don’t you?” I say
            nuzzling my face into her neck. I lick the cold water off her skin and then
            bite down on the sensitive skin behind her ear.
         

         
         
          Her body shakes at the notion. “You’re mine,
            Angel. And one thing about being mine is that I’m going to fuck you whenever
            and however I want. Aren’t I?” I demand and she nods her head, the woman
            doesn’t even have to think about it.
         

         
         
         I smile into her neck. “Such a good girl,” I
            whisper as I rub my thumb over her clit. I can feel her body getting closer to
            coming as I work my fingers in and out of her roughly. It’s trying to fight me
            on its own accord. She’s breathing heavy through her nose and her eyes are
            closed, her legs are flexed against mine, and she’s up on her tiptoes. Just
            when I think she’s there, I remove my fingers. She whimpers, the sound muffled
            by my hand, and her body goes slack once again. 
         

         
         
         “You know how much you turn me on when you’re mad
            at me?” She nods once again. “I think I’m going to make you work for this one.”
         

         
         
          She shakes her head, and I nod mine. “Yes.” She
            tries to push me away with her ass. “Keep trying, baby. You’re just gonna wear
            yourself out,” I warn. But I don’t want her to, I like it when she’s feisty and
            fights me.
         

         
         
         My hand slides its way up her growing belly, and I
            cup one of her large breasts in my hand. I massage it roughly before pinching
            her nipple hard as her body bucks. Her chest rises and falls quickly and her
            skin is broke out in goosebumps. I don’t know if it’s ‘cause her wet body is
            now cold from the lack of warm water or from my touch.
         

         
         
          “You know how much I want to make you pay for
            slapping me?” I ask, and I feel her legs tremble against mine. “You want me to
            make you pay, baby?” I pinch her nipple, and she nods her head again. 
         

         
         
          I release her and spin her around to face me. The
            tie holding up her bound wrists tightens from the twisting. She bows her head
            as she sucks in air through her mouth. I place my hands in her wet, tangled
            hair and lift her head to look her in the eyes. 
         

         
         
         “Slade?” she sighs heavily.

         
         
          “Yes?” I ask with a straight face not wanting to
            show her how much that still affects me.
         

         
         
         “What do you wanna do to me?” she asks licking her
            plump lips.
         

         
         
          I tighten my hands in her hair and her breath
            catches. “Any. Fucking. Thing. I. Want,” I say simply. “And when you don’t
            think your body can take anymore, I will push it even further.”
         

         
         
          I want one night with nothing but having my way
            with her. And I’m not talking about fucking and then passing out. I’m talking
            about once I’m done with her, leaving her there, restrained and waiting for me
            to use her again. I’ve been fighting a darker side for a while now with her,
            and she knows it.
         

         
         
         “You will know nothing except that I have complete
            control,” I say honestly. “Can you imagine what it would be like not to be able
            to stop me?” I lean down and place my lips right in front of hers and whisper,
            “Not knowing what I would do to you next. Which part of your body I’m going to
            touch. What part of your body I’m going to fuck.” I slowly lick her parted lips
            as I remember what they feel like when they’re wrapped around my cock.
            Un-fucking-believable. 
         

         
         
          She lets out a whimper and her legs buckle. I
            tighten my hands in her hair, and she cries out.
         

         
         
          “I wouldn’t hurt you,” I say with a smirk knowing
            that’s exactly what I’m doing as I speak. “But you would know that I had the
            power to do so. If you refused me what I wanted.” 
         

         
         
         Her green eyes close as she pants. I’ve learned
            with Angel that the pain of something can make the pleasure ten times better.
            She likes when the cuffs are too tight, when my bites leave bruises. And I can
            never slap that round ass hard enough for her.
         

         
         
          “I like the pain,” she confesses breathlessly.

         
         
         “I know.” I feel her heart beat faster against my
            chest, and I allow myself to smile.“Would you give me that power, Angel?” I ask
            pulling back looking down at her. “Knowing there would be no boundaries? No say
            on your part?” A while back the possibility of her saying yes would have
            terrified me. Not now. Now I want her to give me this. I want to treat her like
            my little personal sex slave. And I know a part of her wants that as well.
         

         
         
          She looks up at me and whispers, “I belong to you,
            right?”
         

         
         
         I give her a cocky smile. “Yes.”

         
         
          She gets a slow and sexy smile of her own. “Make
            me believe it.”
         

         
         
          I yank her head back and she lets out another
            strangled cry. I kiss her exposed neck and can feel her pulse beating wildly
            and my cock twitches. Tonight, I will fucking own her like she has never known.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

         
         
         

         
         
         Morning comes way too soon.
            I smile as I realize my entire body hurts and my muscles are sore. I let Slade
            have his way with me last night, and God was it amazing. The man took more from
            my body than I knew it could give.
         

         
         
          Once I shower and get ready, I make my way to the
            kitchen. I get out everything we have and begin to make the biggest breakfast
            of my life. Grits, biscuits, and gravy. Pancakes and bacon. Whatever we have, I
            use. After my fight with Slade last night I realized I wasn’t mad at him. I was
            mad at myself. I was mad at what was in front of me all along, and I never even
            questioned it. 
         

         
         
         I want Tate to know I’m here for him. I want Slade
            to know that I’m a different person than who I was when I ran out on my mother.
            You only get one chance at life, and I have decided to just roll with the
            punches. Take them with a smile. 
         

         
         
         “Something smells good,” I hear Slade say as he
            comes down the hallway before entering the kitchen.
         

         
         
         “Breakfast,” I say placing a few plates on the
            table.
         

         
         
          He comes over and gives me a kiss on the forehead
            and then pulls back placing his hand over my belly. “How are you this morning?
            Feeling okay?” His eyes drop to his hand covering my belly.
         

         
         
         I smile. “We feel great.”

         
         
         He looks back up to me, “I wasn’t too rough with
            you last night?” he questions. “I don’t want to hurt you or the baby,” he says
            seriously.
         

         
         
         I shake my head, “Not at all,” I assure him.

         
         
         He smiles and slaps my ass when I turn around. I
            squeal, and he chuckles.
         

         
         
          “You guys are being too loud,” Tate mumbles as he
            enters the kitchen.
         

         
         
          Slade sits down at the table and looks over at
            him. “No such thing. You are just hung over.” He takes a bite of bacon.
         

         
         
          We all turn to face the front door when someone
            knocks on it. “I’ll get it,” Slade says shoving another piece of bacon in his
            mouth before he stands to go answer it.
         

         
         
         I should not be surprised when I see him open the
            door and Parker walks in. The guy seems to always be around.
         

         
         
         Parker smiles as he sits down where I set my plate.
            “Well, I couldn’t have timed this any better,” he says with a smile on his
            face.
         

         
         
          “What are you doing here?” I can’t help but ask as
            I pour him a cup of coffee. 
         

         
         
          He starts to place food on my plate when he
            speaks. “I have to go in today to do some paperwork, so I thought I would come
            by.” He looks at Tate. “I was wondering where you were last night. Get lucky?”
            He wiggles his dark eyebrows.
         

         
         
          Tate chuckles. “Yeah, with a bottle of tequila.
            She’s kicking my ass this morning.”
         

         
         
         After I finish making the guys breakfast I walk
            back to our bedroom, grab my purse, and make my way back to the kitchen. “I’m
            gonna head up to the bakery. I want to do some cleaning and shop for some paint
            colors. You guys have a great day. Love you,” I say before turning and walking
            to the garage.
         

         
         
          As I open the truck door Slade steps out into the
            garage. “You didn’t eat breakfast.” He frowns
         

         
         
         “I’ll eat something on the way.” Cake sounds really
            good right now. I can’t wait until I can go to the bakery and just bake a cake
            for myself.
         

         
         
          He smiles. “Thank you.”

         
         
          “For what?”

         
         
          He leans up against the open truck door and kisses
            me on the lips. “For Parker.”
         

         
         
         “What can I say?” I shrug. “I’m just in a really
            good mood.”
         

         
         
         He smiles. “Have a great day and be careful.” 

         
         
          “Will do.” We kiss one last time, and I head off
            to the bakery.
         

         
         
          As I pull into the parking lot I spot Missy’s
            little red sports car. “How did you know I would be here?” I ask as we both
            climb out of our cars.
         

         
         
          She shrugs. “Just a lucky guess.”

         
         
         I take in a deep breath. “I’m really worried about
            you, Missy. Is everything okay?” Her hair is blonder than it has ever been
            before. And she looks like she has lost a little weight.
         

         
         
          She nods her head once. “I’ve just needed some
            time alone.”
         

         
         
          “Is there something that I can help you with?” I
            ask.
         

         
         
          She shakes her head. “I promise. I’m okay.”

         
         
         “Okay,” I say unsure but if I have learned anything
            in the last twenty-four hours, it’s that you can’t push someone to tell you
            what they don’t want you to know. 
         

         
         
         I jiggle the keys to the bakery in my hand. “I’m
            going to pick out some colors and order some things for the bakery today. Wanna
            help me out?” 
         

         
         
         She gives me a small smile. “I would love to.”

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I just get home from a busy
            day at work and walk into the kitchen for a bottle of water, when my cell
            starts to ring. 
         

         
         
         “What’s up, man?” I say when I see Parker’s
            name.
         

         
         
         “I have a few questions for you,” he says.

         
         
         “Shoot.”

         
         
          He takes a few seconds before he speaks. “First.
            Did you know that Sam’s name is on a no charges filed report?”
         

         
         
         Why would her name be on a no charges filed report?
            “Oh, yeah. That was when she and Jax broke up back in September.” I know he had
            skipped town before they could serve him anything the first time.
         

         
         
         “That would be a negative,” he states.

         
         
         “How so?”

         
         
         “This report refers to a Jeremy.”

         
         
          Jeremy? We don’t know a Jeremy. “You must have
            read it wrong.”
         

         
         
         “No. It’s right here in front of me. It is dated
            back in November. The officer was called to her place of business for a
            domestic dispute.” 
         

         
         
         That’s almost six months ago. “I don’t know
            what that could be about.” 
         

         
         
          “Well, I normally wouldn’t think anything of it.
            But it also says that her statement was lost.”
         

         
         
          I sigh. “Bring it over to my house.” I wanna see
            this for myself. 
         

         
         
         “Slade I can’t…”

         
         
         “Bring the fucking paperwork over to my house. Now
            Parker,” I demand.
         

         
         
         He lets out a breath as if conflicted. “I’m on my
            way,” he says reluctantly.
         

         
         
         I scroll down to her name and am about to call her
            when I decide to wait. I want to know what the hell is on this report. It has
            to be a mistake. Maybe it was when all that shit went down before the holidays.
            It was like we were calling the cops left and right. With the house getting
            broke in to, the truck window being smashed, and her being attacked outside of
            her work…That’s probably it. That’s where he saw Larry’s being involved. Even
            though Tate had taken her to the police station it had still happened up at
            Larry’s. But why would it have Jeremy written on it? And why would it say
            domestic dispute? She and Tate both said they never saw the guy who attacked
            her.
         

         
         
          I walk over to answer the door when I hear a
            knock. I open it to reveal Tate standing there with his arms crossed over his
            chest. “What are you doing here?” I ask.
         

         
         
         “Sam told me to come over yesterday for dinner tonight.”
            
         

         
         
         “Well, Parker is on his way over. He has some
            papers for me to look at.” I look at the clock. Angel will be home in less than
            thirty minutes. When I spoke to her earlier, she and Missy were ordering stuff
            online for the bakery. She was going to run to the store on her way home. 
         

         
         
         “Okay.” Tate goes straight for the fridge and pulls
            out a beer for himself before he hands me one.
         

         
         
          “Thanks.” 

         
         
          “Do I need to leave? Is this work related?”

         
         
          I shake my head. “You can stay. It has to do with
            your sister.”
         

         
         
         He doesn’t say anything as he makes himself
            comfortable at the kitchen island.
         

         
         
         It isn’t more than ten minutes later when Parker
            walks through the front door in uniform and lays down a file in front of me on
            the kitchen island.
         

         
         
         I open the file and scan the paperwork as Tate
            leans over and reads it as well. “Why is Missy’s name on there?” he asks
            standing quickly.
         

         
         
         I scan a little further down and see her name along
            with Holly’s. “What the fuck is this?” I ask to no one in particular. 
         

         
         
         “It’s a police report,” Parker says annoyed.
            “Apparently Sam called the police. It says that this Jeremy guy started a fight
            in the bar. Holly and Missy are mentioned as witnesses. I don’t know what’s
            off, but it doesn’t make sense.”
         

         
         
         “What part doesn’t make sense?” Tate asks no longer
            concerned. “Holly and Sam were working.” He shrugs it off. “I’ve seen my fair
            share of bar fights happen.”
         

         
         
         Parker shakes his head. “It doesn’t add up. It also
            says that their statements have been lost.”
         

         
         
         My head shoots up to him. “What do you mean? All
            of them?”
         

         
         
          “Maybe the officer forgot to finish the process.
            Or passed it off to someone else who didn’t do it. It’s very rare, but it has
            happened before,” Parker offers.
         

         
         
         “Who was the officer?” I ask scanning the document.

         
         
         “Officer Howard.”

         
         
         Tate looks up at Parker with a frown. “That’s the
            guy you replaced,” he states.
         

         
         
          Parker nods. “Like I said, shit is not making
            sense.”
         

         
         
         “Did you say he just quit coming to work?” I ask.

         
         
          “Yep. No one has heard from him since then.”

         
         
         I hear the door to the garage open and close and a
            few seconds later Angel enters the kitchen. “Hey guys,” she says cheerfully.
         

         
         
          “Can you explain this to us?” I ask not bothering
            with pleasantries. I want to get to the bottom of this.
         

         
         
          “Explain what?” she asks with a smile.

         
         
         I lift up the folder. “This.” I open it back up and
            skim through it until I land on the name that I’m looking for. “Explain why you
            called the cops on a man named Jeremy while you were working up at Larry’s.
            Domestic dispute?”
         

         
         
          Her smile drops off of her face, and her eyes go big.
            She looks from me to Tate before Parker.
         

         
         
          If I’m not mistaken, I would say she looks like
            she just got caught doing something she knows she shouldn’t have been doing.
         

         
         
         “What is this?” I ask again this time more
            forcefully. 
         

         
         
          Her eyes slam back to mine. “Where did you get
            that?” Her voice shakes.
         

         
         
          I feel Tate sit up straighter in his seat, and
            Parker even narrows his eyes at her. Something is definitely up. What the
               fuck has she done?

         
         
          “Doesn’t matter.” My jaw clenches. “Tell me why it
            even exists in the first place?” I demand.
         

         
         
         Her eyes move to Tate as if she’s pleading for him
            to save her. When he doesn’t say anything she looks back at the folder. “It
            doesn’t matter. He pled guilty.”
         

         
         
          I look over at Parker. Where in the hell did it
            say that in there? I don’t remember reading that. It said the charges were
            dropped.
         

         
         
         “Who? Jeremy did? For what?” Tate asks.

         
         
         She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she
            repeats once again.
         

         
         
         I slam the folder down onto the kitchen island, and
            she jumps back. “All of it fucking matters. Now tell me why in the fuck your
            name is on this police report. Along with Holly and Missy,” I shout, losing my
            patience. 
         

         
         
         When she takes a step back and looks like she is
            about to bolt, I snap. “Tell me what the fuck this has to do with you. Right
            now.” I walk around the island to get in front of her. “Tell me,” I demand
            getting in her face. 
         

         
         
         Her green eyes look up into mine, and she looks
            like she is about to cry.“I…it…He wasn’t supposed to be working,” she says
            quietly.
         

         
         
         “Who?” 

         
         
          “Jeremy.” 

         
         
         I run a hand through my hair. “Start making sense,”
            I say getting tired of this bullshit. I don’t recall anyone named Jeremy
            working there. 
         

         
         
         She takes in a deep breath. “It was my last night
            at Larry’s. I walked in and ran into him. I asked Holly why he was there.” She
            swallows nervously. “She said she had called him in so I could have the night
            off. She wanted me to just relax and enjoy the party.”
         

         
         
         I nod remembering our plan for her not to have to
            work. But I don’t remember Holly mentioning a Jeremy filling in her spot.
         

         
         
         “You called and I walked over to the restrooms to
            talk to you. Holly was in the bathroom. After we went back up to the bar Missy
            said Jeremy had made her a shot. I noticed it didn’t look like ours.” Her eyes
            look over at Tate nervously before they come back to mine. “I wanted to test
            it,” she says quietly.
         

         
         
          “Test it how?” Parker asks.

         
         
          She looks down at the floor and speaks. “I made
            Missy a new shot and asked Jeremy to join us.” She swallows nervously again as
            she eyes the kitchen floor. “I gave him the one that he had made for Missy.”
         

         
         
          “How is that a test?” Tate demands also sounding
            irritated. She needs to get to the fucking point.
         

         
         
         She doesn’t answer his question instead she
            continues her story. “We waited about ten minutes then we all went to the
            freezer where he was. I asked him if he was feeling okay. He told me yes then
            asked me why.” She pauses for a long second. “I told him I gave him the shot
            that he had made Missy. He freaked.” 
         

         
         
         When she doesn’t continue I ask, “Freaked how? What
            did he do?”
         

         
         
         She takes in a slow deep breath. “He shoved me
            against some boxes and started choking me,” she says quietly as her eyes fill
            with tears. Not tears of her remembering it. Tears of having to confess
            something she kept from me.
         

         
         
         My hands tighten to fists down at my sides. “What
            the fu…?”
         

         
         
         “Wait,” Parker interrupts me. “Why would Jeremy be
            mad you gave him Missy’s shot?”
         

         
         
          She looks panicked for a second, and she turns to
            run away, maybe walk away. I don’t know, but I don’t let her. I grab her by the
            arm and spin her around. “Tell us,” I growl. “Quit fucking stalling.”
         

         
         
          “He had drugged it,” she cries jerking her arm out
            of my hold. 
         

         
         
         “What?” Tate barks, standing from his chair. “How
            do you know that?”
         

         
         
          Tears fall down her cheeks. “I told you. The shot
            looked different, cloudy. He had told her it was the same thing we were
            drinking, but I knew something was off. It didn’t look right.” She shakes her
            head.
         

         
         
          I turn around and pick up the folder. “None of
            that is in here,” I state still trying to figure this out.
         

         
         
         She looks at it in my hands. “It should be. I told
            the officers everything.” She instantly cringes when she says that statement.
         

         
         
         “You’re lying. Why are you lying about something
            this fucking important?” I yell not able to hold onto this anger anymore.
         

         
         
          “I didn’t tell him that he had drugged me too,”
            she screams at me.
         

         
         
          I grab her by her arms and pull her up against me.
            “He had slipped something in your drink that night as well?” I ask shocked.
         

         
         
         She shakes her head. “He had admitted to drugging
            me before,” she says as tears continue to slide down her cheeks.
         

         
         
          “When? Who the fuck is this guy, anyway?” Tate
            asks coming to stand by us. 
         

         
         
         I let go of her and take a step back from her. How
               could she keep something like this from me? And how did I not see it?

         
         
          “His name is Jeremy. I don’t know his last name.
            We first met him when we went to our first Rams game together. He was our
            bartender at our hotel the night before the game.”
         

         
         
         I reach over to the folder and grab it before I
            spin around and throw it across the kitchen. Papers go flying all over before
            they land in various places throughout the kitchen.
         

         
         
          She starts crying harder knowing I’m pissed. “How
            could you keep this from me?” I ask somewhat of a whisper. “Especially after
            what Jax did to you?” 
         

         
         
          She starts rambling uncontrollably. “I got a call
            from the officer while we were in New York, he said Jeremy had pled guilty, and
            I wouldn’t have to come in and testify. The other officer had found the drugs
            in his pocket. There was no way he could have denied it.”
         

         
         
          Parker instantly jumps from his stool and falls to
            his knees in the kitchen. He starts to pick up the papers as he reads over them
            in a frantic state. “What other officer?” he asks still reading them over. “It
            doesn’t mention another officer.”
         

         
         
          “There were two. He pulled a baggie of pills out
            of his pocket when the officer patted him down,” she says quickly.
         

         
         
         “I’m telling you. None of what you have said is
            written in this police report,” he states angrily. 
         

         
         
          I place my hands on the counter and take a deep
            breath with my head bowed. What the fuck is happening? I want to
            strangle her myself. I’m so fucking pissed at her. 
         

         
         
         “What do you mean none of what I’ve said is written
            there?” she asks crying.
         

         
         
          “It means the officer lied,” I say through gritted
            teeth. “And an officer only lies if he wants to keep something quiet.”
         

         
         
         “We each wrote a statement,” she cries. “Explaining
            what we did.”
         

         
         
          Parker stops shuffling through papers and looks up
            at her. “There are no statements here. It says they have been lost.”
         

         
         
         I look at her, and she has her arms wrapped around
            her waist as she shakes her head quickly.
         

         
         
         “What else did he say?” I ask, hating that I have
            to continue asking these stupid question. She should just be telling me
            everything. Instead I have to drag it out of her. 
         

         
         
         “Nothing.” She looks up at me, and I narrow my eyes
            at her. “I swear,” she whispers as her body trembles.
         

         
         
         She’s lying. “You’re lying.” She’s fucking
            lying to my face about some piece of shit asshole who drugged her and tried to
            drug her friend. Those thoughts hit me like a ton of bricks, and I almost
            stumble. 
         

         
         
         Drugged her.

         
         
          Josh had been right the morning before the game
            when he speculated that our bartender had drugged her. I shrugged it off
            because I thought that was impossible. I had been right there. I only left for
            two minutes to use the restroom.
         

         
         
          I grab my keys on the counter and walk around
            Parker, who is still trying to read through the form. I don’t know why. It’s
            all a fucking lie. As I storm out of the kitchen she comes up behind me. 
         

         
         
          “Where are you going?” she asks with panic in her
            voice.
         

         
         
         “I’m leaving,” is all I say.

         
         
         She grabs my arm, and I spin around to face her.
            “Unless you have something else to tell me.” I stare down at her, and I see the
            fear in her eyes. I don’t know if the fear is for me or for what Jeremy had
            also said to her.
         

         
         
         She shakes her head and takes a step back with
            tears rolling down her face. “I promise, that’s all,” she sobs. “Please don’t
            leave.”
         

         
         
         “You think I don’t know you? I know you’re lying,”
            I snap.
         

         
         
         “So you’re going to walk away from me?” she asks
            wide-eyed but doesn’t correct me.
         

         
         
          How can I stay and look at her when she’s
               lying?

         
         
          “You should know. You’re the best at walking
            away.” It was a low blow, I know it. It was either that or do something I would
            regret. I need air. The house all of a sudden feels too small as her sobs fill
            the hallway.
         

         
         
          “How can you be mad at me when you lied to me
            about Tate and Jax?” she asks and her voice rises.
         

         
         
          “They’re not even close. Tate being your brother
            has nothing to do with your life being in jeopardy,” I snap.
         

         
         
          “Jax did,” she shouts fisting her hands to her
            side. “Maybe if I would have known more I wouldn’t have been caught off guard
            when he popped up.”
         

         
         
         I have nothing to say back about that. I spin
            around and make my way to my car. Not much longer after that I find myself
            sitting in the parking garage at the firm. I make my way up to my office,
            thankful everyone has already gone home. As soon as I walk into my office I
            loosen my tie before yanking it off along with my jacket. I make my way over to
            the scotch that my father gave me for our wedding. I grab the bottle and yank
            off the lid. 
         

         
         
          I lean up against the wall and slide down until
            I’m sitting on my ass. I pull my knees up and place my head on them. I try to
            get what just happened out of my mind. I know I should have stayed. She just
            admitted that this guy had drugged her and tried to drug her friend but I
            couldn’t. If I know Parker, he’s as good at his job as I am mine. He’s probably
            still kneeling on the kitchen floor trying to connect the dots, if there are
            any. 
         

         
         
          I lift my head and take a gulp of the drink before
            I hang my head again. I leave my head down when I hear my office door open. I
            take a deep breath hoping it’s not her. I’m just not ready for this blow out
            that we are going to have.
         

         
         
          “Parker said this was where I could find you.”

         
         
         I let out a crazy laugh when I hear Tate’s voice. I
            lift my head, and he is looking down at me with a frown on his face.
         

         
         
         “Sam is upset,” he says.

         
         
         My eyes harden. “Well, I’m pissed.” I know she has
            a problem with letting others in, but to not tell me this? How fucking stupid
            could she be?
         

         
         
         He sits down on my couch and eyes me for a few long
            seconds before he speaks. “I’m pissed off at her too,” he admits leaning back
            on the couch. “I’ve called Missy like twenty times. She won’t answer.”
         

         
         
          “Have you even spoken to her since Vegas?” I know
            the answer, I don’t know why I fucking asked.
         

         
         
         “No. But I would say now is the time to put that
            shit aside,” he says angrily.
         

         
         
          “I’m pretty sure she did that after the second you
            were finished using her.” I cringe from my words. “I’m so…”
         

         
         
         “It’s the truth,” he interrupts me. “Don’t be sorry
            for telling the truth.”
         

         
         
         I tip the drink back and take another swig before I
            hold it out to him. He takes it without a word.
         

         
         
          “How did we get here?” I ask not really expecting
            an answer.
         

         
         
         “I don’t know.

         
         
         I think back to that night at Larry’s. 

         
         
         She seemed happy. All the girls seemed happy to me.
            “You were right,” I say remembering more and more from that night.“When you
            thought Missy was drunk that night. She had been.”
         

         
         
         He nods his head. “Sam told me she made her take
            that drink, otherwise Jeremy would have been suspicious.”
         

         
         
          I lean my head against the wall as I recall
            another part of the night.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Hey, do you remember that night that we went
               down to the bar at our hotel with Courtney and Josh?”

         
         
         I nod my head. “I left you for five minutes, and
               you went up to the room.” I smile.

         
         
         “Yeah.” She swallows. “I wasn’t feeling well.”

         
         
         “I know.” I reach up and push a few stray hairs
               behind her ear. “I tried to help you get undressed and you said you were going
               to get sick. So, I carried you to the restroom.”

         
         
         “I got sick?” she asks, pulling back a little
               bit from me.

         
         
         “Yes. You don’t remember that?” 

         
         
         “No, I just remember waking up in the middle of
               the night looking for some Tylenol, and I finally found my purse in the
               bathroom.”

         
         
         I remember placing her purse on the floor when I
               set her in front of the toilet.

         
         
         “Did we have sex that night?” she asks,
               surprising me.

         
         
         “No,” I respond, slowly. “You were sick. Sex was
               the last thing on my mind. I just wanted to take care of you.” My answer causes
               a smile to spread across her face. She steps back up to me and wraps her arms
               around me again.

         
         
          

         
         
         “Fuck. I was so stupid,” I say as I jump to my feet
            and start to pace. “It was right there. She asked me if we had sex the night
            before the Rams game. She didn’t remember that she had gotten sick.” I run a
            hand through my hair. “How did I not see it?”
         

         
         
         “No one could have seen it, Slade. You didn’t even
            know that this Jeremy guy even worked there,” he says remaining on the couch.
         

         
         
         “Exactly. If I would have known, I would have
            recognized him from the hotel.” 
         

         
         
         What all had she said happened that night that
            wasn’t on the report? She said that there were two cops and that one had pulled
            drugs out of his pocket.
         

         
         
         My head snaps up to look at Tate. “She said he had
            drugs.”
         

         
         
          “I can call my contacts again,” he says casually.

         
         
         Again! Just the thought of what Jax had done
            to her has me fisting my hands to my side. 
         

         
         
          Then a thought hits me. “Jeremy,” I breathe trying
            to control my thoughts.
         

         
         
          Tate nods slowly. “That was the guy’s name.”

         
         
          I shake my head. “No.” They have to be
               connected.

         
         
          “What are you thinking?” he asks tilting his head.

         
         
          “Jeremy starts with a J. He drugged her back at
            the Rams game and then tried to drug Missy,” I continue, adding everything up.
            “Angel swore that there was someone else there with Jax in that house when he
            drugged her. Dallas said that Jax lived with a guy who went by J.”
         

         
         
         Tate shoots to his feet as well. “But we didn’t
            find any info on a guy named J. And the only drug that was in her system then
            was ketamine. Sam said that he slipped a pill in Missy’s drink that night at
            Larry’s.”
         

         
         
          “It has to be connected somehow,” I mumble
            thinking aloud. 
         

         
         
         I fire up my computer and pull out my cell calling
            my brother. If I can get the employment records for Jeremy, that will give me
            someplace to start. I place it on speakerphone as it rings, setting it on my
            desk.
         

         
         
          “Hello?” he answers sounding tired.

         
         
         “I need to speak to Holly.” 

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Holly didn’t tell me much.
            She was a fucking mess. I guess Angel had called her and informed her of what
            went down. She and Micah were fighting just as bad as we were over what they
            kept from us. So I got nothing. 
         

         
         
          I walk into our house a couple of hours later and
            find Parker sitting in the kitchen still going over the paperwork.
         

         
         
         “Find anything new?” I ask looking down at him.

         
         
          He shakes his head. “Every single word is a lie.”
            He drops the papers in his hand onto the counter.
         

         
         
          I’m silent for a few second before I turn to walk
            away. “I’m going to bed. You might as well stay.” I look down at my watch. It’s
            been two hours since we found all this out. “It’s late.”
         

         
         
          “Slade?” I hear his bar stool move against the
            floor as he stands up.
         

         
         
          I turn to face him. “What?”

         
         
         He pinches the bridge of his nose before he speaks.
            “I’m sorry that I was the one…” He pauses gesturing to the papers that lay all
            over the countertop. “I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”
         

         
         
          I stand there narrowing my eyes at him. “You’re
            sorry that you found out something that I should have already known?” I ask
            irritated.
         

         
         
          “Yes. I mean…”

         
         
          “No. She should have told me the very second it
            happened,” I shout still furious. 
         

         
         
          “What could you have done?” he inquires. “You’re
            not a cop.”
         

         
         
          My eyes bug out. “Are you serious? Maybe I could
            have saved her from being taken from me. What if this Jeremy guy is the second
            guy she remembers? He could be the J that Dallas told us about.” His
            eyes widen, and his mouth goes slack. “Yeah,” I emphasize, “maybe she wouldn’t
            have been drugged a second time. I understand you don’t love anyone but yourself,”
            I spit making him frown. “But I love her more than my life, and I’m trying to
            protect her. I could have made sure the asshole really went to jail. Fuck, he
            had pills on him. Did she even stop to think of how many other women he had
            done this to? I fucking doubt it,” I snap. “She just wanted to take care of the
            shit all on her own because that’s who she is. Samantha doesn’t need help from
            anyone.” I say her name with venom, and it feels foreign on my tongue. She’s
            always been Angel to me. I run my hands through my hair trying to calm down.
         

         
         
         “I’m sorry.” 

         
         
         My head snaps over to the entrance of the kitchen
            as she stands there with tears running down her face, her hands on her growing
            belly. It reminds me of how I found out she was pregnant. By blood work done
            after rushing her to the hospital after finding her drugged. It brings back
            that anger full force. “Go back to bed,” I say dismissing her.
         

         
         
          “I just want…”

         
         
          “I don’t care what you want.” I turn back to face
            her, and she flinches at my harsh words. “How does it feel when someone doesn’t
            care what you want or how you feel?” I ask taking a step toward her. “All I
            want is for you to tell me when something important happens,” I snap. “He
            drugged you. Then he tried to drug your friend. Does that not mean anything to
            you?”
         

         
         
          A sob comes out before she places a hand over her
            mouth.
         

         
         
         “Jeremy is not in jail. Hell, he’s probably that
            other voice you hear when you have nightmares of what Jax did to you. Dallas
            was right all along.” Her eyes go wide, and I curse myself. She didn’t know
            that Dallas told us about a guy named J.
         

         
         
          “You said that there wasn’t anyone else,” she
            cries. “You made me think I was crazy.”
         

         
         
          “Slade?” Parker calls from behind me. 

         
         
          “No. She needs to know this,” I say staring down
            at her. “He’s been free since the day you called the police on him. Do you know
            how many others he has probably drugged since then?”
         

         
         
         “I did it for you,” she screams fisting her hands
            down at her sides as tears continue to slide down her face. “I kept it from you
            because I know what you’re capable of. I don’t want you in jail or dead. He is
            messed up with the wrong people, Slade,” she says softer. “I didn’t want you to
            do something for me that you would one day regret,” she cries. “I was fine.
            Missy was fine.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “How was I supposed to
            know they were going to release him?”
         

         
         
          I look down at her, and her eyes look hopeful that
            I might cave and take her in my arms and tell her it’s okay. That I understand
            why she did what she did. But that would just be another lie in our marriage. 
         

         
         
          I lean down and place my face in front of hers.
            “Don’t try to cover up your mistake with more lies. You didn’t do it for me.
            Quit playing me for an idiot.”
         

         
         
         With that I walk around her and walk to the door
            that leads to the basement. Once through it, I slam it and lock it behind me. I
            make my way down to the old office that I turned into a bedroom.
         

         
         
         Once I slam that door, I turn around and punch my
            fist through it. “Fuuuccckk,”
         

         
         
          I scream. I place my hands above me on the door
            frame and take in a few deep breaths. It was all right there. I could have
            prevented what Jax did to her. I could have saved her from the bruises, the
            scars, and the nightmares if she had just told me about Jeremy. I would have
            investigated him, found his connection to Jax, and taken them both down. Now,
            well, now I don’t know what the fuck to do besides be pissed off at her for not
            telling me. And the shitty part is that she probably never would have told me.
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY

         
         
         

         
         
         I stand in the kitchen
            looking down at the white tiled floor. I feel sick to my stomach, like I may
            vomit at any second. I should have known I could never keep this from him. I
            should have known he would go crazy when he found out. 
         

         
         
          “Are you okay?” Parker asks pulling me from my
            thoughts.
         

         
         
         I nod my head not wanting to look at him. I go to
            turn around and walk to our room when he stops me. 
         

         
         
          “He just needs some time to calm down.”

         
         
         I look up at him. “I’ve never seen him this mad,” I
            admit with a shaky voice.
         

         
         
         He lets out a long sigh. “Honestly, I haven’t
            either.”
         

         
         
         His confession makes my stomach drop. 

         
         
          “Just…let him cool down,” he says as he gathers up
            all the paperwork. “Will you be okay?” He looks from me to the door that leads
            down to the basement. Where we just heard Slade put his fist through something
            and then scream out his favorite word.
         

         
         
          “I’ll be fine.” I’m not afraid of Slade doing any
            more than some yelling and making me feel like shit, but I know he wouldn’t lay
            his hands on me.
         

         
         
          He nods his head satisfied with my answer. I don’t
            think he’s concerned about it either. I think he just offered to be nice. 
         

         
         
         “I’ll figure out what’s going on,” he promises
            before he walks out the front door.
         

         
         
          I lock it up and then turn to go to bed. 

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I wake up early the next
            morning and notice that Slade has already left for work. His clothes from last
            night are on the floor by the tall dresser, and the house is silent. I get out
            of bed slowly and walk into the bathroom. I look awful. My eyes are puffy, and
            my cheeks and nose are red. I pick up my phone and call Missy, reminding her I
            won’t be up at the bakery until later today because of my checkup.
         

         
         
          I tell her what went down last night, and she
            informs me that Tate has been blowing up her phone, but she has no intentions
            of answering it. If I had any strength, I would have smiled at how strong she
            is being. 
         

         
         
          I feel like shit, my stomach is in knots, and my
            throat is raw from crying. 
         

         
         
         I take a hot shower, hoping to calm myself down,
            but it doesn’t help. The water just covers up the tears that fall from my eyes.
            
         

         
         
         I fucked up. 

         
         
         I should have told him. Did it occur to me that he
            would drug other girls? No. I thought he was going to jail. At that point all I
            worried about was what Slade would do with that information.
         

         
         
         I finish up in the shower and get out. Once I’m
            done drying my hair, I feel it. I get an awful taste in my mouth, and I find
            myself running to the toilet and falling to my knees. 
         

         
         
          Morning sickness or nerves? I guess either could
            be a factor.
         

         
         
         I open my eyes and sit up as I hear someone yelling
            my name in the house. “In here,” I try yelling back, but it comes out scratchy.
         

         
         
         I look up to see Parker walking into the bathroom.
            I groan at him seeing me like this. “Slade’s not here,” I say standing and
            walking over to the sink to wash my hands and wash out my mouth.
         

         
         
          “I know,” he says with a frown. “How long have you
            been sick?” he asks with concern which surprises me.
         

         
         
          “Just this morning. Morning sickness,” I sigh
            throwing water on my face. I thought I was going to get by without that part of
            pregnancy. 
         

         
         
          Once I dry off my face I look at him through the
            mirror. “What are you doing here?” 
         

         
         
          “I just came to check on you,” he says as if I
            should have already known that.
         

         
         
          Maybe Slade sent him. I run my finger along the
            countertop and speak quietly. “Have you spoke with Slade today?”
         

         
         
         “Yes. I told him I was going stop by the bakery and
            see how you were doing today. But when I got up there, Missy said you weren’t
            coming into later.” He pinches the bridge of his nose as if confused. “Do you
            need me to have him bring you something home? For, you know, being sick?”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. I’m going in later
            because I have a checkup.”
         

         
         
          “Oh,” he whispers as he looks down at my belly.
            “Is Slade going with you?”
         

         
         
          “He told me last week he was. Now I don’t know.”

         
         
          He nods his head and releases a sigh. “I’ll let
            you go so you’re not late.” With that he turns away and walks out of our
            bathroom.
         

         
         
         I take my ass back to bedroom and pull up Slade’s
            name on my cell. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: My appointment is at ten thirty. Are
               you still wanting to go? 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         It’s a long shot to see if he will reply. If I know
            him, he won’t show, but a girl can hope. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I leave the doctor
            appointment in tears. The baby is fine, but of course Slade didn’t show. I
            don’t know why I expected him to. I guess I figured he wouldn’t miss a chance
            at seeing our baby, even though he’s mad at me.
         

         
         
         I sit in the driver’s seat of the Chevy and look
            down at the black and white picture of our baby as a sob escapes my lips. 
         

         
         
         I jump when I hear my phone notify me of a text
            message. I hold my breath as I open it up, hoping that it’s Slade. I shake my
            head when I see it’s from Vivian instead.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Vivian: Dinner at our place tonight. 6pm

         
         
          

         
         
         I throw my phone over into the passenger seat as I
            feel a lump form in my throat. How long can he ignore me? Would it make it
            better if I had answers to give him? Maybe. But where would I find what I need
            to know? 
         

         
         
          Jax! Jax could give me information. If Slade was
            right and the other person I remember was Jeremy, then maybe Jax will tell me
            what I need to know. He’s already in jail—what else does he have to lose?
         

         
         
         Making up my mind, I start up the truck and back
            out of the doctor’s parking lot en route to where I know Jax is being held.
         

         
         
         I make my way into the police station and find a
            lady sitting behind a desk. “I would like to see Jackson Reynolds, please?”
         

         
         
         She looks up at me with her angry dark brown eyes
            and frown on her face. “Are you family?” Her deep and scratchy voice leads me
            to believe that she’s a smoker.
         

         
         
          Am I family? Will they let me see him if I’m not? 

         
         
          “Yes, ma’am, I am,” I try to say with a smile. Make
               her believe it.

         
         
          She tilts her head at me, and her frown deepens.
            “What is your relation?”
         

         
         
          Uh…I knot my hands together as an idea hits me.
            “I’m his wife.” I lift my left hand to show off my pink princess cut wedding
            ring. 
         

         
         
         Her eyebrows shoot up as if she’s generally
            surprised. She then nods and points to a door to my left. “Go down the long
            hall and turn right. An officer will be there waiting to give you a visitor’s
            pass and escort you to the visitation room.”
         

         
         
         I swallow nervously but nod my head with as much as
            enthusiasm as I can. Maybe this will work. It has to, right?
         

         
         
         I pat my name tag on to my chest and take in a deep
            breath as I walk into the visitation room. There are six chairs sitting in
            front of a wall of glass that runs from the ceiling down to the desk top for
            each cubicle.
         

         
         
         “Third chair,” the man in uniform informs me.

         
         
          I make my way over to it and sit down in the stiff
            blue plastic chair. I look down and continue to fiddle with my wedding ring.
            Slade is going to kill me when he finds out what I did.
         

         
         
         Someone taps on the glass in front of me, and I
            yelp as I jump back. There sitting in front of me is Jax in an orange jumpsuit
            with a smirk on his face. He still looks awful but at least he seems to have
            color back in his face.
         

         
         
         He reaches over and picks up the telephone and
            places it to his ear. I slowly do the same.
         

         
         
          “That’s no way to greet your husband,” he smirks.
            “You should be jumping with joy to see me, not scared.”
         

         
         
         I swallow and square my shoulders. “I need you to
            give me some answers, Jax.”
         

         
         
         His lips turn up in the corners. “What would Slade
            say if he knew you were here?” He rubs his jaw with his free hand. “But then
            again he’s already mad at you.” My heart stops at him knowing Slade and I are
            fighting. “It is easier to beg for forgiveness than ask for permission.” His
            smile grows. “And you love to beg don’t you? You were always holding out on
            me.”
         

         
         
         “I…uh…” I try to clear my throat. “How do you know
            all of this?”
         

         
         
         He leans back in his chair and gets a serious look
            on his face. “So naïve, Samantha.” He shakes his head. “Don’t you know there’s
            always someone watching? Someone listening?”
         

         
         
         “What do you mean? How can that be possible?”

         
         
         He ignores my question. “I’ll give you a piece of
            advice. Maybe you will believe it, since your stupid husband wouldn’t.” He
            rolls his eyes. “Someone wants your husband to suffer.”
         

         
         
          “Why?” I ask as tears well up in my eyes. 

         
         
          He shrugs carelessly. “Just tell him he needs to
            watch out for what’s his. If he doesn’t open his eyes and see it, then it’s his
            loss.”
         

         
         
         “What are you talking about?” What am I missing?

         
         
         He sighs as if getting bored. “Think about it. Your
            house got broken into. Nothing was stolen. Same thing with your truck. Why
            would someone do that?”
         

         
         
         He goes to hang the phone up, but I continue to
            speak. “Jax, wait….”
         

         
         
         He hangs up his phone and stands up as an officer
            ushers him out of the room. 
         

         
         
          I stand from my chair and fly out of the room. I
            come to a stop at the end of the hall when I see the restrooms. Running in, I
            find a stall and huddle over the toilet for the second time today.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me. Please call me. I need to talk to
               you. It’s important.

         
         
          

         
         
         I type out a message as I make my way back to the
            truck. He may hang up on me—he may divorce me—but he needs to know what Jax
            said. Slade’s been right all along. Those events were not accidental. Someone
            wants to hurt him.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I try to ignore the sound of
            my phone vibrating on my office desk as I type on my computer.
         

         
         
         “How long are you going to ignore her?” Parker asks
            looking down at my phone, of course he can see that it’s Angel sending me a
            text.
         

         
         
          I flip my phone over face down and sit stiffly in
            my chair. “Until I can talk to her without yelling,” I say annoyed. 
         

         
         
          “She was sick this morning,” he says. “She said it
            was morning sickness but I think she’s terrified you’re going to leave her. Or
            maybe it has to do with Jeremy not being in jail.” He shrugs. “Either way she’s
            worried to death, and it’s making her sick.”
         

         
         
          “I don’t want to talk about it,” I say brushing it
            off. 
         

         
         
          “Then what do you want to talk about?” he snaps.
            “How you missed her checkup today?”
         

         
         
          Fuck, was that today? I fist my right hand
            and my skin pulls from the scratches that I received from punching the door
            last night. I lean up and place my hands on my desk. “Why are you all of a
            sudden shoving your nose in my marriage?”
         

         
         
         “You’re joking, right?” He snorts. “I’m trying to
            help you find out what the fuck is going on and all you seem to be doing is
            ignoring your wife.”
         

         
         
         “Then do your job and stay out my marriage,
            Parker,” I retort.
         

         
         
          He stands and then looks down at me. “What the
            fuck is you problem, man? I get it. She kept something important from you...”
         

         
         
          “No, you don’t you don’t get it,” I
            interrupt him. “When you love someone more than life itself, then you can tell
            me you understand how I feel,” I snap. “Right now, I just want you to get out
            of my office so I can work.”
         

         
         
         He looks at me with hard dark eyes for a few
            seconds before he stands, turns, and slams the door to my office.
         

         
         
          I lean back in my chair and run a hand through my
            hair. My phone beeps again reminding me I have a message. I pick it up to read
            it.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel: Please call me. I need to talk to
               you. It’s important.

         
         
          

         
         
         I scowl as I exit out of it and reply to another
            message I have from my mother. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Me: I’ll be there.

         
         
          

         
         
         I would rather go to my parents’ for dinner than go
            home. Me going home would only cause more bad than good for us. I’d just blow
            up and make her cry. I know when I will go too far and say the wrong thing, and
            this is that time. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

         
         
         

         
         
         I get out of the shower and
            dress in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt when I hear the door from the garage
            open. I take off in a mad dash down the hallway only to come to a quick stop
            when I see Parker standing in the entryway.
         

         
         
         “Parker?” I say throwing my hand over my racing
            heart. “You need to call Slade,” I start to ramble. “I’ve called and texted
            him, but he’s not answering.” I gasp trying to catch my breath.
         

         
         
         He rushes over to me and places his hands on my
            shoulders. “It’s okay. Everything’s gonna be okay,” he says trying to calm me
            down.
         

         
         
         I shake my head quickly. “I went to jail. I saw
            Jax…”
         

         
         
          “What?” He lets go and takes a step back from me. 

         
         
          “I had to,” I say when he looks at me wide-eyed.
            “He knows things…” I wave my hands in the air. “He said someone is after Slade.
            Parker, you have to warn him,” I plead as tears start to well up in my eyes.
            “Someone wants to hurt him,” I cry.
         

         
         
          He wraps his arms around me and rubs my back
            gently. “Nothing is going to happen to him. I promise. Jax is just trying to
            screw with you.”
         

         
         
          I cry into his uniform and hug him tightly. After
            I calm down and am able to take a few deep breaths I pull away.“How did you get
            in?” And why do you keep showing up?

         
         
         “You left the garage door up,” he says still eyeing
            me with concern. “Did you mean to?”
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “I must have forgotten to close
            it.” I sigh. “Why are you here, Parker?” I can’t help but sound depressed.
         

         
         
          “I wanted to come and check on you again. Are you
            feeling better?” His concern actually makes me wish he didn’t care. I just want
            to be left alone right now.
         

         
         
         I lie. “Yes.” I turn around and go to try to call
            Slade again when he stops me.
         

         
         
          “How was your checkup?”

         
         
          “It went well.” I swallow trying not to get
            emotional about Slade not being there. “The baby is doing great.” I pat my back
            pocket where I placed the ultrasound picture.
         

         
         
         “Slade didn’t go,” he states more than asks.

         
         
          I shake my head as my bottom lips starts to
            tremble. God, I will never make fun of Courtney for crying ever again.
         

         
         
         He takes a step toward me once again, and I cover
            my mouth not wanting to let the sob escape. I allow my body to go limp when I
            feel his arms wrap around me.
         

         
         
          “I’ve tried calling and texting him. He won’t
            answer,” I cry into his shoulder. “You have to call him. You have to warn him,”
            I plead.
         

         
         
         “Shh,” he says soothingly as he runs a hand down my
            back.
         

         
         
          He holds me as I bare my soul to him. To this man
            who just four months ago I couldn’t stand now seems to be the only one who
            cares how I’m doing. 
         

         
         
          “He’s going to get hurt,” I whisper.

         
         
         “No.” He pulls back from me and looks me in the
            eyes. “I won’t let that happen.”
         

         
         
          I shake my head as I try to wipe the tears from my
            eyes. “He’s still so mad at me. He won’t answer my calls.”
         

         
         
         “I spoke with him earlier, and he had a meeting to
            go to.” He lies for his friend, and it breaks my heart. He’s trying to save me
            from more heartache.
         

         
         
          “Not all day.” I shake my head. “I lied to him.
            How could he ever forgive me?”
         

         
         
          I expect him to say he will forgive me, or that it
            will all be okay, but instead he sighs and says, “Grab your stuff and let’s
            go.”
         

         
         
         “Why?” I sniff.

         
         
          “Because I am taking you over to the Long’s. You
            guys need to talk this through right now. You can explain what Jax told you.
            I’ll wait for you, and you can ride with me.”
         

         
         
          I wrap my arms around myself and continue shaking
            my head. I saw where Slade had responded to Vivian’s text since I was part of
            the mass message. He didn’t respond to my message—he doesn’t want to be around
            me. And I also saw where Tate responded that he was going to be out of town this
            evening and couldn’t make dinner. “I’m not going. You can tell him.” I don’t
            want to start another fight in front of his parents.
         

         
         
          “I’m going to take you over there,” he says
            allowing no argument.
         

         
         
          Will it make it worse? Yes. I know for a fact that
            he will walk out once I explain that I went to see Jax. But if that saves his
            life, then I will do it. “I’ll go over there.” He has been ignoring me all day,
            and I can’t take the cold shoulder any longer. “I’ll drive myself,” I say. “I
            don’t know how long he plans on staying over there, and I’m already worn out.”
            Plus, Parker is in uniform. I don’t want him to get called out and leave me
            there. It could get uncomfortable quickly.
         

         
         
         He looks relieved that I am willing to go over
            there. “As long as you go over there. I’ll still go as well.”
         

         
         
         I hate that the thought of him being there makes me
            feel better. When did I become this person who needs someone to hold their
            hand?
         

         
         
         Quickly I grab the truck keys. 

         
         
         “I’ll follow you,” he calls as he walk through the
            garage to his cop car sitting in our driveway.
         

         
         
          Closing the garage door as I back out, I pull up
            to the first stop light. I look in my rearview mirror and see Parker behind me.
            When the light turns green I go through it. The following light continues to
            stay green for us as well.
         

         
         
          The next thing I know is I feel a jolt, and I hear
            a squealing noise. My body gets pushed forward, but I don’t go far. My face
            instantly stings followed by a loud popping sound and then all I see is smoke.
         

         
         
         I scream but it’s cut short when I hit the left
            side of my head on something hard. I can’t breathe, I feel as if something is
            sitting on top of my chest. I try to gulp in air but there’s nothing. I start
            to panic and pull on my seatbelt. I can’t get it unfastened. 
         

         
         
          In the distance I can hear screaming and commotion
            as I feel like I’m lying on top of something uncomfortable on my left side. I
            have no more strength. My head pounds and my face stings.
         

         
         
         “Samantha?” I hear a familiar voice scream through
            all the fog and pain. “Hang on, Sam.” It continues to speak but I can’t place
            it. 
         

         
         
         Then it all just fades away.

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I sit in my mom’s kitchen
            next to Josh as my mom and Micah stand in front of us talking about the trip
            she had to go on this morning. I can tell he’s still pissed at Holly. She had a
            six o’clock flight out this morning with her mother and father for two days.
            Her going on this trip means I have to wait two fucking days before I can get
            any info on Jeremy that I need from her work. 
         

         
         
          “Where’s Samantha, dear?” my mother asks. “She
            didn’t respond to my text.”
         

         
         
         I want to ignore her, but it’s like the third time she’s
            asked. I go to say ‘she’s sick’ or some lame ass excuse when my phone vibrates.
            Parker flashes across my screen. I press ignore. 
         

         
         
         Josh’s phone instantly rings.

         
         
          “What’s up?” he asks casually.

         
         
          I hear voices rise as if they are screaming. 

         
         
         “Whoa, whoa, whoa, calm down man. I can’t
            understand you,” he says as he stands up and takes a few steps away from his
            chair. He places one finger over his other ear to hear him better. 
         

         
         
          I hear what sounds like Parker rattle off a few
            things then I hear him yell ‘Sam’. I fist my hands on the table. Can’t he stay
            out of my fucking business? What’s he gonna do? Tell Josh I’m ignoring my wife?
            It’s not like Josh and Courtney have never had a fight.
         

         
         
          “You have to slow down,” Josh says harshly. “I
            can’t hear a fucking thing! What is that noise? Sirens.” He answers his own
            question. 
         

         
         
          “He supposed to be working,” Micah adds.

         
         
         I hear Parker yell a little bit more before all the
            noise stops together. Josh stands with his back to us as he slowly lowers his
            phone down to his side.
         

         
         
         I look up to Josh as he turns around. His face is
            pale, and he looks to be in shock. His eyes lock on mine as he speaks. “We have
            to go.” 
         

         
         
         I shake my head and look away. I pick up my beer
            before answering. “I’m not going anywhere.”
         

         
         
          “Slade...” He swallows, and I see his eyes start
            to tear up. “It’s Sam…” He clears his throat.
         

         
         
         “What’s wrong with her?” I ask starting to worry.
            Was she worse than Parker thought? He said she had been sick today.
         

         
         
         “She’s been in an accident,” he says softly.

         
         
         I shove my chair back and stand “What kind of
            accident?” I demand.
         

         
         
          He runs his hand through his long hair and shakes
            his head letting out a breath. “I don’t know. He was hard to understand. All I
            know is that Sam was in the Chevy truck and someone hit her. Parker was in the
            ambulance with her on the way to the hospital.”
         

         
         
          “Oh my God,” my mother cries before placing a hand
            over her mouth. “Is she alright?” she begs.
         

         
         
          Josh looks from my mother to me, and I feel my
            heart sink.
         

         
         
          She’s not alright.

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I rush through the hospital
            door in a daze. Looking every which way trying to figure out where the fuck I
            need to go.
         

         
         
         I hear Josh come in behind me. “Where the fuck do I
            go?” I turn to look at him. He was the one who spoke with Parker. I know
            nothing.
         

         
         
         He doesn’t speak to me as he walks past me, and I
            follow after him. We walk through another set of double doors to the right of
            us when I hear Parker’s voice speaking harshly to someone.
         

         
         
          “I told you to get a doctor,” he snaps.

         
         
         “I’m well qualified to make that assumption,” I
            hear a woman’s voice say before I round the corner and see Parker and a nurse
            in blue scrubs facing each other. 
         

         
         
         “Assumption isn’t good enough. Get a goddamn
            doctor,” he screams in her face.
         

         
         
          “What’s going on?” I ask approaching them. “Where
            is she?” I start to look around the hallway.
         

         
         
         The petite redheaded nurse turns to me and starts
            to speak when Parker interrupts her. “Go change a bed pan, sweetheart,” he says
            dismissively.
         

         
         
          Her head snaps to look at him, and she narrows her
            eyes before spinning around and taking off. “What’s going on?” I repeat. “Where
            is my wife?” I demand this time.
         

         
         
          Parker takes a step toward me, and that’s when I
            finally notice his uniform. My body goes cold, and my breath catches in my
            throat. His dark blue uniform is covered in dark red blood. More than a human
            could lose and still survive.
         

         
         
          “Angel,” I choke out. “Is she…?” 

         
         
          “We don’t know anything yet,” he says softly
            holding up his blood stained hands.
         

         
         
         “I need to see her,” I say spinning around looking
            for the nurse to give me directions to my wife.
         

         
         
          “She’s in surgery, Slade.” He places a hand on my
            arm.
         

         
         
          Surgery? “For what? What’s wrong with her?”
            I shout starting to panic. 
         

         
         
          He shuffles from foot to foot. 

         
         
          I run a hand over my hair. “What happened?” I
            choke on my words. “What were you even doing with her?” He had just been up at
            my work earlier today pissing me off. When had he been with her?
         

         
         
         He goes to answer but is cut off when I hear a gasp
            come from behind me. I spin around to see Courtney almost crumble to the floor
            when her eyes land on Parker’s shirt. “No,” she starts to scream. “No.” Tears
            run down her face, and she covers her mouth with a shaky hand. 
         

         
         
         Josh grabs a hold of her and tries to get her over
            to the chairs that align the wall. I look up to see my mom and dad enter the
            hospital as well with Micah right behind them as he speaks quickly on his cell.
            I’m guessing he’s talking to Holly. They have about the same reaction of
            Courtney except my father is able to get a hold of my mother a lot easier. 
         

         
         
         I turn back to face the only person who can give me
            any answers. “Did you get the call?” I know cops get called to crashes all the
            time.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head. “I was following her.”

         
         
          I pause for a second then repeat his words.
            “Following her? Why?”
         

         
         
          “I went to your house to see her.” I don’t know
            why but his words make me furious.
         

         
         
         I grab a hold of his uniform and slam his back
            against the wall. “What the fuck were you doing over at my house for the second
            time today?” 
         

         
         
          “Really?” he growls placing his face in front of
            mine. “I went over there to check on her. I told you, she was sick, but you
            didn’t seem to care. Someone needed to check on her.”
         

         
         
         “That’s not your fucking job,” I spit out.

         
         
         “Where the fuck were you?” he yells. 

         
         
          “What I do is none of your fucking business,” I
            shout.
         

         
         
         He tries to shove me off but I just push him into
            the wall harder. He takes a deep breath and his light brown eyes stare into
            mine. “Let me tell you what your business is,” he grounds out.
            “Your wife!” he hollers. “You know the one you’ve been ignoring since
            yesterday? You should be thanking me for being there today. I was the one who
            screamed her name while trying to keep her conscious. I was the one scared to
            death that my best friend was going to lose his wife and child while she lay
            lifeless in the middle of a fucking street. Where in the fuck were you, Slade?
            What in the fuck did you do besides ignore her all day?” His voice rises with
            every sentence, and he’s spitting the words at me.
         

         
         
          By now everyone is staring at us and Courtney’s
            cries have grown louder with the details but I can’t seem to focus on anything.
            My head is spinning and my ears are ringing. Lifeless body lying in the
               street? Lose my wife and child?

         
         
         “Slade?” Parker asks more with concern than hatred
            as he places his hands on my shoulders.
         

         
         
          What do I do? One of my best friends just told me
            he saved my wife’s life when I wasn’t there for her. And what do I do?
         

         
         
          I hit him. I hit him with all the anger I have. I don’t
            deserve her. I don’t deserve him as a friend.
         

         
         
         I reach out and stabilize him before he falls to
            the floor. He looks up at me wide-eyed—shocked that after what he confessed I
            hit him instead of hugged him.
         

         
         
         Then his eyes narrow on me. 

         
         
          A hand hits my chest hard pushing me back into the
            opposite wall. My dad stands between us and glares at me. “Control yourself!”
            he demands.
         

         
         
         I spin around and see a tray full of medical
            supplies. I shove it over. The sound of them hitting the floor covers
            Courtney’s cries but it also attracts the attention of others. So I turn around
            and walk back out the front doors of the hospital. Two arms grab me from
            behind. I’m shoved into the outside wall of the hospital and Parker is in my
            face. “Now is not the time to get arrested. Do you understand me?”
         

         
         
         “Parker?” my father yells from behind him. He pulls
            away and takes a step back. 
         

         
         
          I look down to my white button up dress shirt, now
            covered in my wife’s blood. My legs give out, and I slide down to the cool
            ground and pull my knees up to my chest.
         

         
         
          “What the fuck happened?” My voice shakes as much
            as my body does. 
         

         
         
         Parker stands over me as he looks out over the
            parking lot. “I went over to check on her,” he repeats. “She was a total mess.”
            He swallows. “She…” He pauses and I see him close his eyes tightly before he
            opens them and continues. “She said she had gone to see Jax.”
         

         
         
          “What?” I choke on the word. “When…why?” Words are
            lost on me. 
         

         
         
          “She went sometime today. He told her that someone
            was after you. Someone wanted to hurt you. She said she called and texted you
            to try to warn you but you wouldn’t answer.”
         

         
         
          I place my forehead against my knees. This whole
            time she was trying to warn me, and I was ignoring her because of what I found
            out about Jeremy. How could I have been so careless? Please forgive me,
               Angel. 
         

         
         
          “She said you were going to leave her. I reassured
            her everything would be okay. That you guys just needed to talk.” He pauses for
            a few seconds. “Work was slow so I told her to get in my car. That I was gonna
            take her over to your parents for you two to talk. After several minutes she
            agreed to go but she wanted to drive. She said she didn’t want to be out late
            and that she was already tired.” His voice is quiet, and I have a feeling he’s
            blaming himself for what happened.
         

         
         
         “I was right behind her. I saw the entire thing. I
            couldn’t do anything but watch.” His voice cracks. “You have to believe me, I
            tried to do everything I could.”
         

         
         
          Tears run down my face and I try to swallow the
            lump in my throat. He tried to do everything he could? Does that mean he
            knows she’s not going to make it?
         

         
         
         “What about the car that hit her?” my father asks
            trying to take Parker’s eyes off of me as I cry. “Are they here as well?”
         

         
         
          Parker shakes his head looking down at his feet.
            “After it hit her, it veered off and hit something else.” He shakes his head.
            “I didn’t see what it hit. I just know that it caught on fire, and they didn’t
            make it,” he adds quietly.
         

         
         
          I can’t even imagine what those family members are
            going through right now. I’m a fucking wreck just thinking about losing her.
         

         
         
          I hear the sliding glass doors open to the
            hospital and then my mother comes running out. “A nurse is looking for you
            Slade.”
         

         
         
          I take off once again 

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I sit quietly in the
            waiting room with everyone as we wait for her to get out of surgery. I have
            been updated twice so far. The first time I was told that she had internal
            bleeding due to blunt force trauma. They had to put her on ventilator, and that
            she has a chest tube due to a collapsed lung. They said that once she is out of
            surgery they will keep her sedated for eight to twelve hours in order for her
            body to rest. 
         

         
         
         I rock back and forth as I go over the last couple
            of days. Everything has been perfect, and I fucked it all up. I still hate that
            she kept what happened with Jeremy from me but I hate how I reacted more. I
            should have never treated her that way. To the point where she thought I was
            going to leave her. She’s pregnant for fuck’s sake, she’s probably been scared
            to death. Parker did say that she was sick. Plus she went and saw Jax. What
            would make her do that?
         

         
         
          I stand quickly when I see the same nurse in blue
            scrubs from earlier approaching me. “It shouldn’t be much longer before we move
            your wife up to the ICU. If you guys want to head up to the twelfth floor, the
            receptionist will tell you where to wait for her,” she says nicely.
         

         
         
         “Is she still doing okay?” I pray to God that he
            saves her. If I could, I would take her place. I would do anything to keep her
            from having to go through this.
         

         
         
          She nods once and then responds, “She’s stable.”

         
         
         I asked about our baby earlier, and they said that
            they were monitoring the baby and it is doing well for now. The fact that she’s
            not very far along is a good thing, because in some cases where the mother is
            farther along, a woman’s body will automatically sacrifice the baby in order to
            save the mother.
         

         
         
          It was still going to be a long road to recovery,
            but at least she got through surgery with no complications.
         

         
         
         We all get up and make our way up to the twelfth
            floor. When we were told everything went well, and she was going to be sedated
            for at least eight hours, I tried to send Courtney home. But she just ended up
            crying harder, refusing to leave the hospital until she could see her best
            friend. 
         

         
         
          At some point, Tate finally arrived. I guess
            Parker had already called him before I had. He was a couple hours out of town
            but made it back in half the time. 
         

         
         
         Micah keeps checking his watch. He had called Holly
            as soon as we had been told the news of her accident, and she caught the next
            plane home to be here for her best friend. I couldn’t help but be jealous as he
            apologized to her for how he reacted to him finding out about Jeremy. 
         

         
         
         I wish I had been that forgiving. I wish I could
            have been the man I promised her that I would be in front of our friends and
            family. Instead I was hotheaded and a piece of shit to her. The same way I’ve
            always been.
         

         
         
         I make my way to the desk and tell them my name
            along with hers. We are then shown to a new area where we can sit.
         

         
         
         I take a seat, and Tate comes to sit beside me. 

         
         
          I clear my tight throat. “Has anyone called
            Missy?” I ask looking up. She’s the only one besides Holly who isn’t here.
         

         
         
          “I tried. She wouldn’t answer,” Tate says so only
            I can hear.
         

         
         
          Courtney nods her head as tears run down her face.
            “She’s on her way,” she sobs as Josh wraps his arms around her.
         

         
         
          I just nod my head to her. My head drops down, and
            I run a hand through my messy hair. I think back to the first time I ever heard
            Angel’s voice. How much she had affected me before I ever even saw that
            beautiful face.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Hi. I’m, uh, looking for Slade.” The sweetest
               sounding voice that I have ever heard comes from the other end of the line. My
               body instantly reacts, making my already hard cock jerk.

         
         
         “That’s him…me. I mean, this is he.” Fuck,
               what’s wrong with me? I clear my throat, since I can’t seem to speak properly,
               and continue to stand in the dark, waiting to hear what she has to say.

         
         
         “Hi, Slade. My name is Samantha Hall. I’m so
               sorry to be calling you this late…early. Your brother, Micah, said you could
               help me.”

         
         
          

         
         
         Help her? I haven’t been any help to her. All I’ve
            done since then is hurt her. It started out as instant attraction. I wanted
            her. Needed her sexually. Then I ended up falling in love with her. Needed more
            than her body. I needed her to give me everything she had to offer. And now it
            looks like she’s giving her life for my stupidity. 
         

         
         
         “It’s not your fault you know,” Tate interrupts my
            thoughts.
         

         
         
          “Yes it is,” I mumble. It goes back to the
            beginning. If she wouldn’t have fallen in love with me she would have gone down
            a very different road. One that didn’t lead her to this hospital.
         

         
         
         “Mr. Long?” My head snaps up when I hear my name.

         
         
          “Yes?”

         
         
         “You may see your wife now,” a nurse says getting
            my attention. I stand quickly and wipe my sweaty palms on my dress slacks,
            before I walk over to her desk. She points me to an alcove-like room that is
            open to a central region. The staff sits at a big circular area in order to
            view all patients while in ICU.
         

         
         
          The area is busy with RNs, physicians, nurse
            aides, and other staff.
         

         
         
         I make my way over to her small room and pull back
            the curtain. A nurse in light yellow scrubs looks up at me from a machine. 
         

         
         
          “Hello,” she says in a kind voice. “I’m Vicki,
            you’re wife’s nurse.” She motions down to the chart in her hand. “I’m just
            going to write down a few things and then I will leave you two alone.”
         

         
         
         I nod once before my eyes land on my wife laying in
            a hospital bed once again. But this time is different. I take a step toward her,
            and my heart stops. I have physical pain in my chest as if someone just stabbed
            me with an ice pick. She has tubes and wires running to machines that are on
            both sides of her bed and hanging on the wall behind her head. She looks so
            frail and lifeless. I instantly have that vision of how we found her when Jax
            had taken her but this time she looks worse. Bruises and cuts dot her beautiful
            face. Her eyes are swollen, and she has a white bandage wrapped around the top
            of her forehead. She doesn’t look anywhere near like herself. Her usually tan
            skin is white as if drained from all color. 
         

         
         
         “Is she in any pain?” My voice cracks, and I feel
            my legs start to shake.
         

         
         
         “Here,” the nurse says coming around to me. She
            scoots a chair closer to the bed and gestures for me to sit. 
         

         
         
         I run a hand over my face as I try to swallow the
            lump in my throat. I shakily grab a hold of the chair and sit down.
         

         
         
         “No,” she says getting my attention. “She’s heavily
            sedated and on a continuous infusion of pain medication. We’re watching her
            closely, to control any pain and anxiety.”
         

         
         
          I go to grab a hold of her hand, and I see that
            her wrists are tied down to the bed. “Why…” I go to ask, but she answers before
            I can.
         

         
         
         “She has been restrained for her own protection.
            Prevent her from pulling the tube out without knowing it,” she says referring
            to the ventilator.
         

         
         
          “Why does she have a bandage around her head?” I
            ask.
         

         
         
          “She had a head laceration that required ten
            stitches,” she informs me. 
         

         
         
          I take in a shaky breath. “What is the possibility
            of brain damage?” I ask as tears fill my eyes.
         

         
         
         “We have no way of knowing that until she wakes up,
            and we run some more tests,” she states writing something down on a chart that
            she is holding.
         

         
         
         The sound of the ventilator fills her quiet room,
            and I try to hold down the lump in my throat once again. 
         

         
         
         I swallow it down but the tears flow easily down my
            cheeks. She looks to be dead, and it’s a terrifying feeling seeing the one you
            love look so far away. I wanna shake her as I yell wake up. Look at me. Just
            like I did when she was in the hospital after we found her in that house with
            Jax. But I know this time won’t be the same. I won’t be able to leave things
            out like I did then. I’ll have to remind her that we were fighting, that I was
            being a total ass and wasn’t speaking to her. 
         

         
         
         I reach down and grab a hold of her cold, pale
            hand, careful not to touch the IV and bandages that cover the gashes. 
         

         
         
         I look at the machines and see one that is moving
            rather quickly. “What does that machine mean?” I ask pointing to it.
         

         
         
          “That one is a fetal heart monitor so we can
            monitor your child.” She smiles. “The baby is doing just fine.”
         

         
         
         She smiles as she places a pen in her scrub pocket.
            “I will be right outside at that desk if you need me.” She goes to walk out but
            stops. “Talk to her. Let her know that you’re here.” She walks over to the
            corner of her small room and picks up a bag. “Here are her belongings.” She
            hands it to me, and I numbly take it then she starts to walk out leaving me
            alone with my wife. “Her wedding ring is with security but everything else is
            in there,” she adds.
         

         
         
         I open it up to find her iPhone with a bloody and
            shattered screen. I run my finger over the picture of us in Paris smiling as
            she holds the lock that I had engraved with our names.
         

         
         
         A sob comes out that I don’t even try to swallow
            down. Even with the cracked screen I can see her beautiful smile and bright
            green eyes. 
         

         
         
          I place it back in the bag and pull out a small
            blurry picture that sits at the bottom.
         

         
         
         I look at it frowning for a few seconds before I
            realize it’s an ultrasound from her appointment today. I smile as I run my
            fingers over it. “I promise I’m going to do things differently,” I say quietly.
            “I’m gonna be the best daddy and husband I can be.” I look up from it and stare
            at my wife once again.
         

         
         
          I take in a deep breath. “Angel,” I say softly.
            “I’m here, baby. I’m so sorry.” I know nothing I can say will ever make this
            right or ever make her believe me. “I failed you.” My voice wavers, and I clear
            my throat. “I told you I would always protect you, and I failed.” I stand from
            my chair, lean down, and kiss her forehead. “I won’t fail ever again, Angel,” I
            promise with a malice to my voice. “No one will ever hurt you again. I love
            you, and I’m going to show you just how much.”
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I haven’t left her side in
            over nine hours. I haven’t even gotten up to go to the restroom. Others have
            been allowed to come and see her but they are very strict on how many they
            allow in her room at a time. So the last two hours it has just been me and her
            and the nurse when she comes in to check on things. I’ve told her stories of my
            childhood. I’ve told her things that she could make for the bakery. I’ve tried
            coming up with names for our baby. Anything and everything you can think of, I
            have spoken about it. I’ve cried until my throat is raw, and I’ve begged for
            forgiveness until I’m blue in the face.
         

         
         
         I’m so tired. The adrenaline of everything has worn
            off, and all I’m left with is a broken heart and regret.
         

         
         
         I sigh laying my head down on my knuckles and
            closing my eyes. They snap open as the nurse enters.
         

         
         
          She starts to change some sort of settings on her
            IV bag. “This is a drip of propofol that I’m decreasing. The doctor has ordered
            to reduce the sedation and allow her to wake up so we can run some neuro checks
            in regards to her brain injury. Her CT at the time showed no bleeds but the
            doctor wants to make sure there’s no swelling now.”
         

         
         
         “What does that mean?” I ask trying to understand
            what the hell she’s saying.
         

         
         
          “Swelling could be caused by the amount of fluids
            she has been given during and since surgery,” she explains, which doesn’t tell
            me much. “When the doctor comes in to do his neuro checks he will want to speak
            to you. Explain everything.” She pauses for a few seconds. “I know her name is
            Samantha but does she like to go by anything else?”
         

         
         
          I look up at her with confusion.

         
         
          She smiles softly. “We like the patients to feel
            as comfortable as possible. They are more likely to respond,” she adds. 
         

         
         
          I nod. “She likes to go by Sam,” I say looking
            back down to her as I take her hand in mine.
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

         
         
         

         
         
         I feel the pain in my body
            before I can even open my eyes. It’s a burning sensation throughout, and I feel
            as if I’m being pulled from all angles. I can’t move much, everything feels
            real tight. 
         

         
         
         I feel like my throat is on fire. The entire left
            side of my body feels like needles are poking into my skin. I try taking in a
            deep breath, but there’s only a small amount there. A sharp pain in my chest,
            and a lot of pressure. I feel like someone is sitting in top of me and my heart
            pounding as it takes my breath away. My heart rate picks up and I start to
            panic, I hear a frantic beeping noise.
         

         
         
          “Sam,” I hear a woman’s voice say. “It’s okay. That
            is a tube in your mouth that is trying to help you breathe.”
         

         
         
         I can’t breathe? I try to move my head but I can’t.

         
         
         “And there’s a collar on your neck to keep your
            head steady. You’ve been in an accident, but you’re going to be okay.”
         

         
         
          An accident? The baby. I try to move my
            arms to rest on my belly but they won’t move.
         

         
         
         “Your baby is okay,” she adds like she’s watching
            my movements. “Can you understand me?”
         

         
         
         I try to open my eyes. They open just enough for me
            to see a set of yellow scrubs and then they close, too heavy to hold open. I
            try to nod but it’s hard due to the collar she mentioned.
         

         
         
          “My name is Vicki, and I’m your nurse. Slade, your
            husband, is here as well. He is holding your left hand.” She pauses. “Slade
            please squeeze her hand,” she softly requests.
         

         
         
         I feel him squeeze it, and I relax a little.

         
         
         “Okay, can you open your eyes?” she asks.

         
         
          The room falls quiet. The only sound is the
            beeping from the machines—now at a steady rhythm. It starts to lull me back to
            sleep.
         

         
         
         “Sam? I need you to open your eyes for me,” she
            speaks again.
         

         
         
          I open them slowly and then close them. The bright
            light assaults them. I try again knowing she wants me to open them. 
         

         
         
         It’s hard to make out what things are. I can see
            colors and shapes but things are blurry.
         

         
         
         “Very good,” she assures me. “I’m going to shine a
            light in your eyes.”
         

         
         
         I blink rapidly as the new and brighter light hurts
            my eyes but not before I see the tube in my mouth. I try to lift my hands to
            remove it but they don’t make it very far before they are stopped. I can feel
            something wrapped around each wrist. I feel Slade squeeze my left hand a little
            harder as he pushes it back down to rest by my side. 
         

         
         
          The nurse grabs my right hand and places it back
            down as well. “No,” she says gently, “that tube is helping you breathe. It’s
            okay, and we’ll take it out soon.” Then she lowers her voice and speaks to
            Slade. “Slade, I need that hand for a second. Sam can you squeeze my hands?” I
            squeeze it. “Both of them?” and I realize she is still holding onto my other
            one. 
         

         
         
         I squeeze that one as well. “Can you make a fist?
            Try to hurt me.” I do but it causes pain in my left arm.
         

         
         
         “Good girl,” she says. “Slade here’s her hand back,
            keep holding it.” I feel a draft of cold air down on my feet and legs. “Sam,
            can you feel me touching your feet? Squeeze Slade’s hand if you do.”
         

         
         
          I squeeze his hand gently but enough to let him
            know that I do.
         

         
         
          “She is,” Slade speaks for the first time. It make
            me close my eyes tighter. His voice sounds so hoarse.
         

         
         
         “Good girl. Can you wiggle your toes?” I do it but
            they feel like they are moving really slow. “Good girl.” Then I feel them being
            wrapped up in warmth once again.
         

         
         
         “Slade, she is moving everything, and seems to be
            able to feel everything, plus she’s following commands. We’ll be able to get
            that tube out very quickly. I’ll let the doctor know so that we can get work on
            that. Then he’ll be in after the tube is out to do a full neuro exam.”
         

         
         
         I open my heavy eyes and try to look around but I
            close them once again. It’s just too bright in this room.
         

         
         
         “Sam, are you hurting?” I hear her ask.

         
         
          I try to nod my head but can’t do the collar, so I
            squeeze Slade’s hand.
         

         
         
         “Does that mean yes?” he asks sounding worried.

         
         
          I squeeze it again.

         
         
         “She must be, she’s squeezing my hand,” he responds
            quickly.
         

         
         
         “I’ll get you some additional pain medicine.” 

         
         
         Then I feel her hand on my right arm she speaks
            softly to Slade. “I’m going to go ahead and remove the restraints but I need
            you to keep her hands in yours. Okay?”
         

         
         
         He clears his throat. “I can do that.”

         
         
         “Sam, I’m gonna free your hands but I need you to
            not touch the tube down your throat. Can you do that for me?”
         

         
         
          I squeeze Slade’s hand, and I open my eyes a
            little once again. I see Slade run his hand down over his tired looking face
            before I close them.
         

         
         
         “Can you turn the lights off?” he asks softly.

         
         
          “Absolutely. I’ll be right back.” And then there’s
            nothing but the sounds of the machines once again and the sound of others off
            in the background.
         

         
         
          I open my eyes and am thankful for the softer
            light that comes from the wall behind me. 
         

         
         
         Slade looks down at me, and it breaks my heart to
            see the tears in his eyes. I go to tell him I’m sorry for the fight, for the
            accident, but realize I can’t. I start to lift my hand to the tube, and he
            grabs a hold of it. “No, baby.”
         

         
         
          I blink a few times as tears well up in my eyes.

         
         
          “It’s okay. They are going to remove it soon.” He
            licks his lips and sighs.
         

         
         
          The tears spill over my eyes and down my cheeks.

         
         
          He stands up and leans over me. Very slowly he
            leans down and kisses me on the forehead. “I’m so sorry, Angel,” he says softly
            as he sits back down.
         

         
         
          I try shaking my head as tears run down the sides
            of my cheeks. It’s all my fault. I’m the one who should be sorry. I don’t
            remember what happened regarding the accident, but I know we were fighting. I
            know I had messed up, and he was mad at me. 
         

         
         
          He places his forehead on his hand that’s holding
            mine. “I should have never got mad at you.” He sighs. “I should have never
            missed the appointment for our baby.” He lifts his head to look at me and tears
            run down his face. “But I promise you, things will be different. I’m here, and
            I won’t ever turn my back on you again,” he vows before kissing my hand.
            “Please tell me you’re going to give me that chance?”
         

         
         
         And I do the only thing I can do. I squeeze his hand.

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         The next three days are just
            as exhausting for Angel. They removed the tube down her throat and her chest
            tube but due to the pain medication she stays pretty much out of it. Our
            friends and family come in to see her. She opens her eyes and speaks some but I
            don’t really think she knows what all she’s saying. 
         

         
         
         By the fourth day I stand and stretch, trying to
            loosen the crick in my neck and back. They really should make these chairs more
            comfortable for the loved ones. At least she has been moved out of ICU and into
            a step-down unit.
         

         
         
         I make my way into the restroom. I just finish
            washing my hands when I hear her voice frantically say my name.
         

         
         
          I shove the bathroom door open and run out to find
            her sitting up and blinking. She’s looking around as if she doesn’t know here
            she’s at. 
         

         
         
         Parker is no longer sleeping on the other chair.
            He’s standing looking around unfocused with his blanket on the floor down by
            his feet. 
         

         
         
         I make my way to the side of her bed and softly
            grab her hand in mine. “You’re okay,” I say softly.
         

         
         
         She sniffs as tears slowly run down her face. “I
            thought….I thought.” She takes in a deep breath and looks me in the eyes. “I
            went and saw Jax. He said…”
         

         
         
          “I know,” I say interrupting her. She tried to
            tell me a hundred things at once as soon as they removed the tube down her
            throat. But her voice wasn’t a hundred percent there at the time. 
         

         
         
         She shakes her head. “He said someone is after you.
            You have to believe me,” she cries.
         

         
         
         “I do,” I say for her benefit. “I…”

         
         
         The door to her room opens and in walks Tate with
            coffees for us and a bottle of water for himself. “Hey, sis,” he says softly as
            his eyes land on hers. “You’re awake.” He smiles.
         

         
         
         She places her face in her hands and bursts into
            tears. “Can you guys give us a minute?” I ask looking at Tate and then to
            Parker.
         

         
         
         “No,” Angel says as she looks up to us. “Parker
            believes me.” She looks to him.“Please tell him. Tell him what I told you.”
         

         
         
         He looks to me with a straight face and sighs. “I
            do believe someone wants to hurt you. And they have,” he says matter-of-fact.
         

         
         
          “What happened?” Angel asks as her eyes start to
            look me up and down. 
         

         
         
         “Nothing. I’m fine,” I say trying to ease her
            concern. Then I look at Parker with narrowed eyes. He needs to quit upsetting
            her. 
         

         
         
         He arches an eyebrow as if in question. “If someone
            really wanted to hurt you, what would they need to do?” His eyes look away from
            mine and land on her. “There’s only one thing you couldn’t live without. Maybe
            they want to take that from you and let you destroy your own life,” he
            finishes.
         

         
         
         “Well, you did already have one meltdown in this
            hospital and then punched Parker. You’re lucky they didn’t have you arrested,”
            Tate adds.
         

         
         
          “What?” Angel frowns. “Why would you do that?”

         
         
          “I was just mad, and he was the closest to me. I
            would have punched anyone at the time,” I shrug.
         

         
         
         She gets my attention as she grabs my hand. “This
            is more than my accident. Jax knew things.”
         

         
         
          “What kind of things?” I ask. She now has me
            concerned.
         

         
         
         “He said someone was always watching and
            listening.” She looks up to Tate. “He knew about the house getting broke into.
            The truck…”
         

         
         
          I pull back stunned. “How would he know all of
            that?” I ask aloud.
         

         
         
         “He’s only been back since what? You talked to him
            on New Year’s Eve. He had been in jail up until then…” Tate trails off when he
            realizes what he’s saying. He looks to his sister wide-eyed before he tries to
            correct himself. “I mean…uh…” 
         

         
         
          I wave off his concern. She and I have already had
            this fight. She knows what I kept from her. 
         

         
         
          I reach up and push some hair back off of her
            face. Her eyes aren’t as swollen as they were, but cuts still show on her face
            and the bruises from the airbag are still there. 
         

         
         
          “So, you think Sam’s accident had to do with the
            events from last year?” Tate asks Parker.
         

         
         
         “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” he says
            simply.
         

         
         
         “It’s far from making sense,” Angels sighs as she
            lays against her pillow as Missy walks in with a big stuffed teddy bear under
            her arm.
         

         
         
         She smiles and walks over to her bed. “I brought you
            a little gift.”
         

         
         
         “That’s not little. That’s bigger than you,” Tate
            says trying to get some reaction out of her but she ignores him. 
         

         
         
         I lean over and give her a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll
            be right outside the door talking to the guys.”
         

         
         
          “What was the verdict on the accident?” I ask
            Parker as soon as we make our way into the hallway.
         

         
         
         “An accident that resulted in a fatality. They
            didn’t feel it needed to be investigated.”
         

         
         
          Since all the events had happened last year, I
            kept telling her that they were all related. They had to have been. 
         

         
         
         I start to pace in the hallway trying to figure out
            how to connect the dots. Then a thought hits me, and I look to Parker.
         

         
         
         “You have the one thing that could tell me
            everything I need to know,” I say pointing at him.
         

         
         
         He frowns in confusion. Then he looks at me
            wide-eyed. He starts shaking his head quickly as he takes a step back. “No.
            Trust me. You don’t want to see it.”
         

         
         
         “I need to see it. It’s the only way,” I say
            gritting my teeth. Does he really think I want to watch my wife get in a car
            wreck right before my eyes? It’s something that I will forever wonder. I have
            to know if this was an accident or on purpose.
         

         
         
         Tate frowns as he looks back and forth between the
            two of us.
         

         
         
         “Have you lost your mind?” Parker finally asks
            after a few long seconds.
         

         
         
          “No. I almost lost my wife. Twice! My mind is
            pretty fucking clear,” I say simply.
         

         
         
         Parker sighs. “You know I have no control over that
            tape.” 
         

         
         
          “Why not?” I snap losing my temper. “You were an
            officer involved. It’s your fucking tape! My wife was involved. I have every
            right to see the fucking tape,” I shout. “And if I don’t, then call the fucking
            DA. Call someone and make it happen,” I say trying to lower my voice not
            wanting Angel to hear me.
         

         
         
          I’m a defense attorney. I don’t have many friends
            that are cops or higher up in ranking. They tend to frown upon the ones who
            keep the criminals out of jail.
         

         
         
          We stand in the hallway as if in stand-off when
            Parker finally speaks. “It’s illegal for me to show you the tape,” he argues.
         

         
         
          “I don’t give a fuck!” I grind out. “Make it
            happen,” I snap.
         

         
         
          He stares me down for a few seconds as if that’s
            gonna make me change my mind about seeing it. “I’ll make the phone call,” he
            finally says as his shoulders slump.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Once Parker gets off of the
            phone and I tell Angel that I am going to go home and grab a few things for her
            and myself, we all head up to the police station. I knew he could see the tape.
            His car has a camera that records all the time, he just has to sign off on it
            is all. They keep track of who views what. Technically I’m not supposed to see
            it and Angel’s accident isn’t an open case. But this is how you make things
            happen. You have friends who will bend the rules and tell white lies to do what
            is needed.
         

         
         
         The three of us sit in a back office where no one
            can see or hear us. I place my elbows on a desk and lean down placing my head
            in my hands. I run them down over my face. Last time the three of us were in a
            room together watching a tape of Angel, she had been taken. Now I don’t know
            what to expect. 
         

         
         
         “Are you sure about this?” Parker speaks pulling me
            out of my daze.
         

         
         
          “Yes,” I snap. “Just play the fucking thing,” I
            mumble.
         

         
         
          He sighs and his shoulders slump, but he pushes a
            button on a remote and the screen in front of us comes to life.
         

         
         
          The first thing I see is the back of my Chevy
            truck. The brake lights come on as if she thinks the light in front of her is
            going to turn red.
         

         
         
          She goes through the stoplight. It happens so
            fast, I jump back as if someone shoved me. A black truck comes speeding across
            the intersection and hits the back driver side of the truck. It sends the
            truck’s rear-end to the right, where the back tire catches the high curb. And
            it starts to roll. If the truck hadn’t been lifted, it might not have rolled.
            But with it being so far off the ground and with the momentum from the other
            truck, there was nowhere for it to go but to turn over.
         

         
         
         We all stand there watching helplessly once again
            as my truck rolls several times. I can here Parker’s voice yelling inside of
            his police car as his tires squeal and he comes to a quick stop.
         

         
         
         Just then I hear a door open and then Parker is
            running in front of the police car, in view of the camera. He runs up to our
            truck stomping on glass and pieces of what have broken off of the truck.
         

         
         
         He kicks in the already broken back glass and
            disappears into the truck. You can hear his ragged breathing, and he continues
            to talk to someone from dispatch on the radio connected to his chest.
         

         
         
          “Samantha?” Parker yells. It’s clear that whatever
            he is seeing is not good. The fear in his voice is evident. “Hang on, Sam.” 
         

         
         
         I stand here as he continues to speak. From the
            angle of his cop car you can’t see them inside of the truck but you can hear
            every word from the microphone on his uniform.
         

         
         
          I hear more glass breaking. “Christ,” he hisses.
            “Sam, open your eyes,” he demands. “Come on, Sam, look at me.”
         

         
         
          Why isn’t she speaking to him? 

         
         
         “You have to look at me,” he pleads with her, and
            it has my heart pounding in my chest. Why won’t she look at him? Why doesn’t she
            open her eyes? 
         

         
         
         “Sam,” he shouts. Then he lets out a deep breath.
            “Good. Very good, Sam. I need to get you out. Do you understand? I’m gonna have
            to pull you out through the windshield.” 
         

         
         
         I run a hand down my face and I sigh when I realize
            she has opened her eyes.
         

         
         
         “I need a fucking jacket,” he yells all of a
            sudden, and I refrain from jumping at his tone of urgency. 
         

         
         
          Someone tosses a jacket into the cab and then he
            speaks. “I’m going to place this over you, so I can kick the windshield out.”
         

         
         
          I still don’t hear her say anything. But seconds
            later I hear him grunting and the sound of his boot hitting the glass. 
         

         
         
         “Stay with me, Sam,” he yells.

         
         
          And then it happens, she screams. Her voice comes
            through the audio, and it rips my heart to shreds. It’s a cry of pain. He must
            have tried to move her because her scream is followed by his frustrated voice. 
         

         
         
         “Where in the fuck are the paramedics?” he snaps.

         
         
         I faintly hear someone yell, “On their way. Get her
            out of there.” They must be on the other side of the truck and we can’t see
            them from it being on its side. 
         

         
         
          “I’m trying, the steering wheel is crushing her,”
            he says through gritted teeth.
         

         
         
         I pry my eyes away from the screen and look over to
            Parker standing next to me. He’s looking down at the floor as if it’s too hard
            for him to relive what he went through just four days ago. Maybe the only
            reason I can watch it is because I know she’s survived it.
         

         
         
         Then my eyes snap back up to the video when his
            voice speaks again. “Sam?” I hear him rustling around, then I hear a tearing
            sound. “Don’t pass out on me!” he demands. “Stay awake. Can you do that for
            me?”
         

         
         
         I place my hand over my mouth trying to hold back
            the noises that I want to let out. 
         

         
         
          “I’m gonna make this as fast as I can,” he says
            sounding determined. I hear other voices talking to him. He barks off some
            orders, and I swallow when I hear a faint sound of sirens in the distance.
            “Just a few seconds,” he says. “Open your eyes goddamn it!” he demands again
            frantically.
         

         
         
          There’s some more grunts, and he curses a few
            times and then he’s there, on the screen once again, walking her away from the
            truck. By this time you can see black smoke coming from the distance and people
            screaming things off in the distance as he places her on the ground.
         

         
         
          He places his fingers on her throat and then leans
            down placing his ear on top of her lips.
         

         
         
         He pulls back quickly and then his hands are on her
            chest, and he starts compressions. “You have to stay with me, Sam. They are
            almost here,” he yells.
         

         
         
          “Come on, Sam. Don’t do this. Come on,” he pleads
            with her as she continues to lie there; not moving. 
         

         
         
         The room continues to fill with his heavy breathing
            and then he’s sniffing. He does it for about half a minute when he checks her
            pulse again.
         

         
         
          Then things get even crazier. An ambulance comes
            to a stop in the street. The medics rush to her side. They place a monitor of
            some sort on her chest as Parker frantically explains what happened and that
            she’s unresponsive and not breathing. A medic then places a breathing tube down
            her throat while another works squeezing a bag. Another places a collar around
            her neck. Once they all finish they roll her onto a flat board and strap her
            down. They all help in lifting the board and placing in onto a stretch before loading
            her into the back of the ambulance.
         

         
         
         “I’m riding with you,” Parker says as he wipes his
            nose with the sleeve on his uniform that is covered in her blood.
         

         
         
          “Sorry, but you can’t,” a younger male paramedic
            responds placing his hand on his chest.
         

         
         
          He snaps as he shoves his hand away. “She is my
            best friend’s wife. She is thirteen weeks pregnant, and I just dragged her out
            of that truck and had to do compressions. I’m not fucking leaving her side,” he
            screams before he spins around and jumps up into it before they can say
            anything else to him.
         

         
         
         Parker gets my attention as he raises the remote
            beside me to shut it off. And I try to remember what I saw…“Stop,” I say
            quickly making Tate jump beside me. I think we are all in some sort of daze.
         

         
         
          “Rewind it,” I order.

         
         
          “No.” Tate’s voice cracks. “I can’t watch that
            again.”
         

         
         
          Parker pauses it once again, and I spin around and
            yank the remote out of his hands. I aim it at the TV and press rewind to the
            very beginning. 
         

         
         
          “No. You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Tate
            growls from beside me when he sees where I’ve paused it.
         

         
         
          There it is right in front of us. The old beat up
            black truck that hit my Chevy. It’s the same fucking black hood that was in the
            video of her from the parking lot that night at Larry’s.
         

         
         
         “Whose truck is that?” Parker demands fisting his
            hands down to his side.
         

         
         
         I look at him. “Have you got anything back from the
            body?” 
         

         
         
         He shakes his head. “The truck had a stolen tag.
            And we’re still waiting on the results from the body they recovered.”
         

         
         
         I shut the TV off and throw the remote down before
            I spin around and storm out the door. 
         

         
         
         “Where are you going?” Parker demands as I make my
            way through the police station ignoring all the looks that I’m catching from
            other officers.
         

         
         
         “Back to my wife,” I say as my jaw tightens. “She
            was wrong. Someone is not after me, they are after her.”
         

         
         
          Parker runs up next to me. “I’ll have an officer
            placed at the hospital. Outside her door.”
         

         
         
         I nod. “Take that tape and show it to Brad.” Brad
            and I are as close as officers and defense attorneys come. He helped us out
            back when she was attacked outside of Larry’s when Officer White had called to
            tell me they had arrested the man who broke into our house. 
         

         
         
          I come to an abrupt stop in the parking lot, Tate
            practically running into me. I spin around and face Parker heart pounding and
            ears ringing.
         

         
         
         “What?” he looks around the parking lot quickly.

         
         
         “Officer White,” I say breathless. “No fucking
            way.” I shake my head.
         

         
         
         “What? Who’s Officer White?” Tate asks.

         
         
          I point to Parker. “You said that house we found
            her at belonged to someone named White?” I ask and he nods. “Officer White was
            the one who called and told me they had arrested the man who broke into our
            house.” I shake my head. “But he had been wrong and released the guy and did
            not inform me. Brad was the one who informed us of the guy’s release.”
         

         
         
         Parker frowns. “Did Sam ever say what the officer’s
            names were at Larry’s the night she had Jeremy arrested?”
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “We never fucking asked only
            Officer Howard’s name was on the file,” I growl.
         

         
         
         “Shit!” he hisses. 

         
         
          “Let’s go,” Tate hollers taking off once again to
            his truck.
         

         
         
         “I want Brad to watch the surveillance from the
            night at Larry’s when she was taken. Show him it’s the same truck and have them
            begin an investigation,” I order over my shoulder now running to Tate’s truck.
            I need to get back to her.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

         
         
         

         
         
         I’ve been in the hospital
            for a week, and I am about to go out of my mind. I continue to feel pain but
            it’s tolerable. The baby has been monitored around the clock and is doing
            great. I have actually started getting up and walking around my room. I’m still
            hooked up to several machines, and I look like I was attacked with a baseball
            bat but other than that, I feel pretty good.
         

         
         
         I keep telling them that I’m fine and that I would
            feel even better if I could relax from my bed at home. They don’t believe me.
         

         
         
         Slade left my side only once so far during my stay.
            He said he was going to go home to get some stuff but when he came back, he had
            nothing but questions. 
         

         
         
         I answered them the best I could. Letting him know
            that it was Officer White who had supposedly arrested Jeremy. He then started
            cussing up a storm as he called someone and started barking orders.
         

         
         
         He is bitchier than the nurses. I actually think
            they would release me just so he would leave as well. But he says I’m not ready
            to leave the hospital. Three days ago, I would have agreed with him. The first
            couple of days I was out of it. The pain meds kept me pretty sedated. I don’t
            even remember the first day at all. I just remember waking up at one point in
            time and seeing Slade, Holly, and Micah standing in my room.
         

         
         
         Holly in tears as she sat beside me and the guys
            off in the corner talking quietly. It’s been an emotional week to say the
            least. Missy hasn’t left the hospital. If she’s not in my room, she’s in the
            waiting room sleeping across chairs placed together. I know this, because Tate
            had sent a picture to Slade when he went to leave the other night and found her
            out there. I think it’s really starting to get to him that she acts as if he
            doesn’t even exist.
         

         
         
         Vivian and Mark come in and out. Since Slade is not
            at work, I think Mark is having to pick up the slack even though he assures me
            that that’s why he hired Braxton in the first place.
         

         
         
         Then there’s Parker. He brought me a huge bouquet
            of roses and a big stuffed teddy bear that he got from the gift shop. He also
            informed me that that was not the only thing he picked up. Only Parker could
            get a date at a hospital. Slade had told me that Parker saved my life and for
            that I’m forever grateful. This morning I woke up to Slade standing outside
            speaking to an officer who seems to always be standing outside my door now when
            I found Parker and I were alone. I thanked him for saving me and our baby. He
            looked very uncomfortable and shifted in his seat before he said that he was
            just doing his job. And although I know his job is to help people, it doesn’t
            make what he did any less heroic.
         

         
         
         I overhear Slade and Parker talking by my door as I
            surf the channels while I lay in my hospital bed. 
         

         
         
         “It’s an active investigation now,” Parker informs
            Slade.
         

         
         
         I watch as Slade fists his hands down by his side.
            “How did they know where she was at?” he snaps.
         

         
         
         Parker shrugs. “Maybe they waited for her? She
            wasn’t even a mile from your guys’ house.” 
         

         
         
          Slade turns to look at Tate as he walks up. “Where
            was my truck taken after the accident?” he demands hatefully.
         

         
         
         “It’s at the junkyard right outside of town,” Tate
            answers with a frown.
         

         
         
         “Go and check it out,” Slade demands immediately.

         
         
         Tate looks to Parker and then back to Slade. “What
            am I looking for?” 
         

         
         
          Slade runs a hand over his messy hair. “Anything,”
            is all he says.
         

         
         
         Tate nods before he turns away and walks off.

         
         
         “Any word on White?” Slade asks Parker.

         
         
          He shakes his head. “Nothing, he has vanished as
            well as Howard.”
         

         
         
         “Of course. Motherfucker,” he hisses under his
            breath.
         

         
         
         I try to sit up and inhale sharply when I get an
            instant pain in my left side. They spin around to look at me.
         

         
         
         “What’s wrong?” Slade asks concerned.

         
         
          I shake my head trying take a shallow breaths
            trying to let the pain settle down. Once it does, I try to give them a smile.
            “I’m fine.” I wave a hand. “What are you guys talking about?” I ask once I’m
            situated. “What’s an open investigation?”
         

         
         
         Slade walks over to me and sits down. He grabs my
            left hand and sighs. “The man who hit you? You know how I told you he didn’t
            make it?”
         

         
         
         I nod my head. That poor family. I feel responsible
            that he hit me and lost his life.
         

         
         
         “It wasn’t an accident,” he states with a hard
            look. “The guy driving the truck was Jeremy.”
         

         
         
          Jeremy? How would he know something like that?
            “How do you know that?” 
         

         
         
         “It was the same truck that Jax jumped out of when
            he picked you up outside of Larry’s.” He lets out a long breath. “And we got
            confirmation last night. Dental records confirmed it was him.”
         

         
         
         My eyes widen. “Oh my God, he was after you,” I say
            panicking.
         

         
         
         Slade shakes his head.

         
         
          “Yes. He was. I was in your truck. He was trying
            to kill you, Slade.”
         

         
         
          “Angel,” he says softly. “Someone is trying to
            hurt me by taking you away from me.”
         

         
         
         I let out a breath and place my hand over my mouth.
            “But I promise you. It’s not going to happen. Not again. Do you understand me?”
            he asks but all I can think of is that someone wants to take his child and wife
            away from him.
         

         
         
         “Angel?” he demands. “Do you understand me? You
            will be safe. We have all seen to that.”
         

         
         
         I nod my head, and I lick my lips nervously. I
            trust Slade. If there’s one thing I know, he will take down whoever threatens
            us.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         They are releasing Angel
            from the hospital today. It’s been ten days since the accident, and she’s doing
            better than they could have imagined. She’s up and around, using the restroom
            on her own, and the baby is doing great as well. She will be limited on what
            she can do once she leaves though; no driving, lifting heavy things, stuff like
            that. 
         

         
         
         I sit in this uncomfortable fucking chair as I
            watch her and Missy laugh about what she should name the bakery when the doctor
            walks in to check her over before releasing her.
         

         
         
         I stand when I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.
            “Can you give me one second?” I ask the doctor, needing to take this call. The
            call I’ve been waiting on for three days.
         

         
         
         “Hello?” I answer, walking outside of her door.

         
         
         “I found it,” Tate’s voice calls out. “I fucking
            found it,” he growls.
         

         
         
          Son of a bitch. It was a long shot but
            there had to be something in that truck to let us know how they knew where she
            was at. “What is it?” I ask rubbing my forehead.
         

         
         
          “It’s some sort of tracking device,” he calls out.
            “It looks like it might have had more pieces to it but I can’t find them. They
            must have been swept up from the accident. I had enough of it to contact a
            friend and he did some digging. I just got the call, and he confirmed it.”
         

         
         
         My jaw clenches, and my hand tightens on my phone.
            “I need to call you back,” I growl. “The doctor is here to release your sister.
            I’ll call you when I get her settled back at home,” I say before I go to hang
            up.
         

         
         
         “Wait,” he shouts.

         
         
          “Yeah?”

         
         
         “Slade think about it,” he says quickly. “Jax told
            her someone is always listening or watching. Jax knew your house was broke
            into…”
         

         
         
         “What are you trying to say, because I’m not
            catching on?” I snap.
         

         
         
         “Your truck was broke into and nothing was taken.
            They placed a tracking device in it. Your house was broke into…”
         

         
         
         “Nothing was taken,” I state starting to see what
            he’s trying to say.
         

         
         
          “Don’t take her there, Slade. Not until you have
            that place searched,”
         

         
         
         I look down at my watch to see it’s a little past
            ten in the morning. “Call Parker and you both meet me at my house around
            three,” I say and then hang up.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         After having to spend hours
            persuading Angel to go to my parents’ house to stay for a while, I find myself
            pulling up to our house.
         

         
         
         “Three?” Tate asks looking down at his watch with
            Parker standing next to him.
         

         
         
          “Yeah. Well, you try to explain to your sister why
            she can’t go home without scaring the shit out of her,” She has had enough
            happen to her to last a lifetime. I wasn’t going to tell her that her truck had
            a tracking device on it, and the house might be bugged as well.
         

         
         
         “So, what did you end up saying?” Parker asks.

         
         
         “Termites,” I answer. 

         
         
          They both burst out laughing, and I look at them.
            “You’re serious?” Tate asks smirking.
         

         
         
         I nod. “Of course. Those things are a bitch.” 

         
         
         Parker shakes his head as we enter the house. “This
            house is huge,” he whines. “How in the fuck are we supposed to find something
            so small?”
         

         
         
          “If you were someone who wanted to keep an eye on
            her. Where would you place a camera?” I ask arching an eyebrow,
         

         
         
          “The bedroom,” they both answer in unison. 

         
         
         That thought sickens me but it is the most
            plausible place. “Then that’s where we’ll start.” 
         

         
         
         We take every single thing apart. The bed. The
            mattresses, dressers. The TV and pictures off the wall. Anything that’s in
            there, we remove it from the room. Hours later I’m pissed and relieved that
            nothing’s been found.
         

         
         
         “Could the guy have even been in here?” Tate asks
            looking around.
         

         
         
         “Yeah. When I woke up she was already up and in the
            office. I ran into her in the hallway and then I pushed her back into the
            office. They had time to come in here,” I assure them.
         

         
         
          “Did you check the window sills?” Parker asks
            nodding to them.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” Tate answers.

         
         
         I place my hands on my hips and continue to look
            around at the now empty room. “Maybe we were wrong…” 
         

         
         
          “Guys,” Parker says getting our attention. 

         
         
          I look at him, and he motions to the ceiling above
            us. “What?” I ask looking at the white ceiling.
         

         
         
          “The ceiling fan,” Parker says, and my eyes slam
            to it.
         

         
         
         “We can’t reach it,” Tate says. “The ceiling’s too
            high. They wouldn’t be able to place anything up there.”
         

         
         
         I look from the ceiling down to the floor. He does
            have a point. But if the bed was back where it belonged… Could someone?
         

         
         
         I walk out of the bedroom to my office and then
            make my way back to the bedroom once I get what I needed. 
         

         
         
         They both take a step back when I walk in with the
            baseball bat. I swing it upwards hitting the ceiling fan. It takes several
            times before pieces of it start to fall, and we spot the one thing we’ve been
            looking for. There attached to the base of the ceiling fan is a little camera
            of some sort. No bigger than my pinkie. Can’t fucking believe it!
         

         
         
         “Could there be more?” Parker asks fisting his
            hands down by his sides having a problem controlling his own temper.
         

         
         
         “I know he was in the kitchen because he had broken
            a vase of hers.” How fucking stupid was I? Nothing was stolen my ass! Our
            privacy was stolen. 
         

         
         
          I tighten my hand around the bat and speak. “Let’s
            go see.” I’m in the mood to do some more swinging.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I sip on a glass of scotch
            as I sit in my parent’s living room. The lights are off and the room is silent,
            but my mind is thinking a hundred miles an hour. So loud, it’s actually giving
            me a headache.
         

         
         
          Three. We found three devices. Two were for
            whoever to listen to conversations. One in the kitchen and one in my office.
            The one for the bedroom was for recording. And it makes me literally sick to my
            stomach to know that someone has seen her in such a vulnerable position. 
         

         
         
         I blink when the lights come on 

         
         
          “What are you in here doing?” my father asks with
            a questioning tone as he comes to stand in front of me.
         

         
         
          “Thinking,” I answer dryly.

         
         
          “About?” He arches an eyebrow.

         
         
         I lower my glass and set it on my knee. “I’ve spent
            all this time keeping the ones who are guilty out of jail; no punishment
            whatsoever. Then, someone comes and tries to take my family and what do I do? I
            play God and punish them however I see fit.” I made Jax pay. Jeremy got what he
            deserved. When I find White I will fucking kill him. Slowly.
         

         
         
          He stands there looking down at me for a few long
            seconds before he walks over to his liquor cabinet, pouring himself a drink as
            well. “That’s understandable. I would do the same for your mother or you boys.”
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “If you ask Parker, he would say
            I’ve lost my mind.” I lift the tumbler and take a good sized gulp. “Maybe I
            did.” I no longer see things like I used to. All I see now is hatred and rage. 
         

         
         
         My dad walks over to the big window and pulls back
            the red curtains my mom had made to fit this room. He looks out the window as
            he speaks. “When was the last time Samantha saw you?”
         

         
         
         It’s pathetic that I have to actually have think
            about it. I came straight to this room for a drink when I got here. Sometime
            this morning when they released her from the hospital. “This morning. I had
            stuff I had to do over at the house.” I take another drink wanting to feel the
            burn.
         

         
         
          He sighs. “Put your revenge on hold, son. Quit
            sitting in this dark room while trying to think of ways to kill someone”
         

         
         
          “But…”

         
         
          “No buts.” He lets go of the curtains and they
            fall back into place. “There’s a cop car sitting outside.” Parker had called in
            Officer Brad after we found the first device in our bedroom. They ended up
            putting more detail on us now. And they are trying to see if they can track who
            had purchased the devices that were used in our house. “Your mother and I are
            here. The alarm is set. Go up there and be with your wife.” 
         

         
         
          I release a long breath. “I can’t let it go,” I
            say clenching my jaw.
         

         
         
          “I’m not telling you to let it go. I’m telling you
            to wait, lay low. You have the rest of your life to make them pay. To plot your
            revenge,” he says casually.
         

         
         
         “She’s not allowed to do anything but lay around in
            bed.” I stand quickly finding that rage that comes so easy these days. “I did
            that to her.”
         

         
         
         He places his untouched drink on the end table. “No
            you didn’t. They did that to her.”
         

         
         
          “Because of me.” I shake my head. “It was right in
            front of me the entire time. If I would have seen it, I could have prevented
            all of this.”
         

         
         
         He sighs. “Maybe,” he says honestly.

         
         
         I fall back into the seat and look down at my
            glass. “Do you ever think you made the wrong choice?” I ask quietly.
         

         
         
         He answers quickly. “Marrying your mother? No,” he
            answers sounding shocked at my question.
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “Your career.” I look up at him
            and if he does feel that way he doesn’t let on. “That used to be my life dream.
            Be just like you.” I smile a little. “Make you proud of what I could become.”
         

         
         
         “I’ve always been proud of you, Son,” he says
            walking over to me. 
         

         
         
         I scoot over allowing him to sit down on the couch
            next to me. “I don’t know if I can do it anymore.” I look over at him. “I’ve
            only ever saw one side of this life. Now that I know what it can feel like to
            have someone ripped away from you...” I pause as I swallow the thickness in my
            throat. “All I think about is the man who I had once defended was one of the
            guys involved in hurting the woman I love,” I say letting out a long breath.
         

         
         
         My father knows everything that has happened in
            full detail, and I know he feels just as responsible as I do.
         

         
         
          He places his hand on my shoulder and speaks.
            “Your mother and I have always told you boys to follow your dreams.” He smiles.
            “My job as a parent is not to judge your choices in life. It is to love you
            with no boundaries, no expectations. And I will do just that—Love you for you
            and for what you want to be.”
         

         
         
         I swallow the lump in my throat. “You’re young,
            Slade. You have a wife who loves you, and you have two loving parents who are
            here to help in any way we can.” He stands up and looks down at me.
         

         
         
         And I nod my head. “I have to do this.” I clear my
            throat. “For my family. It’s the right thing to do.” This job is not part of my
            life anymore. I need to walk away.
         

         
         
         He surprises me when he smiles. “I agree.” Then
            turns and walks out of the room.
         

         
         
         I fall back into the chair and close my eyes
            tightly. I hate myself. I hate myself for the life I have led her down. She
            deserved so much better. Our child deserves better. I feel sorry for her, for
            falling in love with someone who keeps her at a distance when she needs me by
            her side.
         

         
         
         Feeling a little more relieved now that I’ve made
            up my mind, I stand from the chair and make my way upstairs. It’s time to make
            a change.
         

         
         
          Entering my old room, I stand in the dark bedroom
            as my eyes look over her while she lays in the bed. I still see her limp body
            lying lifeless in the middle of the street as Parker performs compressions on
            her. I still have this image of my life slipping away no matter what I do. And
            that fucking scares me to death. It makes my heart ache every time. 
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

         
         
         

         
         
         I try to open my heavy eyes.
            The room sways a little bit as I try to turn over. I’m so tired of lying in a
            bed. I’ll wake up and my leg will be numb or my shoulder hurts. I feel much
            better when I’m up and walking around or even sitting up in a chair.
         

         
         
          Once I get turned onto my left side I open my eyes
            fully. I blink a few times when I see Slade propped up against the headboard
            with the laptop on his lap. His baby blue eyes are looking down at me, but they
            look guarded, cold even.
         

         
         
          “Hi,” he says slowly.

         
         
          “Hey.” I try to smile but it’s weak.

         
         
          He frowns, and it breaks my heart. I don’t know
            what I did for him to be so distant. Something has snapped. I see the hatred he
            covers himself in, and I would give anything I can to take it away
         

         
         
          I pull my eyes from his and look to the screen. He
            has California real estate pulled up. “What are you looking at?” I look back up
            to him.
         

         
         
          His eyes go back to the screen and he speaks. “If
            you could live anywhere, where would you want to live?”
         

         
         
         “Uh,” what kind of question is that?

         
         
          “You love snow,” he states. “Would you want to
            live in New York? They have some crazy winters.”
         

         
         
          I frown. “You hate cold weather.”

         
         
          “True,” he says keeping his eyes on the screen.
            “How about California?” He types in a few things. “You could get a convertible.
            It’s always hot out there.”
         

         
         
          What is he talking about? A convertible? That
               is not a car for a baby. “Are you going through a midlife crisis?” I don’t
            think I can handle that right now.
         

         
         
         He turns his head and looks down at me. “No.” He
            sighs before he closes the laptop. “I just figured you would want to move away.
            Put all of this behind us.”
         

         
         
          I frown. “Put what behind us?” I ask slowly.

         
         
          His body stiffens and he lets out a breath as if
            agitated. “This life. This mess.”
         

         
         
          I try not to notice the lump that forms in my
            throat. “What are you running away from, Slade?”
         

         
         
         He sits up and throws the covers off of him before he
            stands, expressing the anger that always seems to be there now. “I just want
            us…”
         

         
         
         “Why did you lie to me and blame us not returning
            home on termites? We said we weren’t going to lie anymore,” I interrupt him.
         

         
         
          He looks down at me, and his eyes narrow. “Please
            don’t ask me that question. I’m never going to answer it,” he says so
            matter-of-fact. 
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “No, you will tell me,” I demand
            and his nostrils flare. I’m not going to let him intimidate me. “I’m your wife,
            Slade. I deserve to know why we can’t return home.”
         

         
         
         He runs a hand through his hair and lets out a
            curse. He’s quiet for a few seconds as if he’s trying to decide what to tell
            me. “Tate found a tracking device in the truck he suspected there were also
            devices in our house.”
         

         
         
         “What?” I ask in horror. “Tracking device…”

         
         
         He places a hand up and then continues, “He and
            Parker met me there yesterday, and we found three. All listening devices.”
         

         
         
          I frown. “Why would someone want to listen to our
            conversations?” I ask.
         

         
         
          He shrugs. “They could be to hear what cases I’m
            on.”
         

         
         
          “You never talk about work.” He never tells me
            anything when it comes to the firm.
         

         
         
          “I was when I was home taking care of you,” he
            offers, and I nod still trying to figure out what’s going on.
         

         
         
         After a few silent seconds I lie back and get
            comfortable. “Nowhere,” I say looking up to the ceiling. “I wouldn’t move
            anywhere.” I place my hand on my growing stomach. “All my family and friends
            are here. I want our child to grow up around their cousins.” For the first time
            in a long time his eyes looks soft and somewhat sad. “I don’t want to run,
            Slade. I want to stay and fight. Whatever problems we have, we can work through
            them. Whatever I’ve done to make you so mad, running away is not our answer.”
         

         
         
         He’s on the bed and by side in a matter of seconds.
            “You think I’m mad at you?” he asks. “I love you, Angel.” 
         

         
         
         “I know that. But…you’ve been acting so different
            since the accident. You’re so angry and secretive now.”
         

         
         
          “I’m so sorry.” His strong voice is sincere. “I’m
            so sorry. I’ve let you down.”
         

         
         
          “You haven’t let me down.”

         
         
          “I failed at protecting you.” He runs his fingers
            down the side of my face, and I lean into that embrace. Closing my eyes I feel
            that soft touch that I’ve been missing.
         

         
         
         After a few seconds he speaks. “We will stay here.
            Let’s look for a place to live.”
         

         
         
         I frown. “What about our house?” Why is he so hell
            bent on moving? Didn’t they remove the devices they found? Maybe he’s afraid
            there could still be more?
         

         
         
          He pauses for a long moment and looks down at me
            with his soft baby blue eyes. “I’ve done some remodeling.” Then he looks away.
            “I don’t think you will approve of it.” 
         

         
         
          Remodeling? “Why? What did you do?”
         

         
         
          He shrugs carelessly. “I took a baseball bat to the
            living room and kitchen.” He smiles and it looks half evil half amused. “Oh and
            our bedroom.”
         

         
         
          Hmm yeah that doesn’t sound like a good thing. I’m
            glad I missed all that action.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         After that talk, Slade was
            on a mission to find us a new place to live. We came to the conclusion that we
            wanted to build a house. Within weeks we found five acres, which was only ten
            minutes from Vivian and Mark’s house, and Slade already has workers clearing
            off the property for us to build our dream home. Since I haven’t been able to
            do much more than lay in bed, we have been going through magazines looking at
            designs for what we want to build.
         

         
         
         It’s early in the morning, and I wake to him on his
            phone. “No, I want it done sooner,” he demands.
         

         
         
         I squint and slowly turn over onto my side to look
            at him. 
         

         
         
          “Listen,” he growls. “My wife is expecting our
            child in December. Now I want our house finished and us living in it when that
            happens,” he snaps.
         

         
         
          I can’t help but smile. 

         
         
          “You think that fucking matters?” he snaps. “You
            just get it done. And make sure to warn your crew that as of tomorrow my ass
            will be up there every day to make sure you guys are getting shit done.” He
            hangs up his phone and runs a hand through his hair.
         

         
         
         “It’s okay, Slade,” I say and he turns to look at
            me. “We can rent a house in the meantime,” I offer.
         

         
         
         He shakes his head releasing a sigh. “I want our
            baby to come home to our house, not some rental house.”
         

         
         
          “Can anyone even build a house within six months?”
            I ask curious. It seems like it would take more like nine months or even a
            year.
         

         
         
         “Of course.” He waves my concern off. “Plus, they
            have unlimited funds. With that they should be able to do it in four,” he
            growls.
         

         
         
         I place my hands on the bed as I start to push
            myself up. I have got to take a shower, I’m pretty sure I’m starting to smell.
         

         
         
         “What are you doing?” he asks running over to my
            side, grabbing my arm.
         

         
         
         “I wanna take a shower,” I say trying to stand up
            on my feet.
         

         
         
         “You need to tell me when you want to get up, and I
            will help you.”
         

         
         
          I roll my eyes. “Slade, I’m fine, or they wouldn’t
            have let me leave the hospital.” I’m still very sore all over and my left
            shoulder throbs at time. I went for a checkup yesterday, and they said it was
            probably from the seatbelt tightening. I still have the bruise across my chest
            from that one.
         

         
         
         He leads me into the bathroom and reaches down to
            pull off his oversize t-shirt that I’m wearing. 
         

         
         
         “Oww,” I whine when I try lifting my left arm.

         
         
          He curses then walks out of the bathroom leaving
            me standing here with one arm free. I try to move my body so I can get it up
            and over but a sharp pain shoots down my arm so painful that my breath catches.
         

         
         
         I place my other hand on the counter and try taking
            a few deep breaths.
         

         
         
         “What happened?” he questions looking down at me.

         
         
         “I tried to get my arm free.”

         
         
          He frowns and then grabs the shirt. Before I know
            what he’s doing he cuts it right down the middle with a pair of scissors.
         

         
         
         “Why did you do that? I loved that shirt,” I say
            frowning.
         

         
         
         “I’ll buy you another one.” He waves it off.

         
         
          He turns on the water and when it gets to the
            temperature I want, he helps me into it. 
         

         
         
         He sits on the lid of the toilet as I shower. I
            refuse to have him wash me or my hair, I need to try to do things myself. My
            biggest fear is that I won’t be back to myself before the baby arrives. Then
            what? I can’t expect Slade to do everything for the both of us.
         

         
         
         It takes me longer than it normally would but I
            enjoy the water before I turn it off. He grabs a towel and helps me out before
            he wraps a towel around me. “Slade?” I ask as he helps dry off my back.
         

         
         
         “Hmm?” he mumbles as his eyes roam over my body.

         
         
         “Why haven’t you gone back to work?” He always does
            this. Every time something happens to me, he works from home. But this time is
            different. I’ve heard his phone conversations with his father and Braxton. He
            keeps passing cases off, and it’s worrying me. It’s been two weeks, when is he
            going to go back?
         

         
         
          I look up in the mirror to see him standing behind
            me just looking at me with an expressionless look on his face.
         

         
         
         He licks his lips and then straightens his
            shoulders. “I quit my job,” he states calmly.
         

         
         
         I spin around quickly and get tangled up in the
            towel. I start to fall and he catches me but not before I hit my side on the
            countertop.
         

         
         
         “Fuck,” he hisses. “What the fuck are you doing?”

         
         
          I stare up at him ignoring the pain in my side. “I
            could ask you that same question,” I snap looking at him wide-eyed.
         

         
         
         He goes to release me, and I grab his arms, the
            towel falling to the ground. “Slade, you love your job. Why would you quit?” I
            search his face frantically, waiting for him to say ‘surprise’ or ‘April’s
            fool’s’…anything.
         

         
         
         He just shakes his head and pulls away from me. I
            reach out and grab his arm again. I’m not going to let this go. “Please tell me
            you didn’t do this for me?” I beg.
         

         
         
          He looks down at me and then his eyes slowly run
            down my exposed chest. I watch as his eyes follow the pattern of the bruises
            from the seatbelt and then down to my scar from the surgery.
         

         
         
          “Slade,” I whisper feeling my throat tighten.
            “Don’t…” I swallow nervously. “You love your job. It’s your life. It’s who you
            are.”
         

         
         
         He shakes his head quickly and places his hands on
            my face. “You’re my life. Our child is my life. That was just a job.”
         

         
         
          I can’t help but feel like I’m taking his dream
            away from him. “You will hate me. Regret what you did,” I try to make him see.
            “You’ll wake up one day and see that you gave up your life for…”
         

         
         
         He interrupts my rambling. “The only thing I will
            ever regret is what happened to you.” He gives me a soft smile. “I could never
            hate you.”
         

         
         
         I place my hand over my mouth and my eyes widen.
            “Oh my God,” I whisper. “Your dad. He’s going to hate me,” 
         

         
         
         “Stop, Angel,” he demands pulling my hand away from
            my mouth. “No one hates you for my decision. I chose to leave.”
         

         
         
         “But why?” I just don’t understand.

         
         
         He sighs and then places his hand down on my
            growing belly. “Because that’s not the person I want to be.” He looks me in the
            eyes. “I want to be the type of father who teaches their child the difference
            between right and wrong.” He pauses. “Yes, you were the one to show me the
            difference. Before you came into my life, I only looked for gray areas where
            people could slide through and walk away without taking responsibility for
            their actions. You. Our child.” He shakes his head. “Now everything is black
            and white. They either did it or they didn’t. How can I defend a person who
            hurt someone else’s loved ones?”
         

         
         
         “But it’s never bothered you before,” I point out,
            and he closes his eyes as if he’s remembering something.
         

         
         
         He opens them and looks up at me. “You’re right. It
            didn’t.” He looks down to his hand now resting on my hip. “I did some very bad
            things when Jax took you. Things that I will never regret.” He looks up at me.
            “I would kill for you. Die for you. Anything to know that you were safe, and then
            I would take my punishment. But when you were taken.” He looks away. “I had to
            see a man who had information about where you were.” His jaw tightens. “I knew
            him,” he whispers.
         

         
         
         “What?” I ask in shock.

         
         
          He nods once. “I had defended him once for his
            drug use.” He shakes his head in disgust. “And he was probably the same guy
            that Jeremy and Jax got the stuff they used on you from.” I watch his
            expressions as his emotions get the best of him. The anger. The hate. He wears
            it for everyone to see now. 
         

         
         
          His hand grips my hip, and he swallows. I know
            he’s remembering what he went through, and I don’t want him to have to keep
            going through that. He feels bad for what I went through but I can’t remember
            most of it. He’s the one who continues to suffer from it.
         

         
         
         I try to change the subject somewhat. “Were all of
            your clients like that?” I ask quietly making him frown. “Drug dealers? Or did
            they do things to others?” He tilts his head in confusion.
         

         
         
         I sigh. “You never talk about your job to me. So I
            thought that you handled cases like drunk driving, maybe drugs…” I trail off
            when I see his jaw tighten. 
         

         
         
          “Come here.” He pulls me over into the bedroom and
            sits me down on the bed as he kneels down in front of me. He runs a hand
            nervously through his messy hair. “I did defend those who had such cases. I
            have even defended people charged with murder,” he says slowly to gauge my
            reaction, “but when I first started out I felt I had to prove something to…well
            everyone. Even myself.” He pauses. “There was a case where a man was aquitted
            of murdering his ex-wife.”
         

         
         
         I sit motionless, just listening to him finally
            open up about his job. The one he quit, the life he just gave up like that, for
            me and our baby.
         

         
         
          “She had remarried just months before she was
            found…” He clears his throat. “The ex-husband came to my dad wanting him to
            represent him. My dad then asked me to help out on the case. He swore he was
            innocent.” He shakes his head. “Said he had done some digging on her new husband
            and had found that he had several domestic disputes against him. One lady had
            even went as far as a restraining order.” He sighs. “So I started doing some
            research as well and found where the wife had been to the hospital for a broken
            arm a month after her wedding. On paper it all looked like a solid case. The
            current husband was in fact guilty.” He shakes his head.
         

         
         
          “What happened?” I ask rubbing the tears off of my
            face. How can someone kill the one person they vow to protect and love? 
         

         
         
          He looks up to me and searches my eyes. “It was
            just an illusion. He was guilty. I found messages where she was still seeing
            him.”
         

         
         
         “How did the new husband not see all the bruises?”
            I ask shocked.
         

         
         
          “He was a pilot for a major airline. Always out of
            town,” he shrugs guessing. “Maybe that’s why she kept seeking out the ex.”
         

         
         
         “So what did you do? Did you turn him in?”

         
         
         His answer is cold and sends a shiver up my body.
            “No,” he says simply.
         

         
         
          “No?” I ask frowning. “But you knew…”

         
         
          “But knowing wasn’t my job, Angel. My job was to
            defend him no matter what the situation was,” he explains flatly.
         

         
         
          “So you let a man walk who killed his ex-wife?” I
            ask in horror.
         

         
         
          He continues to kneel down in front of me and
            stares into my eyes. “That right there is why I will never look back and regret
            quitting my job,” he says slowly. “I don’t want you to look at me that way.”
         

         
         
         “What…? No…”

         
         
          “Don’t try to deny it. You’re looking at me like
            I’m evil.” He sighs. “And I was.” He places a hand one either side of my belly.
            “I did this for you and our baby. But I…” He pauses and closes his eyes
            tightly. When he opens them they are filled with tears. “I needed to do it for
            me. For what I want to be.” He blinks and a tear runs down his cheek. 
         

         
         
         I swallow the lump in my throat and reach out to
            wrap my arms around him. “I would never see you as anything evil, Slade. I love
            you,” I whisper.
         

         
         
         He runs his hand down my back slowly. “I love you
            too, baby.”
         

         
         
         I pull back and sigh. “But Micah and your dad. They
            are still going to defend the guilty,” I say softly. “You can’t keep our child
            from them. They will grow up around that.”
         

         
         
          He nods. “And that’s okay. If our child decides to
            take that path, I will support them one hundred percent. I will love them no
            matter what they decide to do with their life. But that life is no longer for
            me.”
         

         
         
          I smile, and he smiles back at me. Then I ask the
            question that bothers me. He hasn’t been to work in two weeks. “When did you
            quit?”
         

         
         
         “The day you came home from the hospital,” he says
            as he intently watches me.
         

         
         
         I frown and my shoulders slump as I ask. “Why
            didn’t you tell me?” 
         

         
         
         He sighs. “I didn’t want you to see me as a failure
            or a quitter.”
         

         
         
          I take his face in my hands. “Slade,” I breathe,
            and he smiles. “You want to better your life for our family. There’s nothing to
            be ashamed of.” 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I lie awake in bed next to
            Angel as she sleeps later on that night. I place my hands behind my head and
            look up at the ceiling thinking over everything I told her earlier this
            morning. That murder case was really the only case that ever bothered me, and I
            wasn’t even the main attorney on it. My father was. 
         

         
         
          What I didn’t tell her about was the breakdown the
            current husband had in the courtroom. He screamed, cried, and started throwing
            stuff when his wife’s murderer was pronounced innocent. He was arrested at the
            time, bailed out by his sister, and then weeks later he went to prison for life
            for shooting my father’s client.
         

         
         
         Back then, I didn’t quite understand. I mean, I’ve
            always known love can make you do crazy things. I had witnessed it with friends
            plenty of times. But he killed a man who also had a family. He was by no means
            innocent, but he had loved ones as well. Wouldn’t the current husband know what
            it’s like for that guy’s family to find out he had been killed as well? Why
            would he throw his life away? Why was he willing to kill someone who was just
            on trial for the same thing?
         

         
         
          Now? Now, I know what he felt like. I know how
            much madness he must have felt. Now I know how much you can love someone so
            much that you don’t see anything but revenge. To make things right when the
            justice system fails. 
         

         
         
         And that’s why I can no longer do my job. I have to
            leave that behind and start fresh. Angel deserves that, our baby deserves that,
            and I deserve that. 
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “You’re joking, right?”
            Parker asks as he sits in his and Tate’s living room holding that fat black and
            white cat of his.
         

         
         
          I shake my head. “I quit,” I say for the third
            time. “How many times do I need to repeat myself?” I ask sitting back in the
            couch. I haven’t felt this relaxed in months. It’s been four weeks since Angel
            was involved in the accident. I quit my job right after that but am just now
            telling the guys. Angel is doing much better and told me to get out today. Go
            see the boys, she had said. 
         

         
         
         “Until my mind processes it,” Parker retorts.

         
         
          “So what are you going to do now?” Tate finally
            speaks. He’s just been watching me, and he did not seem surprised when I sat
            down to tell them I had quit the firm. 
         

         
         
         I smile. “I want to start my own security company,”
            I say with a smile. I told Angel this this morning and she cried, which isn’t
            unusual, but the smile on her face and the way she said she was proud of me had
            me pulling her into me.
         

         
         
          Tate arches an eyebrow.

         
         
          “You know,” I say rubbing my hands together. “I
            think I am going to need an assistant,” I say arching mine as well.
         

         
         
         “Oh,” Parker says with excitement. “I know this
            girl, Tiffany. She would be perfect. She would wear those low cut shirts with
            little short skirts.” He then throws his hand up. “I mean, she would be for me
            when I come up to visit, because obviously you’re married,” he finishes.
         

         
         
         I can’t help but smile as I continue to stare at
            Tate. “I might know of someone,” he finally says before he runs a hand over his
            unshaven face.
         

         
         
          “Well, I guarantee she’s not hotter than Tiffany.”
            Parker shakes his head looking from Tate then to me.
         

         
         
          “I’m talking about me you dip shit.” Tate rolls
            his eyes.
         

         
         
          Parker frowns and quits petting his cat. “You want
            to play the doting assistant who does all the bitch work?” he asks frowning.
         

         
         
         I place up my hand to stop him from talking before
            I end up throwing my beer at him. “I want him to be my partner,” I shrug trying
            to make it sound less than what it really is.
         

         
         
         “Is this like a favor because I’m your wife’s
            brother?” Tate asks skeptically.
         

         
         
         I smile. “No, it’s because you don’t mind to get a
            little dirty. We’re gonna need that.”
         

         
         
         He nods his head with a smile. “I’m in. Just let me
            know what I need to do to help get it on its feet.”
         

         
         
         “Wait?” Parker says with a frown. “Why didn’t you
            want me as an assistant?”
         

         
         
         “Because you would be trying to hump every damsel
            in distress,” Tate adds laughing.
         

         
         
          “You are just as bad as I am.” Parker points the
            tip of his beer at him.
         

         
         
         “Oh, no.” Tate laughs. “I’m much more discreet than
            you.”
         

         
         
         “You were not discreet last night when you pulled
            up with that redhead who was practically already naked.”
         

         
         
          Tate rolls his eyes. “She was not,” he argues.

         
         
         “She was topless and her pants were already undone
            by the time she got out of truck in the driveway.” He looks at me. “She had a
            nice set of implants on her.”
         

         
         
          I stand up. “Stop,” I say placing my hands up.
            “Parker do you want in as well?”
         

         
         
         “Of course,” he says before he crosses one leg over
            the other as if he’s a little fucking diva getting his way.
         

         
         
          I sigh. “Okay. Then I will start getting things
            put into place.”
         

         
         
          I throw what’s left of my beer away before I say
            my goodbyes and walk out of the house. 
         

         
         
         “Slade?” I stop and turn to face Parker as he calls
            my name.
         

         
         
         “What’s up?” I ask pulling my cell out of my pocket
            to text Angel.
         

         
         
          He sighs and looks down the ground. “I just want
            you to know that I’m still looking for White.” Then he looks up at me. “I will
            find him. I promise you.”
         

         
         
          I nod my head. “I know you will, Parker.” And with
            that, I turn around and get into my car.
         

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

         
         
         

         
         
         Mark and Vivian have been so
            gracious to allow us to stay here. One of the best things about living with
            them is their kitchen. It’s so freaking huge, and I love it. 
         

         
         
          We have been here going on six weeks now and to be
            honest, I’m going to hate the day we have to say goodbye and move out. 
         

         
         
         “How are things coming along with the bakery?”
            Vivian asks handing me some flour as I start to make a chocolate cake.
         

         
         
         “It’s coming along.” Since everything has happened,
            Missy stepped up and helped me out a lot. She’s actually been around a lot more
            than usual and when I ask her about school, she either dodges my question or
            comes up with some excuse to why she’s not going that day. I still think she
            feels bad about the time she missed out on. “Everything should be ready in the next
            couple of weeks,” I say.
         

         
         
         “When is the grand opening?” 

         
         
         “Next month,” Courtney answers from the kitchen
            table. She is eating the brownies I had baked only an hour ago.
         

         
         
          I start to mix the batter as I speak. “I’ve been
            thinking about my mom, and I want to do something for her,” I say with a smile
            as I continue to mix. Sitting in a hospital bed for ten days and then pretty
            much being on bed rest for weeks after that gets your mind to wandering. I wish
            she was here to see that Slade turned our dream into a reality.
         

         
         
         When I notice the room is silent I look up and turn
            around. “What?” I ask when I see them both staring at me.
         

         
         
          “What were you thinking?” Courtney asks through a
            mouthful of brownie.
         

         
         
         “I want to start a foundation in her name and give
            fifteen percent of the profits of opening month. Plus I’ll match whatever it
            makes,” I say with a smile on my face.
         

         
         
         Courtney sniffs. She places what’s left of her
            brownie on the kitchen table and then walks over to me, throwing her arms
            around me. “That is a great idea,” she cries.
         

         
         
         I can’t help but laugh as I hug her back. 

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Give me two minutes,” I
            yell to Missy as I stand in the kitchen of the bakery. 
         

         
         
         Angel’s Dream officially opened today. I let
            Slade decide on the name of the bakery. I rolled my eyes when the first words
            came out of his mouth were Angel’s Dream. But then he explained why he chose
            that. You’re my Angel. Your mother is also an angel watching over you. And
               this was both of your dreams, it just makes sense.

         
         
          Let’s just say with my emotions the way they are
            now, I cried to the point where he felt bad. But I kept that name because he
            was right. My mother is an angel watching over me, and I know today she is
            smiling as she witnesses our dream come true.
         

         
         
         “Two minutes is too long. There’s a line,” she says
            peeking her head through the door.
         

         
         
         “Well, then start serving them,” I say with a
            smile.
         

         
         
         Missy sighs.

         
         
          “I won’t keep her long,” Slade says as he stands
            in front of me.
         

         
         
          Missy closes the door as she mumbles about us
            having sex back here. “I like how her mind works,” Slade says pulling me into
            him.
         

         
         
         I look up and smile. “Thank you for everything.” I
            run my hands up his muscular arms feeling the muscles tighten as he pulls his
            arms around me tightly. 
         

         
         
         “You deserve it, Angel.” His voice comes out as a
            whisper, and I take in a deep breath. 
         

         
         
         Saying I have been horny is an understatement. I
            want sex all the time. They say most women don’t feel sexy or have sexual wants
            when they are pregnant. I have not had those problems yet. I love my growing
            belly. I love the way Slade looks at it and caresses it. He always has his
            hands on it. I usually wake up to him talking to it, and it’s the most precious
            thing I have ever seen. And since my car wreck put our sex life on pause for a
            while, I’m ready to get back on the saddle.
         

         
         
         His hands glide down my back, and he cups my butt.
            “You’re gonna make me horny,” I whine knowing we don’t have time for this.
         

         
         
         He smirks. “You’re already horny,” he says
            knowingly.
         

         
         
         The door flings open to the kitchen and Parker
            walks in smiling at us. “No time for that.” He grabs my arm and pulls me away
            from Slade.
         

         
         
          “What are you doing?” I question with a smile.

         
         
          He spins me around and starts patting down my
            hair.
         

         
         
         “Whoa,” I jump back from him. “Why are you touching
            me?” I laugh.
         

         
         
          He gives me a big cocky smile as his light brown
            eyes look me over. “Don’t worry. Once I tell you what I did, you will be
            begging me to fix it.”
         

         
         
         Slade comes up from behind me wrapping his arms
            around me from behind. “She will not be begging you,” he says
            matter-of-fact.
         

         
         
         “Well, then you’ll be thanking me.” He places his
            hands on his hip.
         

         
         
          “Why? What did you do?” I narrow my eyes at him.
            If Parker thinks I’ll be thanking him, I’ll probably be screaming at him.
         

         
         
         Just then then door opens again and in walks a man
            dressed in a black suit with a red tie. His hair is longer on top and he has it
            combed back. His light brown eyes shine as she gives me a friendly smile.
         

         
         
          “Mayor O’Hare,” I say in surprise. Parker and
            Braxton’s father.
         

         
         
          He reaches out this hand to mine. “Please. Call me
            Richard.” 
         

         
         
         Parker snorts. “He really prefers Dick,” he quips
            before giving his dad a fake smile.
         

         
         
          I gasp as I shake the Mayor’s hand.

         
         
         Richard looks over to his son. “Now that is no way
            to speak in front of a lady.” He frowns then turns to face Slade. “Slade.” He
            holds out his hand to him. “It’s good to see you, Son.”
         

         
         
         “You too, Sir,” he responds shaking his hand.

         
         
          “I hear you quit the firm?” he asks adjusting his
            tie.
         

         
         
          Slade nods. “I did, Sir,” Slade places his hands
            back on my belly. “It was time for me to move on.”
         

         
         
         Richard looks down to my growing stomach and smile.
            “Yes, I heard that. Congratulations.”
         

         
         
         “Thank you,” we say in unison. 

         
         
         He claps his hands together once and then looks me
            in the eyes. “So, my Son has told me all about your bakery and the foundation
            you have started. I’m sorry to hear about your mother,” he adds softly, and I
            murmur a thank you. What are you supposed to say? “I arranged for a couple of
            news stations to be present and the newspaper to do a spread on the Grand
            Opening,” he says excitedly.
         

         
         
         My mouth falls open. “No?” I ask looking from him
            to Parker.
         

         
         
         “Yes,” Parker says proudly. “So get out there and
            smile real big.”
         

         
         
         I spin around and look up to see Slade smiling down
            at me. “They are waiting for you,” he says before he spins me around and pats my
            ass.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         I wake in the darkness to an
            annoying noise. Once I realize it’s my phone vibrating, I reach over to the
            night stand to answer it.
         

         
         
          “Hello?” My voice sounds rough from sleep. I try
            to clear my throat.
         

         
         
          “Slade. It’s Parker,” he whispers. “Were you up?”

         
         
          I pinch the bridge of my nose and blink a couple
            of times noticing how dark it is in my old bedroom at my parent’s house. “No.
            What time is it?” I say softly not wanting to wake Angel. We were up late last
            night due to the opening of her bakery yesterday. And she has problems trying
            to sleep as it is. She’s always tossing and turning and waking up with half her
            body numb from the baby.
         

         
         
         “It’s four ten.” He pauses. “In the morning.”

         
         
          “Why would I be up at four ten in the morning?” I
            growl getting out of bed and making my way to the bathroom. “What do you want,
            Parker?”
         

         
         
          He takes in a deep breath. “I found him. I found
            Officer White,” he says, and I can tell by his voice that’s he’s proud of this
            fact
         

         
         
         I look up at myself in the mirror and watch my jaw tighten.
            “Are you sure?” He better not be playing with me.
         

         
         
         “I’m positive. He’s got himself holed up in a farm
            house about an hour out of town.”
         

         
         
         “How do you know it’s him?” I wanna be a hundred
            percent sure before I allow myself to be excited about this news.
         

         
         
         “Because I’m staring right at him through my
            binoculars,” he growls. “I wouldn’t have called you unless I was a hundred
            percent sure, Slade,” he says softly.
         

         
         
         I swallow. “What is your plan?”

         
         
         I hear rustling around in his car. “Well, I haven’t
            called it in yet. I thought I would give you a few minutes with him.”
         

         
         
         “You would do that for me?” Parker has already done
            more for me and Angel than I could have ever asked for.
         

         
         
         “Of course I would. He deserves to know what pain
            feels like.”
         

         
         
          I allow myself to smile in the mirror. “Send me
            the address. I’m on my way.”
         

         
         
         I walk out of the bathroom after hanging up with
            Parker and walk over to Angel sleeping on her side. I smile when I see her
            holding onto that life-size pillow that my mother had bought her. It has
            totally taken over my spooning opportunity. I frown when I see Peaches has
            already made herself comfortable in my spot. That dog never leaves her side for
            long.
         

         
         
         Leaning down I give her a soft kiss on her cheek
            before I throw on some clothes and am out the door.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         “Now just do one thing for
            me.” Parker asks as he eyes me up and down as we stand by the side of an old
            farm house in the middle of fucking nowhere.
         

         
         
         “What?” I ask impatiently.

         
         
         He sighs. “Just don’t kill him. I can explain a lot
            of things but death—” He shakes his head.
         

         
         
         “I can’t promise you anything,” I say truthfully.

         
         
         “That’s about what I figured you’d say. But I had
            try.” He nods his head and walks toward his truck as I turn and walk to the
            front of the house.
         

         
         
         I go right up to the door and try to turn the knob.
            Locked. I know he’s sitting in the front living room so I make my way to the
            back of the house. I reach down picking up a rock and break the back window
            hoping he doesn’t hear it. Even if he does, Parker will stop him if he runs out
            the front door.
         

         
         
         Making my way into the house I frown when I smell
            cigarettes and cheap liquor. I quietly make it down the hallway toward the
            front of the house. I come up to the living room and just stand there as I
            stare at the back of his balding head. He sits in a recliner and laughs as he
            watches reruns of Family Feud.
         

         
         
         “It was nice of you to invite me over,” I speak
            looking around to make sure there’s nothing he can use to kill me with.
         

         
         
         He jumps out of his seat and spins around. He
            stares at me wide-eyed for a few seconds and then bursts out laughing. My fists
            tighten down by my side.
         

         
         
         “Slade. What an unpleasant surprise. I wasn’t
            expecting company,” he says now wearing a straight face.
         

         
         
         “What a coincidence,” I say placing my arms over my
            chest. “I wasn’t expecting you to try and kill my wife,” I growl.
         

         
         
         He smiles. The motherfucker actually smiles. “It
            was nothing against her.” He licks his lips. “She really is something special.
            But you don’t need me to tell you that do you?”
         

         
         
         “Shut the fuck up,” I warn.

         
         
         He takes a few steps away from the recliner and
            toward the kitchen. My guess he is going to try and get near a knife or gun. 
         

         
         
         “It would have happened to any woman you fell in
            love with,” he says coolly trying to take my attention off of his movements.
         

         
         
         “Why?” I demand getting ready to snap. “You piece
            of shit,” I snap.
         

         
         
          His face hardens, and he sucks in a breath.
            “Because you’re a punk ass kid who didn’t deserve all the praise you fucking
            got,” he shouts losing his temper as well. “Do you know how long I worked my
            ass off to put dirty bastards like Jeremy and Jax behind bars? Twenty years.
            And you show up and blow every case I fucking had. I should have been the Chief
            of Police.” He points a finger at me. “But that’s kind of hard when I can’t
            keep the criminals behind bars.” He sighs trying to regain his temper. “My wife
            got tired of me trying to get a job that you kept me from achieving. She took
            my children. I lost everything because of you. So I joined the other side. I
            realized it’s much easier to work the system from the inside.” He smiles. “Lo
            and behold, Jax came to me with a debt he owed. Guess how excited I was when he
            mentioned Samantha was his ex-girlfriend. I offered him her in exchange for
            you.”
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “What are you talking about?” I
            snap.
         

         
         
         “That night of the meeting. The one you never
            showed up at? Jeremy called you and scheduled that meeting. I was going to kill
            you and then Jax was going to keep her.”
         

         
         
         “He fucking had her drugged,” I shout.

         
         
          He shrugs carelessly. “Would she have stayed with
            him any other way?”
         

         
         
          I take in a shaky breath. How long would he have
            kept her that way if I wouldn’t have found her? How long would she have
            survived? 
         

         
         
          “And Jeremy?” I ask as my voice shakes from anger.

         
         
         “Ah, Jeremy.” He sighs. “He was an idiot. First he
            broke into her truck to place a tracking device on it when he could have just
            placed it under the truck.” He shakes his head as if he’s taking about a son
            who let him down. “He deserved to die in that accident. It was supposed to just
            be a hit and run. You know? And your Angel was supposed to die. Funny
            how things work out,” he says with a smirk on his face.
         

         
         
          I lunge for him as I scream out. I knock him
            backwards, and we hit the wall before we both fall to the ground. He lands on
            top of me and punches me in the jaw. I don’t even feel the pain. I punch him
            back, making contact with his ribs, which gives me the advantage to push him
            off of me.
         

         
         
         “I’m gonna enjoy beating the shit out of you,” I
            say between clenched teeth as I stand and look down at him. “Did you have
            Jeremy attack her outside of Larry’s?” I demand. This is the only part of the
            puzzle we haven’t been able to fit in place.
         

         
         
         He sucks in a breath and looks up at me. “No.” He
            shakes his head. “Jeremy just wanted a piece of her, and I gave him the green
            light.” He smirks. “You know after he watched how she liked to be fucked…”
         

         
         
          I reach down to grab a hold of his ankle and yank
            it back before I kick him right between the legs connecting with his balls.
            “You son of a bitch,” I shout and my body vibrates.
         

         
         
         He cries out, clasping his hand between his legs. I
            lean down and grab his shirt and haul him to his feet before I shove him into
            the TV and entertainment center. Shit goes crashing to the floor along with
            him, and he shields his head to try to protect himself from the falling items
            and the shattered pieces of glass.
         

         
         
          I take a step toward him, and he places his hands
            up. “Wait, I can help you,” he says frantically.
         

         
         
         I reach down and punch him in the jaw and his head
            snaps to the side. “You are of no use to me. You had my wife kidnapped. You
            tried to have her killed along with my child,” I say breathing heavy as I stare
            down at him.
         

         
         
          “I know things,” he says grasping for straws.

         
         
          “Which is?” I demand. When he doesn’t answer I
            reach down and grab him by the collar of his shirt. “What do you fucking know
            you sorry son of a bitch?”
         

         
         
         He leans his head to the left and spits out blood
            onto the pastel rug. Then he licks his bloody lips and gives me a cold smile.
            “I know she loves to beg to be treated like a fucking whore.” 
         

         
         
         I rear back and hit him once more, this time in his
            chest. I step back as he falls to the floor once more and coughs.
         

         
         
          “Like I said.” He grabs his neck. “I know things.
            You fucking her wasn’t the only thing I saw or heard.”
         

         
         
         I pause from kicking him in his face and lean down
            to get eye level with the son of a bitch. “Care to clue me in?” I snap.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head as he lets out a strangled
            laugh. “You should find out soon enough.”
         

         
         
         I wrap my hand around his throat and stand pulling
            him with me as he claws at my face and shirt trying to get loose. I tighten my
            jaw at the sting of his nails on my skin as I squeeze harder. This motherfucker
            is just gonna continue to mess with me. I’m done messing around. 
         

         
         
         I heart the front door bang open and then hear
            Parker’s voice. “Slade, let him go,” he says calmly.
         

         
         
         I shake my head. “I can’t do that,” I grind out as
            I watch White’s face start to redden and his attempt to free himself get more
            frantic. “The bastard deserves to die.”
         

         
         
         “Believe me when I say jail will be much more
            brutal then you just choking him to death,” he responds. “Now, let him go.”
         

         
         
         I tilt my head and my nostrils flare. I need to
            kill him. My wife and child deserve justice for what he has put them through. 
         

         
         
         But then I remember the look on Angel’s face when I
            told her I had freed a guilty man of murder. Is this man worth going to jail over
            for the rest of my life? Missing out on her having our child? I left my career
            to do better. And this is not better.
         

         
         
         I release him, and he falls to his knees before me
            sucking in breath after breath. 
         

         
         
         “You deserve to spend the rest of your life being someone’s
            bitch,” I spit out.
         

         
         
          Parker walks over to us with his gun drawn and
            pointed down at White. “Face down and hands behind you back,” he demands.
         

         
         
          He shakes his head quickly with his hands on his
            knees still trying to breathe. “I won’t go to jail.” His voice sound raw. “Cops
            don’t survive in jail.”
         

         
         
         “Maybe you should have thought about that
            beforehand,” Parker shouts as he continues to point the gun at him.
         

         
         
         “You did hear about Jax, right?” White asks looking
            up at me taking in a deep breath. “I hear he had an accident while in his cell.
            It’s terrible really.” He laughs and it turns into a cough. “But I did hear
            that he got to see Samantha one more time.”
         

         
         
         I fist my hands down to my side. I had heard that
            Jax had been jumped in his cell after Angel had visited him. I never told her.
            I didn’t really think it mattered in the grand scheme of things. She had the
            accident and then took weeks to fully recover. After that she was so happy with
            life, I didn’t think it mattered what the fuck happened to him. He was history,
            in more ways than one.
         

         
         
         Then he looks at Parker. “You should listen to Tate
            more often.” His words send up a chill up my back. “There are dirty cops on the
            force, and I promise you, you’ll never find out which ones are the good ones.”
         

         
         
          “You’re lying.” Parker shakes his head. “He’s just
            trying to fuck with us,” he says to me. “Now quit stalling and lie down and
            place your hands behind you back,” he says once again.
         

         
         
         “Fine.” He sighs raising his hands as Parker starts
            to walk over to him. Just as Parker pulls his cuffs out White lunges right for
            him. Parker’s gun and cuffs go flying as they hit the ground.
         

         
         
          I run over to them. As soon as I reach down and
            pick up the gun, someone slams into my back and sends us both through the open
            front door causing me to also drop the gun. We continue falling back and
            tripping over the front steps. I feel my shoulder dislocate, and I clench my
            teeth so tightly my jaw aches. Once I hit the grass I come to an abrupt stop
            and look up just in time to see White’s fist come toward my face. 
         

         
         
          I take the hit, and my vision temporarily
            vanishes. When it comes back I feel his hand wrapped around my throat now. “Too
            bad you’ll never get to fuck that cunt again,” he growls. “Don’t worry,” He
            licks his bloody lips. “I’ll take care of her,” he smirks.
         

         
         
         Over my dead body. I raise the only arm I
            can use and reach across my face before slamming my elbow back into his face
            knocking him off of me. I roll over onto my knees and cough as my throat burns
            from his hand.
         

         
         
         I sit up quickly when I hear a loud bang followed
            by a thump as White’s body slumps next to me in the grass. Now dead. Just what
            Parker didn’t want to happen. 
         

         
         
          Well, fuck!

         
         
          I look up to the front door as Parker stands there
            holding out his gun still trained on White. “Are you okay?” he asks me.
         

         
         
         “Yeah,” I manage to say through gritted teeth as I
            hold my shoulder. Fuck me! “Thought you wanted him alive?” I say trying
            to stand.
         

         
         
         “Yeah well,” he comes over to me and helps me up
            slowly, “I didn’t have any other options.” He points to the pocket knife that
            lies next to White on the ground. “I wasn’t going to let him kill my best
            friend.”
         

         
         
         “I had it handled,” I sigh holding my shoulder once
            again.
         

         
         
         He gives me an ‘are you crazy’ look. “Your wife
            would kill me if she knew I was the one who got you killed.” He frowns. “So I
            was saving both of our asses.” 
         

         
         
         “Thanks for the consideration,” I say inhaling
            sharply due to the pain.
         

         
         
          “Don’t mention it.” He laughs.

         
         
         I hear the sirens in the distance and look at him
            with a raised eyebrow. “I called Brad,” he says before putting his gun away.
            “And your wife, along with Tate, are with him.”
         

         
         
         “What? Why?” I sit down on the stairs and take a
            few deep breaths.
         

         
         
         “She woke and you were gone. She called Tate. Tate
            called me.” He shrugs like he doesn’t understand either.
         

         
         
          We sit on the steps as we hear the sirens get
            closer. I watch as my pregnant wife gets out of the cop car and hobbles toward
            me with a hard look on her beautiful face once she spots me, and I can’t help
            but smile. It’s finally fucking over!
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         Angel’s Dream has
            been opened for three months now, and it is doing better than she could have
            hoped, or so she says. I knew it would be fucking amazing. 
         

         
         
         Parker loved the fact that Angel had wanted to do
            something for her mother. He felt he had power to help her out with that. And
            against his better judgment, he called his father for a favor. He and his
            father aren’t all that close. Richard’s life goal was always to be mayor of
            this town and having a son who ran around fucking random girls and getting caught
            at parties for underage drinking, while his pants were down around his ankles,
            didn’t make Richard look good. Braxton was always the Golden child. He saw how
            much hell Parker put him through, so he walked a tight rope. He’s still favored
            even if he did become a defense attorney.
         

         
         
         Richard has been my father’s good friend since high
            school. They don’t hang out much publicly considering their careers but still
            keep in touch and try to meet up privately often. 
         

         
         
          As soon as Richard had heard Parker out, he fell
            in love with Angel as much as we all did, and he wanted to help.
         

         
         
          Having the newspaper show up was great for
            business. She has since then been on the local news, and it has done nothing
            but go up from there. It keeps her busy, but she’s happy, and that’s all that
            matters to me.
         

         
         
         I spend all of my time up at the bakery as well, I
            thought it would drive her nuts for me to be up there all day, but she’s too
            busy to even notice me eating all the wonderful muffins she makes. I wish she
            would notice though and tell me to stop, I’ve gained like ten pounds. Josh said
            that’s normal though when your wife is expecting a baby. Of course he said that
            as he was shoving some kind of cookie into his mouth.
         

         
         
         Parker, Tate, and I have even placed a table in the
            back of the kitchen over by her office where we all hang out while the girls
            cook. True to her word, Holly quit Larry’s; Micah hated her working there as
            well but he would have never told her that. It made me feel like a total jack
            ass. Guess I’m the only guy who would make their significant other quit their
            job. But I’m sure if Holly had been attacked, he would have gone crazy and
            demanded she quit just as well.
         

         
         
         Courtney also quit the bank, and she helps out in
            the front and the marketing side. She says she’s not much of a cook, but she is
            always in the kitchen eating something, blaming it on the two growing boys who
            are in her belly. 
         

         
         
         Yes, they are having twin boys.    

         
         
          She cried and said that she could not live in a
            house full of only men. To my surprise, Josh said they would try for a girl.
            The rate they’re going, I expect them to have five kids within the next four
            years.
         

         
         
          Missy has been around a lot. She is always helping
            Angel no matter what it is. Driving her to appointments. Staying late at the
            bakery. Putting up flyers. The girl is always working, and I know Angel is
            thankful for that.
         

         
         
          She and Tate still haven’t spoken. Well, he tries
            to talk to her but she ignores him completely. I catch her watching him talk to
            other girls, and she has the saddest look in her blue eyes. But as soon as she
            looks away she puts a smile on her face. I know it’s fake. No one else does,
            because they are all too busy doing something. But I know she’s still hurting.
            She may hurt the rest of her life. I know if Angel were to turn around and walk
            away from me, I would never be the same. I would never feel this love for
            anyone else. 
         

         
         
         I also catch Tate watching her as well. I know how
            his body stiffens when Braxton kisses her on the cheek goodbye. If you ask me,
            it’s sad. Why waste time with one-night stands when the love of his life is
            right in front of him? 
         

         
         
         “You’re lucky you aren’t getting two girls.” Parker
            elbows Josh in the side as he speaks.
         

         
         
         Courtney is less than two months away from her
            delivery date. And if you ask me she looks like she is about to pop right now.
            We are all gathered at Courtney and Josh’s house for the baby shower that the
            girls are throwing her. 
         

         
         
         I’m sure baby showers are for the women only, but
            Josh wanted to be a part of it. He had to persuade Parker to show up with food
            and then when that wasn’t looking like enough, he threw in lots of beer and a
            thing of rum. It was a done deal.
         

         
         
         “Could you imagine?” Josh shakes his head. “I know
            how bad we were in high school.” He points to Tate and then Parker. “I would
            kill a boy if he treated my daughter like we treated girls.”
         

         
         
          I nod my head.

         
         
          “What about you, Slade? What are you hoping for?”
            Parker asks before taking a drink of his beer.
         

         
         
         “I’m hoping for a boy.” I smile. Angel and I have
            decided to keep the sex of the baby a surprise. We don’t want to know. I keep
            having these crazy dreams that it’s a boy.
         

         
         
          “That’s what I would want,” Parker says, and we
            all stare at him wide-eyed. He shrugs. “You know, if I ever wanted kids—which I
            don’t. I’m just saying.”
         

         
         
         “I will never want kids,” Tate says matter-of-fact.
            “No to a boy. No to a girl.”
         

         
         
         He shakes his head quickly.

         
         
          “Why not?” I ask curious.

         
         
          He sighs. “Just don’t want them,” he says
            carelessly. 
         

         
         
         I smile. “Courtney once said something similar to
            me and then turned up pregnant.” 
         

         
         
          Tate shakes his head. “I’m always careful. I don’t
            even want the responsibility of a relationship let alone the responsibility of
            being a father. Plus, when you have kids with someone that you’re not
            physically in a relationship with, the women seem to use the kids as leverage.
            That’s not fair,” he finishes before he takes a drink of his beer.
         

         
         
         Parker nods. “I’ve seen that in many cases I get
            called on. Hell, some have even been married and still try to use their
            children as leverage.”
         

         
         
         I sit back as I look over at Tate. I wonder what
            his childhood was like. I know it wasn’t sunshine and rainbows like most kids
            get. His was dark and physical, and it makes me sick thinking that may be one
            of the reason he doesn’t want a kid of his own.
         

         
         
         “Hey, those are my favorites,” Courtney says
            pulling me out of my daze and snatching the blueberry muffin out of my hand.
         

         
         
         I look up at her from her and Josh’s kitchen table.
            “That was mine.”
         

         
         
         “I’m so sorry.” She places her hand over her heart
            and sighs dramatically. “Do you want it back?”
         

         
         
         “Yes,” I say trying not to smile as Tate laughs.

         
         
         She places the muffin to her lips and licks the
            entire top of it and then places it down in front of my face. 
         

         
         
         “Yuck. I don’t want it now.” I push it away, and
            Josh laughs.
         

         
         
          “Oh, what a shame.” She spins around and waddles
            off into their living room, giggling.
         

         
         
         “Am I the only one who thought that the way she
            licked that was hot?” Parker asks as he eyes her ass.
         

         
         
          “What is wrong with you?” Josh asks placing his
            elbows on the table and shaking his head.
         

         
         
          Parker shrugs. “Nothing that I know of. I don’t
            know if it’s hanging out with these pregnant women or what, but I have come to
            find pregnant women very attractive,” he says with all seriousness.
         

         
         
         “You’re sick.” Tate sighs.

         
         
          I laugh. 

         
         
          “No really. They’re always touching their bellies
            and their boobs double in size.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “And you can have all
            the sex with them you want and they can’t get pregnant,” he adds with
            excitement.
         

         
         
         “Stay away from my wife,” I threaten him.

         
         
          He throws his hands up in the air. “She’s all
            yours.” He laughs.
         

         
         
         Just then I watch my beautiful wife enter the
            kitchen with all of the women following after her. She places a box on the
            table and kicks Parker out of his seat to allow Courtney to sit down. 
         

         
         
         She smiles as she lifts the box up off the cake
            that she had made for her baby shower and Courtney screams, making Parker jump
            back from the table. She stands throws her arms around Angel and starts crying.
         

         
         
          “Never mind.” Parker sighs. “The hotness bubble of
            pregnant women has been popped. Too much crying, I can’t stand to see a woman
            cry.” He turns and walks out of the kitchen.
         

         
         
          “Are you sure you like it,” Angel asks.

         
         
          “I love it. It’s perfect.” 

         
         
          “I’m glad you like it,” she says and then turns to
            face me. 
         

         
         
          I lean back in my chair and look at her beautiful
            face. Those bright green eyes are shining, and her smile lights up her face.
            Her long dark hair is up in a high ponytail. She’s so fucking gorgeous, and
            it’s hard to believe she’s mine.
         

         
         
         She walks up and looks down at me with her hand
            over her belly. “I have a surprise for you.”
         

         
         
         My eyes drop to below her belly. “I have a surprise
            for you too.” I smirk. We had to wait quite a while before she was able to have
            sex after the accident. Now, we do it more than we ever did before. 
         

         
         
          “Gross. Please stop,” Tate growls in disgust. 

         
         
          “You act like you’re twelve,” I say looking over
            to him.
         

         
         
          He narrows his dark blue eyes on me. “Well, you
            act like a horny teenager.” 
         

         
         
          “Boys,” Angel says getting our attention. “My
            surprise is not sex related.” I sigh and Tate smirks.
         

         
         
          “I brought more of your favorite muffins. They are
            over there hiding in that red container.” She points to it as it sits on the
            kitchen counter. “Go and get them before Courtney sees them.” She then turns
            around and laughs as she walks away.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

         
         
         

         
         
         I stand in Courtney and
            Josh’s living room as I watch my husband along with my brother and his friends
            sit over at the kitchen table drinking beer while talking about whatever guys
            talk about. And I sigh when I see Slade reach up and rub his shoulder. I know
            it hurts him from his fight with White. When I woke up alone, I called Slade.
            When he didn’t answer, I called Tate. Tate informed me that he was with
            Parker—I knew that meant trouble, and I had to get to him. When we found him
            sitting on those steps with blood on his face and holding his shoulder. I
            flipped.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I slam the door to the cop car and make my way
               over to him. “What the fuck were you thinking?” I snap not even bothering to
               look down at the body lying on the grass. It might make me puke if I do. And no
               one takes a pregnant lady who’s throwing up seriously.

         
         
         He just smiles up at me as he holds his
               shoulder.

         
         
          I stop in front of him and place my hands on my
               hips. “It’s like five o’clock in the morning. And you just leave me at home
               with no note, no nothing?” I snap. “You didn’t even answer my phone call,” I
               shout. “I’ve been worried sick you jackass.” I throw my hands up in the air.
               “Did you think you could just come home and I’d still be asleep? That you wouldn’t
               have to tell me what you had done?” I shout, furious at him for putting his
               life in danger.

         
         
         He smirks and his body shakes a bit as he tries
               to hold in his laugh. I narrow my eyes on him. 

         
         
         “Are you done?” he asks simply, and I fist my
               hands down by my side.

         
         
         “Done? No I’m not done.” I state. “You could
               have been killed.”

         
         
         He stands from the stairs and walks toward me
               before placing his lips on mine. I wrap my arms around his stomach and kiss him
               back, thankful he’s alive.

         
         
          

         
         
         “We need more ribbon,” Courtney announces getting
            my attention. 
         

         
         
         “I’ll go get some,” I say as I walk out of the
            living room and into her bedroom. 
         

         
         
          “Oh,” I say jumping when I see Missy sitting on
            Courtney’s bed with the ribbon in her hand.
         

         
         
         “Sorry,” she sniffs. “I came to get more ribbon but
            got distracted.” She wipes her nose with the back of her hand.
         

         
         
         “Are you okay?” I ask softly. She has done like a
            one-eighty since her breakdown at my wedding. She’s always happy. She went and
            had her hair changed toplatinum blond. It makes her blue eyes stand out even
            more. She never wears her glasses anymore, and she always takes the time every
            day to do her hair and makeup. She looks like a woman who just walked off of a
            runway from somewhere.
         

         
         
         She nods. “Is it Braxton?” I heard them arguing
            yesterday on the phone while we were at the bakery and he ended up not showing
            tonight.
         

         
         
          She shakes her head. “No.” She wipes the tears off
            of her face and looks up to me. “I’ll be fine. I’m just a little emotional
            today.” She lets out a little laugh at herself, and I frown. 
         

         
         
          She stands and smoothes out her light yellow
            sundress that showcases off her small frame and then holds up her ribbon.
            “Let’s go see who can get the closest to guessing the size of Courtney’s
            belly.”
         

         
         
         “I’m kinda nervous,” I admit with a smile. “She may
            cry if I make it too big.”
         

         
         
          She laughs. “Yeah. We should do half of what we
            think she really is,” she agrees.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         When you first get pregnant
            you think nine months is a long time. Then the accident happened and I was in
            so much pain I thought that I would never be back to myself by the time our
            baby arrived. I was wrong. It took me about six full weeks to get back to
            looking and feeling better. My shoulder still acts up every now and then but
            other than that, I’m good.
         

         
         
          Our lives have been so hectic. The bakery is
            busier than ever. Slade is still trying to figure out exactly what he, Tate,
            and Parker are wanting to do with their new business. Parker is still working
            at the precinct, and Tate is still working at Missy’s dad’s shop so there is no
            hurry to get it going as well.
         

         
         
          Courtney and Josh had their twin boys, and they
            are just the cutest things I have ever seen. She had called me to tell me the
            babies were coming while Slade was taking me on a tour of our house. I hated to
            cut the tour short, Slade was so proud as he showed me everything, but I
            wouldn’t have missed my best friend having her babies for nothing. And the way
            she was cussing out Josh, as he screamed like a woman in the background, told
            me she needed me there. 
         

         
         
          We have officially lived in our house for two
            weeks, and today is Slade’s thirty-first birthday. It’s our first big
            celebration we have hosted and I went all out.
         

         
         
          “Happy birthday,” I start to sing and everyone
            follows as I walk out to place Slade’s cake in front of him in the kitchen of
            our new house. I smile as I look out the huge windows that shows off the pool
            and backyard. 
         

         
         
         “Make a wish,” I say looking down at him as he
            looks over his birthday cake. I made him a strawberry-filled cake this year
            with white icing. I kept it simple. I have a few weeks left, and it kills me to
            stand for long periods of time but it didn’t stop me from making him something
            that I knew he would like. I’ve been having bad back pains since last night but
            I figure it’s just from doing more with the busy bakery and being on my feet
            more than usual trying to get ready for Slade’s birthday party.
         

         
         
         He winks at me and then leans over blowing out his
            candles. We all clap and I start to cut the cake for everyone. I give out the
            last piece of cake and walk out of our formal dining room into the kitchen. I
            reach into the fridge to grab the punch I had made as well. As soon as I shut
            the fridge I feel like my heart stops and my breath catches in my throat as a
            pain shoots up my back.
         

         
         
         I drop the glass bowl and cry out as I fall to my
            knees holding my stomach.
         

         
         
         “Angel?” I hear Slade yell as he enters the kitchen
            skidding in the punch and the sound of shattered glass scrunching under his
            shoes. “What’s wrong?” His worried voice rings louder than everyone else’s who
            now stand in the kitchen.
         

         
         
          The pain hits me again, and I grab his arm and
            squeeze as it takes my breath away. “The baby,” I cry out. “Something’s wrong,”
            I say as I feel wetness pour between my legs. 
         

         
         
          I look down quickly to see blood covering my white
            dress. I look up to Slade as tears run down my eyes. 
         

         
         
          “Call the ambulance,” Vivian cries. 

         
         
         Slade picks me up and takes off toward the door.
            “No time. Tate drive us,” he calls out, and I scream out once again at the
            pain.
         

         
         
         By the time we get to the hospital I feel like my
            insides have been ripped out. The pain is unbearable. I know labor is supposed
            to be painful but this is different. My body knows something’s wrong.
         

         
         
         “Please help my wife,” Slade calls out as we rush
            through the Emergency Room doors. Nurses jump to their feet and a stretcher is
            pushed over to us where he lays me down on it.
         

         
         
          He starts to rattle off how far along I am and
            what is happening. I clench my teeth tightly and grab a hold of the bed as the
            pain continues. I’m rushed into an exam room in the ER as nurses swarm around
            me. 
         

         
         
          “What’s happening?” I cry out. “Please,” I beg.
            “Let the baby be okay,” I cry.
         

         
         
         A doctor comes rushing in and examines me. Within
            two seconds he calling out orders about moving me to the OR to perform an
            emergency C-section.
         

         
         
         A nurse throws some scrubs over at Slade. “Put
            those on. We are about to deliver your baby.”
         

         
         
          “What?” he questions wide-eyed. “It’s too early.”
            He shakes his head.
         

         
         
         “The cervix has dilated, causing the placenta to
            separate from the uterine wall permanently. The baby will die unless we get it
            now.”
         

         
         
          “No,” I cry shaking my head. 

         
         
          He’s by my side in a second. “It’s okay, Angel.
            The baby is going to be okay,” he says trying to convince us both.
         

         
         
         Once they wheel us down to the OR, I’m given an
            epidural, and not being able to feel what my body is going through worries me.
         

         
         
         “Slade?” I cry as tears run down my face.

         
         
         He grabs my hands and looks down at me. “It’s going
            to be okay. The baby will be fine,” he reassures me before he looks up and
            tries to see what the doctors are doing.
         

         
         
         It doesn’t take them more than a minute before I
            hear our baby crying. “Congratulations. It’s a girl,” one of the nurses calls
            out, and I sob knowing I’m hearing our baby cry for the first time.
         

         
         
         “Did you hear that?” Slade asks looking down at me
            with tears in his eyes. “You did it, Angel.” He looks up and over to the other
            side of the room. “She’s beautiful,” he says in awe.
         

         
         
         I start to feel tired and my eyes get heavy.
            “Angel?” I hear him say before I lose consciousness.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
         “What’s wrong with her?” I
            demand looking down seeing her eyes shut. 
         

         
         
         Doctors push me out of the way as they work on her
            alongside the nurses.“There’s too much blood,” one says frantically.
         

         
         
          “What going on?” I cry out placing my hand over my
            mouth.
         

         
         
         “Get him out of here,” another one calls out.
            Before I even know what’s going on I’m being ushered out and left to myself in
            the hallway. I can’t even see our daughter. I have a daughter. That thought
            hits me like a fucking semi. No matter how much you try to prepare yourself for
            a child, nothing compares to seeing the beautiful little baby for the first
            time.
         

         
         
          A nurse walks out and heads straight toward me
            with my daughter bundled up in a pink blanket laying in a bassinet that she
            pushes. “The baby is doing just fine. Would you like to hold her?” she asks
            with a smile.
         

         
         
          I nod my head and hold my hands out to her. I
            swallow the knot in my throat as I look down at her sleeping face. “My wife?” I
            ask looking up to her.
         

         
         
         “They are having trouble stopping her bleeding,”
            she says calmly.
         

         
         
          “What does that mean if they can’t stop it?” I
            swallow thickly when she looks down to the floor before quickly looking back up
            at me. “That she could bleed to death?” I ask terrified.
         

         
         
         She speaks as if she’s rehearsed this in front of a
            mirror with no emotion. “Sometimes complications happen. The placenta had been
            implanted very low in Sam’s uterus, and that she had evidently been having
            contractions for a while.”
         

         
         
         I think back through the day. She had been
            complaining about her lower back.
         

         
         
          “They will do all they can to stop it,” she
            assures me. Then she looks down to the baby in my arms and smiles. “Here.” She
            gestures to a room behind me. “Let’s go in here.”
         

         
         
         She holds the door open for me as I walk into
            another room. I find the nearest chair and sit down in it slowly as I continue
            to hold our daughter in it. I can’t keep my tears at bay as they run down my
            cheeks. 
         

         
         
          I can’t lose my Angel. My world. The mother to my
            child.
         

         
         
          I wipe my face quickly not wanting the tears to
            drop down on our daughter.
         

         
         
         “I will give you a few minutes,” the nurse says
            softly. “You may stay here with her. The physician will be out to talk to you
            shortly.” Then she turns and walks out of the room. 
         

         
         
         I continue to look down at the little miracle my
            wife carried for almost nine months. She’s already just like her mother. No
            matter what she and Angel went through, she hung on. She fought and I thank God
            for that.
         

         
         
         I lift her a little bit and place a soft kiss on
            the smoothest skin I had ever felt. “It’s going to be okay,” I whisper. “Mommy
            is going to be okay.” I choke on my words hoping that the first thing I tell my
            daughter isn’t a lie.
         

         
         
         Closing my eyes. I do the only thing I know to do.
            Pray. And I pray to the one person who loves Angel as much as I do. Her Mother,
            Marie.
         

         
         
         “Please,” I whisper. “I know you’re there watching
            over her.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “I know you miss her and that you
            love her. But I need her. I need to see her face. I need to hear her say those
            three little words that hold more power than anything I’ve ever known.” I look
            down at our angel cradled in my arms and watch her peacefully sleep. “We would
            be lost without her.” I let out a shaky breath. “I will change my life for her
            if you spare hers. Give her the chance to know what it’s like to be a mommy.” I
            tightly close my eyes as tears slide down my already wet cheeks.
         

         
         
          I stand and sniff several times when the door
            swings open and a man walks in dressed in a set of blue scrubs.
         

         
         
          “How is she?” I ask slowly as my heart pounds in
            my chest. 
         

         
         
         He smiles and it takes my breath away. It has to
               be good news. “We were able to stop the bleeding.” 
         

         
         
          “Oh, thank God.” I let out a long breath and smile
            through the tears.
         

         
         
         “I understand the nurse explained that the placenta
            had been implanted low in her uterus?” 
         

         
         
         I nod. “Yes, Sir.”

         
         
          “That is known as placenta previa. It then started
            the process DIC – disseminated intravascular coagulation, which depleted all
            her clotting factors.” I nod again wondering why this sounds like bad news. I
            thought they stopped it?
         

         
         
         He continues. “She was losing a lot of blood, and
            in order to save her life, we had to perform a hysterectomy,” he says with
            remorse.
         

         
         
         I look down to our daughter in my hands and a tear
            runs down my face. She will be it for us, and I’m more than happy with that. I
            have my wife and my daughter to live with through this crazy life. And that is
            enough for me.
         

         
         
         I look up to him and nod with a smile. “Thank you.
            Thank you for saving my world.”
         

         
         
         The nurse chooses this time to walk in as well. “We
            are going to take the baby to the nursery. Does she have a name?”
         

         
         
         I look down to her and smile. Angel and I have been
            fighting over names for months now. One time comes to thought.
         

         
         
         “If we have a girl, I want to name her after
               you,” she says smiling.

         
         
          I shake my head. “Slade is not a name for a
               girl. She will be made fun of.” 

         
         
         She laughs. “I was thinking more like Sadey.”
               Then she spells it out for me. “It’s like yours. I just removed the l and added
               a y to the end.” She smiles proudly of herself.

         
         
         “Sadey,” I inform her of the spelling, and she
            smiles.
         

         
         
         “That’s a pretty name.” 

         
         
          I nod my head. “My wife picked it out.” I smile
            proudly. And I’m going to pick the middle name. I look up to the nurse. “Her
            name is Sadey Marie Long.” I look up to the ceiling and give a silent ‘thank
            you’ to Marie for listening to me. My family is going to be okay.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         I sit next to my wife’s bed
            as I wait for her to wake up from after her delivery and emergency surgery. The
            nurse has Sadey in the nursery getting her all cleaned up and ready to bring
            her in here when Angel wakes.
         

         
         
         I run my hand over my head nervously trying to
            decide how I’m going to tell my wife she had a hysterectomy. How will she take
            it? We’ve never talked about how many kids we want. 
         

         
         
          “Slade?” I spin around to see her looking up at me
            with heavy eyes.
         

         
         
         I sit down next to her and grab her hand. “Hey,
            beautiful,” I say softly.
         

         
         
         She opens her eyes fully and starts to look around.
            “Where is she? Where’s our daughter?” She starts to panic.
         

         
         
         “She’s fine, Angel. She is in the nursery. They
            will bring her in shortly.” I make sure to add.
         

         
         
          She smiles over at me. “Did you get to see her?” A
            tear runs down her check and I gently brush it away.
         

         
         
         I nod. “She’s gorgeous.” I smile. “She looks just
            like you already.”
         

         
         
         She lets out a little sob and then looks down to
            her bed. “What happened?” She frowns.
         

         
         
          I let out a deep breath, trying to remember all
            the technical words the doctor had told me. I told the doctor that I wanted to
            be the one to tell her what needed to be done but now I’m thinking I should
            have thought it through better.
         

         
         
         I take in a deep breath and then start to explain
            what measures he had to take in order to save her life. And I hate to see the
            tears that fill her eyes before they run down her face.
         

         
         
         “I can’t have any more children?” she cries looking
            up at me.
         

         
         
         “That’s okay,” I say trying to reassure her. “You
            and Sadey are all I need.”
         

         
         
          She sobs out and takes her hand from mine shaking
            her head quickly. “I wouldn’t have wanted a hysterectomy.” 
         

         
         
         I run my hand through my hair. “They did it to save
            you,” I say softly. “There was no other way.”
         

         
         
          She lets out another sob and then places her hand
            over her stomach as if the sob caused her pain.
         

         
         
         I know she’s sore and in pain from the C-section
            and hysterectomy but for once I’m okay with her feeling pain. This woman is
            strong, she may take time to heal but she’s alive. And to me, that’s what
            matters.
         

         
         
          I lean over and take her in my arms as she cries
            it out. I rub her back and bend down to kiss her hair. I hate that the doctor
            performed the hysterectomy without her knowing but if he would have asked for
            my opinion, I would have told him to do it. No doubt in my mind. I would have
            lived with her hating me because that would mean she would be living. And just
            the thought of seeing her hold our daughter has my heart soaring. 
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

         
         
         

         
         
         I lay in my hospital bed as
            I silently watch my husband hold our daughter as he sits over on the far couch.
         

         
         
         He runs his index finger down her little nose and
            then speaks to her quietly. “Your mommy did the unimaginable. I don’t know why
            I’m so surprised though, that’s what Angels do.”
         

         
         
          “What did I do?” I can’t help but ask. He’s
            talking so soft it’s hard for me to hear him.
         

         
         
         He looks up at me as a tear runs down his cheek.
            “Produce miracles.” He smiles proudly and then looks back down to her. “You
            gave me heaven on earth,” he whispers as he stares at her.
         

         
         
          I smile. “She is beautiful,” I sigh. 

         
         
          “She’s perfect. She looks just like you,” he says
            looking down at her.
         

         
         
          I hear a knock on the door followed by Courtney
            popping her head in. “May we come in?” she asks.
         

         
         
          I smile brightly as I nod my head quickly. She
            enters holding Ashton, one of her little boys, as the rest of the crew follows
            her in. 
         

         
         
          I sit back and look around the room as everyone
            laughs and holds babies. Josh sits down next to Slade. He holds Trent in one
            arm and then gestures for Courtney to place Ashton in the other. He starts to
            talk to them about their little cousin. Our real angel.
         

         
         
         “They are going to beat up any boy who even looks
            at you,” Josh says looking over to our princess sitting in Slade’s arms.
         

         
         
          Courtney starts to talk about how she has already
            married one of her sons off to her, and I can’t help but laugh when Slade gives
            her a look of disbelief and starts shaking his head quickly.
         

         
         
         I look over to where Tate stands, his eyes are
            fixed on Missy as Slade hands our angel off to her. He watches her as tears run
            down her pretty face while she speaks to our daughter. He still tries to speak
            to her every now and then, and she still ignores him. I’m pretty sure she and
            Braxton broke up a couple of months ago. She hasn’t mentioned him, nor has he
            been around. I think she’s finally happy and back to being herself. 
         

         
         
          I look back at Tate, and he has a smile on his
            lips as he watches her, giving his love for her away.
         

         
         
          To my surprise Parker walks over to the couch and
            asks Missy if he can hold her. She nods and allows him to have her spot.
         

         
         
         “I’m going to teach you everything I know,” he says
            with a bright smile.
         

         
         
         “Dear Lord help us,” Josh says making us all laugh,
            and I wince from the pain in my lower abdomen.
         

         
         
         “You’re gonna have a hard time topping this
            birthday present next year, Sam,” Parker calls out.
         

         
         
          And I realize my daughter and my husband both
            share the same birthday. I smile over at him. “Happy birthday,” I say softly.
         

         
         
         He looks down at our daughter and smiles. “Best
            birthday, princess,” he says with a smile on his face.
         

         
         
          I close my eyes and pray to my mother and father
            for guidance. We don’t know anything about being parents. They say you learn
            more and more with every child. But she’s it for us. Due to the complications
            of the delivery they had to perform a hysterectomy. And even though I can’t
            give Slade any more children, I smile. Because the people who tried to once
            take our happiness have failed.
         

         
         
          “I think she wants her mommy.” I open my eyes to
            see Slade carrying her over to me. I’ve never seen him sexier, more confident.
            The proud smile he continues to wear and his watery baby blue eyes make me tear
            up every time I see them.
         

         
         
          He’s going to make a wonderful father.

         
         
          I open my arms, and he places her softly in them.
            He then leans down and kisses my forehead.
         

         
         
          “Stay right there. I have to take a picture,”
            Courtney sniffs. I’m pretty sure her hormones will never be the same again.
         

         
         
         I smile but say, “I look awful.”

         
         
         “You look beautiful,” Courtney replies standing at
            the foot of the hospital bed.
         

         
         
          Slade leans down and gives me another kiss and
            whispers, “You are the most gorgeous woman I have ever seen, Angel.”
         

         
         
         And those words alone make me feel just that.

         
         
         “Say cheese,” Courtney prompts.

         
         
          I turn to look at her with our baby in my arms and
            my husband leaning down beside me. This is going to be our first family
            picture, and I know just where to put it. On the fireplace where my parents can
            see every day how lucky I am and how much my daughter and I are loved.
         

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
         EPILOGUE

         
         
         

         
         
         It’s been three months since
            our daughter entered our lives, and they have been the most rewarding and
            exhausting months I have ever experienced. 
         

         
         
          I sway back and forth on my feet as I look down at
            her in my arms and I realize what I’ve always been missing in life. Love. I
            never thought I would fall in love and get married or want children. Now, I
            have a gorgeous wife that I’m madly in love with and a beautiful little girl
            who already has me wrapped around her tiny fingers. Funny how life changes
            what’s important to you.
         

         
         
          I lean down and kiss her softly on the forehead
            before I place her in her crib. I then tiptoe out of her room and walk across
            the hall to our master bedroom. 
         

         
         
          When we had this house built, we kept in mind that
            we were going to be having a baby soon. And placing her room right across from
            ours was the only way Angel was going to have it.
         

         
         
          I sit down on the side of our bed as I hear Angel
            turn the water off to the tub. She has been so busy with the bakery and the
            baby that she never gets any time to herself. So I try to take over as much as
            I can so she can have some time to herself. 
         

         
         
         I look up to see her towel dry her damp hair as she
            walks out of the bathroom.
         

         
         
          “Come here.” I lift my hand and motion for her to
            stand in front of me.
         

         
         
         She walks over to me and stands between my legs.
            “Is Sadey asleep?” she asks running a hand through my hair.
         

         
         
         I look up to her. “Yes.”

         
         
          I reach up and undo the towel wrapped around her chest
            as a playful smile appears on her lips.
         

         
         
          When the towel drops I grab her hips and toss her
            on the bed. She laughs out loud, making me smile.
         

         
         
          I lean over onto my side and prop my head up in
            one hand as the other lightly traces the scar that still remains from having to
            have surgery from her car accident. It’s barely visible now, but I know it’s
            there. Always reminding me what her love for me cost her.
         

         
         
         “Stop,” she says softly getting my attention.

         
         
         “What?” I look up to her face.

         
         
          She gives me a half smile. “I know what you’re
            doing, and you need to stop.”
         

         
         
          I sigh as I look back down to it once again. “I’m
            sorry.” 
         

         
         
         “Don’t be sorry, baby.” She props herself up on her
            elbows. “I would go through it all again, if it meant that we were in the exact
            same spot at this exact same time. That is how much I love you.” She smiles
            softly. 
         

         
         
          “I wouldn’t.” She frowns as I take in a deep
            breath. “I would change everything.” I shake my head as her frown deepens. “I
            would have never lied to you when you first called me. I would have come over
            and visited you when you were staying with Holly and Micah. I tried to, you
            know?” She shakes her head. “Micah told me to leave you alone. That you were
            trying to heal and move on emotionally.” I figured he was telling the truth. I
            was probably the last person she wanted to see at that time.
         

         
         
          “I would have never taken you out that night after
            our first date.” The bruises that Matt had given her still haunt me. “I would
            have brought you back here and just cuddled up with you on the couch while
            watching a chick flick.” She smiles. “I would have treated you better…”
         

         
         
         “Stop,” she interrupts me. “Stop blaming yourself
            for things that you had no control over,” she says softly.
         

         
         
         I shake my head. I’ll never forget what I almost
            lost. My world. “Do you know why I would change all of it?” I don’t give her a
            chance to answer. “Because no matter what road we would have taken, whether it
            was an easy one or the harder one, we would still be laying here right, right
            now, at this very moment. Because my love for you is greater than
            anything else in this world. Nothing could have stopped me from loving you.”
         

         
         
         She gives me a soft smile. “Slade.” She reaches up
            and cups my face in her small and soft hands. “You once told me that this world
            is a cruel place. And you were right. Anyone can hurt you. I’m just thankful I
            found someone worth the pain.”
         

         
         
          I reach up and wipe a tear off her cheek as she
            looks at me with those beautiful bright green eyes. The same ones I’ve been
            lost in since the moment I looked into them.
         

         
         
         I slide my hand in her wet hair as I lean up and
            softly kiss her lips. I pull back and watch as she slowly opens her eyes. “I
            love you,” she whispers.
         

         
         
          “I love you, Angel.”

         
         
          She lays back as she pulls me with her. I straddle
            her small hips and look down at her.
         

         
         
         “Show me.” She lifts her hips a bit. 

         
         
         I slide my hand down her hip and between her legs
            as she spreads them for me. Running my finger up and down her pussy slowly
            until she’s panting, waiting for me to slide one into her.
         

         
         
          “Slade,” she breathes.

         
         
         “You know what I want to hear, Angel.” I lean down
            kissing her neck and my way up to her ear. “You have to tell me,” I whisper.
         

         
         
         “Please. I need you, Slade,” she breathes, wrapping
            her arms around my neck.
         

         
         
          I smile against her neck before I proceed to give
            her exactly what she wants. This wonderful woman has been through hell for me
            while at the same time she gave me a piece of heaven. I am forever going to
            give her whatever she wants, and I am going to love to hear her beg for it.
         

         
         
          

         
         
         

         
         
          

         
         
         THE END

         
         
          

         
         
          

         
         
      

      
      
   
      

         
      
      
      
         
         
          

         
         
          

         
         
         Unforgettable, Tate
            & Missy’s book will release Fall of 2014. It is up on Goodreads. Make sure
            to add it to your TBR list.
         

         
         
         Parker’s book is also up on
            Goodreads. Make sure to add it to your TBR list as well. Release date TBA.
         

         
         
         If you would like to be
            updated on releases, current projects and teasers, email me at
            st.author@yahoo.com to be added to my contact list.
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