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	To those of you who have found the kind of love everyone dreams of finding. Hold onto it. Keep it close. Fight for it. 

	To those of you who haven’t found it yet, don’t give up. Keep looking. Keep trying. Keep fighting for it. 

	I promise you, it’s worth it.  
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	A Hit: A “body check” which removes the opposing player from the puck. 

	Attacking zone: The opposing side of the ice, extending from the blue line to the end of the rink.

	Assist: Players from the scoring team who passed or deflected the puck to the scoring teammate.

	Backhand: A pass or shot that is taken from the backside of the stick. 

	Back checking: Rushing back to the defensive zone when the opposing team attacks your goal.

	Blow a tire: When a player falls to the ice for no apparent reason other than they lost their balance. 

	Blue line: The lines separating the attacking/defending zones from the neutral or middle zone.

	Blue liner: A defenseman.

	Boarding: Checking a defensive player in the back, making them fall into the boards. Usually a penalty. 

	Boards: The glass walls that surround the rink. 

	Body checking: Using the body or hip to knock an opponent.

	Breakaway: When a player possesses the puck and there are no defenders around other than the goalie. 

	Change on the fly: Substituting a player from the bench during a live play. 

	Defensemen: One of two players that stay further back on the ice, closer to the goalie.

	Defensive zone: The zone of the defending team.

	Double minor penalty:Some minor penalties, which are two minutes, may be doubled if there is an injury. This usually happens if blood is drawn.

	Drop pass: When a player passes the puck behind themselves to another teammate. 

	Dropping the gloves: When one or more players toss their gloves to the ice in preparation for a fight. All players involved incur a five-minute penalty.

	Empty net goal: When a goal is scored and the goalie has been pulled from the net.

	Enforcer: A player quick to fight, who defends his teammates against violent members of the other team. 

	Faceoff: The method used to start the play at the beginning of a period or after a play has been stopped. One player from each team will line up and face each other. They attempt to take control of the puck after the ref drops it on the ice between them.

	Fighting: When two or more players punch each other repeatedly. A major penalty is issued to all players involved. 

	Five on three: When one team has two players in the penalty box leaving the other team with five players on the ice, creating a five on three.

	Five on four: When one team has one player in the penalty box due to a penalty.

	Goal: When the puck crosses the red line into the opposing teams net.

	Hand passing: The act of passing the puck with the players’ hands. 

	Hat trick: When a player scores three goals in one game. 

	High sticking: The act of hitting a player in the shoulders or head with a stick.

	Hip check: Using the hip to knock into an opponent. 

	Icing: Occurs when a player on one team shoots the puck across both the center line and the opposing team’s goal line without the puck being touched.

	Neutral zone: The area of ice between the blue lines.

	Overtime: An extra session of play added on after the regulation time has ended and the game is scored in a tie. 

	Open net: When the goalie is not on the ice. 

	Penalty box: The bench a player will sit on when given a penalty.

	Power Play: When one team has more players on the ice than the opposing team.

	Rink: The playing surface. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Axel: A skater takes off from the forward position, just outside the edge of the opposing skate. A single Axel consists of 1 ½ revolutions, a double is 2 ½ revolutions, and a triple is 3 ½ revolutions in the air. It is one of the most difficult jumps in figure skating.

	Approach: Steps or movements across the ice leading into a jump, spin, or other move.

	Back spin: Any one footed spin where a counter clockwise spinner rotates on the right foot and a clockwise spinner on the left.

	Camel spin: A spin that is done with one leg, with the non-skating leg extended in the air parallel to the ice.

	Check: The motion of controlling rotation, shoulders counter rotating against hips. 

	Chocktow: A turn from forwards to backwards and backwards to forwards from one foot to the other in which the curve of the exit edge is in the opposite direction to the curve of the entry edge. The change of foot is from the outside edge to the inside edge and vice versa.  

	Combination spin: The combination of several spins where the skater changes feet and positions, while maintaining speed through the entire spin.

	Compulsory dance: A dance that has prescribed rhythms and specific steps that must be done by each skater in an exact manner with an exact placement on the ice. All skaters do the same compulsory dance in an event, creating an equal playing field for each skater.

	Crossovers: Gaining speed and turning corners where skaters cross one foot over the other. There are both forwards and backwards crossovers. 

	Edges: The two sides of the skate blades on either side of the grooved center. There is an inside and outside edge to each skate which equals four total edges. 

	Edge jump: A jump where the skater takes off from the entry edge of the skating foot without bringing the free foot in contact with the ice to assist take off. (The Axel, The Loop and Salchow, etc.)

	Entry: Refers to the edge immediately preceding a spin or jump.

	Falling leaf jump: A jump taken from a backward edge, as in a loop jump takeoff, the free leg turning a ½ revolution. The landing is forward on the toe of the lifting leg, and either steps into a further glide position on the opposite leg, or steps into a forward inside three-turn.

	Flip jump: A toe pick assisted jump taken from the back inside edge of the skate of one foot, and landed on the back outside edge of the opposite foot.

	Footwork: A sequence of steps or maneuvers that carry the skater across the ice. Generally straight, circular, or serpentine, footwork is intended to show off the precision of the skater.

	Glide: A one or two footed movement across the ice, either forward or backwards.

	Isi: International Skating Institute.

	Isu: International Skating Union, the federation for figure skating. 

	Layback spin: An upright spinning position where the shoulders and head are dropped backwards and the back arches. Mostly a spin done by women.  

	Lobe: The pattern made in the ice by the blade of the skates that forms an arch or a circle. 

	Loop jump: An edge jump taken off of the back outside edge of a skate and landed on that same edge.

	Lutz jump: A toe pick assisted jump taken off from the back outside edge of one skate and landed on the same edge, opposite skate. The skater glides backwards on a wide curve, taps their toe pick into the ice, and rotates in the opposite direction of the curve.

	Mohawk: A turn from forward to backward, or backward to forward. From one foot to the other, each edge of the skate forming parts of the same curve. 

	Power: Acceleration and strength in skating.   

	Toe pick: The teeth at the front of the blade, used for jumping and spinning. 

	 

	 

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 Thirteen years old…

	 

	The saying “crash and burn” wasn’t one I was familiar with. 

	Until today.

	Crash and burn. Crash and burn. Crash and burn.  

	That’s exactly what happened to me. 

	I crashed and burned.

	Exploding into nothingness. 

	The skin under my leotard and tights was rubbed raw, red, and aching. Heat seeped through the fabric that was clinging to my body, causing steam to roll off of me in waves. Sweat trickled down the sides of my face, leaving lines of cold, wet, almost frozen particles stuck to my cheeks.

	Tears prickled my eyes, aching to release. My lids fluttered together rapidly, blinking them away. Far away.

	I kept my eyes clenched together tightly, needing to make sure a stray tear didn’t escape.   

	I was stronger than that. I would not cry, especially over something that was out of my control. 

	Breathe in. Breathe out. 

	The coolness from the air in the rink was pulled into my lungs, chilling them. Freezing them. Frosting them. Healing them.

	Breathe in. Breathe out.

	Accidents happen. Just get back up and try it again. 

	Practice makes perfect.

	My body shivered, reminding me that I was still sitting on the ice. Soon, my limbs would clench together and constrict, rendering me unable to continue with practice for the day.

	The sound of skates shaving the ice near me flitted through my ears.  

	Ice flecks fell around my body. My eyes snapped open. The shavings fluttered around me, floating seamlessly throughout the air. Intricate. Beautiful.

	A straggled coughing sound captured my attention.  

	“You look great hugging the ice, Figueroa,” snickered Janey, her small body bouncing with laughter about six inches from me. Before I had a chance to reply, she skated away from me, causing more ice flakes to swirl around my body. 

	No matter how beautiful the flurry of ice shavings had been, Janey hadn’t meant for me to appreciate her blatant attempt to embarrass me. But how could I be upset about something so beautiful? 

	Rather than give her the reaction she aimed for, I ignored her antics and watched, entranced by the ice flakes still flying through the air. It was as if I was enclosed in my own personal snow globe. 

	My face broke into a smile as a laugh bubbled out of my mouth. Holding my hands out, I tried to catch the flakes in my hands. But every time one of them landed on my gloves, it immediately melted. The heat from my body melting the fluffy, white, snow-like ice. 

	Slowly, as if afraid of scaring away the flurry, I moved my body from a sitting position into a standing one until once again, the blades of my ice skates were resting on the ice rather than my body.

	Falling down was an accident. Staying down was a choice.

	“Again, Figgy,” Henry ordered urgently, his voice ringing through the rink, bouncing off the walls. Demanding attention. Demanding complete authority. Demanding my compliance. 

	I nodded, letting him know that I understood what he wanted before taking off across the ice. My skates cut through the ice, fiercely. My momentum pushing me in the direction I wanted to go. 

	Skating around the rink three times, I got my balance and momentum back to its optimized place, my sweet spot. I let my arms wiggle around the air, and swiveled my skates so that different parts of the blade were touching the ice. I was loosening my muscles back up to where they were before I fell the first time. 

	Feeling the cool air on my face as I quickly made my way around the rink was exhilarating.

	Skating forward in my approach, I hit the speed needed for my jump. Digging my right toe pick into the ice, I pushed off the frozen surface. Spinning through the air, my body rotated three and a half times before the blade of my left skate landed wobbly on the ice.

	Skidding to a stop, I inhaled a huge gulp of oxygen. I held it in my lungs, unable to believe the miraculous feat I had just accomplished. 

	A pin drop could be heard in the arena. Everyone was in a state of shock. Rendered speechless. I just landed a triple axel. This was unheard of for most professional ice skaters, let alone someone as young as myself. I was only thirteen. 

	Letting the oxygen out of my lungs, it created a puff of steam which escaped from my mouth.

	“You go, girl!” Helen cheered, breaking the ice for others to finally talk again as well. 

	Murmurs sounded throughout the arena. Whispers of awe. Whispers of outrage. Whispers of respect.

	“Incredible,” I breathed out, talking to myself. I was unable to believe that I had actually done it. That I had actually landed a triple axel. My triple axel.

	I had braced myself for another fall, figuring the ice needed another hug, another mistake, or for another bruise on my bum. I didn’t think I’d actually land one of the hardest jumps in the figure skating circuit. 

	Henry and Helen really knew what they were doing, pushing me the way that they did. 

	My parents worried about a lot of things. They mostly worried that my coaches were pushing me too hard, too far, and too fast. Or that I would get injured trying to land something so advanced at a young age. Trial and error, they said, letting me know that if something bad happened, they wouldn’t let me risk myself, no matter how much I begged. 

	So I made sure that I was always safe no matter what I was doing. I stretched safe, ate safe, slept safe. I did everything safe, needing to protect myself at all times. Not wanting anything, and I mean anything, to get in the way of my dream. Before trying any trick on the ice, I always tried my jumps and spins connected to a harness until I perfected them over and over again. Repetition and practice are the key parts of my mindset. Finally, after eons of practice on my harness, I would finally try out my skills on the ice. 

	Where I belonged. 

	Where I thrived. 

	Where I lived.   

	I wasn’t as worried as my parents, partly because I had confidence in myself. But also because no matter what I was doing, figure skating was my life. Ice was running through my veins, etched into my heart, and branded on my very soul. Chilling me to the bone until I became frosted.

	Frosted with love. 

	Frosted with life. 

	Every part of my body, mind, and soul were frosted.

	“Figgy!” a familiar voice yelled, dragging me out of my thoughts. Looking up, I locked gazes with my mom in the stands. Tears were shining in her eyes, her face beaming with pride. One hand clutched her chest while the other played with the scarf wrapped around her neck. Her nervous tick. 

	Using both of my hands, I formed a heart shape in the air showing her how much I loved her. How much she means to me. That if it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t be here right now. 

	A tear escaped, falling down her face. Quickly, she used the pad of her thumb to swipe it away. A wobbly smile formed, and her lips shaking slightly with pride, love, and just a trash ton of emotion. 

	Slowly, she sat back down on the bleachers, her unwavering eyes locked on my every move. She was so focused, she looked unmovable. 

	Shaking my head, I focused on the task at hand. Landing my triple axel again. I couldn’t add it into my routine or use it in competition until I had it mastered. I had to perfect the landing instead of wobbling around. Determination sunk into my mind, planting seeds and taking root there. It was becoming a permanent thought, a permanent reality. 

	Smiling to myself, I pushed my skates into the ice, propelling myself forward around the rink. Pushing myself to hit the speed needed for my triple axel, faster this time, needing to improve if only by half a second. 

	Skating around the rink, I let my thoughts drift away, giving me a more relaxed state of mind. Calm. Cool. Collected. This would help me in the long run. 

	The cool air assaulted my skin as I flew around the rink leaving an icy chill in its wake. A smile involuntarily spreads across my face. The feeling of being free, overwhelming my very soul.

	Freeing me. 

	Completing me. 

	Frosting me. 

	 

	*****

	 

	A couple of months later…

	 

	A loud pounding sound woke me up from a dead sleep. I jolted awake, panicked. My eyes snapped open, the hairs on my arms were standing on end and shivers overtook my body. Jumping out of bed in my nightgown, bare feet on the cold hardwood floor, I scurried across my room and cracked my door open. I needed to make sure everyone was alright, and safe once again. 

	Too curious for my own good.  

	Slowly, I peeked my head out of the small opening I had created. Once my head was through, I swiveled it left and right, scanning the hallway, checking to make sure nothing was out of place. Satisfied with my inspection, I pulled my door open more than before, this time big enough so that my whole body could fit through. 

	The hallway was dark, the only form of light was coming from my ice skate night-light that was plugged into the wall by the bathroom door. Usually, it lit my way to the bathroom so that I didn’t bump into walls on my way there half asleep. Tonight it served a different purpose. Tonight, it lit my way towards the noise that woke me.

	I tiptoed down the hallway, not wanting to draw attention to myself by making noise, making sure to avoid the creaky spots on the floor. After a couple of minutes, I was finally standing at the very end of the hallway, which connected to the living room. Before I could move any more, muffled voices hit my ears. 

	I inhaled a huge gulp of air into my lungs and covered my mouth with my hands. Trying to cover the sound of my breathing, and be an invisible force. I didn’t want to get caught. Not that I would get in trouble or anything, I knew I wouldn’t, but sometimes parents hide certain things from their kids, and this was one of the things I knew they would keep from me.

	More muffled voices reached my ears, but I couldn’t understand anything that was being said. Time to take drastic measures. 

	As quiet as a mouse, I twisted my head around the wall so that I could see into the living room. 

	Our living room was connected to our front door, which was open right now. A yellowish light illuminated the front half of the living room. The shadow of a man could be seen on the ground in our living room. A man I didn’t recognize and had never met. My dad was standing right behind the door, one hand leaning on the frame of the door, the other hand holding onto my mother’s hip who was standing on her tiptoes, flush up against his back, her head barely visible over his shoulder. 

	“What are you doing here, dad? How did you even find me? You know what, I don’t care. You need to leave, you’re not welcome here,” my dad’s gravelly voice grumbled. Slowly, he tried to shut our door, but his dad – my grandpa – stuck his foot in the way before it could completely close. 

	“Jasper, I’m so sorry. Please, just talk to me,” my grandfather slurred, his words mixing together, almost non-understandably. He was swaying from side to side, as if to a tune.  

	“Are you drunk?” my father asked, seemingly surprised. “You never drink dad. What the heck?” 

	“Maybe we should let him come inside,” my mother whispered loudly to my father, trying to get him to let his own father in. 

	My mind was running a hundred miles a minute, spinning around so fast it was making me dizzy. My parents had always told me my grandparents had passed away before I was born. But if that was the case, there wouldn’t be a man here that my father was calling dad. 

	What. The. Hell. 

	“No, Jasmine,” my father seethed, hatred seeping through his voice. “You know why we can’t let him in. I swore they were done being involved in my life after what they tried to do to us.” 

	Oh, what did they try to do to my parents? It must have been pretty bad for them to tell me they were dead. 

	Curiosity supposedly killed the cat. Or did it?

	“But it wasn’t him that had a problem with us. If you look deep down, you know what I’m saying is true,” my mother murmured, using one of her hands to rub circles in my father’s back, trying to calm him. 

	“Doesn’t matter. He chose her side in the end.” 

	My mom huffed. Her annoyance was clear, but she stopped trying to talk my dad into anything after she realized that he was stuck in his own opinion.

	“It doesn’t matter anymore anyways. It’s not like she can do anything where she is,” my grandfather chuckled, his words still sounding slurred. His laughter was hollow and creepy. 

	Gasping, my mother’s hands moved to cover her mouth. 

	“What do you mean, she can’t do anything from where she is?” my dad asked, perplexed. He didn’t seem to understand what my mom did. 

	“Well, she’s finally in hell, son. She died a couple days ago, I came here to tell you her funeral is tomorrow. Figured you might wanna piss on her grave or something,” my grandfather declared, seemingly happy about finally being rid of the old bat. A smile played at the corner of his mouth, his eyes shining with laughter.  

	Throughout this whole conversation, I had slowly tiptoed my way closer and closer towards the front door, trying to get just a glimpse of the man who raised my father. I wanted to see what the man who raised my hero looked like. 

	On the sides of our front door were small window panes with stained glass. During the summer, they let a little bit of extra color and light into the house, brightening it up. Tonight, they were what helped me accomplish my mission. Standing five feet away from me, on the other side of the door, was a man who took my breath away. Not because he was attractive, because that would be weird. But because he looked so much like my dad it was frightening. Like a carbon copy. The only difference was that the man standing outside our door had wrinkles on his forehead, probably from constant worrying, a little bit of greying hair, and he wore a rumpled, designer suit with solid gold cuff links. Flaunting that he indeed, had an obscene amount of money. 

	My dad would never wear something so flashy. Instead, he wore simple jeans and a t-shirt even if money was something we never had to worry about. Humble; my family was the definition of the word.

	“Nice to know. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, we were sleeping before you so rudely pounded on our door in the middle of the night. We should get back to that,” my dad scoffed loudly, not giving a care in the world that his father just told him that his mother had died. 

	My mouth hung open in shock. 

	I didn’t recognize the man standing in front of me. I’d never seen or heard my dad be so cruel. My heart clenched in my chest, the pain radiating throughout my whole body, breaking my hope and snapping my faith. Shattering the illusion, I had been living in. My life crumbled around me before my very eyes. 

	  I gasped, my voice echoing throughout the room. My secret spying mission not such a secret anymore. My mom twisted her body around, her horrified eyes wide with shock. Her bottom lip quivering with sorrow. My dad’s back snapped straighter than before, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, steeling himself for the inevitable. The sound of my cries, the sound of me kicking and screaming. 

	In that moment, I grew up faster than I should have had to. Rather than throwing a tantrum, I backed away slowly, trying to subtract myself from the equation. No longer wanting to see what was happening, no longer curious. 

	Once I reached the hallway, I sprinted back to my room. Muffled voices continued to converse, without the attitude or hatred that had been there only minutes before. I slammed the door to my bedroom closed, not wanting to see either of my parents at the moment. I needed a moment alone to collect my thoughts. 

	Climbing into bed, I pulled my covers tightly around my body. Needing their warmth. Needing their safety. Needing their comfort. 

	The tone my dad spoke in replayed through my head causing my body to involuntarily shiver. A painful jab passed through my chest, reminding me to let out the breath I had been holding in. 

	Curling into a ball, I pulled my arms around my legs and laid there trying to sleep, but failing. 

	Not everything was always as it seemed. Having just one side of the story only gives you a partial picture of what happened. A glimpse of the whole incident. Not the whole thing. The saying “don’t judge a book by its cover” at its finest. 

	Tomorrow, I’d ask for the rest of the picture. 

	Closing my eyes, I started to count sheep. One by one, they bounced over the moon slowly lulling me to sleep. My eye lids closed heavily. 

	I felt a dip in my bed, but didn’t have the strength to open my eyes. A kiss got placed on my forehead, the pad of a warm finger brushed away the lingering hair on my face.

	“I love you so much, Figgy,” my dad cooed into my ear, the heat of his breath causing goose bumps to rise on my skin. “The only thing in this world that matters to me is your mother, your unborn sister and you. Always and forever, baby girl.”

	“Love you too, Daddy,” I sleepily murmured under my breath so that he couldn’t hear me. 

	Always and forever. 
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	Eighteen years old…

	 

	Using the pads of my index fingers, I pushed the headphones further into my ears. The cushion pads expanded, forming to my inner ears and kept them in place. The music pumping through the small speakers had always helped me concentrate, keeping me focused. And today of all days needed every ounce of attention I had.

	Every ounce. 

	Every speck of attention in my body.

	Today was the day I’d been waiting my whole life for.

	Today, I was skating against the best of the best in the figure skating portion of the 2014 Winter Olympics; held in Sochi, Russia.

	Russia.

	Russia. 

	Righteous. 

	Not that I’d been able to wrap my head around it yet. But here I was freezing my rear off in a foreign country to compete with the best figure skaters in the world. 

	Breathe in. Breathe out. 

	Concentrate. Concen-frigging-trate, Figgy.

	You need to focus.  

	You aren’t a little kid anymore. You’re almost an adult. Almost. Only a week until your eighteenth birthday. One week, and no one can control you. One week until you can do whatever you want.     

	Focus.

	Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath letting the oxygen fill and empty out of my lungs. I’m using every trick I had ever learned to stay calm. I held my arms out, wiggling and shaking them out, making all of the nervous energy racing through my veins dissipate.

	“Too Little, Too Late” by JoJo, is still blasting through my headphones on repeat. After years of listening to the same song over and over again, you would think I would be tired of it. I wasn’t. This song hit a spot in my heart; deep, raw, and passionate. A spot I hadn’t even tested out yet. It pulled at my heart strings, bringing out emotion buried deep within my soul. 

	Finally somewhat calm, I sat down on the bench designated for me. A name card was placed above the spot that I had earned. 

	Having already practiced an hour ago on the practice rink, I knew my time to get ready was dwindling down. Like the last bit of light you hoped to get from a candle close to dying. Hoping and praying for only a little bit longer.

	I pulled my backpack off of my shoulders, which landed with a resounding thud on the concrete floor. Unzipping my bag carefully, so that my outfit didn’t get snagged in the zipper and ruined for eternity.          

	 Taking my ice skates out, I placed them on the ground in front of me. My lucky socks stuck out of their tops. Pink fuzzy socks, with pictures of black and white colored cats chasing their own tails around. Something that should not be seen by anyone, let alone the judges. 

	Could you imagine? 

	First female ice skater, skate gets lost in competition, cat socks headline in every country in the world. Cats finally get the momentum they needed to take over the humans. Everyone blames me. 

	Phooy idiot.

	But, they’re my lucky socks, so I pulled them over my small ankle socks. Warmth coats my feet, the fluffy pink material adding an extra layer of protection and cushion. Careful not to pull them up high enough to be seen over my skates, I ran my fingers over them, feeling the softness and letting it seep into my skin.

	I pulled on my skates, making sure that my ankles fit into place the correct way. One hundred and twenty pounds landing on thin blades was not always the best for your body. You could hurt yourself while doing nothing wrong, so it was always best to do everything you could, stacking the odds higher in your favor.

	 Twisting the laces around my fingers, I pulled them together tightly. Tightening them so much, that my fingertips lost all feeling for a few seconds. I needed to make sure that they stayed on my feet no matter what happened. 

	*cough cough, crazy cat socks, cough cough* 

	First, I tied them into a knot, to make sure that the laces stayed together.  

	But before tying them into a bow, I placed a kiss on my fingertips and transferred it to the laces of my skates. For good luck. Just the thought of one of them getting loose while I was skating in front of hundreds of thousands of people freaked me the heck out. 

	A shiver slid down my body. 

	Standing up, I stretched, leaning from side to side, loosening up my muscles and joints enough for my routine. 

	Feeling a tap on my shoulder, I twisted my torso around. My coaches Helen and Henry were standing behind me, smiles plastered on the faces. Pulling out my head phones, I let them dangle from my shoulders, the music lightly lingering up to my ears. 

	“You’re on in five, Fig,” Helen breathed out, heat creeping up her cheeks. Her eyes were shining with hope. 

	I nodded my head, unable to form words from the emotion clawing up my throat. 

	“Focus Figgy, focus,” pleaded Henry, his hands clasped together. “Now is your time to shine.” 

	I blinked back tears, not wanting the little drops of salty water to blur my vision, but having a hard time keeping them in. 

	“I’ve got this,” I rasped, my voice trembling with emotion. My vocal cords are aching from the tightness in my throat.

	“Up next, Figueroa Ryan!” the man running around the back yelled over and over again, trying to get me to make my way out to the main rink.

	Blowing out a breath, I nodded at my coaches, letting them know I was ready for anything. I walked out of the locker room doors with my head held high, confidence oozing off of me. 

	Winners are not people who never fail, but people who never quit.

	 

	*****

	 

	Icy cold air nipped at my skin. 

	A wave of comfort spread through my body from the familiar feeling.

	Calming me. 

	Taking a deep breath, I let the coolness of the air energize me.

	“Welcome Figueroa Ryan, of the US Olympic team!” the announcer bellowed over the microphone, his voice booming out of the speaker system. 

	Getting into position, I ran my hands down my sides, letting the silky material of my costume slide over my skin. 

	I was wearing a light blue skating dress, with rhinestones and sparkles embedded into the fabric. A light blue color started at the top of my dress and sleeves, while it lightened the whole way down until it became completely white. The rhinestones and sparkles twinkled under the stadium lights, reminded me of snowflakes. Skin colored tights clung to my legs under the matching shorts attached to my dress which covered my body even while I jumped around in the air. 

	Blue, sparkly eye shadow adorned my eye lids, which made my bright blue eyes pop. A light pink blush spread across my cheeks to finish my look. 

	The music started. 

	The notes flowed through my body like a rushing river, water flowing seamlessly to its destination. 

	I pushed backwards off of the ice, spinning in a circle, my arms in the air. After a full circle, I just continue backwards, my leg off the ice, level with my body. My right hand is bent down far enough to let my fingers brush the ice. My body twists in a small circle. Using that momentum, I moved into a layback spin; my body is standing up, one foot crossed over the other, my crossed arms on my chest, spinning with my shoulders and back slightly arched. I grab my left foot, holding it over my shoulder, continuing my back spin.

	Once that move was completed, I continued to skate backwards, my footwork showing the judges all of my skills. Once I was close to one of the corners in the rink, I dug my toe pick into the ice, pushing myself off to spin through the air, rotating in the opposite direction of the curve. I landed my Lutz seamlessly.

	From there, I added in a crossover, gaining speed by placing one skate over the other, multiple times. Using that speed, I pushed on the back outside edge of my right skate, using all of my strength to push off the ice. Pushing my left leg out into the air, I turned a ½ revolution before landing on the front edge of the left skate. From there, I moved into a forward glide and pushed into a forward inside three-turn; spinning my body around three times while still touching the ice with my skates. The falling leaf spin makes me face forward for the first time in my routine. Using the momentum from this spin, I dug the forward outside edge of my right skate into the ice, pushing my body off the ice once again, spinning 3 ½ times in the air before sticking my landing on the back outside edge of my left foot. The blade of my left skate sliced through the ice from my impact. One hundred and twenty pounds landed my triple Axle effortlessly. Pushing my body lower to the ice, I bent my left knee so that my skate was not touching the ice, but was extended beside my right leg, which was spinning in a sitting position. 

	From there, I pulled my body up into a standing position. Still spinning, I pulled my left leg into my arms, so that it was straight up in the air, while my right leg continuously twisted and spun on the ice. This gives the illusion of a candle stick. Finally, I let that leg fall back down onto the ice, crossing over my right leg. I stopped spinning and bowed down low, my head almost touching the ice. I could feel flakes of the shredded ice sticking to my eye lashes. 

	Applause and cheers broke out throughout the stadium, bouncing off of the walls.  

	My heart was beating as fast as a hummingbirds flapping wings. 

	I pulled my body up straight, curtsied to the crowd, and skated over to the exit, adrenaline still pumping through my veins.

	My cheeks and nose were covered in blotchy red spots, but a smile was permanently plastered on my face.

	Once my skates hit the rubber floor, I hobbled over to the bench where one of the announcers was sitting. The coolness of the bench spread through me as I sat down, creating a shiver that raked my body. 

	In the blink of an eye, my coach Helen had placed hard plastic covers over the blades of my skates, making it easier to walk when I needed to get up next. Without saying anything, she handed me a bottle of water, tipping her head down, telling me to drink it. Unable to disobey, I twisted off the cap and gulped the whole bottle down in just a few mouthfuls. Using the back of my hand, I dried off the droplets that clung to my lips. 

	“Let’s see how Figueroa did, shall we?” the announcer bellowed to the crowd. His voice vibrated the bench we were sitting on, tickling my tushie. A laugh started to bubble up out of my chest, but before it could escape, it got sucked back into my lungs, lodging itself in my chest. 

	The air was sucked out of the room, causing me to gasp for breath. One hand clinging to the bench with all of the strength I had, and the other clutching the fabric of my costume above my left breast.

	No way. 

	The judge’s numbers were displayed on a huge screen for everyone to see. They added up to a number I couldn’t believe I was seeing.  

	229.17

	The highest number for any women to be given in the Olympics thus far. This number just bumped me up into first place for the women’s total scores, putting me above both South Korea and Russia. 

	Un-frigging-heard of. 

	The stadium erupted into cheers. Booing. Crying. Every sound possible. 

	My ears were ringing, stopping me from hearing everything going around me. As if I had gone deaf.  

	Calming me. 

	Like waves crashing into the shore. 

	Soothing my soul. 

	My heart was bursting out of my chest from happiness. 

	There was only one skater left, one from my team. Team USA. She was in the middle of her routine right now. 

	Jade Stonewall. 

	She was rockin’ it, shredding the ice as if her life depended on it. She landed her quad Lutz without any trouble. My breath stayed lodged in my throat, involuntarily. 

	Thinking ceased. Breathing ceased. Living ceased. Everything ceased. 

	If she scored lower than me, I would become the gold medalist for female figure skating in the 2014 Olympics in Russia. Literally, I would be in first place. 

	Her skates wobbled just a fraction of an inch on her last landing jump; her triple Axle. 

	I sucked in a bunch of air, filling my lungs to full capacity. The sting of oxygen burned. 

	Skating off of the ice, Jade held her head up high while waving to the audience. A lone tear trailed down her check, falling onto the rubber mat we were on, showing her heartbreak. 

	She could have beat me, if only she had cleanly landed her triple Axle. But, her skate wobbled, which cost her the gold medal, and made me an Olympic gold medalist forever. No matter what happened for the rest of my life, this was something that could never be taken away from me.

	There is no triumph without a struggle. 

	I struggled to get here. 

	I fought to get here. 

	I worked really hard to get here. 

	I gave it my all.  

	And now, it was mine. 

	I earned it. 

	I breathed it. 

	I loved it.

	I deserved it. 

	It was finally mine. 

	******

	     

	One week and one day later… 

	 

	Right when you think life can’t get any better, the wool gets pulled over your eyes and blinds you. 

	Rain drops fell from the sky. The dinging sound from the contact the drops made with the roof rang throughout the house. Thunder boomed while lightning zapped through the dark, murky, grey colored sky, briefly lighting up the dark abyss.  

	The show “VeggieTales” was playing on the television in the kitchen, the room right next to where I was watching something more grown up; Vampire Diaries. The cartoon tomato and his vegetable friends were dancing and singing on the screen while Aqua was eating her dinner, watching with undivided attention. 

	Aqua is my baby sister, and she’s only four years old. She’s able to talk, but doesn’t yet understand most of what actually goes on. My parents had her late in life, considering I was fourteen years older than her. Yes, fourteen years. A whole teenager older than her. This was the reason I was at home on a Friday night, instead of going out with my friends. Because I was babysitting my younger sister. 

	I just turned eighteen yesterday; I should be out at a club partying with my friends instead of being holed up at home, bored and alone. My parents were out doing an errand for me; meeting with my agent, signing over the money I won for getting the gold in Russia. It was in their name before because I was still a minor. But now that I’m legally an adult, that money is mine, which is why both of them had to go. I was left alone with Aqua; the nuisance of my life at the moment. 

	What eighteen-year-old wanted to watch their sibling instead of being with their friends? The answer is none of them. Teenagers are selfish creatures, only wanting to help themselves.     

	My parents loved Aqua more than life. Sometimes I even thought it was more than they loved me.

	I scoffed. 

	Like they could love someone more than they loved me. 

	My fingers clicked away on my new, white iPhone 5s, typing a response to Dan’s text message. This was my eighteenth birthday present from my folks. 

	Dan and I had been messaging back and forth ever since I won the Olympic gold medal about a week prior. We are trying to set up a time to meet up and hangout. If his picture on Facebook was anything to go by, I was going to be in trouble because he was hot, like seriously good looking. My hands shook with nervous energy just thinking about him. 

	My phone vibrated in my hand. Looking down at the screen, I noticed Dan had replied already.  

	DAN: 2nite? R u sure babe? 

	ME: YES! I have the house to myself 2nite 

	DAN: C u 2nite then ;) 

	A smile took over my face, thinking about finally meeting the guy who was stealing my heart. I sent him my address, letting him know he could come over at 10 pm. 

	My parents said I had to watch Aqua, but they never said I had to do it alone.

	*insert evil laugh here* 

	Peeking my head into the kitchen, I watched for a minute as Aqua danced and sang to the television show she was obsessed with. The topic of the song being adjectives. 

	I snorted. 

	“Aqua, you good?” I asked her through a fit of giggles. 

	“Yeah, Figgy,” she sang back to me, not breaking the melody that was already playing from her show. 

	Without hesitation, I ran down the hallway, turning into Aqua’s room. Her bed had a pink princess theme. At the head was a sheer pink canopy that hung from ceiling to floor, and at the foot was a chest that held her clothes. I pulled her pajamas from the chest and laid them on her bed. Her ceiling and walls were lined with glow-in-the-dark stars, creating a night sky every night she went to bed. I hoped this would be helpful later when I needed her to go to sleep. 

	Brushing off my hands, I walked out of her room and directly into mine.

	The walls of my room were a lavender color at the top that bled into a dark purple as you reached the bottom. My closet was built into the wall, vertically adjacent to my bed, which is a queen size, tucked into the far corner of the room. A deep purple, down comforter rested on top of the bed, looking light and fluffy. A flat screen television was mounted in the middle of my wall with a swiveling stand so that it could be seen from anywhere in the room. A small light wooden nightstand was next to the top of the bed, my alarm clock resting on top.  

	The clock on my nightstand read 7:30 pm, which gave me just enough time to get ready and then get Aqua into bed before Dan got here.

	Rushing into my closet, I grabbed a pair of grey boots. They had a small one-inch heel, with buckles on the sides by the ankle. A black baby doll shirt was hung up in front of me which I pulled off of the hanger and laid across my arm. I found a short sleeved grey knit sweater which I plucked from the back of the closet door. Running over to my dresser, I pulled out a dark blue pair of skinny jeans with a rip in the knee and ran into the bathroom. Dropping the clothes to the floor, I rummaged through the vanity for the makeup I needed. 

	Scrambling through the doors and drawers of the vanity, I found the makeup I wanted to wear. I swept eye shadow onto my eye lids, giving my eyes the Smokey look before opening the liquid eye liner. In one swoop, I pulled the liner onto my lids as well, adding in some class. Last but not least, I pulled open the mascara and painted my eye lashes with the bold black color. Darkening my lashes added mystery to my appearance. 

	Blinking into the mirror, I focused my gaze. Blood rushed to my cheeks, adding a hint of pink to my face.

	The doorbell rang, loud and long. It echoed throughout the house. 

	Looking at the clock, I noticed it was only 8:30 pm. No way! He’s here early!

	I dressed as quickly as I could, making sure not to smudge my newly applied make up.

	The doorbell rang again. This time twice in a row, as if more urgently.  

	I ran down the hall as fast as I could, skidding to a stop at the doorway.

	Running my hands down my shirt, I let my fingers linger on the material, smoothing it over. 

	Taking a deep breath, I opened the door. 

	But Dan wasn’t the one on the other side of the door. 

	Instead, there stood a police officer. The lights to his car still on behind him, illuminating the fact that his uniform was drenched from the rain and his hair was dripping wet. His eyes locked on mine, sorrow shining through his gaze. 

	“Figueroa Ryan?” he questioned. His voice was gruff, his head tilted to the side. 

	I cleared my throat. 

	“That’s me,” I squeaked out, nervous as all perdition. It wasn’t like I was doing anything wrong. 

	“Can I come in?” 

	Instead of answering out loud, I nodded my head and pulled the door open all the way, giving him enough room to enter the house.

	“Is anyone else home?” the police officer asked me, his tone lighter this time. 

	“Just my little sister,” I admitted while wringing my hands together. 

	But I mean, why does that matter? I may not have much experience with this kind of thing, but it wasn’t illegal or anything. 

	“I have to talk to you both,” he murmured, his head hung low. 

	Weird. 

	Nodding my head, I led the way to the kitchen. Aqua was still watching dang VeggieTales. 

	Mother of god. 

	Walking right up to the television, I turned off the screen. Before Aqua had a chance to protest, I pulled her into my arms holding and hugging her at the same time, bouncing up and down lightly to calm her. 

	The police officer coughed out loud, clearing his throat. 

	“I’m not sure how to say this,” he started, his police hat in his hands. “There was a terrible accident.” 

	I sucked in a huge gulp of air. 

	“What?” I rasped. 

	“There was a car accident. A drunk driver crashed into your parents’ car, totaling it. They didn’t make it, I’m so sorry,” he rushed to explain. I wasn’t listening anymore. A blinding pain spread through my chest, burning me with its magnitude.

	I fell to my knees, Aqua still clutched in my arms. 

	A cry broke out from my lips, screeching and desperate. 

	Tears prickled my eyes, falling down my cheeks, soaking my shirt with their salty wetness. 

	“Noooooooo!” I wailed out, my voice cracking with emotion. “No, no, nooooo!” 

	  Aqua cried crocodile tears, her small body buried into my chest. Her hands clinging on to me for dear life. Her tears drenched my shirt, mixing with my own. 

	A sob took over my entire body. 

	“It’s okay. Everything will be alright,” the cop murmured to me while rubbing his hand on my back in circles, trying to calm me. 

	Sobs raked through me, tears streamed down my cheeks. 

	“Nothing will ever be alright again,” I whispered, my voice horse.  

	The last week and a half had been a dream. A living, waking dream. I had been walking on cloud nine, floating through life blissfully happy. Until tragedy struck. 

	They promised that dreams could come true. Forgetting to mention that nightmares were dreams, too. 

	Having your dreams come true was like living in a fairytale, but the reality was that a nightmare was right around the corner. 

	Lurking. 

	Hiding. 

	Waiting until the moment I was the happiest to strike.

	Shattering me. Body, mind, and soul. 

	My world had just crumbled before my very eyes.    

	Leaving me smashed into a million pieces, scattered across the ground. 
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	Fifteen years old… 

	 

	“You stupid piece of trash! You’re worthless, boy,” my foster father slurred as he grabbed another beer from the fridge. After six years of living through this trash, I’d learned to keep my mouth shut, no matter what he said. 

	When I was in the group home, I wished every single night that I would be adopted. Living with countless kids that were as depressed and upset as you were, doesn’t make you feel any better. Actually, it made you feel even worse than you originally did. Every night while I slept, I would dream of being with a couple who loved me. When I was 9 years old, I was told I was being adopted. I was so happy that I had tears streaming down my face. Mitch came to pick me up from the shelter. He was so nice to me, he said we could stop on the way home to get a puppy! I jumped into his arms and gave him a huge hug. I thought all of my prayers had been answered. When we got home without picking up a puppy, I was upset. But I was happy to be out of the group home, so I didn’t complain. All of my dreams had finally come true. Until we stepped through the front door. That’s when he picked me up by my throat, slammed me into the wall so hard you could hear my bones crack, and said, “I hate you, you little weasel!” 

	Using his free hand, he punched me in the stomach until all of the oxygen was out of my lungs, and I was gasping for breath. When he finally released me, I crumpled to the floor in a heap and had tears streaming down my face for a different reason. 

	Instead of my dream coming true, I was living through my worst nightmare. 

	I was in hell, with nowhere to go. 

	I sat at the rickety table in the dining room, doing my homework for the night. I needed to stay up to date in all my classes. I was in the tenth grade at the local high school, and had to work twice as hard as anyone else at keeping my grades up. Everyone always says that high school was easy, but it’s not so easy for me. I’ll graduate by the skin of my teeth. Also, I have no hope of graduating college. Getting in won’t be a problem though, I already know that I’ll have scholarships lined up for me. But for sports, not academics. Scouts from colleges all around had already started watching me on the ice, hoping to snag me for their hockey teams. But if I wasn’t able to keep my grades up, I wouldn’t be able to play regardless of how good I was. So, making sure all of my work gets done on time was my top priority. All of the time.  

	As I finished up the last piece of my homework, I glanced around the room looking for my mongrel of a foster father. He was such a prick. A lazy, selfish mongrel. I hated him more than anything.

	 Mitch was staring at the television, his eyes bugging out of his head. I started to wonder what he could be watching, but once I saw that he was pitching a tent, I realized he was watching porn. Eww. I needed to get the heck out of this house right now, because I didn’t want to see what happened next. 

	Gross mother idiot. 

	Running down the hallway, I stopped in my room and threw my books and papers into my backpack sitting on the floor. I fell to my knees, stretched my arms under the bed, and grabbed the pair of hockey skates I kept hidden there. They may be old and worn in, I mean I bought them at the Salvation Army, but they worked well enough. Clutching them to my chest, I opened up the only window in my bedroom and jumped out. I was hoping that the devil himself was so busy getting off that he didn’t even notice I was gone. 

	I secured the skates on my bike, and start riding over to the teen center in the small town of Redding, Alaska. They have an after school hockey program that I’m involved in, but the only time I could actually go was when the mongrel I called my parent wouldn’t notice that I was gone. 

	My bike flew through the streets as fast as my feet could pedal, hoping with all of my might that I would get there in time to actually do something with the team, with another person. Getting to the parking lot, I scanned the area and saw some cars are still here, which made me fist pump the air in celebration. I parked my bike on the bike rack, and hoped to heaven that it wouldn’t get stolen. I didn’t have anything to lock it up with. With skates in hand, I walked through the double doors of the center where a wave of cool air flowed against my skin, branding me with its chill. 

	They had to have it almost freezing in here so that the ice part of the rink didn’t melt. 

	I looked around and noticed a couple of guys from the team still skating around on the ice. Thank goodness . I sit down on the bleachers and grab the extra pair of socks I brought with me. My skates are too big so I have to wear two pairs, but it makes them fit perfectly and doesn’t give me any blisters. I put the skates on my feet as fast as humanly possible. It’d been weeks since I’d been able to skate with another person. I always got here too late and ended up skating on the ice all by myself. Pulling the laces so tight that my fingers turned white from blood loss, I tied them into a double knot to keep them in place. Tripping over laces on the ice was not my idea of a fun time. I ran to the ice as best I could with blades strapped to my feet 

	Right before my blades touched the ice, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The cold air burned my lungs, giving them the kick start they so desperately needed. Letting the air out through my mouth, I opened my eyes and see the fog fly. The heat from my breath showing up in the freezing cold room. Frosting my vision. Frosting me. 

	I was completely and utterly frosted. 

	Frosted with love. 

	Frosted with time. 

	Frosted with hope. 

	Always frosted.   

	The second my blades touched the ice, I was a goner. The energy from the ice poured into my body as I moved my feet and glided on the frozen surface. I skated a couple of laps around the rink to get my rhythm back, and before I knew it, I was flying so fast that I only saw blurred figures. My blades cut through the ice like a knife sliced through butter. I was so focused on skating my troubles away, that I don’t even realize most of the guys had left the building already. There was only one still here, and I was really hoping he would stick around and skate with me. 

	“Hey Cooper! Wanna skate for a while? I could use the practice,” I exclaimed loud enough that he could still hear me up in the bleachers. His head snapped up, and his eyes locked on mine. Almost glaring, but without heat in his stare. I shrugged my shoulders and continued skating around the rink, knowing he would only come back out if he wanted to. I couldn’t force him. Without looking up, I heard the door to the center open and close. My shoulders slumped with the realization that my chance at scoring any time with another human being was gone. I pushed my anger out, and started to skate even faster than before. 

	The only thing that made the life I have worth it, was gliding on the ice. 

	That’s where my talent lies, not in books, or even communication. Not that I’d had the best teachers. 

	All of a sudden, my body slammed into something hard. I crashed down onto the ice causing a boom to echo throughout the rink. What was that? I lifted my head from the ice to see what I bumped into, only to realize Cooper was lying on his back, smack dab in the middle of the ice rink, with his hands clutching his stomach. 

	What? I thought he left. Feeling like an absolute toe, I picked myself up, dusted the ice flakes from my clothes and slowly skated over to him, hoping and praying he was alright. 

	Idiot. 

	Hurting someone was not something I needed to add to my conscious. 

	Like seriously, there was enough there already. 

	“Cooper, what man? I thought you left,” I said as soon as he was within hearing distance. But, instead of being in pain, Cooper was clutching his stomach because he couldn’t stop laughing.

	What. The. Idiot.  

	His laughter became louder the closer I got to him. Lifting his head, his eyes met mine, shining with humor.

	What a mother prick. 

	“Dude, that was hilarious. So funny. I was screaming your name, but nothing was catching your attention. Not even when I screamed, Kieran is gay!” Cooper chuckled, laughing between words. Rat mongrel. “You only stopped because you ran into me. Idiot, I can’t breathe man.” 

	“You’re such a toe sometimes. You know that?” I asked him, trying to hide my own trash eating grin. 

	“Like you’re any better?” Cooper quipped. 

	That cheeky idiot. 

	“Never said I was, man,” I conceded while wiggling my eyebrows. 

	“Best two outta three?” he confidently asked. 

	Racing Coop had become one of my favorite things to do. It didn’t happen very often, because I wasn’t not here a lot. But was fun. 

	I nodded my head, giving him my silent agreement. 

	“Three... Two… One!” he bellowed.

	And we were both off.  

	Pushing the blades of my skates into the ice gave me the momentum I needed to circle the rink again. This time, I had to pay attention because I wasn’t alone. Slowly, my eyes scanned the rink, needing to outline the fastest possible route in my head. My competitive juices started to flow. 

	Losing, well, losing was for losers. And I sure wasn’t a loser. 

	Racing with Cooper was the most fun I’d had in weeks. 

	Was it sad that this was the only thing I had to look forward to in my life? 

	I’m sixteen for idiots sake, I should be worrying about partying, girls, sex, and booze. But not one of those things were important to me. At all.  

	Maybe it was because I wouldn’t want to bring her home and introduce her to Mitch.

	Maybe it was because I didn’t want anybody to stick their nose in my life.  

	Or maybe it was because I was devoting all of my time and energy to making sure I had a brighter future than my present. 

	Either way, I hadn’t really gone through puberty yet. I was a late bloomer as my jerk foster father said. He never let me live down the fact that I was sixteen and still had a voice that squeaked like a mouse. Not that any of that really mattered. 

	I didn’t want a girl’s attention anyway. All I wanted to do was skate. It was the only thing that gave me hope.  

	After a couple of hours of skating around with Cooper, I realized it was well past midnight and I had better head home. I already knew that I was going to pay for skating tonight, but it was well worth whatever I had to endure. After taking off my skates and putting my shoes back on, Cooper and I headed out the double doors of the center, making our way into the parking lot side by side. 

	“That your bike, man?” Cooper questioned, looking my rusted bike up and down. It was barely hanging on by a thread, but it was all I had right now. “Is it even safe to ride?” 

	“Yeah, that’s mine,” I muttered under my breath as I made my way over to my bike. I just wanted to get home already so that I could get my punishment over with, sooner rather than later.  

	“Why don’t we put it in the bed of my truck, and I can drop both of you off at home?” he asked me, his eyes pleading with me just to agree with him. 

	Trash. 

	“Okay man, that sounds a heck of a lot better than riding all the way home,” I relented as I shrugged my shoulders. I already knew he was going to push the issue either way. There was no way he was letting me ride home. Not alone. Not in the dark. May as well rest my legs while I was able to.

	Both of us taking a side of my bike in our hands, we lifted the heavy idiot in the air and pushed it up into the bed of his truck. We carefully maneuvered it so that his ride didn’t get scratched. It was tied down with rope so that it didn’t fall out, because I would freak out if anything happened to my only means of transportation. Hopping into the passenger seat, I clicked my seatbelt into place, ready to roll. Cooper followed my directions and dropped me off in front of my house. I unloaded the bike myself, not needing Mitch asking me any unnecessary questions. He already hated me more than life for some reason. Not that I had any idea why that was. 

	I asked him once, and he just glared at me. As if I could read his mind. Then he punched me in the face. Turned out, he broke my nose. That wasn’t fun and it hurt like a jerk, so I never asked him again. Who knew what he would do if I asked again? My body shivered just thinking about it.  

	I left my bedroom window open when I left, so stashing the bike near the window, I made my way back inside my room by climbing through. Well, room wasn’t really the word I would use. Shoebox was more like it. It was about as big as a closet. The only thing that fit inside was my bed, and if I grew any more, I wouldn’t even be able to fit in that. But it’s the only home that I have, so I’m thankful for it. Some people had it a lot worse than I did, this I knew, so complaining wasn’t really my thing. 

	Quietly, I closed my window, listening until the lock clicked into place. Home free. Peeling off my clothes, I laid down in my bed and stretched my body out, feeling the cool cotton against my skin. I sleep in nothing but my boxers, it’s the only comfortable way I can stay asleep. My body temperature rises once I’m passed out, and waking up in a puddle of sweat was the worst. Closing my eyes, I let the hum from the pipes in the house lull me into a peaceful state. But before I even had a chance to take a breath, the door to my room flew open, smashing into the wall and causing a thud to echo throughout the house. Mitch marched in and grabbed me by my ear, making sure to twist it with his full strength. I was completely weakened.  

	“Where the heck were ya, idiot?!” he roared, dragging my limp body down the hallway, “You’ve been gone for hours!” 

	“I was just hanging out with a friend,” I gritted out, clenching my teeth together. 

	I wish I understood why he has always hated me so much. 

	“I don’t give a flying idiot. Ya know you’re not supposed to leave the house without tellin’ me!” he screamed as he continued to drag my body down the hall and into the kitchen. Once we got to the tile floor in the center of the kitchen, he forced me to my knees. My bones cracked against the floor, bruising me. Using a thick rope, he tied my wrists together to keep me from moving my hands. Walking over to the fridge, he pulled out a cup of something. He walked right up to me, opened my mouth with his free hand, and shoved a washcloth in my mouth as far as it would go. It was dripping wet with some kind of liquid from the cup he pulled it from. 

	I tried to spit it out, but before I could, he grabbed an already cut piece of duct tape that was hanging from the counter in front of me, and taped the disgusting thing inside of my mouth. There was no escape. Laughing, he walked out of the room without a further glance. Leaving me to deal with my pain alone. 

	Weird. He loved watching me suffer. 

	I immediately started to gag because the stench and taste was just too much to take all at once. 

	Vinegar and bleach.

	Son of a jerk!

	The washcloth was drenched in the horrifying liquid. The mixture slowly dripped down my throat, searing my vocal cords on the way down. As soon as the mixture reached my stomach, it took every ounce of restraint I had to keep whatever was in my stomach there, because if I were to throw up, I would just have to swallow it down again. 

	A cycle of absolute hell.  

	I did everything I could not to show how much this was affecting me. He thrived off of my pain. After what seemed like an eternity, I heard him walking back in the room and wondered what else he had planned. Although this may be new, I knew there was more to it than just this. He was a sadistic mongrel and this wasn’t enough. Not yet, anyways. 

	“Doesn’t that taste good, boy?” Mitch snickered, knowing full well how awful this had to be for me. For anyone. Not that he gave a trash, he was the one who forced this on me in the first place. 

	I didn’t answer him. Not because I couldn’t, but because I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer. I couldn’t talk right now if I wanted to, but I didn’t even shake my head. I stayed still, not giving him anything. 

	  Without warning, I felt a slice through the skin of my back. Blinding pain took over my body. Before I had a chance to do something, anything to get away from him, another slice through my skin sent my body into overload. I could feel my own blood dripping down my back, coating my skin with a warm, reddish hue. 

	What the heck was he doing to me? 

	My body started to convulse, but that didn’t stop him. He continued to cut into my bare back, drawing as much of my blood as he could. 

	I told you, sadistic. 

	Emotion clogged my throat, tears prickled my eyes, and started falling down my cheeks. It was my body’s reaction to what it was going through. Mitch didn’t care. Instead he started cutting into my body even more.

	Each slice burned, scorching my skin with a trail of heat. 

	After what felt like an hour of being cut up like a piece of steak, he finally stopped. I heard a crash of something hitting the floor and knew my torture session for not listening to his rules was finally over. Taking a deep breath, I inhaled even more of the vinegar and bleach mixture. For a while there, I couldn’t even tell the washcloth was still in my mouth. I was in too much pain elsewhere to notice. But it was back at full force, and I had no idea how much of the mixture had found its way down my throat and into my stomach already. 

	Fucccckkkkk. 

	“That was nothin’ compared to what will happen if you ever disobey me again. I wouldn’t chance it if I was you, Kieran,” Mitch declared, as he walked directly into my line of sight. My teeth were clenched together, my tied hands in fists. 

	Just wait until I’m big enough to fight back, you sick idiot. 

	Mitch pulled his hand back, punching me straight in the jaw. My whole body knocked over, and now I was laying on the ice cold tile floor. 

	Jaw pulsing from the punch to the face. 

	Washcloth still in my mouth. 

	Wrists still tied together. 

	Blood dripping from the cuts on my back.

	Now that I was laying on the tile floor of the kitchen, I could see what he used to cut slashes through my skin. I vomited, because I would never have thought he could be that cruel. Tears streamed down my face, not knowing how to stop. About a foot away from me, on the ground of the kitchen were my hockey skates, blood soaking the blades. He used the only thing in my life that I loved, to torture me. I heard him laughing in the other room and knew that he was waiting for me to see this part of his sick plan. 

	I couldn’t let him win, I wouldn’t let him win.

	He could tie me up. He could beat me down. He could hate me with every fiber of his being. He could take away my fight. He could take away my heart. He could take away every-dang-thing that I had. 

	But he would never take away my will to survive. 

	Scars are souvenirs that you never lose. 

	A constant reminder. 

	Etched on your body. 

	Etched on your mind. 

	Etched on your soul.

	They stay with you forever.

	Mine would forever remind me to never give up. 
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	Eighteen years old…

	 

	The sun was shining down on my small town of Redding, Alaska. The rays were peeking through the cloud covered sky, light breaking through in patches. 

	People were rushing around, trying to get everything put into place. Trying to get all of the graduates ready for their walk of fame. 

	The hustle and bustle of our small town population seemed to affect nearly everyone here. 

	Staff was running around setting up last minute chairs, tying streamers and balloons to the fence, and setting up the stage while parents fussed over their child’s hair, cap, and gown. 

	It was graduation day at our local high school. 

	The day I had been waiting for, for what seemed like forever. 

	The day I could finally get the heck out of this god forsaken demon-hole. 

	The day this tattered life ended, and mine was able to begin.

	My bags were already packed and sitting in Cooper’s truck, awaiting our journey.

	Looking around, students were starting to line up to be called across the stage. The fact that the set up was half-ended didn’t seem to matter to anyone. I pulled my graduation cap onto my head, making sure that my locks of brown hair weren’t pulled the wrong way. My hair fell right above my shoulders, framing my face. Most of the time I had it pulled back into a man bun on top of my head, but Cooper’s mom wanted pictures before we left, so I made sure to look my best. 

	I straightened my dark purple graduation gown, pushing all of the wrinkles out of the fabric. I ran my fingers down the front to make sure that all of the buttons were put together correctly. 

	Pictures would be the death of me. 

	Looking up, I locked eyes with Cooper Callahan. My best and only friend. He was standing more towards the front of the group. Considering his last name began with a “C”.

	He winked at me, a slow smile playing on his lips. 

	Dang mother idiot. 

	He was so annoying. I swear to heaven, if he wasn’t my best friend, I would hate him. No joke. 

	Grumbling, I walked over to the line to stand in the spot meant for me. No one here other than Cooper would talk to me. He was the only one who’d always been there for me, who’d been my friend no matter what, when everyone else didn’t give one trash about me. I was the white trash they wish they could throw away. 

	But, idiot. 

	It was not my fault. I’m not the one who collected the foster parent checks every month and spent them on booze. It’s not my house that was slowly falling apart, the wood rotting through and breaking off. I’m not the town drunk, the one everyone whispered about. I just happened to be adopted by him. None of it was my fault. And yet, everyone here had always treated me like I was a parasite that needed to be squashed. 

	Idiot all of them. 

	Except for Cooper and his mom, Mary-Beth.  

	In fact, she was the only reason I was going through with walking for graduation. Some trash about wanting to see her boys walk together. And after everything she’d done for me, this seemed minimal in return. 

	The principle started calling names, letting the students walk across the stage and handing them a diploma in one hand, while shaking their hand with the other. Parents crowded the stage, trying to get a picture of their child shaking hands with our small town principle like he was a Kardashian. 

	Slowly but surely, the line started to dwindle down, the students who had already graduated mixed in with the parents in the crowd.

	“Kieran Kingston!” the principles nasally voice bellowed through the speakers. Everyone was as quiet as a mouse, pretending I didn’t exist, except for Mary-Beth who was standing in the very front ready to take my picture.  

	Taking a deep breath, I walked across the stage. One foot in front of the other. 

	“That’s my boy!” Mitch slurred from the back of the crowd. Holding a beer can in one hand, the other hand trying to stabilize his body from falling. He was so drunk he was barely able to stay standing. 

	Rubbish idiot. 

	My shoulders dropped, my head dipped down and my footsteps moved faster. I needed to get the heck out of here. 

	I couldn’t believe this trash. Well, actually I could. And that was what made it so much worse.    

	A throat cleared, making my head snap back up. Cooper was standing by his mom, with his hands crossed across his chest. The muscle of his check ticking.

	Getting the hint, I straightened back up. Shook hands with the principle, a smile plastered on my face. 

	Mary-Beth cooed while snapping a couple of shots of me on the stage. Pride etched across her face. She didn’t give a hoot that Mitch had crashed the party. If anything, that made her even more proud of me. 

	A genuine smile spread across my face, knowing that nothing Mitch did would make Mary-Beth think any less of me. 

	Thank goodness .

	At least someone in this god forsaken town didn’t give a flying idiot.

	I let out the breath I was holding in, the air whooshing right out of my lungs.  

	Straightening my spine, I walked off of the stage straight towards Cooper and Mary-Beth.  

	“Kieran sweetheart, I’m so proud of you,” Mary-Beth said breathlessly. Her voice was light and airy, while her eyes held the world on her shoulders. 

	“Thank you, ma’am,” I replied, while shaking hands with Coop. 

	Mary-Beth tisked, her annoyance clear. 

	“Now dear, you know not to call me that,” she said exasperated, both arms falling to her sides. 

	Cooper cleared his throat next to me stifling a cough. 

	“Thank you, momma,” I sighed, giving up on trying to be cordial. If that’s what she wanted me to call her, then that’s what I would call her.  

	She beamed at me, tears shimmering in her golden brown eyes. 

	“One more picture,” she begged, pushing Cooper and I together until we had our arms on each other’s shoulders. “Say cheese!” 

	We both said cheese without complaint, and smiled for her picture. 

	I looked at Cooper, my eyes pleading with him so that we could leave. Like now. I just wanted to get out of this town. 

	Start anew. 

	And all of that trash. 

	You know? 

	Get a fresh start. 

	He held up a finger, letting me know he only needed another second until he was ready. Thank goodness. 

	A crash sounded, drawing my attention. Looking over, I noticed Mitch was still here. 

	Mother idiot. 

	Taking a deep breath, I started walking over to him. I wanted to try to get him to go home, to leave here. It was over, and there was no need for him to be here in the first place. As I got closer, I realized he wasn’t alone anymore. Standing in the shadows of one of the buildings was a voice talking to him. 

	Curiosity got the best of me. Phoo. 

	I crept closer, hoping to get a chance to hear what they were talking about. In all of the years I had lived with Mitch, I had never seen anyone come over to the house to see him. No family. No friends. No girlfriends. Nothing. 

	“Which one’s yours, brother?” the voice from the shadows asked. “Isn’t he some kind of hotshot or something?” 

	Mitch belly laughed loud and hard until he was coughing, caused by his years of chain smoking. 

	“You missed him,” Mitch slurred. “He ain’t nothin’ special. Ya hear me?” 

	“Oh big brother, what little you know. He may be nothing to you, but he’s someone. Trust,” the man in the shadows grunted. 

	“You’re wrong,” Mitch snapped. “He’s good for nothin’. Never been good for anythin’. Made sure he was good for nothin’, just like dad did to us.” 

	Mitch lifted his beer to the sky, saluting who the heck cares. A small puddle of beer flew from his can, landing on the dirt ground. 

	Laugher rumbled from the shadows. Creepy and hollow. The sound caused the hairs on my arms to rise, every nerve ending in my body was standing at attention. The kind of laugh that made your skin crawl. Evil. 

	“Just like dad?” the man in the shadows asked, his voice hesitant. 

	“You betcha, brother,” Mitch agreed. 

	“Good job, brother!” the man in the shadows exclaimed. Not an ounce of sarcasm in his voice.  

	Using his free hand, Mitch made a fist and moved it closer to the shadows. A fist popped out of the shadows, and knocked together with Mitch’s fist. 

	Bile threatened to rise up my throat. 

	Sick idiots. 

	They just fist bumped to all of the torturous things Mitch put me through. 

	Sick. Idiots.

	Not wanting to hear the rest of their messed up conversation, I turned on my heels and walked as fast as I could to where Cooper and Mary-Beth still were. 

	“You ready?” I asked Cooper the second that I was within hearing distance. Glancing at his mom, he leaned down and kissed her forehead. 

	“Love you, momma,” Cooper hummed. 

	“Love you too, baby boy,” she sighed. “I love both of my boys.” 

	She squeezed my hand as she walked by me. Trying to pull me from my inner spot in hell, in which I had just been sucked into. I was stuck in my mind, reliving all of the awful things Mitch had done to me. It was like I was pulled into a vortex and I was unable to climb out. 

	I walked up to Cooper’s truck, pulled the passenger door open, and climbed into the seat. Without thought, I slammed the door closed. A loud, ringing thud sounded from the impact. 

	Rather than ask me what was going on, Cooper got in the car and started the engine. His truck purred to life, vibrating our seats. He’d been around me enough the last few years to know that sometimes I just needed the quiet. To know that sometimes, I was stuck. 

	“Let’s go,” he mumbled, turning the volume on the radio higher than normal. Probably to drown out my silent brooding.  

	“Good riddance,” I growled. 

	To the town that kept me prisoner. 

	To the town that taunted me. 

	To the town that used me as a punching bag. 

	To the worst town in the world. Literally.

	Good riddance. 
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	My feet were killing me. I clutched my little sister’s hand while we walked through the sea of people. Her name is Aqua. Every step we took, a blinding pain shot through my feet. Whose brilliant idea was it for me to wear heels tonight? Oh yes, that jerk of a boyfriend I have. Well, kind of boyfriend would be a better term. 

	Buzz – yes his name was actually Buzz – was my on and off again kind of boyfriend. 

	You know when you meet someone who seems perfect? Too perfect? And it’s hard to believe that it’s true? That’s how I felt when I first met him. Our parents were killed in a car accident about two years ago. Aqua and I were both devastated. The kicker of the whole situation was that our parents never had a life insurance policy. So at the ripe age of eighteen, I became Aqua’s sole care provider with nothing to my name. On top of not getting a settlement after our parents were killed, our house wasn’t paid off, which then went into foreclosure. They left no will. Nothing. The only thing that we had, was my beat up 1998 Honda Accord. 

	At the time, Aqua was only four. We went from having loving parents and a home, to having nothing. Using the money I had saved from my career as an ice skater, I made sure we had a roof over our heads. It may have only been a hotel, but at least it was something. 

	I had just assumed that Aqua would be my responsibility. That is, until a social worker appeared at our hotel one day to assess how she was doing. This social worker was Buzz himself, and he seemed so sweet and caring at the time. He explained that Aqua was going to have to go into foster care because my parents left no will, and named no next of kin. After everything Aqua had already been through, how could they take her away from the only family she had left? 

	No. I wasn’t going to allow that to happen. 

	So I told Buzz exactly what I wanted; custody of my younger sister.

	Being the nice guy that I thought he was, he helped me do exactly that. I had to get a job, and get Aqua and I into an apartment. He helped me get a job at the shelter, and within a month, Aqua and I had our own place. What they don’t tell you is how much money you have to spend on a lawyer and all of the documents that you need to get custody. It drained my life savings, leaving me with nothing but custody of my sister, and the minimum wage job I had to get, to prove that I was stable enough for her to live with me. 

	Buzz took pity on us and came over regularly to hang out. Throughout the whole process, he was such a sweetheart, always making sure we were alright, stopping by with groceries and other necessities. It was like he was my own personal super hero. He had such a handsome face and kind eyes. So when he asked me out on a date, it took everything inside of me to not jump up and down screaming yes. We seemed to fit together like puzzle pieces, until the honeymoon stage of our relationship was over. Then everything went to perdition. 

	The first time we got into an argument, he punched me in the face, leaving a huge purple bruise on my cheek. I kept control of my emotions, even though pain radiated through my face. He apologized profusely, saying that it was an accident. 

	I stayed because I thought I was in love with him.

	I stayed because I was afraid. 

	I stayed because the thought of taking care of Aqua by myself was terrifying. 

	I stayed because I was stupid.

	So stupid.

	Then the beatings became regular and for no reason at all. He gets more creative each time and instead of seeing kindness in his eyes, I see flashes of evil in them. 

	I tried to get away once, taking Aqua with me. We drove for days, putting as much distance between us and him as we could. When I finally felt like we were safe, I found a hotel to catch up on my sleep. I woke up to Aqua’s cries, and saw Buzz standing over her, kicking her in the stomach. Instead of beating me, he was beating her. Fury raced through my veins. I wanted to stop him, but there was nothing I could do.

	To fix her. 

	To fix me. 

	He kicked her until she passed out from the pain. He told me that she was being punished for my sins. That it was my fault he had to hurt her. Right then and there, my heart shattered into a million pieces. I knew there was no getting away from him. 

	Everyone says that once you step foot on the dark side, you have more fun dancing with the devil and all that. They were wrong. The dark side swallows you whole. You’re drowning in darkness, praying to finally catch a glimpse of the light again. You’re living in your own personal spot in hell, being tormented by the fact that you know you’ll never get to the light, and that you’re stuck in the dark abyss forever. All hope is pulled from your mind, leaving you broken beyond repair. A soulless shell of the person you used to be. 

	I felt a tug at my hand, and I’m pulled from my thoughts of the past. My whole body shuddered, trying to shake the awful feeling I got when I thought about how I got to this place in my life. I looked down and smiled when I saw Aqua jumping up and down. She was pointing inside the building we were waiting in line for. Her blond hair moved around her head as she twisted her body around to see everything as fast as she could. Who would ever have thought that she would be so excited to see a hockey game? Not me. I was dreading this whole experience. 

	Aqua was wearing a small youth sized jersey that Buzz had bought for her. It was so big, it fell to her knees, but she looked so cute wearing it. It was a long sleeve black and red jersey with a white wolf on the front. It said “Arctic Wolves” along the breast and had the number eleven on the sides of the sleeves. On the back, it had the name Kingston plastered in big, white block letters. That must be the name of one of the players. The closer we get to making it inside, the more excited Aqua got. To my left, Buzz shook his head and rolled his eyes at her; like she was some kind of annoyance. I puffed my cheeks out and let a breath of air out through my mouth. I didn’t understand him. Why spend the money on the tickets and a jersey for her if he only got annoyed with her? Jerk. Let the poor little girl be happy about something in her life. Why did he even come if he was going to act like he hated being here? I knew the answer, though. He’d never let me out of his sight, so if I was here, he would be here too. 

	When we got to the front of the line, a shiver shook my body. A lady scanned our tickets and explained how to get to our seats. As soon as we walked through the doors, a wave of frosty air smacks me right in the face. My cheeks turned a bright red, reminding me of frostbite. I looked down at Aqua and see she had no problem with the change in temperature. Now I could see why all of these people were wearing jerseys. That must be how they kept warm. And here I was wearing a small tank top and jeans with strappy sandals. I was going to become a human popsicle. Goosebumps broke out across my arms and I was counting down the minutes until we could get the heck out of here. 

	The smell of greasy food flowed through the stadium, making my tummy rumble with want. We ate before we got here because the food here had to be expensive. I had to save every penny that I could just in case there was another opportunity to escape him. 

	We weaved our way through all of the people standing in line, making it up two flights of escalators. Finally, we were at the very top of the stadium. Buzz walked ahead of us, leading us to where we would be spending the next couple of hours watching a sport that made my chest ache. 

	To this day, anything that had to do with blades touching the ice brought me to my knees.

	Crippling me.

	Crushing me.

	Because it used to be something that completed me.  

	It reminded me of everything I gave up to take care of Aqua. Not that I regretted it, it just hurts to think about something you love so much and not be able to do anything about it. 

	We reached our section, and the employee there told us exactly how to get to where we needed to go. After climbing what seemed like a billion more stairs, we were finally at our seats. Sitting in the very last row of seats; the nosebleeds. 

	Why even come here to sit all the way up at the top? None of this has made any sense to me. 

	By the time we were actually sitting, the game had already started. Buzz was sitting on his phone, not paying attention to anything or anyone around him. Aqua was standing on her tip toes, jumping up and down trying to see what was happening out on the ice. She couldn’t even see what was going on because everyone sitting in front of her was so much taller than her. Feeling a tug at my hand, I looked down at her. I leaned down to see what she wanted, and when I got close enough, she grabbed my face in her cold little hands, making me shiver with the contact. 

	“Sissy, I can’t see,” she whined, with little tears shining in her eyes. Hearing her voice crack with such emotion pulled at my heart strings. Taking a deep breath, I tried to rein my emotions in. The last thing she needed to see was how upset seeing her sadness made me. I turned around, scanning the arena to see if there was anything I could do to help her see, but was met with a cold metal wall. An idea strikes like a light bulb being turned on. A smile formed on my lips, knowing how happy I could make her. 

	“Munchkin, wanna get on my shoulders?” I asked her, knowing this way she would be able to see everything, but wouldn’t be blocking anyone else’s view at the same time. Having her sit on my shoulders would be brutally painful after a while, but I would do anything for my little angel. 

	“Please, oh please!” she squealed, lifting her little arms up in the air. She was shaking them around uncontrollably with excitement. Without having to be asked twice, she jumped up and wrapped her arms around my neck, giving me a hug that melted my frozen heart within seconds. Bending down so that she could safely climb on, she scurried up my back and wrapped her legs around my head. I leaned up against the cool metal wall, to not only support her weight, but to also give me something to anchor to. 

	She wiggled around with excitement, fist pumping the air with her little hands exclaiming victory because now she could see without any problems. Warmth spreads through my chest knowing that I was able to do something to make her so happy. Now I am stuck having no choice but to watch the men skate around the ice. This was something I was hoping to avoid at all costs. 

	Aqua knew that I used to skate, but she was too young to really understand what that meant. She didn’t know that I used to live on the rink, sometimes twenty plus hours a day. 

	Practicing. 

	Perfecting. 

	Preforming.

	She didn’t know that I was one of the best female ice skaters in the country, or that I had been on the United States Olympic team, competing against nationally ranked skaters all over the world, or that I not only placed, but walked away with the gold. First place. In the winter Olympics of 2014 in Russia. A week before my parents died, causing my whole life to change.  

	What she did know, was that we never, ever, mentioned it to Buzz. It was something he couldn’t know about. If he ever did find out, he would use it against me, blackmail me to get what he wanted. Considering he already got way too much from me as it was, it was something I would take with me to my grave.  

	I watched mesmerized, as all of the players glided on the ice, leaving etchings of their skate blades embedded into the ice. Shavings of fluffy, white ice flew through the air around the arena like a whirlwind. 

	After watching them for a couple of minutes, I realized how different this sport was from the sport I used to compete in. They beat on each other, had to depend on their teammates, and had to hit this tiny little black puck around the ice with a curved looking stick. How in the world did they even see it? It was so small, and got passed around so fast that it looked like a black blur on the white icy floor. It actually blew my mind. It must be really difficult to do that with accuracy. And that was coming from someone who lived skating on the ice for years and years on end. How did they do it? Before I realized what happened, I became enamored in the game as much as Aqua. Watching the teams as they played with electricity buzzing through my veins.

	Shocking me. 

	Scorching me.

	Awakening me once again.  

	All of a sudden, a fight broke out. Two players from opposing teams had dropped their sticks, gloves, and helmets to the ice. Lightning fast. They skated around each other in a circular pattern, trying to find an opening to punch the other. Was that even legal? Seemed so, because the refs were just standing around watching it all take place without doing a blasted thing to try to stop it. 

	My breath froze in my lungs. My hand flew to my chest, grasping the thin fabric of my tank in between my fingers. Within a second, the player from our team grabbed jersey of the opposing player and started punching him repeatedly in the head.

	The air left my lungs in a whoosh, taking the tightness in my chest with it. Gasping for breath, I tried to fill my lungs back up with oxygen, needing life to pulse through my body again.

	My mind spun while I was trying to put together why I had such a weird reaction to nothing.      

	What the heck? 

	Aqua squealed with delight as the player from the opposing team dropped to the ice, clutching his head in his hands. He was surrendering. 

	“King, King, King!” Aqua shouted as she jumped and swiveled around on my shoulders while she was fist pumping the air again. That’s when it all clicked into place. The player that was just in the fight was Kingston, number eleven; the number on the jersey my little sister was wearing on her small little body.

	Idiot me sideways. 

	How in the ever loving trash did she actually know who he was? She was only six years old, for idiots sake. Six. She was going to give me grey hair before I turned thirty. I could already tell I was so screwed. 

	Slowly, Kingston skated across the ice to the penalty box where he would be spending the next five minutes of the game because of this fight. A smile lit up his face, and he was fist pumping the air the same way Aqua had been doing ever since we got here, not giving a care in the world for what just went down. 

	My mind physically hurt just thinking about everything that had happened since we arrived. 

	The stadium erupted with cheers, loud and bellowing, causing the sounds of the crowd to bounce from wall to wall of the stadium. Looking up, I craned my neck to get a good visual of what could possibly cause the crowd to make such a ruckus. 

	My heart stopped beating in my chest. 

	Fear clawed its way from my heart, spreading throughout my entire body. 

	The monitor had videos of the kiss cam going around. 

	Please, dear god don’t land on me. Don’t land on me. 

	I prayed to the gods above, to any of them who would listen to what I had to say. I’d do anything they wanted, just don’t make me kiss Buzz in front of all these people. All thoughts ceased to exist when the camera landed on me. My breath stopped in my chest for the second time tonight. My face heated up, red blotches blossomed on my cheeks adding to my embarrassment. 

	I wanted to scream, yell, and cry out all at the same time to let the world know how much life hated me. 

	Staring at my terrified reflection, I wished I were dead. 

	But then the most amazing thing happened. 

	Aqua twisted her body around, and gave me a big fat kiss right on the mouth. Her lips made a smacking sound as she showed her back to the camera. She flipped back around on my shoulders, giggling while fist pumping the air once again with an infectious smile plastered across her face. Not being able to help myself, I cracked a smile too. My beautiful girl had just saved me without even realizing it. I couldn’t help but wonder how I got so lucky to have her in my life. Before I know it, the camera picked another victim, leaving us to laugh together in peace. 

	I’d never been more thankful for anything in my whole life.

	Taking a chance, I peeked over my shoulder. Buzz was still on his phone, unaware of what just went down. I let out a breath I didn’t even realize I had been holding in. I swear, I had a guardian angel today or something. 

	Aqua and I continued to watch the game, both of us consecutively booing and cheering with all the other fans. I wish I knew what was happening, but hockey had never been my thing. Until now. I was going to have to learn the rules and watch it more. Because instead of it smashing my heart into a million pieces like I thought it would, it brought back the freeing feeling of what it used to be like to skate. It felt like the weight that had been pushing me down had finally lifted. I felt free.  

	Feeling a tap on my shoulder, I saw that Buzz was staring at me as though he would love to devour me. Ick. Tremors rolled through me just thinking about his eyes skimming my body. 

	“I have to go take care of something, if I’m not back by the end of the game, go straight home. Don’t mess with me, Figueroa. I’m not in the mood to hunt your rear down again,” Buzz demanded, while his eyes were undressing me. Ick. Double ick.   

	Instead of answering, I just nodded my head yes, not able to find my own voice. 

	“See you at home, honey,” he praised sweetly, kissing me on the forehead. Turning his back to me, he walked down the stairs and straight out of my sight. 

	He had to be bipolar. How else do you go from threatening someone to kissing them adoringly? You didn’t. But for the first time all night, I took a deep breath and laughed to myself. He was gone. It might only be for a little while, but at least it was something. I’d take anything I could get. 

	Aqua leaned down, sticking her finger in my ear, trying to get my attention. 

	“Can I get down now?” she questioned with her finger in her mouth. Her teeth making indentations in her skin.

	“Of course, baby,” I murmured.

	 Putting my hands around her waist, I lifted her off of my shoulders, setting her down onto the ground. She stretched her body, getting all of the kinks from the game out of her system. She climbed on top of the chair next to me and interlocked her fingers with mine. Smart little girl. Why didn’t I think of that from the start? Now, my back was killing me for no reason because she could have just been standing on that chair from the very beginning. 

	Looking at the clock, I realized that there was less than ten minutes left in the third period. Where did all the time go? Standing next to me, Aqua was screaming Kingston’s name over and over again.

	“GOAL!” the announcer screamed to the crowd.

	 While I was looking at the clock, Kingston scored a goal. Turning my head to the screen, I watched the replay, noticing he made that shot from almost the middle of the rink. The puck soared through the air, landing in the top left corner of the net. 

	Clean. Cut. Precise.

	Butterflies fluttered in my belly. 

	It was beautiful.

	Glancing down, I noticed a security guard walking towards us. A giant tattoo covered the security guards neck. Oh, idiot. What did Buzz do now? 

	I really didn’t want to deal with his trash right now. The guard walked straight up to me and lightly tapped my shoulder, trying to get my attention. Rather than ignore him like I wanted to, I put a tentative smile on my face and turned my head to look at him.

	Exasperated, I asked him, “Hey. How can I help you?”

	I tried not to seem annoyed, but I know that I failed because he raised his eyebrow at me in confusion. 

	“Miss, I was told by one of the players to come up here. He wanted to ask if your little girl would like to come down and meet some of the players after the game.” he said, authority lacing his tone. His voice was gritty but powerful in a way I had never come across before. 

	“Say what?” I questioned him, confused. Did I hear him right? He wanted to take Aqua to meet the players? 

	“One of the players saw her on the kiss cam, ma’am. He wanted her to be able to come down and meet the team after the game,” he replied with a small smile on his face. His voice seeming more amused now than before. 

	“WHAT?! Please, sissy! Oh, please! I’ll never ask for anything ever again!” Aqua screamed as she got onto her knees, pleading with me to let this happen. 

	That idiot. He said it loud enough for her to hear. Now I would never live down saying no. He smirked at me as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. Ugh, men.  

	How did this happen? Dear god, give me the strength. 

	“Fine, but she’s not going by herself,” I declared. I pushed her behind me, trying to take control of the situation. Mama bear was out in full force. 

	“I never thought she was,” he said confidently. Something about this whole thing felt a little off. Instead of being mad that I was going with, he seemed pleased. It was as if that was in his plan from the beginning. Rather than over think this, I decided to let it go and let Aqua enjoy herself. 

	How many people could say they’d met a professional hockey team? 

	“Alrighty then, lead the way,” I quipped, a laidback smile on my face. I guess I could be kind of bipolar, too. Sour one second, and sweet the next. What the heck ever. I didn’t give a hoot what other people thought about me. The only thing in this world that I cared about was Aqua. She shrieked, jumping up and down like she had just won the lottery. 

	We followed the security guard down the stairs and through an elevator with Aqua clutching my hand like her life depended on it. This was the happiest I’d seen her since our parents passed away. My little girl was glowing. The elevator dinged, letting us know we had reached our destination. I could feel the blood in my veins pump rapidly with anticipation. Following the security guard down to the glass, we stopped right by the main entrance to the rink. I put Aqua back up on my shoulders so that she could see everything that was going on in the last minute of the game. 

	The Alaskan Arctic Wolves won by one goal, and the whole arena broke out in cheers! 

	“With the winning goal, Kieran Kingston is this game’s MVP. Give him your love, Anchorage, Alaska!” the announcer exclaimed to the crowd. 

	All of a sudden, a massive body was standing right in front of me on the ice, his shadow swallowing me up whole. Kingston handed me his stick, then plucked Aqua right off of my shoulders, bringing her with him to the middle of the ice. He started skating around the rink with her in his arms, and while I wanted to be pissed that he literally just stole my sister out of my grasp, I couldn’t be. Aqua was out on the ice with him, and this was probably the best moment of her life thus far. He gave this to her. 

	She leaned in close to his body and whispered into his ear. His eyes lit up and he nodded his head in agreement. In less than a minute, he hoisted Aqua above his head with his hands wrapped around her waist. Her arms stretched out and her toes pointed. Cheers erupted throughout the crowd, reminding me of how it felt to perform. 

	Tears prickled my eyes, and before I could contain them, they streamed down my face, rushing like roaring rapids. Never in a million years did I see this coming. Aqua was doing a move in figure skating that I used in my couples skating competitions. How did she know? Sobs raked my chest, uncontrollably shaking my body. I was finding it hard to believe what I had just witnessed. All of the emotions that I’d been holding in since my parent’s deaths came seeping out. 

	Kingston brought Aqua back to me after her impromptu performance. Setting her down on the floor, she raced over to me and jumped into my arms. I wrapped my arms so tight around her, I was worried she might not be able to breathe.

	“Figgy, did you see that? Did you see me fly?!” she murmured, wiggling around in my arms. 

	“I saw munchkin, I saw,” I wept, tears still streaming down my cheeks. I’d never seen anything more beautiful in my whole life. 

	“Hey Squirt! You rocked it!” rasped a masculine voice that left my knees weak. That voice was raspy, deep, and gritty. Soulful. It seared down into my soul; screaming at me that it was the voice meant for me. Looking up, I noticed the most handsome man in my whole life. He had to be god’s gift to this earth. Brown, wavy hair that just reached his shoulders, flowing loosely around his face. The most mesmerizing amber colored eyes I had ever seen. A golden brown, like whiskey, with swirls of honey running through them that shined and shimmered with depth.  They seemed to see right through the façade I’d put up for years, and actually saw me, for me. A strong chiseled jaw, with light stubble running along it. High cheek bones and a nose that you could tell had been broken a time or two. Straight pearly white teeth gleam back at me, leading me straight to his plump, wind chapped lips. 

	Holy mother of all things manly. 

	Holy sex on a stick. 

	This guy was the most ruggedly handsome man I had ever seen. My mouth dried up just thinking about all of the delicious things I wanted to do to him. 

	And here I was, a cold, crying heap on the floor.

	Great. 

	Goodness, I must look utterly ridiculous. My jaw had fallen to the floor and my raccoon eyes bugged out of my head. Mascara was dripping down my cheeks and I had a red nose that Rudolph would have been proud to have.     

	“Hello there, gorgeous. I’m Kieran,” the hotness incarnate drawled, while winking simultaneously. He winked at me. 

	Snapping out of the trance I was in, I shook my head. I needed to focus on the flirtatious jerk in front of me. 

	I may want to lick him all over, but I wouldn’t fall all over him like most girls did. 

	I did have self-control. And self-worth.

	But before I could give the sexy mother idiot a piece of my mind, my head started to spin leaving me dizzy. 

	Pushing Aqua out of my arms, I made room for my body to fall without crushing her. All of the emotions flowing through me must have drained me, because my last thoughts before passing out and hitting the freezing concrete floor were… 

	Kieran. Kieran. Kieran. 
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	Hockey had always been my release. Flying down the ice, my vice. My underlying weakness. Nothing compared. Nothing. 

	Not drugs.

	Not alcohol. 

	Not pussy. 

	Not a blasted thing. 

	I was an adrenaline junkie through and through. 

	The feeling of adrenaline pumping through my veins was freeing. 

	All the stress I’d felt throughout my life has been released through skating. Simply put, my blades touch the ice and my spirit soars. 

	How can a man my age not give a idiot about the opposite sex? That’s the real question, isn’t it?

	What guy in his early twenties didn’t want pussy? 

	The answer was simple. The kind of guy who wanted a fulfilling relationship and not some gold digging tramp. 

	It wasn’t a secret that I made money. In fact, almost everyone seemed to know that information. 

	What they didn’t know was that I don’t keep it all to myself. What use would I have for so much money? Wiping my rear with it? Errrr. Wrong answer. 

	Instead, I put a lot of it to good use in a way I wish more people would do. I donated it to the foster care system. 

	To improve it. 

	To help innocent kids that need it. 

	To give back.

	To do everything I could, so that none of them would have to go through what I did.

	I fell through the cracks. I was crushed so far into the crack that I had to bloody my fingers by scraping the sides of the walls to pull myself out. 

	If there had been more manpower at the time, someone could have stopped by to do a routine check. They would have been able to see that it was an unfit environment for a child to live in. But that never happened. 

	So I do my absolute best to make sure that it never happens again. 

	Every child’s life was precious. Every child deserved a chance. To fight. To live. To love.

	Sometimes being tainted by my past was a blessing in disguise. Good and bad aren't always black and white, yet the grey area smudged between them, not always blurry. But every once in a while, those blurred lines were essential, helping things more than it hurt them as long as you knew what you were doing. And sometimes even if you didn't.

	Plus, there hadn’t been a single woman that I’d met so far that was worth my time. In fact, the more of them I met, the less and less I wanted anything to do with them. Instead, it acted like a repellent that caused me to keep to myself and focus on the important things in life, like helping those in need.  

	Hookups were all the rage in this day and age, STD’s were transferred faster than the speed of light. Most millennials thought it was their right to have fun when they wanted, where they wanted.

	A twenty-two-year-old virgin? Not so much.

	Not that I hadn’t had offers. 

	I had.

	And there had been a couple casual hookups. Make outs. Hand jobs. Blowjobs. Just not sex. I wasn’t one hundred percent innocent.  

	But again, did I want to deal with gold digging whores? No thank you. 

	There was more to life than wild monkey sex. 

	There was more to life than money. 

	Heck, there was even more to life than hockey. 

	But why waste my time on something that was going nowhere? See my point? 

	Love was the most important thing in life. 

	I knew this, because I had none of it growing up. It was the one thing I continued to strive for. To love and be loved in an all-consuming, I would die without you, kind of way. To be so consumed with love, that it pushed away all the hate.

	And since I didn’t have that yet… Well… 

	Plain and simple, I was a jerk. To pretty much everyone. 

	Because, why not?

	I didn’t give a flying idiot. 

	Being a jerk was fun. Like right this very second. 

	Using my broad chest and shoulders, I leaned over, pushing the body next to me out of my way, using my weight and size to my advantage. Without him there, I swiveled my hockey stick around and pulled the puck in front of me. Hits were all part of the game, although most of the time they happened against the glass, not in the middle of the rink. 

	I snickered to myself, letting the small win push my self-confidence up. 

	Pivoting my body, I changed directions to skate the opposite way, giving my team another shot on goal. As I skated through the opposing players, I spotted Nash Stickelton, “Sticks” for short, open ahead on the right. Straight ahead of me was one of the opposing teams defensive players. Rather than go toe to toe with him, I passed the puck to Sticks. Using a burst of energy, I glided on the ice right past the defensemen. Simultaneously, Sticks then skated behind the goal, so that he was now positioned on the left side. When I was about a foot away from the goal, Sticks slammed the puck straight to me. The puck connected with my stick, and ricocheted into the goalie’s glove. 

	Dang it!

	Turning around, I noticed one of the opposing players pushing around one of our rookies, Declan Saber. At only eighteen, Saber hadn’t been in the National Hockey League for very long. He seemed very intimidated by the blatant attempt to scare him, but while he seemed to be letting it go, I couldn’t. He was only getting picked on because he was new. Fresh meat. This was trash. It was called being a “bully”. 

	Normally I wouldn’t give a hoot, but sometimes you needed to let off a little steam, and tonight was one of those nights.

	Consequences be darned.    

	Skating right up to the bully, I pushed him hard with my fists. The refs blew their whistles, trying to get me to stop. I was going to get a penalty now anyways, may as well make it worth the 5 minutes. The bully turned around to face me, his eyes gleaming with menace. Mine were void of any emotion at all. Pulling my gloves off, I dropped them to the ice. Letting your gloves fall was the signal for a fight. Once both players dropped their gloves, the refs couldn’t interfere until the fight was over. League rules. 

	The bully’s lip curled up, showing his teeth, or lack thereof. This was common in hockey players, at least the ones who didn’t wear their mouth guards. 

	Pulling his gloves off, he dropped them to the ice as well. 

	The crowd cheered, chanting for me. 

	“King! King! King!” was bellowed over and over again, bouncing off the walls of the stadium.

	A smirk played on my lips. My fans were speaking volumes.

	We were both circling each other, our fists in front of our chests, trying to find an in. There was no point in wasting energy just throwing punches, you wanted them to count, you wanted to actually land some. 

	After about a minute of circling, our bodies gravitating closer and closer to each other, I finally found my in. I’d been watching his skates move with his body, and found his tell. He moved his right skate back before he turned his body. So, the next time I saw his right skate move that way, I took my opportunity. Stalking forward, I latched onto his jersey, pulling his body closer to mine. 

	Once I had him in my grasp, I slammed my fist into his face, shocking him. The distinctive crunching sound echoed through my ears, letting me know that his nose was now broken. Blood started gushing down his face, creating lines of red on his cheeks and chin, eventually dripping onto the ice.

	Using his shock to my advantage, I punched both of my fists into his stomach, causing the pathetic pussy to fall flat on the ice. He cowered in the fetal position with his arms wrapped around his head, protecting himself from the blades of my skates.

	Not that I would ever slash him or anyone; but he didn’t know that. 

	The refs took him lying on the ice as an end to the fight and dragged me away. 

	It was time to face the consequences of my actions. 

	It was time for my five-minute penalty.

	Well, our five-minute penalty. He got one too. 

	No matter what the outcome was of a fight, both parties received penalties. This meant you had to be extra sure you were willing to take one for the team. 

	The crowd continued to cheer even as I was skating to the penalty box. I fist pumped the air, my signature move, with the same hands that just beat that guy down. A smile took over my face as the announcer talked to the crowd. 

	Sitting down in the penalty box, I watched my team play four on four. Both teams down one player for five-minutes. 

	       The thing about hockey is that when a penalty is issued, the team the penalty was against is a man down on the ice for the intended time of the penalty. We call this a power play; because when you have one more man on the ice, you have a better chance to score. The only rule was that if your team scored while you were on a power play, the penalty is over which gives the other team their player back before you could score again. The good thing about a fight is that both teams lose a player which creates an equal playing field with one man down for each team. It also gives your team more room to move around, and if you had a good enough team, you could use that to your advantage.

	While I was waiting to get back on the ice, I tried hard to focus on the game, needing to concentrate on the task at hand. I was just too distracted. I looked around the stadium, trying to clear my head. My eyes fell on the TV screen for a split second, and my heart stopped beating in my chest. The kiss cam was a fan favorite, always getting the spotlight. Staring at the screen was the most beautiful woman I had every laid eyes on. 

	 Lifeless, icy blue eyes stared into the camera. The kind of blue you see when you’re on vacation in the Caribbean, staring into the clear blue waters. Pain radiated through them, even through the screen. It chipped away a piece of my tattered soul, leaving my heart broken, but still beating. Her heart shaped face and straight nose stood out, even though her cheeks were cherry red and puffy. Her plump, pouty lips were light pink. Her glossy, golden blonde hair hung down to her breasts, the wavy locks shining from the lights in the arena.  

	Something about her was different. 

	It called to me. 

	Most women would be jumping up and down with joy for the attention, for the limelight. Instead, she seemed to want to crawl under a rock and hide. Even through all the pain and sadness I saw etched on her face, she radiated beauty. Recognizing the look in her eyes cracked the final piece of my soul, shattering me into a thousand tiny pieces.

	Staring into the mirror, it was the look that was always reflected right back at me. 

	The air in my lungs fizzled away, leaving me breathless. 

	Not her.

	Please, not her. 

	A sudden movement caught my eye, sparking life back into my body.

	A young girl leaned down, kissing the broken girl smack dab on the lips. The pop she made echoed through stadium. She was still twisted around, kissing the broken girl on her cheek, so I couldn’t see her face, just her back. A small jersey clung to the young girl’s frame, my name and number proudly showing. My heartbeat sped up, bringing oxygen back into my lungs. Turning to face the camera, the young girl fist pumped the air, her small hands punching the air the same way I always did. Pride swelled in my chest, my heart soaring from the action. 

	Before the camera moved, my eyes burned into the girls. The young one looking like a carbon copy of the older one. Same hair. Same eyes. Not broken; happy. 

	The screen faded to black, erasing their images. 

	Sadness clawed at the throat, scratching its way up. 

	Rather than not give a hoot, my heart seemed to have melted into a giant puddle at my feet. 

	Idiot me sideways. 

	Shaking my head, I blocked out anything other than the game itself. Looking up at the clock, I realized I only had about ten seconds before my penalty was over. Blowing out a breath, I released my pent up energy and got my head back into the game. 

	Three… 

	Two… 

	One… 

	Zero! 

	Flying onto the ice, I stole the puck away from the other team. Energy pumped through my veins, pushing me to do my best. Instead of passing the puck, I whipped through the defensive line, taking a shot on goal. Using my stick, I whipped it under the puck to give it more air, launching it into the top left corner of the net. The puck shot through the opening and landed in the back of the net. The buzzer blared to life. Score!

	Fist pumping the air, I headed over to the bench. My team mates punching my knuckles as I passed them. This is how we congratulated each other.

	Sitting down, I took a huge gulp of water. Someone pounded on my back, causing water to sputter out of my mouth. Little droplets of water clinging to outside rim of the rink. Coughing, I tried to catch my breath. 

	“Nice job, King!” my coach yelled, continuously patting my back. 

	“Thanks, coach,” I replied, more interested in watching the rest of the game than in exchanging pleasantries. Well, really in thinking about the two girls I saw earlier than exchanging pleasantries. He just didn’t need to know that. 

	Catching sight of a security guard, I flagged him down. Once he reached me, I asked him a favor. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. 

	“Great goal, man. What’s up?” he asked me in a gravelly voice. 

	“I need you to do me a favor,” I replied. 

	“What cha’ need, bro?” he questioned, one of his eye brows lifted and arched on his forehead. He crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his head to the side.  

	“So, here’s what I need you to do,” I started, telling him exactly what I wanted. A wicked grin came over his face and he saluted me before turning on his heel and stalking off. 

	A wicked smile transformed my face, thinking about my plan. 

	Happiness is a state of being. 

	Happiness starts with you. 

	I was aiming for the moon, hoping to reach the stars. 

	 

	*****

	 

	Error. Error. Error. 

	So, my plan failed.

	Like completely and totally failed. 

	Time for plan B. 

	Commencing plan B in…

	Three…

	Two…

	One… 

	Zero! 

	 

	***** 

	 

	Goodness mother Goodness. 

	Pulling the skates off of my feet, I threw them at the wall in front of me. They crashed against the brick, the sound echoed all around me. 

	Why does nothing ever just go my way? Nothing. Ever. 

	Instead of having her fanning all over me, she passed out on the mother floor.

	Her body collapsed right before my eyes, her head smacking into the concrete.  

	Seriously. 

	What. The. Idiot? 

	That was not was supposed to happen.  

	The rest was a blur. My teammates and the team doctor surrounded her, picked her up, and moved her back into the examination room we have at the stadium. 

	Squirt freaked out. Royally. 

	I held her little body back as my teammates and doctors took over. Squirt did not give up. She was kicking, screaming, crying and pounding her small fists into my body. With her inaudible wailing, no one in a ten-mile radius was able to understand what she was trying to say. 

	Tomorrow I would have multiple circular shaped bruises all over my body, no doubt about it. 

	“Kieran,” a voice I recognized nagged. My head snapped up, my eyes locking with a pair of misty grey eyes. Eyes that had been there for me for years. 

	Cooper.

	For the first time during this whole ordeal, I took a breath. The oxygen burned my lungs, the familiar sting zapping my mind back into the real world. 

	Incredible. 

	“Yeah?” I rasped. My voice wobbled, shaking all on its own. The muscles of my throat were raw and scratchy.   

	“Umm, are you just gonna stand there? Or…” he joked. Seriously, what a sarcastic jerk. 

	Looking down, I realized that Squirt was still in my arms, clinging to my body. At least she had stopped hitting me.

	One thing at a time.  

	Rather than answer him, I started to walk back to the examination room, needing to focus on the task at hand. Making sure the fainter was alright.  

	Walking into the room, Cooper and I cleared everyone out except for the team physician who needed to actually help her. I watched as he walked around the table, examining her. 

	“Incredible,” I cursed to myself. 

	Seeing someone; an innocent, in pain or hurt, was not a strong suit of mine. In fact, it was one of my biggest weaknesses. It always brought me back to when I was in the same position. Helpless.  

	“That’s a bad word,” mumbled Squirt, her little head snapping to attention at my potty mouth.  

	Cooper and I both laughed, loud and booming, unable to help ourselves. Our voices ricocheting off of the walls in the small room. 

	A smirk played on her lips, her eyes bright and understanding. 

	“Nice one, Squirt,” I volleyed, my hand forming a fist to bump with hers. 

	“Actually, it’s Aqua,” she quipped. Her little head tilted to the side as she moved her hands, placing them on her hips. 

	I groaned. I knew that move. I may not know exactly what it meant, but I knew that it wasn’t good. That move reeked of attitude, reminding me that I was screwed because I wouldn’t win against it. 

	That move was a man’s kryptonite. Add in the pouty lips, tear streaked cheeks, and sniveling runny nose, and you were done. Gone. Finished. Be happy to never win anything ever again.

	“Huh?” I questioned, not understanding what she meant. 

	“My name… It’s Aqua,” she proclaimed, her voice edgy with attitude. 

	“Well, Aqua. I like Squirt better,” I ribbed while scrunching up my nose. I poked her in the tummy, hoping to lighten the mood if only a little.    

	Her small face contorted as if in a deep thought. After thirty seconds without an answer, her eyes popped out of her head and a smile plastered her pretty little face. It was as if a light bulb had just gone off in her head.  

	“Alright, fine,” she huffed, her thumb and index finger pulling slightly on her chin. “I mean, two can play at that game, Jumbo.” 

	And now I was right back to square one, not understanding what she meant. Is this how men felt all the time? I mean, this was only a miniature version. It couldn’t always be like this… Could it? 

	Finally, I conceded, because honestly curiosity had won the battle and I wanted to know what the heck she was talking about.

	“What the ff-fuuuudge, are you talking about?” I asked her, barely stopping myself from cussing once again.  

	“Well King, I like Jumbo better,” she boasted, a smirk playing on her lips.

	Throwing my hands up in the air, I blew out a huge breath which hissed between my lips. 

	“I see,” I muttered, trying to come up with something, anything that would help me out. Nope. Nada. Nothing. 

	“Yup,” Squirt giggled, letting the “P” in yup, pop. 

	Trash. 

	I couldn’t even right now. 

	Crossing one arm over my chest, I puffed my chest out, pretending to pout. Okay, well not really pretending, I was actually pouting. But, I mean come on, this was trash. How could a girl so much younger than me get the best of me? 

	Exasperated, I gave up trying to think of an answer. Clearly, it wouldn’t matter anyways. 

	A cough startled me out of my impending thoughts. Looking up, I noticed the team doctor staring at me, utterly confused. 

	Well buddy, you’re not the only one here that’s confused. 

	“Uhummm,” he coughed out, clearly trying to bring my attention to something. 

	It was then that Squirt full out laughed, her body shook, causing mine to shake as well. 

	Oh, mother idiot. 

	She was still in my arms. 

	“What happened to her?” I asked him, nodding my chin in the direction of the woman who fainted. 

	“Her. Name. Is. Figgy,” Squirt bit out, choppy and a tad angry. I couldn’t even blame her. 

	Figgy. Figgy. Figgy.  

	I say it over and over in my head, liking the way it sounds. 

	“Emotional overload, she just short circuited. She should be better in the morning, just make sure she drinks water,” he explained, trying to dumb it down to a level someone without a doctorate would understand. “She has a mild concussion so make sure she’s breathing throughout the night.” 

	Aqua wiggled in my arms, attempting to get down to the ground. Setting her down softly, I watched as she stood next to Figgy and held her hand comfortingly.

	“What about tonight?” I asked him, nodding my head towards the two girls. 

	“She needs supervision, unless you’re taking her to the hospital?” 

	Vigorously, I shook my head no. I’m not leaving them at the hospital. I’m not completely heartless, just mostly heartless.

	“Alrighty then, call me if you have any questions,” he uttered as he walked out of the room, leaving the four of us alone. 

	My eyes met Cooper’s and an understanding passed between us. His eyes blazed with protectiveness. Taking care of these girls just became our number one priority. The how and why didn’t matter to either of us. It just was. 

	“Ready to go, Squirt?” I questioned. Her head snapped up, her eyes showing shock. 

	“Ready,” she squeaked, her voice a higher pitched than earlier. 

	Cooper walked over to the table, leaned down and almost picked Figgy up. 

	I coughed, loud and obnoxious, getting his attention. Irritation shown on his face, not that I gave a blasted. I arched my eyebrow, almost daring him to see what would happen if he continued with his plan. 

	Growling, he backed away from Figgy and walked over to Squirt. He stood towering next to her. I watched from across the room, a giant rear smile plastered on my face.

	“Let’s go, Peanut,” he grunted. 

	Reaching out his hands, he tried to grab Squirt in his arms. She dodged him easily, sticking her tongue out at him. Ribbing him. Teasing him.

	“Only if I get a piggy back ride, Jelly,” she giggled, running around the room like a ninja. Gasping for breath, Cooper finally agreed to her piggy back ride. She jumped up into the air, clapping her hands together in excitement. 

	Once that was settled, I strode over to the table Figgy was on, and pulled her body into my arms and cradled her to my chest. Looking down, I noticed her chest rising and falling with every breath she took. Her eyelids fluttered slightly and a little whistling sound came from her nose. A couple of freckles were peppered on her nose and cheek bones adding to the perfection that was her. 

	I inhaled a breath, trying to get my thumping heart under control. Sunshine and peaches assaulted me, consumed me.

	Her scent playing with my head. 

	Trash. 

	She smelled delectable. 

	Leaning closer to her, I took another breath. I pulled her scent into my lungs, branding them with the memory of her smell. Allowing myself this one moment of weakness. Allowing myself to imagine every possibility. Allowing myself to imagine my life; my life with her.   

	Giggling snagged my attention, reminding me to get on with it. Without further thought, I walked out of the examination room, through the locker room, and straight to my car. Cooper and Squirt were walking ahead of me the whole time, her small body clinging to his back and neck. She laughed, teased, and annoyed him with her charm. She was slowly chipping away at his heart. The more she talked, the more relaxed his posture became, letting me know that she had wiggled her way deep into his soul. 

	Once we reached my car, Cooper helped me position the two girls in the back seat so that they were both comfortable and relaxed. Once my seat belt was fastened, I turned the key in the ignition. The engine purred to life, vibrating the seats with its power. 

	Putting the car in reverse, I turned around to look out the back window. My eyes landed on the most precious sight. Squirt had draped herself over Figgy’s body, her arms wrapped around her tummy, her head laying down in her lap, already sleeping soundly. 

	What a crazy rear day. 

	Pulling out of the stadium parking structure, I headed home. I was praying to anyone who would listen, to make my life boring again. Not really meaning it. Because really, who would want to go back to yesterday?

	Home sweet home, here we come. 
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	Thump. Thump. Thump. 

	My pulse was pounding in my skull to the tune of my heartbeat. I wince with every pump of blood circulating through my body. My head feels as if it had been constantly hit with a jackhammer. My migraine was only getting worse by the second with sharp jabs stabbing into my brain. This is the kind of pain that could bring you to your knees, which said something considering how Buzz liked to “handle” me.

	I slowly peeled my eyes open little by little, letting more and more light swim into my vision. Before I even opened them all the way, a wave of dizziness overtakes me, making me even more disoriented than I was in the first place.

	The dizziness finally subsided and I was able to fully open my eyes without any more consequences. Blinking rapidly, my eyes adjusted to the light in the room until I can see normally once again. 

	Sitting up, my breath stopped in my chest, my lungs seized up from the lack of oxygen.

	Nothing in this room was familiar. 

	Where am I? 

	Panic clawed its way through my soul scaring me trashless. 

	Oh my god, Aqua! 

	My eyes scanned the room frantically, desperate to find any kind of clue. The last thing I remembered was Aqua in my arms while I was crying my eyes out from what I had witnessed.

	I whimpered, letting a little bit of my fear show. I couldn’t stop myself.

	Movement to my right startled me. My hands flew to my chest, relief rushing through my veins. 

	Curled up in a small ball, her left arm stretched out, was Aqua. She was sound asleep beside me. Safe. Peaceful.

	Taking a deep breath, I let the oxygen once again flow through my body. My heart beat slowed down to a normal rate and I relaxed once I knew she was safe and sound with me.

	Now the only worry I had was where we were. 

	Deciding to figure out what was going on, I slowly pulled myself out of the bed we were sleeping in. I was moving at a snail’s pace so that I didn’t wake up my sleeping sister. Once standing, I stretched my back which made my leg muscles twitch. My whole body ached. 

	What. The. Hell. Happened? 

	Wanting information, I tiptoed around the room. I needed to find any kind of clue as to what happened or why we were here. 

	I see a huge dresser with two glasses of water resting on coasters, condensation still dripping from the sides. Thank you, thank you, thank you.  

	Grabbing one of the glasses, I pressed it to my dry, cracked lips, and took a sip. The water ran down my throat, coating it with moisture. Rather than guzzle it, I took small sips and let it sink into my stomach and rehydrate me. Once finished, I licked my lips, gathering every drop of water into my mouth. Placing the glass back onto the coaster, I noticed something in my peripheral vision next to the other glass of water that was still full. Grabbing it, I realized it was a note. 

	 

	Girls, 

	If you wake up before me, I put glasses of water on the dresser for you guys. Both of you have got to be thirsty. Drink up. Towels are in the cabinet in the bathroom if you wanna shower. And food’s in the kitchen. Help yourselves. I should be up soon, if you need me I’m in the living room. Make yourselves at home. My house is your house. 

	Yours, 

	Kieran 

	 

	Kieran? As in the giant hockey player, Kieran? Oh my goodness. No way.

	What happened to me? 

	What on earth were we doing here? 

	Oh shoot, Buzz. He was going to kill me. Like actually murder me and bury my body, kill me. 

	No, no, no, no, no!

	Breathe, Figgy. In and out. There’s no need to panic... Yet.  

	Relax, clear your mind, and think about this rationally. 

	This isn’t your fault. It’s not like you didn’t go home on purpose. Maybe Buzz would understand this time. 

	Yeah, he’d understand. Once Aqua woke up, we’d go home and explain. He wouldn’t be mad at something that I had no control over.

	Yeah right.  

	Looking over at Aqua, I sighed. She was sleeping peacefully for the first time in years, a small snore bellowing from her mouth. Emotion clogged my throat at the sight, but I pushed it away. 

	Tiptoeing quietly out of the room, I finally glanced down at myself and was horrified. My nose scrunched up in disgust at how awful I looked. Rumpled and wrinkled clothing was clinging to my body. Sweat and grime stuck to my skin like the chocolate coating of an M&M candy.

	Gross. 

	Showering had just become my top priority.

	Turning left, I walked down the hall. Once at the end of the hallway, I entered the living room. Deciding to look around, I quietly walked around the living space, snooping to the best of my ability.

	My eyes flew around the room taking in every single detail. On the left hand side, the entrance to the kitchen was in my line of sight. All of its appliances, sleek and clean, beckoning me to cook, begging me to caress them with my love. I shake my head and snap out of my fantasy, glancing to the right. On the right side of the living room, was a huge La-Z-Boy reclining couch where Kieran was currently sleeping. Snores fell out of his mouth like snow fell from the sky in a blizzard. The only other thing in the living room was a giant flat screen television that almost took up the whole dang wall opposite the couch.

	While there wasn’t much in this house to make it a home, the few things that were here were very nice. 

	Even the front door was huge, solid oak with a glistening deadbolt and chain locking us in. Or intruders out. But given his size, I could see why he would need everything he owned to be big. No pun intended.

	For someone who made as much money as he did, I expected something a heck of a lot flashier. Over the top. Ridiculous. With a ton of unneeded items. 

	Instead, it was practically bare. 

	Lifeless. Boring.      

	Turning around, I headed out of the living room and crept down the hallway quietly trying to find the bathroom that was suggested in the note. Passing by the room I slept in, I kept walking, knowing that the bathroom had to be down this way. There wasn’t anywhere else in this house for it to go. A couple of feet after the room I was already acquainted with, there was another doorway on the opposite side of the hallway. 

	Opening the door slowly, I found that it wasn’t the bathroom I was expecting. Instead, it was a random, blank looking room. The walls were a cream color, and the left side had boxes stacked floor to ceiling. The back wall housed a huge window that overlooked the pool and spa outside. On the right side, there was a small table and a pair of old beaten up hockey skates. They looked like they’d been through hell and back, yet here they sat, the only item in the room that was on display. It was like a trophy of some sort.

	Getting closer, I could see how old and used they really were. They were worn out, falling apart, trash worthy skates that were small enough to fit my feet. No way would they be able to be used by Kieran now, which made me question them even more than before. 

	What was so special about this pair of skates? 

	Realizing the investigating I’d been doing was leaving me with more questions than answers, I walked out of the room and shut the door behind me. 

	With only one more door in the whole house, I went back to my search for the bathroom, making my way further down the never ending abyss that was Kieran’s hallway. The last door was on the same side of the hallway Kieran’s room was on. Opening the door, I walked into the plush bathroom. My jaw fell to the floor, mesmerized by the sight before me.

	Not that I should be surprised. 

	This was the kind of bathroom you expected to find in a multi-million-dollar a year, hockey players house. Marble counter tops with a sink so big, I could sit inside of it. A huge mirror covering the wall behind the counter, with gold plated sconces hanging from the ceiling, causing light to shine and sparkle from every surface.  A walk in shower, with shower heads running down the walls, as well as lining the ceiling to make sure that water would hit every part of your body without trouble. Next to the shower, a floor to ceiling cabinet imbedded in the wall, with a glass door housed clothing and towels. He also had a Jacuzzi tub so big, you could fit five people inside. 

	This was any women’s dream bathroom.

	And I was standing in it. 

	Realizing that I don’t belong. 

	Taking long strides, I reached the shower in no time.

	I stood there looking at the knob, confused as to how to turn this monster on. After a few minutes of pressing buttons and achieving nothing, I gave up and moved a few steps over to the cabinet. Opening the glass door, I grabbed a towel and slung it over my shoulder. Gathering a pair of sweat pants and a huge t-shirt, I closed the cabinet drawer and placed my newly found clothes and towel on the ground next to the shower door. 

	Deciding to give it another go, I reached in the shower door and pulled the knob instead of pushing the buttons. Water streamed from the shower heads, drenching the clothes I was currently wearing. I was soaked from head to toe. 

	Finally having it running the way I needed it, I pulled the wet clothes off, dropping them onto the tile floor with a splat. The humid air caressed my naked body, beckoning me into the flowing water. 

	Hot water fell out of the shower heads, already steaming up the mirror. 

	An inch at a time, I walked into the scolding hot shower, letting the hot water hit me, washing the dirt and grime off of my skin. I let the water burn me with its heat and feel it soak into my damaged muscles. 

	I relish in its ability to heal my body and soul. 

	Deciding it was time to clean up, I looked around searching for something to wash myself with. On the floor, I found a bar of dove soap next to regular shampoo and conditioner. 

	Weird. 

	Being a man, I assumed he would use something more manly. Something that smelled like pine trees or some trash. Instead, it was just normal people soap. I scrubbed my hair first, knowing my body was going to be the task that took the longest. After rinsing the shampoo out of my hair, I took a heap of conditioner in my hand and rubbed it all over my scalp, massaging it through my hair. I let it sit while I took the bar of dove soap in my hands and created bubbles. Running my hands down my body, I lathered it up and scrubbed my skin so much it was pink and tingling. 

	Turning the knob to the right, the water temperature sky rocketed. Scalding water fell onto my skin, rinsing off the soap. 

	When I finally felt clean, I stepped out and grabbed the fluffy towel off the ground and wrapped it around me. After drying off every inch of my body, I quickly dressed in the sweats and t-shirt, and even though I rolled the sweats up four times, they were still trailing on the floor. I decided to let my knotted hair fall over my shoulders and down my back. 

	Next stop was the sink. I opened a drawer and pulled out some toothpaste. I squirted some on my finger and stuck it in my mouth. My finger glided over my small white chewing machines. I turned on the faucet, and rinsed my mouth out.

	I opened the bathroom door a crack and steam got sucked out of the gap as if there were a vacuum cleaner pulling it out. Deciding to help the steam leave, I pushed the bathroom door open fast and hard. 

	A crashing sound caught my attention. Startled, I jumped back.

	Groaning came from the hallway, causing my heart rate to spike. 

	Without thinking, I rushed out of the bathroom, smashing the bathroom door into an already hurt Kieran. Another crash sounded, and I realized that I’d hit him with the bathroom door. Twice now. 

	He was just lying there on the floor, eyes closed. Unmoving. 

	I stood there unable to move, too shocked to do a blasted thing.

	Because… What. The. Actual. Idiot? 

	Aqua rushed into the hallway like a bat outta hell, crashing into the wall, bouncing off and redirecting herself to Kieran on the floor. A scream tore from her lips when she noticed him lying there. 

	“Jumbo! Jumbooooo! Jumboo! Wake up!” she wailed, trying to shake his body with her little hands. She pressed her head to his chest and let out a sigh of content. 

	Twisting her head, she stared up at me, her bright blue eyes shining with unshed tears. 

	“Figgy, help me!” 

	I continued to stand there in a state of shock, not knowing what to do.

	In slow motion, Aqua jumped into action pulling his phone out of his pocket and dialing a number. Placing the phone against her ear, she waited for someone to answer. After almost giving up hope, a man’s voice boomed out of the phone speaker. 

	“Yello’,” a deep voice murmured into the phone. 

	“Jelly?” Aqua questioned urgently.

	“Mhmm, yeah. That’s me,” he groggily answered, sleep coating his voice. 

	“Umm, I need your help. Jumbo’s kind of… Well, he’s kind of passed out on the floor in his hallway. His face is bleeding, and I don’t know what to do!” she screamed into the phone, panic swirling around her voice. 

	“Peanut?” Cooper rasped, his voice raw and unbelieving. 

	“Yes! Help me!” she urged, tears forming in her bright blue eyes. 

	“Be there in five, Peanut. Everything will be okay,” he murmured to her, his voice calming her down. A distinct clicking sound echoed from the phone, letting me know he hung up. 

	Unable to form words, I just stood there silently watching Aqua lay on this man’s chest. Her hand clutching his shirt for dear life. Never in my life, had I seen my sister this attached to someone who wasn’t family. When our parents passed, she became the ice queen. Freezing herself off from everyone around her. Not making friends. Not having fun. Not even playing outside like a normal young girl. She essentially blocked herself off. So to have her showing so much emotion for someone she just met was mind boggling.

	 Hearing the lock clicking on the front door, I steadied myself for who I was about to meet. 

	Feeling a presence behind me, I turned my body around to see who had just entered the hallway. 

	Shock laced my features. 

	Tall. Dark. Handsome. Short black hair topped his head, dark stubble lined his cheeks and jawline, with eyes as dark as the night sky, without the light from the stars. With the body of an NFL linebacker, he was a dark angel cast from the pits of torture. The embodiment of Lucifer himself was standing before me. 

	“Cooper!” Aqua screamed, running straight into his arms. He picked her up off of the floor and whispered something into her ear. Her arms snaked around his neck, hanging on with all of her might. Running his hand down her back in a comforting gesture, he kissed the top of her head and set her down on the ground again. 

	This dark angel seemed to actually have a heart. 

	Without question, he stalked over to Kieran, whose body was laying on the ground facing the ceiling. Leaning down, he pressed his head into Kieran’s chest to listen for his breathing. His heap popped up, and his eyes locked onto mine. Questions lurked in their depths. 

	“Can you grab some ice packs from the freezer and meet me in his room?” he asked me, his tone firm but gentle. 

	Rather than speak, I nodded my head yes and scurried from the hallway. When I reached the kitchen, I opened the freezer and pulled out two giant ice packs. Holding them in my hands, I walked from the kitchen into Kieran’s room. Standing on the far side of the bed, was Cooper, Aqua attached to his leg. 

	Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my already frazzled nerves. 

	Once I reached the bed, I placed one ice pack on Kieran’s forehead, the other on his shoulder. Before I had a chance to do anything, Aqua detached herself from Cooper, climbed onto the bed, and draped her small body over Kieran’s. Small sobs tore from her chest making her body shake with despair. Cooper rubbed her back, trying to comfort her while his eyes were trained on me. 

	Pointing his head toward the door, he motioned for me to follow him.

	He walked out the door without a backward glance, me following on his heels. Once we hit the living room, he turned to face me. 

	“What happened?” he asked me, his voice steady. 

	Twisting my hands together, I moved to sit on the couch that was still warm from Kieran’s body heat. 

	I opened my mouth to speak, but the words were stuck inside. 

	Forcing myself to talk, I explained. 

	“I opened the bathroom door too hard. He must have been standing behind it,” I squeaked, my voice light and airy. 

	Cooper snorted, his eyes filling with humor. 

	“Seriously?” he asked while laughing. 

	“Yep,” I drawled, letting the “P” at the end of yep, pop. 

	“Goodness,” Cooper exclaimed, laughter taking over his whole body, hooting and hollering at no one in general. “That sucks.” 

	My eyes burned into him in hopes his body would burst into flames. This. Was. Not. Funny. 

	Trash. 

	“Enjoying yourself?” I questioned him, my dry voice lacking humor. 

	Instead of answering, he just continued to laugh.

	Getting up off the couch, I started walking towards the hall to check on Aqua. Before leaving the living room, I flipped Cooper my middle finger which only made him laugh harder. 

	Idiot. 

	Reaching Kieran’s room, I walked through the door. Aqua and Kieran are both sound asleep, Aqua cradled into Kieran’s chest. 

	Dang, that was a sight for sore eyes. 

	Panic ran through my veins. Bile rose up my throat. My skin became clammy. My whole body started to shake. 

	How could I have forgotten for so long?

	Buzz. 

	I still hadn’t been home. I was so messed. 

	Placing a chaste kiss on Aqua’s forehead, I pushed every ounce of my love into her. Grabbing a blanket from the bottom of the bed, I pulled it over their bodies. I am thoroughly enjoying the sight in front of me. Careful not to wake them up, I crept out of the room. I only look back once, needing to see her happy. 

	Rushing down the hallway, I stopped in the living room. 

	“I have to go take care of something. Could you take care of Aqua for a little bit? It’s important,” I pleaded with him, needing her to be safe this time. 

	“Of course,” he sighed, questions lingering in his gaze. 

	“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I promised him, sprinting out of the house as fast as my legs would carry me. I don’t look back. 

	The devil didn’t like to be left waiting. 
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	Waking up with a killer headache was the last thing I expected.

	Thump. Thump. Thump. 

	My brain was pounding inside my skull with each breath I took. 

	I stretched out my arms and legs, not expecting to bump into something next to me. Alarmed, my eyes snapped open to scan the vicinity I was in. I always slept alone. Always. So, my mind was running a million miles a minute trying to figure out who would be in my bed. Let alone in my house. 

	Oh.  

	Squirt. 

	All of the air rushed out of my lungs in a whoosh. My eyes transfixed on the most beautiful little girl in the world. Somehow, some way, we formed this bond. One so special, I would protect her with my life. And while I didn’t understand how it was possible, I knew it was the truth. 

	Lying in bed with Squirt sleeping next to me was calming. 

	Everything hit me like a ton of bricks; or should I say hit me like a door to the face.

	A chuckle bubbled out of my lips making my chest rumble. 

	Did that really happen? I could picture it happening, like a movie playing over and over again in my head, but at the same time it felt like a dream. Carefully, without waking Squirt up, I crawled out of bed and walked out of the room.

	She smashed my head with the bathroom door. 

	Somewhere in all that commotion, I fell in love with her. 

	Desperately. Crazy. Hopelessly. In love with the women who hit me with my bathroom door so hard, I passed out.  

	Because that was totally normal. Right? 

	Laughing, I walked out into the living room to see Cooper sitting on the couch. I sat down next to him, my weight sinking into one of the cushions. Cooper’s head snapped in my direction, his eyes full of laughter. 

	I started laughing, and he followed suit. Our laughter mixing together.

	Deep. Loud. Raw. Real.  

	“Goodness,” he quipped, shaking his head, still laughing. 

	“Tell me about it,” I chuckled.

	“When she told me what happened, I wasn’t sure what to believe,” he admitted, a small amount of shame prominent in his tone. “What were you doing, dude? Listening to her shower?”    

	“Of course not,” I grumbled, with a serious tone. “I wouldn’t do that.”

	He cocked his head to the side.

	“Whatever you say, man,” he conceded. He didn’t truly believe my side of the story, the laughter in his eyes told me that.

	“I’m going to marry that woman one day. Rubbish you not,” I declared. I needed him to know now that neither one of those girls was leaving. I needed them in my life now that I knew they existed. No matter what. 

	“You’re hilarious, Kieran!” he bellowed, laughter ringing throughout the living room at my statement. “Don’t trash a toilet.” 

	“Not lying, just giving you a heads up, man. I fell in love with her the second that door was slammed into my face,” I grimaced, rubbing my hands over my still tender head. I was never more serious in my life. “You’ll understand what I’m saying when it happens to you. The next women to use something to hit you in the head will be the love of your life. When they say that love hits you over the head, they weren’t kidding. I can promise you that, brother.”

	“There’s something wrong with your head, brother,” he murmured through a fit of laughter. “You’ve known her for a day. Like, one day. You’re crazy.” If anything, he was the crazy one. Cooper may seem tame, but if you knew his secrets, the one’s I knew, you would realize what a wackadoo he really was. 

	Without even realizing how, Cooper and I now had Squirt sitting in between us. Her head was in my lap, while her feet were in Cooper’s. 

	“Jelly, can you rub my feet?” Squirt asked Cooper, batting her little eye lashes at him. Without even complaining, Cooper took her feet in his hands and started rubbing them. After a minute of watching my best friend do what a six-year-old girl just told him to do, I started laughing. It was one of the funniest things I had ever seen. Cooper, wrapped around Squirts little finger. 

	“Where’s Figgy?” Squirt questioned innocently. 

	“She said she had something to do Peanut, you’re stuck with us tonight,” Cooper declared, pounding his fist onto his chest. She giggled at his show of dominance for a second, before shooting up out of my lap. 

	Her eyes swirling with fear, the way mine used to when I knew something bad was going to happen. 

	“Can we stop at my house? Just for a minute… I forgot my favorite stuffed animal,” she asked quietly, trying to seem all cute and trash. And while Cooper may have been eating this trash right up, I could tell she was lying. She wanted to go home for another reason, she was afraid of something or for someone. 

	“Sure Squirt, let’s go get it now,” I reassured her, while picking her up off of her sitting position on the couch and placing her feet on the ground. Her eyes sparkled with relief for a second, before she ran out the door as fast as she could, tripping over her own feet in the process. 

	“Let’s go, brother,” I mumbled, pulling my keys into my hand and putting my wallet into my pocket.

	Whatever had Squirt so worried that she wanted to go home right this second, had me on edge. It wasn’t until we were driving down the street, following her directions when it hit me square in the chest. 

	She wasn’t worried until she asked where Figgy was. This was about her fear for her sister. 

	My heart started beating rapidly in my chest and I stepped on the gas. I needed to get there as fast as possible because if something happened to Figgy, I would lose my dang mind. 

	Worry was lodged in my chest.  

	My heart wouldn’t stop beating her name, as if it was part of my normal routine.  

	Figgy. Figgy. Figgy. 

	 

	*****

	 

	[image: Image]

	   

	Walking through the door of the apartment that I owned should bring a good feeling in my heart, but the only thing I felt as I unlocked the dead bolt on the door was dread. Dreading this encounter with Buzz. Because I could tell you right now, it was going to be the worst thus far. 

	Not showing up at home after he specifically told me to, after warning me of what would happen if I ran, had me so terrified my body was shaking. I was so screwed. At least I didn’t have to worry about Aqua this time. She didn’t have to hear my cries of pain, knowing what was happening to me. This caused me more pain than whatever he actually put me through. This time, I could scream and cry, and not worry about her. It was refreshing to know that she was safe. Even if it was with virtual strangers. 

	I stopped dead in my tracks the second I entered my apartment. I couldn’t stop looking at the destruction Buzz caused in his search. My living room looked as though a hurricane swept through. As soon as we didn’t come home, he ransacked my home. Probably trying to find where I went, just like last time. 

	Everything’s alright Figgy, Aqua’s safe. 

	He could do whatever he wanted to me, but she was off limits. 

	Off limits. 

	Biding my time, I walked around the living room. Picking up what I could, fixing what I was able to, and throwing away what had been too destroyed. Cleaning was the only thing that would get me through waiting for him to get here, without breaking down. 

	After what felt like hours, I had cleaned the living room, bathroom, and Aqua’s room. I heard the door of the apartment open, then slam closed, and knew my fate was about to be delivered to me. I walked into the living room with my head held high, taking slow deliberate steps.

	“WHAT THE HECK?” I heard Buzz scream at the now tidy apartment. He must have known something was up, because when he left, this place was a wreck. 

	“You whore! Who did you screw?!” Buzz screamed as he took huge strides to where I was standing. One second I was standing in front of him, and the next I was on the floor. He slapped my face so hard, my head felt as though it circled my body twice. My face was throbbing, my hands and knees bruising from the fall to the floor. Buzz pulled me up by my neck, leaving my feet to dangle in the air. The air started to leave my lungs causing me to gasp for breath. Without warning, I went flying through the air. My body smashed up against something, causing the bones in my back to crack. I crumpled to the floor in a heap again, this time not being able to tell up from down. Using his feet, he kicked me as I lay on the ground. He kicked my stomach hard, causing the small amount of air I had left in my lungs to dissipate.

	Lying flat on the floor, I was trying to catch my breath when I felt a sudden prick of pressure on my neck. Buzz was pushing his foot into my throat, almost crushing it. Just a little harder and my windpipe would be crushed into small pieces of bone. 

	There are worse things in life than death. 

	A sense of peace washed over my heart, shocking me to my very core.

	I was ready to die.

	Right here. 

	Right now.

	My will to live had fled into the dark of night.

	Do it. Do it. Do it, mother idiot! Kill me already!

	Just end it! 

	“You’ve been a bad little jerk, Figueroa. You should know by now not to disobey me!” Buzz snarled loudly. He was yelling so loud that my neighbors had to have heard him. 

	He pushed my shirt over my head, and shock took over. I was worried he wanted sex. Bile rose up my throat, searing my vocal cords as it pushed upward. Instead, I was greeted with something worse than anything my imagination could have come up with. 

	In his hand, Buzz held a knife, shiny and metallic. He sat on my legs, using his weight to keep me in place while he tied my hands to the table legs with my own scarves. I wasn’t able to get away. 

	The table that we ate dinner together at every night. 

	A searing pain flew through my skin with each cut he made. He didn’t do it fast, either. He took his time, letting the blade sink deep into my skin. I could feel my blood pooling on my stomach. The coolness from the blade registered as he cut, like I was a rare steak he wanted to savor. 

	Tears were flowing and sobs shook my body.

	Eventually, he got up from his sitting position on my legs, which were now asleep. He walked away from me and I thought that my torture session was finally over. I curled my legs up into my stomach to protect my body from him as best I could. 

	He walked back into the room, and my heart jumped into my throat and lodged itself there. 

	I thought he was done with me. 

	I was wrong. 

	He kicked me using all of the strength his body had, which made me release my legs. He proceeded to sit on them again, using his weight as an anchor to keep me in place. He ripped off a piece of duct tape, and used it to cover my mouth. I must have been making too much noise for his liking. 

	He continued to cut into my skin, but this time it wasn’t on my stomach. Pain radiated under my right breast as cuts made their way into my skin from the knife Buzz held. Relief was short lived, because after he finished there, he moved beneath my left breast and continued. It was as if I were an outlet for his own pent up pain and aggression. After what felt like eons, he was finally done. I sobbed with relief that it was finally over. But that was the painless part of his whole game.

	Next, he used a rag to wipe away the excess blood that had pooled onto my torso from all of the cuts, and smiled. His smile was twisted with amusement. 

	Using his phone, he snapped a photo of me lying there. Bloody. Beaten. Cut the heck up. It was some sort of reminder, or maybe it was a memento of his torture. 

	Finally, when I thought it had to be completely over, my world was flipped on its axis. He grabbed a bottle of vinegar and poured it over my open wounds. The liquid seeped into the cuts and a searing pain took over all of my senses. I screamed as loud as I could. Even with the duct tape covering my mouth, I must have been loud enough for someone to hear. 

	What most people don’t realize, is that most cuts heal and barely leave a scar. But what Buzz just did, pouring vinegar over my wounds, not only hurt like a jerk, but it also seared the openings from the cuts so that when I finally am able to heal, I will scar. Those scars will always be visible. He just made sure that I would always have a visible reminder of what he did to me. 

	Smiling to himself, he looked over my body as though he had accomplished his greatest goal in life. 

	“Never disobey me again, you hussy, I’m sick of you not listening. Now, you and everyone else will always know what you really are,” he gloated, hatred gleaming in his eyes. 

	He started to unbutton my pants, and a piercing scream escaped from my covered lips. I thrashed around, using all of my energy to keep moving, hoping to stop his final act.

	Please, no! No, no, no, no, no, no! I chanted over and over again in my head. Don’t let him do this to me down there too! 

	Sobbing uncontrollably, I didn’t even notice the moment Buzz was no longer holding my body down. I curled my legs up to my chest once again, holding them to my body with every ounce of strength I had left. 

	“YOU PIECE OF TRASH!” a vaguely familiar voice roared. I turned my head and saw Kieran beating the trash out of Buzz. My heart soared knowing someone was able to save me. “You think beating on a woman is fun? Huh? Let’s see how you like it, jerk!”

	Kieran proceeded to beat Buzz into an early grave, while someone else was untying my hands. I turned my head and saw Cooper cutting the scarf that was holding me to the table, freeing my wrists. I curled up into the fetal position, to hide whatever damage Buzz caused my body, from prying eyes. After getting my wrists free, Cooper ripped the tape off of my mouth. I inhaled a huge gulp of air, needing as much oxygen in my lungs as they could hold. My lungs burned with the foreign feeling of air, reminding me of how close I came to never breathing again. Tears rushed down my face, faster and harder than ever before. Sobs raked my chest with so much force my entire body was moving with them. 

	In the distance, I heard someone crying. When I looked over, my heart was viciously ripped from my chest. Aqua was crying so hard, her body was bouncing up and down with each sob she took. Wails and screams came from her mouth, and I knew that the state she just saw me in was going to haunt her for the rest of her life, ruining the innocent soul that she once was.

	After beating Buzz into a pile of mush, Kieran rushed straight to my side. He pulled the shirt off of his back, and placed it over my head to cover the cuts I didn’t want seen. As if he knew what I needed, before I needed it. He pulled me into his arms, holding me with such care. Slowly, he lifted me up off of the ground and started to carry me out of the door. Turning my head, I saw Cooper carrying Aqua the exact same way Kieran was carrying me, only a few feet behind us. 

	I felt a kiss to my forehead, and glanced up into the whiskey colored eyes of the man that had saved me twice in less than two days. Something familiar echoed in his gaze, and I wondered if he knew what happened to me without me having to tell him.     

	“You’re safe now, baby. You’re safe,” he reassured me in a voice that radiated love, affection and a pain of its own.  

	“Thank you, Charming,” I murmured sleepily, drifting off into a deep slumber. Knowing that for the first time in years, I’m finally safe. 

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Rage took over my body without warning, boiling my blood to the hottest degree possible. Seeing Figgy skewed across the floor of her apartment, her arms tied down, with cuts on her stomach stirred something deep down inside of me. Something I thought I had buried a long time ago. I was wrong, I never buried it, it had always been close to the surface threatening to take me over at any given moment. But seeing this today, I let that rage finally break free. 

	I ripped that rear wipe off of Figgy as fast as my body would let me. Pulling him away from her should have brought me a sense of calm, but it only fueled the rage flowing through my veins. Blinding me.

	       “YOU PIECE OF TRASH!” I bellowed. My voice held such hatred, I didn’t recognize it as mine. I pounded my fists into his body as hard as I could and kicked him with all of the strength my legs had. “You think beating on a woman is fun? Huh? Let’s see how you like it, jerk!” 

	I thought about taking the knife he used to cut up the women who holds my heart in her hands, and stabbing him in the chest with it, but decided against it. Going to jail was not on my bucket list, no matter how much I wanted that sniveling mongrel dead. I beat him until the anger in my heart started to leak away, making me realize I had someone way more important I needed to be focusing on. With one more kick, I hit his head, hoping to make him pass the heck out. I turned and saw something that literally tore my heart in half. I realized now, that what happened to me wasn’t so bad. I could handle my own pain. My own demons. But knowing that she had to deal with this hurt so bad, I felt like I was dying. 

	She was laid out, with horrific words etched into her skin from the blade. “Whore” was cut into the skin of her stomach, so deep that her skin was peeling back. “Jerk” was marked underneath her right breast, and “Hussy” was carved underneath her left breast. So deep, that the scars would be on her beautiful body for the rest of her life. 

	Haunting her. 

	Reminding her. 

	Taunting her. 

	If the cuts from my hockey blades were still scarred on my back, I knew for a fact those would always be on her. The fact was confirmed by the bottle of vinegar sitting by her head. Vomit started rising through my throat, because now it made sense as to why she wasn’t bleeding from her cuts. That mother idiot poured vinegar on her open wounds, which caused them to seal. There was no doubt in my mind that was the reason he did it. He wanted her to look at those words, and think of him every single day.

	Leaving the jerk who hurt her beaten to a pulp and lying in a heap on the floor, I headed over to the beautiful, broken women laying on the floor in front of me. She didn’t need my anger. She needed my strength. 

	My compassion. 

	My support. 

	But most of all, she needed my trust. 

	While I was busy kicking rear, Cooper untied her wrists and took the duct tape off of her mouth. I pulled the shirt I was wearing over my head, needing her to be covered from prying eyes. I slipped it over her head effortlessly, and then I cradled her in my arms. Hopefully, she felt an ounce of safety being in them, because I would never hurt her. I placed a chaste kiss on her forehead to let her know that she was not alone. I walked out the front door, needing to get her to the hospital. She needed medical attention no matter what. Cooper was following close behind me with Squirt in his arms. While I wanted to focus on Squirt, I couldn’t right now. Figgy needs my attention, which meant Cooper had to take care of Squirt for me.  

	“You’re safe now, baby. You’re safe,” I rasped, my voice cracked with emotion. I needed to comfort her the only way I knew how; with words. Her body shook in my arms; from pain, from fear, from my voice. I wasn’t sure. Right now, I wished I could read her mind so that I would know how to make her feel better. All I wanted was for her to feel better. 

	“Thank you, Charming,” she croaked out in a voice so hollow, so broken, it physically hurt me to hear it. After a few seconds, Figgy was asleep. Out cold in my embrace, without a second thought. 

	I jogged down their flight of stairs, her small body bouncing with each step I took until my feet hit solid ground once again. Walking as fast I could without running, we reached the parking lot in record time. 

	Once we got to the car, Cooper placed Squirt in the front seat while I climbed into the back seat with Figgy still cradled in my arms. I handed Cooper my keys and he looked at me with pain shining through his eyes. He turned on the car and started driving as I closed my eyes. I leaned my head back into the headrest and took a deep breath in hopes that it would help me calm down. But, as soon as the air hit my lungs, it overwhelmed my senses. The acidic smell coated my nostrils, leaving me breathless. 

	Old memories started to float to the surface, but before they made their way to my mind I pushed them down knowing that now was not the time to deal with my own demons. Instead, it was time to slay Figgy’s. 

	 “Hospital?” Cooper asked me, his voice was harsh and breaking with only the one word and showing me how much this had really affected him.

	I pulled Figgy’s body tightly to my own, cradling her head on my chest. I ran my fingers across her forehead, swiping her hair off of her face. My other arm was hooked around her knees, holding her in place. Using my thumb, I rubbed small circles on her thigh. I couldn’t stop myself, I needed to feel her skin against my own. Relishing in the feeling of her body being so close to mine.      

	Words wouldn’t come out of my mouth, so instead of speaking, I nodded. Letting him know that was exactly where I wanted to go. 

	This was one of the reasons I never told Cooper my own story. While he would have been there for me, he would have felt it just as much as he was feeling this. The fact that he let Figgy leave, and this was what happened to her was eating him up inside. Cooper had such a huge heart, and while it was an amazing thing, it also made him feel responsible for everyone he knew.

	The thing about abuse is, when you’ve lived a perfect life, one where you were loved and cherished, you don’t think about the other side of the spectrum. You don’t think about the fact that there are kids out there that are being abused verbally, physically, and sexually, because you never went through it yourself. But when you have been through it, it’s all that you can think about. You think why me, what did I do to make this happen to me? You wish you were like the kids that have the perfect, loving families. You wish that you were normal, yet you can never get the abuse that happened out of your head, let alone fathom it happening to others. 

	Cooper was one of those. One of the one’s whose life was almost perfect. For him, knowing that abuse was something that was happening all around him, without his knowledge has brought him to his knees. He knew my life with Mitch wasn’t the greatest, but I never told him about the constant verbal slam downs and beatings I received. I knew it would affect his personality this way.

	Poor Cooper. The only thing worse than actually being abused yourself was knowing that it’s out there, and that there’s nothing you could do to stop it. 

	The car stopped, pulling me out of my thoughts.

	Cooper put the car in park and hopped out of the driver’s seat at lightning speed. He made his way around the car and opened the passenger seat door, grabbing Aqua in his arms, he started walking towards the emergency exit. Halfway there, he turned his head. His eyes connected with mine, and I knew that I should be getting up as well, rather than just sitting here. I opened the back door and carefully twisted my legs so that they were both firmly planted on the ground. With ease, I pulled myself and Figgy out of the car until I was standing. 

	I moved her in my arms just a little bit to get her in the most comfortable position possible and in five big strides, I was standing by Cooper once again. 

	Cooper and I walked into the emergency room without delay. Once inside, Cooper took a seat in one of the waiting room chairs with Squirt still crying in his arms. The thought of Squirt having to see Figgy this way made me mad. Her childhood would now be tainted with what happened today and this was something she would never be able to forget. 

	I briskly walked up to the check in station, wanting to get Figgy seen as soon as possible. 

	Before I could get there, my feet skidded to a stop. Standing no less than five feet away from me were a few of my team mates.  

	Nash Stickelton, Declan Saber, and Eight Inviernos. 

	Unable to form words, I just stood there with my mouth hanging agape.

	What the actual idiot? 

	“Kieran,” Eight yelled, trying to get my attention. His voice and demeanor frantic as both of his hands were waving me in their direction. 

	Drawing in a deep breath, I walked over to where they were all standing. 

	I opened my mouth to ask them all what they were doing here, but before I got the chance, a nurse rushed over and started ushering us all down the hall. 

	I coughed, trying to clear my throat so that I could actually use my words. 

	“What’s going on?” I asked them. I didn’t care who answered at this point. 

	“Well, about that…” Saber stumbled over his words, trying to explain. Anger pooled in his eyes, hatred gleaming from somewhere deep down. His eyes hadn’t left the broken girl in my arms since we approached.  

	“Saber’s wife’s a cop,” Sticks quipped. 

	“And?” I asked more annoyed this time, not understanding what that had to do with anything. 

	“We were all at his house playing poker, dude. All of a sudden there was this radio call to all the cops in the area and a message about you and Cooper being there. Something about someone needing medical attention,” Eight explained, staring at the ground as he spoke. He was unable to meet my eyes.  

	“So we all rushed here to make sure you guys were alright,” Sticks mumbled, slightly ashamed.  

	Well, that was kind of nice of them. 

	“And now, I’m really glad we did,” Saber growled, his eyes were trained on Figgy’s body in my arms. “They’re going to pay,” he vouched, pledging vengeance for the woman in my arms. 

	“A-frigging-greed,” I declared.

	“Is she yours?” Sticks asked. 

	“Idiot yeah,” I declared, knowing without a doubt in my mind that this woman was now and would forever be mine. I may be a jerk, but that didn’t mean I felt nothing. I had a beating heart in my chest just like everyone else. It was just only ever meant to beat for the woman in my arms. This, I already knew. 

	About a minute later, we ended up in a private room in the back of the hospital. Once inside the room, the guys closed the door and all lined up against the wall. 

	Faces ashen. 

	“Can one of you go get Cooper?” I asked. 

	Eight jumped off of the wall and ran out of the room. Looking up, Sticks caught my gaze and shrugged his shoulders as if Eight’s weird behavior was actually normal. 

	It didn’t matter to me, he could have three heads and I wouldn’t care. 

	Holding Figgy tightly in my arms made me feel better. 

	“So, you’re married, rookie?” I questioned him. “Never would have expected that.” 

	Saber slowly lifted his head and our eyes locked. My eyebrows hit my hairline. His eyes had become pools of melted copper, swirling around crazily. It was almost as if he were possessed. 

	“No one ever does,” he muttered. His head dropped back down so that he was staring at the ground once again. It was then that I noticed his hands were clenched into fists at his side, his anger was pulsating off of him in waves. 

	And I thought that I had issues. 

	As if he could read my mind, Sticks met my gaze again and nodded his head. He was agreeing with me. 

	Trash. 

	A knock sounded on the door, drawing me out of my thoughts and an older looking man stepped inside the room. Wrinkles stretched across his skin, and white peppered his hair. His white lab coat looked worn down, from so many uses. His eyes locked on mine, and then fell to the broken girl laying in my arms. Sorrow shined through his gaze. 

	He cleared his throat, coughing a little to strengthen his voice. 

	“I’m Dr. Harper, set her on the table, would you?” he told me, his voice horse. 

	Nodding my head, I slowly placed Figgy on the table. Unable to break all contact, I held her hand as she lay there. 

	The doctor washed his hands in the sink, and then pulled some gloves on with a snap. Slowly, he pulled my shirt off of her body, exposing the horrible words etched into her skin. 

	“Mother idiot,” erupted Saber, the sound of his fist hitting the wall was very clear.   

	“Goodness,” hissed Sticks. 

	“Idiot me,” Eight snarled before curing in Spanish. 

	“This can’t be happening,” Cooper growled loudly.   

	“Figgy,” Aqua whimpered, her voice wobbly with emotion. Unshed tears shone in her eyes. 

	My head snapped up, hearing her in the room. I hadn’t even noticed that they were here. She clung to Cooper as if he was a life jacket, her little legs wrapped around his middle, her arms wrapped around his neck. 

	Cooper growled again, his body taut with tension. He didn’t get the best look at her before, but now that he’s seen her, his eyes blazed with anger. If looks could kill, his would murder.

	Never again. 

	Never again would they feel helpless. 

	Never again would they be afraid of someone.

	Never a-frigging-gain would either of them feel alone. 

	Never again would these girls have to go through something like this.

	Never. 

	Dr. Harper kept quiet. One of his hands covered his mouth, and the other leaned against the wall to steady his balance. His eyes never left Figgy, but his gaze was hollow. As if he was submerged in a memory. 

	“Excuse me,” Saber grumbled as he pushed his way out to the hall. 

	Dr. Harper’s head snapped up, suddenly more alert. 

	“She can’t be in here,” he murmured, pointing to Aqua. 

	“She’s my sister,” Aqua griped, not in the mood to be bossed around. “Jelly, tell him,” she said as she patted Cooper on the shoulder. 

	Cooper grumbled something to the doctor, and proceeded to sit down in one of the chairs with Aqua happily placed in his lap. 

	Sticks was silently watching, eyes trained on everything going on.

	Cooper talked to Eight, and then handed him a set of keys. Within a second, Eight was no longer in the room with us. No idea what that was about. I shrugged my shoulders, not even wanting to know.  

	Without another word, Dr. Harper got to work on Figgy. He took swabs of her wounds, measured the bruises on her wrists and ankles, everything; the whole nine yards. With much ease, Dr. Harper moved around the room, quickly and efficiently testing her with every machine he had direct access to. Finally, he leaned down to her abdomen and sniffed. 

	His body snapped rod straight, his nose wrinkled up, his face contorted with horror.

	“No,” he whispered, fear and pain lacing his tone. His eyes took on that lost look once again. “This can’t be.”

	A crash sounded outside the room, loud and booming, shaking the walls. 

	“Kieran?” Figgy’s voice rasped, her hand squeezed mine. My head snapped to hers, her face flushed with color. 

	Leaning down, I kissed her on the forehead. “I’m here, baby,” I murmured against her skin. “I’m here.” 

	“Where am I?” Figgy asked. 

	Her little pink tongue darted out and licked her bottom lip.

	My goodness. Get a grip, dude. Now is not the time.

	Clearing my throat, I muttered, “The hospital, baby.” 

	Grabbing the shirt she was wearing, I pulled it lower on her body. Covering up the evidence from her night. Shielding her. 

	Her head quirked to the side as if contemplating the truth of my statement. 

	“What happened to you, dear?” Dr. Harper questioned as he leaned up again the wall. Figgy’s eyes flared with shock before understanding shown.

	She looked around the room, finally noticing all of the people crammed into the small area. Panic replaced her shock as she looked at the occupants of the room in front of her.

	“I… Um...,” she stumbled over her words, her eyes staring at the ceiling.  

	“Baby?” I asked lightly, not wanting to scare her more than she was. 

	“It’s a long story,” she mumbled. 

	Sticks grumbled. 

	Cooper growled. 

	Both of them wanted to know. They needed to know for their own sanity. 

	So I sat there with her and held her hand. I squeezed, showing her she had my full support. Her head moved up, her surprised eyes locking on mine. Whatever she saw there gave her the strength she needed.  

	She took a deep breath, letting the oxygen slowly fill and empty from her lungs.

	“Are you going to tell them later?” she questioned me, her head tilting to the side in the direction of my team mates. I nodded, there was no way I could keep it from them after the way they saw her.

	She nodded, and took another deep breath. 

	“Life isn’t always pretty, it can be ugly and messy. Remember that life’s greatest lessons are usually learned at the worst times and from your worst mistakes,” she breathed out. Her eyes were misty with unshed tears. 

	“I met Buzz at a time in my life where I needed a hero. When I needed someone, anyone to care. At first, everything was great. Normal even,” she confessed while fumbling with the hem of my shirt. “Later, things got ugly. Evil. He became controlling. What I ate, where I went, what I wore, how I talked… Everything. He calls them my lessons, when I disobey him and he needs to put me in my place,” she laughed, hollow and eerie. “This,” she pointed at her body, “was my latest lesson.” 

	“What?” I choked out, bile rising up my throat. 

	Un-frigging-believable. 

	Cooper gasped.

	Sticks’ face had drained of all color; his right hand was clenched around his cell phone while his left hand was stuffed in his pocket. He walked out of the room without a word to anyone, slamming the door in the process. I couldn’t blame him. 

	“You’re not going back there,” I growled, my free hand clenched into a fist at my side.

	Figgy opened her mouth to speak for herself, when the doctor beat her to it. 

	“No, no she’s not,” he demanded. He cleared his throat. “Actually, she can’t.”   

	“Fine, I won’t go back,” Figgy huffed, clearly exasperated. 

	“It’s not safe, Miss…” Dr. Harper whispered.

	Figgy cleared her throat. 

	“Figueroa Ryan,” she declared. 

	Dr. Harper’s eyes opened widely in shock. He mumbled something inaudible. 

	Figgy squeezed my hand. 

	“Well, Miss Ryan, although this looks bad, you will eventually heal, I promise. The injured area may be tender for a while, that’s your body’s way of telling you not to push it too hard, too fast. First, I’m going to numb the area around the cuts and then I’m going to stitch you right up,” he explained. “You will scar, nothing can be done about that and for that, I am sorry.” 

	Figgy squeezed her eyes together tightly and nodded her head in total understanding. 

	I watched as the doctor moved around the room, collecting the items he needed to stitch my girl back up. A needle, surgical thread, gauze, a bandage, and a squirt bottle full of a clear liquid sat on the metal table to Figgy’s right.

	A snapping sound echoed throughout the room as the doctor pulled a new pair of latex gloves over his hands. He moved over to Figgy’s left side and started cleaning her cuts with the solution in the squirt bottle. 

	Air hissed between Figgy’s teeth as the clear liquid made contact with her exposed flesh. 

	“Mother trash,” Figgy cursed. Her hand gripped mine tighter than before, almost to the point where she was cutting off my circulation. 

	The doctor’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t think that it would hurt you after–,” his voice trailed off, and his face paled as he realized what he had just been about to say. He gulped and his Adams apple bobbed around in his throat. “I’m just –I’m really– sorry.” 

	“It’s fine,” Figgy ground out, her teeth clenched together tightly.

	He filled a needle with a murky colored liquid and numbed her skin before proceeding.  

	 Methodically, the doctor got to work on stitching up her cuts. First under both of her breasts and then the larger cut on her stomach. Little black lines with little black dots in the center of each line were visible on her skin. The doctor applied some kind of gel on each stitched up wound before placing the gauze and bandage over them.

	Figgy opened her eyes a crack and her grip loosened up a little as the doctor turned away from us, pulled his gloves off and threw them in the trash can by the door. Before turning back to face us, I watched his shoulders rise and fall rapidly as if he was trying to catch his breath.  

	“I’ve got to go and grab some papers for you to take with you. It’ll explain everything you need to know about taking care of your cuts while they heal. What you can and can’t do, how to make sure they stay clean and uninfected, and even a way that might help you so that you don’t scar as much. I’m also going to grab some disinfectant gel that you’ll need to apply to your cuts twice a day. I’ll be back in just a second.”

	Dr. Harper rushed out of the room like a bat out of torture. 

	“We have nowhere to go,” Figgy whispered to herself, just now finishing our conversation from earlier.  

	I scoffed. 

	Her head snapped to the side and our gazes locked. Only, she wasn’t actually looking at me, she looked like she was gazing off into the distance. Hollow. Empty. A-frigging-lone. “Really, though. This whole time, I was sitting here thinking – contemplating – what to do. Where we would go,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “Only to come up with nothing. Not a blasted thing. We have nowhere to go.” 

	I scoffed again. This time, angrier. My lip curled up, because was she kidding? They had nowhere to go? Did she really think I was letting either of them out of my sight for even a second? As-frigging-if. 

	“What?” she asked irritated, her temper flaring. She cocked her head to the side with more attitude then before. Her blue eyes blazed to life as she glared at me with menace.   

	“Both of you are coming home with me, baby,” I gritted out, jutting my chin out in warning.  

	She rolled her fiery blue eyes at me. “Am not,” she quipped, her head snapping straight up and her shoulders locking up. Stubborn trash.  

	“Not a chance you aren’t,” I growled. No way were either of them going anywhere else.

	She opened her mouth to reply, but I cut her off by placing my index finger over her pink, puffy lips. 

	“Keep those beautiful lips sealed. This is how it’s gonna go. You’re coming home with me. End of discussion. No if’s, and’s, or but’s about it. I will not stand for anything else. Your fine rear may be stubborn, but I will not budge about this. Get me?” I drawled, my voice deeper, huskier and holding more authority than usual.

	She nodded, her eyes open wide with shock and a little bit of arousal. She blinked slowly, as if trying to determine what and had just happened. 

	I crossed my arms over my chest and smirked at her.  

	“I said, get me?” I asked once more, needing to hear the words straight from her lips.  

	“Got you,” she murmured breathily.  

	“Thank goodness,” I breathed out. Goodness.

	“Time to go,” Cooper whispered to us, speaking up for pretty much the first time since we got here. Looking over, I noticed Aqua’s head leaning in the crook of his neck. Her eyes were closed, she’d fallen asleep. 

	“Meet you at the car,” I told him, giving them a head start. He’ll need a few minutes to get her in the car anyways. 

	He grunted at me, but got up with Aqua still sleeping in his arms and walked out the door. Once the door closed, I looked at Figgy. My eyes slowly traveled down her body, lingering on the hem of my shirt that reached about mid-thigh. I licked my lips, grinning to myself. 

	My toe was hard as a rock, pressing up against the zipper on my jeans. All this, just from looking at her. 

	Leaning down, I wrapped my arms around her. She didn’t have pants or shoes on, so there was no way she was just walking out of here like that. I had to carry her. Without complaint, she let me lift her into my arms. Looking up, she smiled at me with her white teeth gleaming, and a little dimple on the right side of her face.

	I stared at her for minutes on end without a word. It was as if I was placed on pause with her safely wrapped up in my arms.   

	Even after all the terrible that happened today, my girl was still smiling. 

	Dang beautiful. 

	Tragedy doesn’t define you. 

	Tragedy will never define you. 

	What defines you is how you pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and rebuild from that tragedy. 

	As I carried Figgy out the door, Dr. Harper stood at the reception desk waiting for us. He handed Figgy a manila envelope. 

	“Read this when you get home, dear,” he explained and handed her a card. “Once you’re feeling better, please call me. We have something we need to talk about.”

	He scurried away from us without a reply. 

	“Thanks!” Figgy yelled to him, but I just kept on moving. The faster we got out of here, the faster we would be home. 

	Home with Figgy.  
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	Making the best of a bad situation was something I excelled at. Always had, always would.  

	Practice makes perfect and all that trash. 

	Boom! 

	A crash sounded, shaking the walls of the room I was in, jolting me from dreamland. A florescent bright light blinded my vision, leaving me temporarily unable to see. 

	Voices murmured and mumbled things I was unable to comprehend. 

	Warmth seeped into my right hand, which was surrounded by a warm shield. It calmed my rapidly beating heart, soothing my nerves with its heat. 

	I blinked rapidly, clearing my vision. What I saw shocked me to my very being. 

	I was in a bright room, shiny metal instruments lined a metal table, and machines hung from the very white walls. An older doctor stood on my left, leaning against the wall with wrinkled skin. His eyes looked haunted, as if he had just witnessed something pure evil. Standing on the wall opposite of me was a guy I had never seen before. His tall body was crumpled a little because he was slouched over with his head hanging down. His hands were stuffed in his black jeans pockets. A tight grey colored t-shirt looked painted on his upper body. His muscles were taut under the fabric and flexed every couple of seconds. He had blonde colored hair, longer in the front and shorter on the sides. The front part kind of angled at one side.

	I was unable to see his face, and yet I knew without a doubt that guy was dang gorgeous. An Adonis of the now for sure. 

	Moving on. 

	Continuing my attendance of the room, I moved my head to the right wall. My heart slammed into my rib cage while fear clawed up my throat.  

	Sitting in a chair on the right wall of the room was Aqua, my innocent little sister. 

	She was curled up in the lap of her dark angel, who seemed to watch out for her at all times. Cooper was her defensive wall, always blocking her from the bad. Just like now. His arms were curled around her small body, protecting her. Her head was nuzzled into his chest, her legs wrapped around his torso. Rather than looking haunted, Cooper looked right through me. As if I wasn’t sitting here at all. His eyes had glazed over, leaving him unaware of what was actually going on right in front of him. 

	  Sitting next to me on right, was Kieran. My prince. My charming. His honey colored eyes filled with worry, ribbons of white swirled in them creating a storm effect. His brown wavy hair was pulled into a man bun on his head, some random curly strands stuck out. His plump lips formed a pout. Stubble lined his cheeks, upper lip, and chin. This casted a five o’clock shadow on his beautiful face. His right hand was holding onto his chin and he let his nails rake back and forth over his skin. His left hand was clutching mine in a death grip, my small hand was swallowed up by his huge one. 

	I tightened my hand, squeezing his in the process. 

	“Kieran?” I rasped. My throat felt like razor blades had sliced through it. 

	Kieran’s head snapped up and his golden eyes locked onto mine. I felt heat creep up my neck, causing a blush to sweep my face.

	Moving quickly, he leaned down and placed a chaste kiss on my forehead. 

	“I’m here, baby,” he murmured. The heat from his breath floated across my skin. “I’m here.”

	I shuddered. 

	“Where am I?” My lips felt parched, so I licked them. My tongue left a path of saliva in its wake. 

	Kieran cleared his throat in a loud and long cough. His eyes were locked on mine as if he was unable to look away. 

	Eyes are the window to your soul, so the saying goes.

	One thing nobody wants to see reflected in the gaze of another person, is pity. No matter the circumstances. Pity was a toxin, one that would rot its way through your very soul, ripping you to shreds even deeper than the thing that actually happened to you. Pity was a miserable jerk who loved to drag anyone and everyone down with her. 

	But unless you’ve been on the other side of the equation, you wouldn’t know that. 

	People look at you with pity when something bad happens to you. They “feel bad” about whatever the problem was, when in all reality, it has nothing to do with them and they are just glad it wasn’t them in that situation. 

	Take your pity, and shove it up your tight little jerk.

	So when I locked eyes with Kieran and saw hope reflected in his gaze, my heart thumped harder in my chest, my blood quickened and rushed through my veins, and my spirit lifted.

	No pity. 

	His hope. 

	His strength. 

	His support. 

	For me. 

	My chest puffed out with pride, knowing that the man in front of me has faith in my abilities. That he could see my strength, even when all of the evidence suggested I was, in fact, very weak. 

	He gave my hand a squeeze before letting go, his fingers leaving behind a trail of heat across my skin in their wake.  

	“The hospital, baby,” he coaxed, his voice all breathy like.

	I tilted my head to the side, looking at him with my heart in my eyes. 

	Memories flooded back. Bile rose up my throat, burning on its way up. Forcing the muscles in my throat to constrict, I stopped myself from vomiting. Barely. 

	They saw.

	They saw what he did to me. 

	They saw the damage he inflicted on my body. 

	They saw the weak person I was, unable to fight back. 

	They saw me at my weakest. Broken and beaten.

	Completely lost. 

	I clenched my jaw, as a cool focus took over my thoughts. 

	There’s a difference between losing, and being defeated. 

	I may have lost the battle, but I will not lose the war. I will not be defeated. 

	I let my mind recant the events of what happened tonight. I steeled myself for the thoughts that would swirl through my mind, I clenched my fists, my nails digging into the skin of my hands, leaving indentations in their wake. 

	I was the one this happened to, but if I broke, I would give Buzz what he always wanted. 

	My compliance. 

	My fear. 

	My sanity.

	My life. 

	So instead, I stayed strong. I fought to get myself back. I’d even go to therapy to help with the mind mumbo jumbo this inflicted. I would do anything to become stronger, and use this to help me become an even better person. 

	To fight. 

	To be the real me.

	Replaying the night in my mind wasn’t bad. It was awful. It was dis-frigging-gusting.

	You can break my body, but you will never break my spirit.

	Hazy thoughts floated through my mind, the end of the night finally replaying as if on repeat. In shock, my jaw dropped. 

	I blamed the blood loss. 

	I blamed the shock my body had been in. 

	I blamed the stories my mom used to tell me before bedtime about fairytales. 

	Because what the heck? 

	This wasn’t Camelot. I wasn’t some helpless damsel in distress in need of a cent knight in shining armor. Especially one who happened to be royalty. 

	And yet, I called him my prince. My charming. My knight. He swooped in and saved me from more horrific events. 

	Blood loss. I blamed the blood loss.

	“What happened to you, dear?” the doctor asked me as he leaned up against the wall. 

	My eyes were opened wide with shock as I looked around the room once more, flitting across the occupants. They would hear my answer. Panic hit me in the gut like a freight train, because even though all of these people saw what he did to me, they didn’t know the details. If I answered the doctor, they would. 

	“I…Um…” I stumbled over my words, trying to figure out the best way to handle this. 

	“Baby?” Kieran murmured as his thumb lightly traced the fingers of my hand. 

	I sighed. 

	“It’s a long story,” I whispered, my voice barely audible.

	Adonis guy grumbled. 

	Cooper growled. 

	The doctor quirked an eye brow, but kept quiet. 

	I sighed again, realizing that I wasn’t going to be able to get out of this. Maybe it would be good to say it out loud. Give it less power over me or something. 

	Kieran squeezed my hand, his strength flowed into my body. His support had already started gluing pieces of my heart and soul back together. Little by little. 

	I took a deep breath, letting Kieran’s spicy scent coat my lungs. 

	“Are you going to tell them later?” I decided to ask. Better to be sure before I start this. He nodded, giving me the last bit of confidence I needed. 

	Nodding my head, I took another deep breath. Kieran’s scent infecting my nose and lungs, calming me in the midst of all the crazy. 

	My eyes filled with tears as I told my story to the men in the room. I tried my best not to give too much detail, they didn’t need to know the nitty gritty. But even without all of the details, they freaked out. Like, hard core. 

	As if something like this happening to me was unimaginable. 

	“What?” Kieran whispered, eyes glazed and lost in a world of his own. 

	Cooper gasped. 

	Adonis guy was pissed. He had his phone clenched in one hand, squeezing it so tight his knuckles had turned white. The other hand was still in his pocket as he walked out of the room and slammed the door.  

	“You’re not going back there,” Kieran growled loudly. His chest rumbled with rage, but I still opened my mouth, ready to tell him to go to perdition when the doctor agreed with him. 

	I cursed. Idiot.

	“Fine, I won’t go back,” I gritted out. I was pissed that I was being told what to do. I mean, it’s not like I’m a child who needs rules anymore. 

	I’m a grown rear woman. 

	I huffed, giving up winning this one. Two against one is no fair. 

	The doctor proceeded to explain to me the extent of my injuries. The cuts on my skin would eventually scar, becoming a constant reminder of not only this night, but of Buzz himself, which is exactly what he wanted. Control over my thoughts. Control over my emotions. Reality hit me square in the face. If I can’t go back to my apartment, I have nowhere to go. No, what’s worse is that Aqua has nowhere to go. 

	Idiot. 

	I closed my eyes tightly and sharply nodded my head. I understood exactly what the doctor was telling me, I just didn’t like what the words meant. A snapping sound made me jump slightly in my seat. I peeked out of one eye, and noticed all of the surgical tools sitting on the table to my right. I squeezed my eyes together even tighter this time as a shiver flew through my body. Taking a deep breath, I let all of my anxiety flow out of me. 

	Idiot. I hate needles so much. 

	A cold liquid washed over my skin. Air hissed between my clenched teeth because whatever liquid just hit my skin burned like a jerk. 

	“Mother trash,” I cursed loudly. 

	A voice washed over me, but I was in so much pain, I couldn’t actually hear the words it was saying, not that I cared right now anyways. I was focused on pushing the pain away. 

	“I’m just –I’m really– sorry.” 

	Of course you’re sorry. Idiot me sideways. 

	“It’s fine,” I ground out, my teeth clenched together in pain. 

	My body jumped again for the second time as a sharp stabbing pain pinched the skin below my breasts. Then just like that, the pain was gone. 

	 I inhaled a shaky breath, letting the numbness wash over me. The pain I’d been feeling for hours was finally gone. Keeping my eyes closed, I focused on my breathing. I heard metal clanking on metal as tools were being set down and picked up again. 

	After about ten minutes, I opened my eyes slightly, wondering how much longer I had to sit here before the doctor was done stitching me up. To my surprise Dr. Harper was taking his gloves off. I looked down at my body, and noticed bandages covering my once open flesh. He was done. 

	Thank goodness. 

	Dr. Harper coughed and then said, “I’ve got to go and grab some papers for you to take with you. They’ll explain everything you need to know about taking care of your cuts while they heal. What you can and can’t do, how to make sure they stay clean and uninfected, and even a way that might help you so that you don’t scar as much. I’m also going to grab some disinfectant gel that you’ll need to apply to your cuts twice a day. I’ll be back in a second.”

	I watched him shuffle out of the room before I let myself speak again. 

	“We have nowhere to go,” I said barely above a whisper. 

	Kieran scoffed, loud and obnoxious. 

	My head snapped up and my eyes locked on his glowing amber ones. 

	I blew out a breath through my chapped lips. 

	“Really, though. This whole time, I was sitting here thinking – contemplating – what to do, where we would go,” I muttered. “Only to come up with nothing. Not a blasted thing. We have nowhere to go.” 

	He scoffed at me again, anger flowing off of him in waves. His lip curled up in disgust. What the heck? Why was he acting like such a jerk right now? It’s not like he had nowhere to go. 

	“What?” I hissed, my anger seeping through my words. I cocked my head to the side, letting my temper control my actions.  

	“Both of you are coming home with me, baby,” Kieran explained, his teeth gritted together. 

	Yeah right. Nice one. 

	“Am not,” I quipped, my head snapping straight in shock while both of my arms were crossed over my chest in defiance. 

	“Not a chance you aren’t,” he growled. Again, his chest rumbled. 

	I opened my mouth to reply, when he silenced me with his finger covering my lips. 

	“Keep those beautiful lips sealed. This is how it’s gonna go. You’re coming home with me. End of discussion. No if’s, and’s, or but’s about it. I will not stand for anything else. Your fine rear may be stubborn, but I will not budge about this. Get me?” he drawled all sexy like. 

	Holy hotness batman.

	I nodded, unable to form words. 

	He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked at me. His whiskey colored eyes blazing with satisfaction.

	“I said, get me?” he questioned louder, his voice deep and husky. Sex to my ears. 

	“Got you,” I murmured, trying to sound firm but coming out all breathy and raspy. 

	“Thank goodness,” he sighed. 

	“Time to go,” Cooper grumbled. Aqua was cradled to his chest still, fast asleep in his arms. 

	“Meet you at the car,” Kieran replied. That’s all Cooper needed to hear before he was out the door, leaving us alone for the first time. Ever. 

	His head swiveled to the side, his whiskey colored eyes met mine. 

	His eyes traveled down my body hungrily, causing a trail of fire to blaze my skin, leaving a scorching trail of heat in its wake. His golden gaze was now swimming with desire and focused only on me. 

	My nipples tightened into nubs begging to be strummed. Licked. Sucked. Pinched. Anything.  

	My clit was throbbing in tune with my pulse, ready for release at any given moment. 

	His mouth quirked to the side, taunting me, while his smoldering eyes continued to rake their way over my body. Stopping at the swell of my breasts, the curve of my hips and the bubble of my butt. 

	A shudder shook my body from the intensity pouring off of him at an astounding rate. 

	My throat constricted, becoming tight, and I forced a gulp of saliva down. My mouth felt dry and scratchy. 

	Desire overtook my body without warning from nothing more than a look. 

	Groaning, I pressed my thighs together, trying to get my emotions under control. 

	Kieran leaned down, wrapped his arms around me and picked me up. I tilted my head, looking at his handsome face and a smile snuck through my bravado, leaving him speechless. 

	For a couple minutes, all he did was stare at me while he held me in his arms, as if transfixed on me. 

	Voices bled through the doorway, hitting my ears. 

	“What do you mean, he got away?” an angry male voice hissed. 

	“He wasn’t there when we arrived at the scene, Declan,” a female voice lightly said. 

	A male groan sounded. 

	“Idiot,” the guy who must be Declan hissed again. “This cannot be happening.” 

	“I’m sorry, honey. I know how much this means to you,” the female voice murmured. 

	“I… It’s just… I don’t understand… Idiot!” Declan bellowed. A booming sound exploded. “I thought this was all over, April.”

	“We’ll get him, honey. We’ll find him. For you. For your mom. For her. For all of them. We’ll find him,” she gently coaxed him, trying to dissolve his anger. 

	“We have to,” Declan whined, his voice wobbly with emotion. 

	Kieran carried me out the door, as if he hadn’t heard the conversation. And honestly, he probably didn’t. I mean, he seemed pretty out of it back there. But I can’t help but wonder what that conversation was about. Whatever it was seemed important to whoever this Declan guy was. Looking over my shoulder, my eyes landed on a young couple. Like barely eighteen looking couple. The woman had a short blonde pixie cut hair styled and was in a police uniform, her arms were wrapped around the big burly guy. His only distinct feature was his brown spiky hair. His head was tucked into the nape of her neck, his hands were clenched into fists behind her back. Unable to hear them anymore, I turned my head around.   

	Dr. Harper stood at the reception desk, waiting for us with a manila envelope in his hands. 

	“Read this when you get home, dear,” he explained. He handed me a card as well. “Once you’re feeling better, please call me. We have something we need to talk about.”

	He scurried away, as if terrified I would turn him down.

	“Thanks!” I yelled out to him, hoping he heard me. After twisting my head so that I was facing the way we were walking, I flipped my hair over my shoulder. Pain radiated my torso, causing me to wince.

	I may want him, but wanting something and needing something are different. Wanting him doesn’t mean he’s what’s best for me. If anything, the fact that I want him makes him bad for me. 

	The faster I heal, the faster I can go home and get away from him. He may portray the benevolent prince charming, but we all know in reality he’s just a royal pain in the rear.

	“Let’s get you home,” Kieran rumbled, while walking to his car. 

	“Alright Charming, let’s go home,” I murmured sarcastically. 

	Kieran laughed long and loud. His laughter shook his chest, my body bounced from the action. 

	“I’m the King, baby. Not some kind of jerk rear prince,” he smirked, looking down at me. 

	I rolled my eyes. How can one person be so sweet one second, and such a cocky jerk the next?

	And why was it something that excited and scared me all at the same time? 

	My mind was hoping and praying that I would be able to dodge his sweetness and attempts to weasel his way inside my heart. The last thing I needed right now was to fall for someone when I couldn’t even take care of myself.

	Kieran had become my weakness.

	I was just hoping that I had enough strength left to keep my feet firmly planted on the ground, because falling was not an option. 

	I was broken into pieces. Some of them lost forever.  

	My mind said that this was the smart thing to do. 

	While my heart screamed that all I needed was him. 
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	They say home is where the heart is and truer words have never been said. 

	My house never really felt like a home, though.  

	I slept there every night. I ate there at least once every day. I bathed there regularly. I relaxed there when there was nothing I had to do. I even decorated a little bit. Well, if you count the television that hung on the wall a decoration. 

	But until Figgy and Aqua walked through the door, my house just felt like a place.

	A lonely, empty space. 

	Now, it felt like home. 

	Warm and welcoming. 

	It takes hands to build a house, but only hearts to build a home. 

	Their hearts, to be exact. 

	The drive home was eerily quiet. Cooper sat in the back seat with Aqua cradled in his arms. I swear to heaven, if I hadn’t known him my whole life, I would think she was his daughter. Or something as equally important. They have this unbelievable connection; one I would have killed to have at her age. Well actually, at any age really.

	Figgy sat in the passenger seat, eyes fixed on the road ahead of us; the only sound she was making could be heard when she breathed. She sat Indian style, so that my huge shirt covered her battered and bruised body. Her fingers played with the hem, pulling a fly away thread.

	I did my best to focus on the road, but with both girls in my car - upset, hurt and damaged - it was hard to keep my eyes where they needed to be. 

	Pulling up in the driveway, I put my car in park. Cooper was out in a flash, carrying Aqua to the front door as fast as he could. Figgy stayed seated, her eyes unblinking. Looking over, I let my eyes rake over her body. She might be curled up in a ball right now, her hands wrapped around her legs, but she was a vision. Her golden hair was a tattered mess, all knotted up. And while she was looking at something, she wasn’t really focusing. She was somewhere else. Dark circles were cast under her eyes. 

	Dirt and blood smudges were painted on her skin, and bruises and scars covered her delicate body.   

	But her strength only made her more beautiful.  

	Looking up, Cooper was no longer standing outside of my house, but my front door was swinging open in the night air. 

	“Let’s go inside now baby, yah?” I asked, making sure my voice held little to no heat, needing to comfort her with everything I could. 

	She nodded her head, not answering me with words. 

	She opened the car door with a creak, stepped out in the cool night air, and slammed the door closed. Like a zombie, I watched her walk up the side walk and head straight in the house. 

	Taking a deep breath, I walked in the house a minute after her. As soon as I walked in the door, I slammed into something. My arms flew out, catching Figgy from falling flat on her face. My fingers touched her skin in the process, causing her to jump from the contact. Not that I blamed her. I released her arms, after making sure she was steady on her feet once again. A shiver overtook her body. 

	“Wanna shower, baby?” I cooed to her, knowing she needed to wash the feeling of his hands on her. But, she also needed to wash the dirt and blood off of her skin. I didn’t want to push her to do something she didn’t want to do, but I knew from experience it would help her.  

	Recognition flared in her eyes. 

	“Please,” she murmured, nodding her head frantically. 

	Headed towards the bathroom, I walked down the hallway with her right behind me. Once we reached the bathroom, I walked in and turned on the shower head, making sure the water was just hot enough to steam up the mirrors. 

	Turning around, I started walking out of the bathroom. A girl needs her privacy and all that trash. 

	“Stay,” she choked out, her voice catching in her throat. One hand clutched her throat while her other hand reached out, but didn’t actually touch me. 

	I shook my head, unable to say the word “no” out loud.

	I’m a red-blooded man for idiots sake.  

	“Please,” she whispered, leaving me no choice. She needed me, I would just have to control my dang self. 

	“I’ll be back, baby. I need to get you a clean shirt and a pair of my boxers for you to wear. I’ll also get you a fluffy towel to dry off with. It won’t take me long,” I murmured, letting my voice calm her nerves. She tilted her head to the side, probably wondering why I was turning down her naked body. But right now, after she had already been taken advantage of today, I couldn’t bring myself to look. And by that, I mean I couldn’t look at her without getting a boner, which in my mind meant I shouldn’t be looking at all. At least right now. 

	Dang conscience. 

	The last thing she needed to see after her day was my toe as hard as rock, knowing that the reason it was hard was because of her. Her face. Her body. Her scent. Her strength. Her everything. 

	“Let the water wash off all of the dirty, baby. Get me?” I asked her, quirking a brow. 

	She nodded, understanding dawned on her beautiful face. 

	“Got you, Charming,” she whispered, her voice a little bit fuller than before. 

	I smirked at her. Even now, she was messing with me. Little spitfire.  

	“King, baby,” I murmured, my eyes gleaming with amusement.  

	Before I could change my mind and strip down to nothing, jump in and shower with her, I scurried out of the bathroom, quietly closing the door behind me. 

	I took a deep breath, calming my jumping heart. 

	This woman was going to be the death of me. 

	Walking down the hallway to my room, a splash of light caught my attention from my extra room. Slowly, I crept up to the doorway. Peeking my head in, my heart slammed into my throat. What was once a bare room, was now something out of every little girl’s dream.

	Everything of mine that once took up this space was gone.  

	All of the walls were painted a light pink, except one that was painted black. On the black wall, there were chalk drawings everywhere. A chalk board wall. How cool. A full sized bed was pushed in the left hand corner of the room, a bright pink fluffy comforter placed on the top. Hanging from the ceiling was a light pink colored mesh canopy that went around a third of the bed. A white colored trunk was placed at the end of the bed. A white wooden dresser was pushed against the wall with the window. Both of them had floral designs etched into the wood. Pictures of Figgy and Aqua hung up on the walls. A crown nightlight was plugged into the far wall, and the last touch was hanging on the door. “Princess Aqua’s Room” was written on a crown sticker that was in the middle of the door. So that anyone who walked by would know who this room belonged to. 

	Squirt laid on the bed, her new pink comforter covering her small body. She was curled up protectively, grabbing the edge of the blanket in her fingertips. Her blonde hair was covering the extra pillow lying next to her. 

	My heart was filled just by looking at how beautiful she was. 

	I watched her, transfixed by the little sleeping angel. 

	I walked over, unable to stop my feet from moving. Once I reached her new bed, I leaned over and placed a kiss on her temple. 

	“G’night Squirt,” I murmured softly, the words fell off my lips and I realized that I liked the way they sounded. Just like I liked how she now had her own room in my home. 

	A smile played on my lips, thinking about both of my girls in my house. 

	I tip-toed out of her room slowly so that I didn’t wake her up, flipped the light switch, and closed the door most of the way. I left it open a crack, just in case. 

	Standing in the hallway was my best friend with his arms crossed over his chest. He was leaning up against the wall, clearly amused that he made my extra room into the new and improved, princess room. Little did he know that rather than bother me, it felt right. As if I had always had a pink colored room in my house. 

	I smirked at him.

	“You’re not mad?” he asked exasperated. 

	“Not even a little bit, brother.” 

	“But, but, but…” he sputtered. “It’s pink.”

	I laughed. 

	“That it is,” I sighed. “My Squirt loves pink.”

	“You can thank Eight for it then, he was the one who decorated it,” Cooper griped while throwing his arms up in the air.  

	I nodded, because I really did have to thank Eight. Squirt having her own room was a huge deal. It may not have been my idea, but it was amazing nonetheless. I just hoped she was going to love it as much as I did. 

	Running into my room, I grabbed everything Figgy needed and rushed back into the bathroom. I had been gone longer than I anticipated. 

	Steam assaulted my vision. The bathroom was foggy as trash from how hot the water was running. Using my free hand, I felt around until I came to the sink. I placed a clean t-shirt and a pair of my boxers on the counter for her to wear as pajamas. Twisting around, I glanced around the bathroom until my eyes locked on her. She was still wearing my shirt as if she were afraid to get naked. She was standing on tip-e-toes, her back to me. The curve of her rear was barely visible, but if she lifted her arms up, I would get a full view.  

	Sweet Goodness.   

	I watched her, transfixed by her beauty. 

	Water fell through her hair, and spotted on her pale skin. 

	Without warning, she crumpled to the shower floor and when her body smacked against the tile, a cracking sound sounded throughout the bathroom. 

	I rushed to her side, lifting her arms up so that she was sitting in front of me. Her head snapped to mine, her eyes bore a deep pain.

	Water drenched my clothes, making my pants and shirt stick to my skin. Water droplets clung to my beard and eye lashes.   

	She leaned close to me and wrapped her arms around my body, hugging me. She laid her head on my shoulder, relaxing while she let the water wash over her body. 

	Her hands went under my shirt. I closed my eyes, relishing in the feel of our skin to skin contact. A trail of heat followed her fingers and she stopped her hands from moving around my back, keeping them in one place and her head flinched back as if she’d been slapped.

	She gasped. Reminding me of why I never let anyone touch me.  

	Idiot.

	I was so enveloped in her touch, I forgot. 

	My whole body tensed up. 

	Her eyes met mine, piercing me with horror, her lip trembling uncontrollably.

	“Charming?” she whispered, her voice breaking with emotion. “Are those what I think they are?” 

	This time I didn’t correct her. I couldn’t.  

	I sharply nodded once. 

	“Idiot,” she hissed loudly.  

	Rather than pull her hands away like I expected, she pulled herself closer to my body and continued to run her hands up and down, side to side on my back. As if memorizing the pattern of my scars. 

	My heart was lodged in my throat, but I let her continue to explore my back. Fear played through my mind. Would she be disgusted? Repulsed? Would she think I was defective? 

	Finally, I picked her up and flipped off the water, needing to get both of us out of this situation. I looked into her eyes as I set her down on the ground. Unshed tears glistened in her beautiful blues. One fell down her face and dripped onto the tile floor. Using the pad of my thumb, I brushed the other away. 

	“It’s okay baby,” I cooed to her, trying to calm her down. She shook her head frantically and her whole body shivered. 

	Idiot. 

	I grabbed the fluffy towel hanging from the rack and placed it in her lap before closing my eyes and peeling off the soaking wet shirt she was still wearing. My fingers grazed over her skin, causing me to shiver. Once the shirt was over her head, I threw it to the ground with a plop. 

	I opened one eye slightly, trying to find the towel I had placed on her lap. My vision was bombarded by her naked body and my mouth became dry as her beautiful belly filled my sight. I blinked, trying to clear my vision and mind before reaching down and pulling the fluffy towel around her perfect body.  

	Her hooded gaze locked on mine and my heart started pounding in my chest. I gulped, because all I wanted to do was ravish her. Now was not the time nor the place, and being a gentlemen was a lot harder than I thought. 

	I coughed, clearing my throat from the desire and arousal that had built up from a single glance at her. 

	“Dry off and get dressed, baby,” I murmured. “I left pajamas for you to wear on the sink.” She nodded her head. 

	I laughed a little, trying to break the tension. “Now I have to change into dry clothes, too.”

	She nodded her head again, so I walked out of the bathroom and headed straight to my room. Once in my room, I peeled off my wet items one at a time, letting them fall to the ground with a splat. 

	Opening my drawers, I pulled on a new pair of boxers and sweat pants. Bending down, I grabbed a faded t-shirt from my drawer. Before I could pull it over my head, I heard Figgy suck in a huge breath. I turned my head and watched her as she walked right up to me and traced the scars on my back with her fingers. Heat licked my skin from her touch. Her eyes locked on mine, and she did something completely unexpected. She leaned her head over, and kissed one scar. Her lips touched my skin, and I almost broke down right there. My heart swelled in my chest, love blossomed in my heart. 

	“Will you tell me what happened to you?” she whispered against my skin. 

	“Not tonight, baby. You’ve had a bad enough day,” I sighed. “I’ll tell you soon, though.”

	She pouted her lips. 

	“I need to know now, Charming. Has today been a bad day? Hell yeah it has. But do you want tomorrow to be a bad day too? Wouldn’t it be better just to get all of the bad over with in one day?” she pleaded with me. “Tomorrow we’ll get to start fresh, leaving today’s worries behind us.” 

	Idiot. 

	She has a point. A really good one too. 

	But how much bad can one person take in a day? Isn’t there some kind of limit? 

	I guess not. 

	 

	*****
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	In the blink of an eye, my life changed forever. 

	All anyone ever wants is to be understood. To be appreciated and loved. 

	Kieran picked me up in his strong arms, and placed me on his bed.

	His eyes met mine, hollow and sad.

	He pulled his shirt over his head, covering his scars. 

	The bed dipped from the weight of his body. Keeping his head down, eyes to the floor, he started talking. 

	“My childhood was messy,” he whispered. “My foster father had a temper. His name was Mitch and he hated me.”

	He took a deep breath before continuing.

	“At first he just slapped me around a little. He would yell all the time and no matter what I did, it was never good enough. He was the town drunk, so nobody gave a trash about him and I was guilty by association.” 

	“I was just a kid,” he gritted out. “I couldn’t do anything. I was helpless.”

	His fists were clenched in his lap, his knuckles white from the lack of blood flow. 

	“The older I got, the worse he became. He enjoyed hurting me, like he got off on it or something. One night I snuck out. All I wanted to do was skate,” he grimaced.

	“When I got home, he was out of it, yelling and screaming. He dragged me out of bed, tied me up and cut into my back. Over and over again. The pain was brutal; I remember the burn of the blade slashing through my skin.”

	He shivered from the memory. 

	“It was bad. Really bad. But I could have dealt with it. I had learned to control my emotions. But this time, he had me beat. I fell to the floor after he punched me in the face. I can still feel the coolness from the floor on my skin,” he whispered lightly.

	“Laying on the floor a few feet away from me were my hockey skates. The blades were stained with my blood. He used the only thing that ever meant anything to me, to break me.” 

	I gasped, my trembling hands flew to my mouth.

	His story shocked me to my very core. 

	Goodness.  

	Tears pricked my eyes, my throat was raw with emotion. 

	No way. 

	No wonder he knew what I needed without me telling him. 

	I reached my hands out, covering his large callused hands with my small delicate ones. 

	He didn’t pull away from my touch. Instead, he turned his head and his eyes met mine.  

	A tear trailed down my cheek. Using the pad of his thumb, he wiped it away.

	“Don’t cry for me, baby,” he murmured. 

	“I’m not. I’m crying for both of us,” I wept.

	He nodded as if he understood. 

	This whole time my mind had been telling me to back away and not to fall into his trap, that I was too broken to get involved. 

	The truth of my situation hit me like a punch to the face.     

	We were both broken, pieces of us missing. 

	My heart had been trying to tell me this whole time that he was it for me. Now my mind and heart were finally on the same page. 

	Somehow, our broken pieces fit together to create a new whole. A better whole. 

	My heart pounded into my ribcage. My blood rushed up to my chest and face, a blush spread across my cheeks.

	Gently, I moved my hands so that they were cradling Kieran’s face. His amber colored eyes swirled with desire. My fingers brushed over his cheeks, the stubble from his beard tickling my skin. 

	Slowly, I leaned into him, my face only inches away from his. Understanding lit his gaze and fire raced through my body. Using his hands, he pulled me into his lap so that I was facing him, my legs straddling his lap. One of his hands moved up and cupped the back of my head, his fingers twisted in my hair. Using that hand, he pulled my face closer until his lips crashed against mine. Tingles jolted through me as his lips moved in rhythm with mine. He slipped his tongue in between my parted lips, causing me to moan in pleasure. 

	He tasted like peppermint. Cool and minty. 

	My tongue met his, causing a burst of pleasure between my thighs. I mimicked his movements, relishing in our kiss.  

	His other hand pulled my body close and then cupped my rear, squeezing it lightly.

	I tilted my head, to give myself better access to his delicious mouth.  

	His lips assaulted my own, owning me in every way possible.

	I pulled his bottom lip in between my teeth. He moaned in my mouth and pulled me even closer to his body so that the only thing in between us was the fabric of the clothes we were wearing. 

	His toe was painfully hard, pushing against his sweats, straining to get out. Without thought, I rolled my hips against him letting the head of his cock rub on my clit. He gasped in my mouth. The friction was deliciously painful. A low ache built up in my stomach, begging to explode. My orgasm was riding to the surface, close to breaking free. 

	I whined, needing just a little bit more friction. 

	My lips became chapped, the stubble from his beard gave me beard-burn. 

	He inhaled sharply, stood up, twisted his body around, and placed me on the bed. 

	Both of us were breathing hard, our chests were rising and falling rapidly. 

	He stayed standing, while I was now alone on his bed. 

	His eyes were gleaming with hunger. Hunger for me. Hunger for my body. 

	Looking down, his erection was still straining in his sweat pants. Using one of his hands, he adjusted his toe. 

	I smirked. 

	He scowled. 

	“Slower,” he mumbled. “We need to move slower.” 

	Now it was my turn to scowl and his turn to smirk. My body was begging to move faster. It needed to move faster. 

	“We both need to have our heads on straight, baby,” he rasped.

	Even though I didn’t want to agree, I understood where he was coming from. 

	“Whatever you say, Charming,” I taunted. 

	Fast or slow, neither really mattered. Because either way, I had already decided he was mine. 

	Leaning down, he placed a light kiss on my lips. 

	“If you need me, I’ll be out on the couch,” he sighed as he picked up his pillow off of the bed. Before he had a chance to go anywhere, I grabbed his arm in my hand and tugged him. He didn’t actually move anywhere, but he stopped to look at me. 

	I shook my head no. He needed to sleep in here, with me. 

	“I promise not to jump you in your sleep,” I quipped, trying to make light of the conversation. 

	He grumbled but put his pillow back on the bed and laid down.

	“I can’t make that promise,” he whispered. He grabbed my face in his hands, and feathered kisses along my cheeks, forehead, and jaw before adding another light kiss to my smiling lips. 

	Pulling me into his body, he spooned me. Holding me close, his warmth spread through my clothes to my skin. He rested his head so that it was touching the back of my neck, my hair had to be tickling his nose. He inhaled a deep breath, the warmth of his breath tickled my skin. 

	Closing my eyes, the sound of his heart murmured me into a peaceful sleep. The safety of his embrace would forever be remembered. 

	People will forget what you said. 

	People will forget what you did. 

	But, people will never forget the way you made them feel. 

	For the first time in years, Kieran made me feel safe. 
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	I woke up enveloped in warmth, completely rested for the first time in years.  

	Kieran’s warm body was plastered against mine, one arm under my neck, fingers interlocked with mine. The other arm was wrapped around my belly, and that hand was cupped around one of my breasts. His head was nuzzled into the crook of my neck, making his breath leave goose bumps scattered across my skin. 

	A smile took over my face. 

	No matter what bad had happened to me in the past, I wouldn’t change a single thing because without all that bad, I wouldn’t be where I was right now. 

	Happily laying in this man’s arms. 

	I snuggled closer, wanting to burrow into his skin and become one. 

	My rear wiggled into his crotch causing his toe to stand at attention. 

	He coughed, as if something was stuck in his throat. He flexed his arms, squeezing my body tighter. 

	I dreamily sighed. 

	“Mornin’ baby,” he huskily mumbled, as he burrowed his head further into my neck. He took a deep breath, inhaling my scent. Kieran lifted his head and placed a chaste kiss on my lips before he pulled his arm out from under my neck and sat up. 

	Turning my head, I checked the time on the clock on his dresser. 

	7:06 in the morning.     

	Kieran walked out the bedroom door, rubbing his eyes with his hands, trying to wake up. 

	Jumping out of bed, I followed him. Halfway down the hall, I stopped short. 

	My breath stopped in my chest. My hands balled into fists clutching the material over my heart. Tears prickled my eyes, and silently fell down my cheeks. 

	In the room right next to Kieran’s, was Aqua. 

	The room that was barren and un-personal yesterday morning, was now a little girls dream. I mean, pink everything. White wooden dresser and chest with flowers engraved into the wood. A matching small white wooden vanity was in the corner of the room, her name above the mirror. Glow in the dark flowers, crowns, and shooting stars were placed on the ceiling. Pictures of our family hung on the walls. A chalk board wall finished the room with a bucket of chalk sat on the floor by the door. Last but not least, a small key ring hung from a key holder placed by her light switch.

	Looking in the corner, a huge bed with a fluffy pink comforter with a canopy hanging from the ceiling is placed. A small white wooden bed side table with a glass of water is right next to her bed. My baby sister is curled up in a ball under the blanket, blonde hair fanned out on her extra pillow, sleeping peacefully. 

	A warm body walked up behind me and pulled me into his chest, my back to his front.  His arms snaked around my waist, the heat of his body rolled into mine. 

	“Like it?” Kieran asked me, his breath tickling my neck. 

	I nodded. 

	“Love it,” I breathed out, my voice raw with emotion. 

	“Good, it was Cooper’s idea,” he mumbled, shaking his head. “I think. Maybe Eight’s. Or maybe Cooper was just trying to throw me off. Honestly I’m not sure who made it happen, but I love it for her.”

	Holy garbage.

	“He really loves her, huh?” I asked as I quirked my head to the side. “Cooper, I mean.” 

	Grunting, Kieran replied, “That, he does.” 

	Turning around, I wrapped my arms around his torso, pulling him in for a hug. I sighed into his chest. 

	“I would have done it eventually, baby. I was just more focused on you yesterday,” he explained like I was upset he hadn’t thought about it.  

	As if I didn’t already know that about him. One of the many amazing things about Kieran was that he was giver. He would rather go without and give something to someone else. 

	My man.

	He mumbled something under his breath as he pulled me from Aqua’s room. 

	Not caring where he was taking me, I kept my eyes closed and just followed his movements with my head pressed up against his chest. His heart was beating wildly. 

	Pump. Pump. Pump. 

	I yelped. My feet stepped on the cold tile floor of the kitchen, causing me to jump up in the air.

	Kieran laughed, deep and huskily. 

	Opening my eyes, I saw his dancing with humor. Cheeky idiot. 

	The sound of his laugh brought me to a smile. A piece of my hair fell into my face, temporarily blinding me. 

	I blew out a puff of air, hoping to move it out of the way with no such luck. 

	Kieran kept laughing at me, but used his fingers to put my stray hair behind my ear. His hand bounced as he chuckled. 

	He picked me up, his hands grabbing my rear and placed me on the counter in the kitchen.

	The cuts on my stomach burned from the movement.  

	I quirked my brow at him. 

	“Breakfast, baby,” he mumbled as he walked to the fridge and pulled out eggs, bacon, sausage, and orange juice. He grabbed a few pans from under the stove, placed them on burners. Adding bacon and sausage to one, and butter in the other. That one was probably for the eggs. Once he has that cooking, he poured a glass of orange juice and handed it to me. 

	Taking a sip, I let the citrusy flavor roll over my tongue. 

	“Time to pay up, baby,” he muttered, his eyes dancing with humor. 

	Placing my hand on my hip, I popped my elbow out and jutted my chin out in protest. 

	“What kind of payment, Charming?” 

	A smirk played at his lips, his eyes gleaming. 

	“A kiss, of course,” he drawled. 

	“Oh,” I breathe out, my heart beating faster in my chest. A blush rose up my cheeks, tinting my skin with a reddish pink hue. “Seems like more of a reward than a payment to me.” 

	After flipping the bacon and sausage, he sauntered over to me once again. 

	I pulled him close and placed my lips on his, tilting my head to give me better access to his mouth. One of my hands was in his hair, directing him where I wanted him. I caressed his lips with my tongue, urging him to open his mouth to let me in. Once he did, I swiped it under his upper lip quick before I tangled it with his tongue. He grabbed my bottom lip in his teeth, letting them scrape their way across the plump flesh of my lips. 

	I moaned. My pussy clenched together, the taste of him in my mouth almost too much for me to bear.

	He growled and backed away swiftly. 

	I pouted, upset by the loss of contact.     

	“Best payment ever,” he muttered as he went back to fixing breakfast. 

	The muscles of his arms flexed as he cracked the eggs into a bowl and whisked them together with milk, salt, and pepper. Soon, a sizzling sound was prominent in the kitchen. I watched transfixed as he walked around, cooking breakfast. 

	Such a normal thing to do. 

	“Jumbo?” Aqua murmured as she wiped the sleep away from her eyes. 

	Kieran turned around quickly, a smile plastered across his face. Leaning down, he picked her up and placed her next to me on the counter. 

	“Mornin’ Squirt,” he sang as he poured her a glass of orange juice, too. Once he gave it to her, he leaned down and placed a kiss on her forehead. 

	“How’d you sleep?” he asked her while he continued to cook. 

	“Like a baby. The bed’s as soft as a cloud,” she gushed clearly amazed, her eyes huge. She took a sip of her juice, and leaned against me.

	“I’m glad you like it, Squirt, because it’s yours,” Kieran said nonchalantly, as if it was no big deal.

	Her eyes bugged out of her little head. 

	“What do you mean?” she breathed, her free hand covered her mouth afraid for his answer. 

	“Keep up, Squirt,” he muttered. “The whole room is yours.” 

	She gasped, her little hand had moved so that it was trembling over her heart on her chest. She looked up at me, her heart in her eyes. 

	“Sissy?” she asked me, her voice almost breaking. 

	“I don’t know munchkin, Kieran and I haven’t had a chance to talk about it yet. But, while we’re here, I guess it is your room,” I explained as easily as I could. 

	She gasped and jumped down from the counter. She bulldozed her body into Kieran’s leg, hugging it for dear life. 

	“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” she chanted over and over again. Using his free hand, he ruffled her hair. 

	Booking it, she bolted out of the kitchen. My best guess is that she ran right to her new room. 

	Kieran chuckled, clearly happy with her show of emotion.

	He poured the egg mixture into the pan he had already added butter to. The pan sizzled, the smell of eggs flew through the air. Using a wooden spoon, he moved the eggs around in the pan, cooking them until they were nice and golden brown. 

	The smell of breakfast food drifted around the room. 

	“Squirt, it’s time for breakfast. Get your little donkey in here!” Kieran bellowed happily. 

	I was about to reprimand him for using a cuss word when Aqua bounded into the room. The socks on her feet made it so that when she stopped, she actually skidded and slid on the wooden floor of the kitchen. 

	“That’s a bad word, Jumbo,” Aqua sing-songed while her hand was placed on her hip. Her voice was so light and happy.

	“My bad,” Kieran surrendered, holding his hands out in the air as if he had given up. A smirk was plastered on his face. 

	Kieran loaded up a plate for each of us, then walked into the adjoining dining room. He placed our plates on his small table and pushed our seats in for us before sitting down himself. 

	He looked at both of us, a smile on his handsome face. 

	“Dig in, babes,” he murmured before shoving a spoon full of eggs into his mouth. 

	I looked at Aqua, who had her head tilted to the side. She grabbed a piece of bacon and shoved it in her mouth. 

	“Yummy,” she mumbled in between bites of food. “We should have a swear jar.” 

	Kieran coughed, almost choking on his food. He took a sip of his orange juice to clear his throat. 

	“A swear jar, huh?” he asked, a small smirk on his face. Aqua either didn’t notice, or didn’t care. 

	“Yup,” she explained. “Whoever cusses has to put a quarter in the jar.” 

	She took another bite of her food, her head was bobbing up and down as if she agreed with herself.

	“Okay,” Kieran drawled out. “What do we use the money for, then?” 

	Aqua’s head snapped up, her eyes meeting Kieran’s. 

	“Anything we want,” she breathed out, unable to keep the longing out of her voice. 

	Kieran nodded his head at the idea, still eating his food.     

	I cut up my piece of sausage, poured a side of syrup on my plate and dipped my sausage into the syrup before shoving the bite of perfection in my mouth. 

	I moaned, loud and long, unable to stop myself. 

	Kieran coughed, moved his hand under the table and adjusted his now hard toe. 

	I snickered at him – because that trash was funny – before stuffing another syrup dipped sausage into my mouth. 

	I licked my lips with my tongue, to make sure I got every last drop of syrup.

	Kieran coughed again. 

	“So, what’s the plan for today, ladies?” he asked us. 

	Aqua shrugged her shoulders, unable to focus on anything other than the delicious food in front of her. 

	“Well, Aqua has school tomorrow,” I started saying as Aqua groaned. “So we need to go to the apartment and grab some of our stuff. I have work tomorrow too, so I should grab my work clothes.”

	“What grade are you in, Squirt?” 

	Tilting her head to the side, she studied his face. 

	“First grade!” she exclaimed, yelling it loud and proud. 

	He laughed loudly and gave her a high five. Then he turned his head so that he was looking at me, his gaze penetrating the walls I had built up years ago. 

	I squirmed in my seat.    

	“You should probably take some time off to heal, baby,” he explained as he quirked one of his eyebrows. It was a clear challenge for me to disagree with him. 

	I scoffed. Over my dead body. 

	“I need to work, Charming,” I hissed.

	“You need to rest.”  

	He kept his eye brow lifted at me, as if he was a step ahead of me already. Which he probably was now that I thought about it. It wasn’t below him to play dirty. 

	I cursed my luck. 

	“Before you decide anything, how about we go through that folder the doc gave you yesterday,” he cockily said as he pointed his fork in the direction of the kitchen. My manila folder was sitting unopened on the counter. 

	“Fine,” I gritted out, my teeth clenched together.

	Seemingly pleased with himself, he shoved his last piece of bacon into his mouth. 

	Aqua looked back and forth between both Kieran and myself, her eyes wide with humor and disbelief. 

	I huffed, blowing a puff of air out of my mouth.

	“You’re such a pain in my rear,” I grumbled through my last bite of egg. 

	Aqua gasped. 

	“Figgy! That’s a bad word,” she patronized me. Shaking her head, she showed me she was disappointed in me. Her baby blue eyes lit up after a second. “You have to put a quarter in the swear jar,” she sing-songed, happy with my sudden curse.  

	Unable to help himself, Kieran laughed out loud. 

	Getting up from the table, he stretched his taut body. His muscles moved under the fabric of his baggy sweats and shirt and my mouth dried up at the sight. 

	He was magnificent to look at. His body was perfectly sculpted. 

	He snapped his fingers in front of my face, getting my attention. 

	“Earth to Figgy,” he drawled, his voice gritty and deep. “Just put your dish in the sink. I’ll do the dishes later. Get me?” 

	Shaking my head, I snapped out of my day dream. Or did my best to. 

	“Got you,” I whispered, my voice low and sultry. I pulled my lip in between my teeth, thinking about him. His scent. His body. His voice. His everything.   

	“After my shower, we’ll go to your place and grab all of your stuff.” 

	I nodded my head, agreeing with his plan so far. 

	He leaned down and placed a kiss on my forehead, his lips lingering on my skin for longer than normal. 

	He muttered something like, “She’s too beautiful for her own good.” Then he walked out of the room. 

	Shaking my head to clear out the sexy thoughts, I looked around the room and realized Aqua had already gotten up and left as well. 

	Getting up, I walked into the kitchen and placed my plate in the sink. Even though Kieran said he would do them later, I had nothing better to do, so I filled the sink with soapy water, placed the pans, plates, and utensils in the bubbly water and started washing them by hand, taking care to scrub off all of the stuck on food. 

	After they were all clean, I rinsed them off in hot water making sure to get all of the bubbles off before resting them on the side of the sink to dry. 

	Once all of the dishes were done, I soaped up a sponge and first scrubbed down the stove, then the table. 

	Cleaning has always been something to relax me. It’s muscle memory, which means that I don’t have to really think about what I’m doing to complete my task correctly. 

	I must have been cleaning longer than I thought, because before I know it, Kieran walked back into the kitchen. Fully dressed, thank goodness. 

	He quirked his eye brow at me. 

	“I like to clean,” I explained. “It relaxes me.”

	He smirked his plump lips and gestured to the house with his hands. “By all means then, baby. Clean all you want.”

	He grabbed my hand in his, interlocking our fingers together and pulled me behind him. “Let’s go grab your stuff.” 

	 

	*****
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	Whoever said that patience was a virtue hit the nail right on the head. 

	I’d never had to show this kind of restraint before and it was killing me. 

	My cock was in a constant state of lust, straining against my pants, painfully hard every minute of the day.  

	At this rate, it felt like a snail was moving faster than we were. At least physically. 

	Mentally though, we were strong. Our pasts knit together to create a strong bond that I hoped would only continue to grow.   

	Moving slow physically would help our relationship in the long run. At least that’s what I told myself.

	I wanted, no, needed us to go the distance and have that happily ever after everyone craved.  

	Sex would always be on the table, but earning her trust before earning her body came with a small window of opportunity. 

	One that I wasn’t willing to miss. 

	I’d gone my whole life without sex. Waiting another week or so shouldn’t be that big of a deal. Except it was. It so was, because before I was alone, and now I had her within my reach.

	My fingers touched her skin. My lips brushed over hers. My eyes followed her around the room.    

	The gravitational pull from her broken eyes was what snared me, pulling me in with her first glancing look. And while that captivated me, it was her spitfire persona that added to her intrigue. She was a hot tamale candy, through and through - hot and spicy on the outside, until you dug deep enough to reach the chewy, sweet cinnamon center. The perfect combination of sweetness and spice.

	Goodness, even her mouth tasted like cinnamon. Her kisses were addictive and all consuming.   

	Reaching their old apartment, I pulled into a spot and slammed the car into park. 

	The drive here was eerily quiet, not a sound from either of them was heard.

	Glancing over, I noticed the haunted look in Figgy’s eyes. A look I understood to my very core. Fear swirled through her irises, causing a chill to travel down my body. Reaching over the center console, I grabbed her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. 

	She blinked, washing away her haunted look in one fell swoop of her eyes lids. 

	Maybe bringing them back here wasn’t my smartest idea, but I couldn’t see doing it any other way. They needed to be the ones to grab the stuff they wanted. Having other people come here and invade their already tainted space just seemed wrong. 

	“We only have to go in for a couple of minutes,” I explained to them both as I held Figgy’s hand in mine and looked through the rear view mirror with my eyes locked on Aqua. 

	“Kay,” Squirt whispered, her words hollow. 

	Figgy nodded her head. 

	I blew out a long breath, expelling air from my lungs. 

	I opened my car door and the other two followed suit. Slowly, we walked down the winding path that led to their stairs. Only being here once before, I stood behind the two of them and let them take this at their own pace. They needed to walk up the stairs on their own, facing this sooner rather than later. The longer you wait, the more it builds up in your mind, until one day, it’s all you can think about. 

	After about ten minutes, Figgy grabbed Aqua’s hand in hers and took the first step. Once her foot was on the first stair, she continued to climb, each stair giving her more strength to continue on. They reached the top together. Looking down, Figgy’s smile took over her face radiating happiness from her accomplishment. As she should. 

	They say you need to move on, but you need to take one step at a time. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other until eventually, you’ve made it to your destination. 

	I’ve found the best thing to do is not only to take one step at a time, but also to celebrate every victory you make, no matter how small it may be. Letting yourself relish in your accomplishments will build up your confidence again until one day, you’ll be able to run a marathon without stopping to take a break.              

	I took the stairs two at a time, running up as fast as I could. Once I reached the top, I grabbed both girls in my arms and twirled them around making them giggle loudly.

	Before placing them back on the ground, I placed a kiss on each of their foreheads. 

	“I’m so proud of you guys,” I laughed, a smile on my face. 

	“We’ve got this,” Figgy murmured with her determined eyes now fixed on the front door, her hand still clutching Squirts. 

	Squirt gave a sharp nod of her head, agreeing with her sister. 

	 “I know you do, baby.” 

	My words must have hit home, because less than a minute later, Figgy pulled her keys out of her purse, slid the key into the lock and twisted. A click sounded, letting us know the door was now unlocked. 

	Without any care, Figgy shoved her keys back in her purse and used her free hand to turn the doorknob. A creaking sound echoed from the rusty hinges, something only WD40 could fix. 

	I huffed under my breath because any man worth his salt knows what that sound means. I already knew her old guy was a worthless piece of trash, I mean he was an abusive jerk, but this made me wonder if he had ever had a toe hanging between his legs.

	Probably not. 

	Sick mongrel. 

	Knowing that he was still out there lurking around in the shadows made me angry. 

	I thought I had beat him down enough so that he wouldn’t be able to get himself up, but when the police showed up a few minutes after we left to get Figgy to the hospital, he was already gone. It was as if he vanished into thin air. 

	This was one of the many things I needed to tell her when we get home. 

	Up until now, I didn’t really see a point in worrying her. She’s been safe with me since the incident. Plus, I was hoping they would have caught the mother idiot by now. 

	Tomorrow, everything changes. Work and school couldn’t be avoided, which meant that she needed all of the details so that she was prepared. 

	Figgy and Squirt walked through the door leading into their old apartment. Once inside, I drew in a rugged breath. The apartment was a disaster. Everything was thrown around on the ground, as if someone had ransacked it. 

	Not that it was in tip top shape when we left, but I didn’t remember it being this bad. 

	Figgy gasped, one of her hands flew up to her chest, covering her heart. 

	Her eyes looked panicked, darting back and forth through the apartment she had once called home. 

	Walking up behind her, I pulled her small body close to mine and wrapped my arms around her shoulders. She relaxed in my embrace, but was still a little jumpy.

	She took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. 

	“Grab anything you want to bring, munchkin,” Figgy murmured to Aqua. 

	“Anything?” Aqua asked in a small voice. 

	Figgy nodded and Aqua took off down the hall to what I assume must have been her room. 

	“What can I do?” I asked her while rubbing my thumb over her upper arm. 

	“Essentials, like bathroom stuff. If it looks like we would need it, grab it,” she explained. She turned around in my arms and placed a kiss on my lips before walking down the hall. 

	Nodding to myself, I went in search of a bag to carry everything in. I opened the hall closet first but couldn’t find a bag. I did find a few thicker jackets for both girls which I grabbed and placed in a pile on the couch. They were going to need those at some point. 

	Next I walked into the kitchen, stepping over a trash ton of trash scattered on the ground to get to the cupboards. Opening the cupboards one by one, I searched for a bag to use, even a plastic one would do at this point, but there were none. There was also no food. None, nada, zip, zilch. This, I found a little odd, how was there not a thing to eat here? Whatever, it’s not like they were going to stay here anymore. 

	Moving them into my house was only part of my plan. 

	I could hear Cooper’s voice in my head. 

	You’ve known them for a few days Kieran, what are you doing moving them into your house? You’re insane. Don’t come crying to me if they steal from you, or worse, you end up murdered in your own bed.  

	 A little crazy in life is necessary, being bored is completely overrated.

	I smirked just thinking about the fight Figgy and I would have about her moving in with me. I already knew she was going to put up a good fight, too bad I was not going to lose this one. 

	I let out an exasperated sigh. How was it that I hadn’t found a blasted bag yet? 

	“Ughhhhh.” 

	Looking around, the only thing left to look in was an old television stand meant for a box TV. It was wood with doors that opened up and had storage underneath it.

	      Opening the wooden door, I was surprised to find a few old and ratty tote bags. I grabbed all of them, so that I knew I would have enough room to pack as much trash as I could. I closed the door, letting it slam shut with a bang. With only one more compartment, I decided to look in there and make sure there weren’t any more bags. It was a smaller door that folded down. I opened it, and it creaked from the rust stuck on its hinges. Instead of bags, there were a few DVD’s. Grabbing them in my hands, I pulled them close enough to read the black sharpie writing. Dust coated the plastic cases as if the hadn’t been watched in a while. Wiping the dust off with my fingers, I could read what was written on the videos. 

	Figgy’s Olympic Routine-Russia 2014

	Shock rippled through my body. My muscles locked into place. My mouth ran dry. 

	Shaking my head, I looked at the writing again. Maybe I read it wrong. I had to have read it wrong. 

	Nope, reading it the second time, it said the same thing as the first time. 

	Holy idiot. 

	Is this what I think it is?  

	It couldn’t be possible. Right? 

	This was only a few years ago, we’re in the middle of February in 2017 for idiots sake. Which would make this only like two years and a few months ago. 

	Goodness.     

	Grabbing all of the DVD’s in the television stand, I placed them at the bottom of one of the totes. Opening the door to the compartment I looked inside closer this time. Stacks and stacks of VHS tapes lined the back of the television stand. Realizing that they might be important, I grabbed them all and put them in the same bag as the DVDs. 

	My mind was still spinning as I grabbed the pile of coats and shoved them into the same bag, cramming them inside so that they covered the VHS tapes and DVDs.

	Before I did anything, I would have to watch that video to see what I was actually dealing with. Until I see it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe anything. 

	But still, holy trash, Batman.   

	Grabbing an empty tote bag, I ran into the bathroom and grabbed everything I could find. Every bottle of soap, shampoo, conditioner, razor, both tooth brushes and both tubes of toothpaste. There was even a box of tampons that I stuck in the bag. I grabbed the towels and wash cloths that were hanging on the towel rack, stuffing them into the back as well. By the time I was done with the bathroom, the only thing left in it was toilet paper, which I did not need to grab. 

	I packed up the bathroom in record time, which was good considering I spent so much time looking at Figgy’s special DVD.

	I placed the tote bag full of bathroom stuff next to the one filled with DVD and VHS tapes. Figgy and Squirt still hadn’t come out to the living room yet, so I decided to check on Squirt first. I grabbed an empty tote bag to bring with me just in case, which left one more laying on the couch.   

	I stopped dead in my tracks outside of Squirts door. She was rummaging around through the chest at the end of her bed, trying to find something. Her toys and trash was scattered across the floor of her room as if a hurricane had found its way in. Amused, I watched as she leaned into the truck, her little legs flailing about in the air.

	I chuckled. 

	“Ughhh,” she yelled, clearly stuck. 

	Walking over, I grabbed her waist and lifted her out, placing her feet back on solid ground. 

	She huffed, upset about having to be fished out. 

	“Thanks, Jumbo,” she mumbled under her breath. 

	I laughed. 

	“No problem, Squirt,” I said my chest all rumbly. “That’s what I’m here for.” 

	Looking over on her bed, she had one pink glittery backpack with some cartoon character on it filled and zipped up tight. From the looks of it, it hooked over her shoulders so she could carry it. Another pink suitcase looking bag was laying open on her bed and was only partly full. She grabbed her stuffed animal and added it to her second bag, filling it a little more. Looking in her trunk, she only had one more thing at the bottom which was what she had to have been trying to grab when I walked in. 

	Leaning down, I grabbed it for her and placed it in her suitcase. She zipped closed her rolling suitcase and huffed. 

	Her closet was still open with a decent amount of clothes hanging up. Empty bag in hand, I walked over there and pulled her clothes out and shoved them inside the bag. After all of her clothes were packed, I grabbed her flip-flops and tennis shoes and shoved them in the bag as well. 

	“Got everything, Squirt?” I asked her, my eyes watching her as she tried to put the first bag over her shoulders. 

	“Yup,” she exclaimed as a smile took over her face. Her backpack must have been heavy because every step she took, her whole body wobbled. 

	I chuckled as I watched her attempt to walk in a straight line. It was hilarious. 

	I grabbed her second back and rolled it into the living room. I followed Squirt to the couch and placed her bags there. 

	She was huffing and puffing, trying to catch her breath. Too cute.

	Letting her catch her breath, I grabbed the last bag and walked back down the hallway to find Figgy rushing around her room like a bat outta hell. 

	Grabbing everything in sight and throwing it in her suitcases, she was running around like a kid on a sugar high. Rather than watch her, I jumped in and helped out. I grabbed everything I could and helped her pack. It didn’t look like she had any kind of system going on, so I just threw everything in her suitcases.

	We worked in complete silence. 

	Her room almost looked bare, and while she grabbed the last of her trash I opened her closet and pulled all of her clothes out. I pushed some of them into her suitcases, but once those were full I shoved the rest into the tote bag I had in my hand.

	Looking to the floor, I realized she still had a trash ton of shoes that needed to be packed. With hardly any room, I grabbed as many pairs as I could, knowing I was going to have to come back and grab the rest of them another time. 

	Why do women own so many dang pairs of shoes?

	I raked my hands through my hair letting my fingernails scratch my scalp.

	I contemplated the female brain trying to find a rational reason for needing so many pairs of shoes. 

	I’ll probably never know. 

	Figgy zipped up her suitcases and dropped them on the floor. Before she could walk out of the room, I snaked my arms around her waist and pulled her into my chest. Her arms wrapped around my middle and her head burrowed into my collarbone. I took a deep breath, letting her scent fill my nostrils. 

	She tilted her head so that she was looking at me with her baby blues. Her insecurity pouring from them right into me as if her feelings were my own. 

	Leaning down, I pressed my lips to hers. Her eye lids fluttered closed, and she gripped my shirt in her hands, pulling me closer to her body. 

	I pushed my tongue into her mouth, sweeping mine over hers, letting the taste of her coat my mouth. I savored every single second of her cinnamon flavor. 

	She moaned as my hands slid down her back, caressing her body. My fingers brushed the curve of her rear and grabbed her rear cheeks in my hands, squeezing them. She nipped at my bottom lip with her teeth, making my toe spring to life in my jeans. 

	It was so hard; it was throbbing in tune with my pulse. A drop of pre-cum soaked into my boxers.

	All I wanted to do was sink my cock deep into her soaking wet pussy over and over again.   

	Pulling back, I released Figgy’s lips. She blinked, trying to clear her vision. 

	Her chest was rising and falling rapidly as she tried to catch her breath. Goodness, she was beautiful. So beautiful, it hurt.

	Arousal hummed through my veins, begging to be released. 

	Unfortunately, now wasn’t the time for that. All I wanted was a little kiss to tide me over. I didn’t realize that it would turn into a something so erotic. Kissing her like that made me want to jump her bones. Right here. Right now. 

	Taking a deep breath, I let the all of the tension flow out of my body.

	“Ready, baby?” I asked her, in a huskier than normal voice. 

	Her hooded eyes locked on mine, her arousal swirling in their depth. 

	She sunk her teeth into her plump bottom lip and nodded.

	Idiot me. 

	“Then let’s get the heck outta here,” I practically growled, unable to lock up the beast roaring inside my head. He was stalking his prey, waiting for the perfect moment to pounce. Prowling around, uncontrolled. 

	Each time we kissed, a little more of my self-control slipped.

	Soon, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from taking exactly what I wanted, which was Figgy’s legs wrapped around my waist with my cock buried balls deep in her tight pussy.
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	Packing up my apartment was surreal. 

	I never thought it would be so easy to just up and leave the only place that had ever been mine.

	But it was necessary.

	Not only because my crazy ex-boyfriend cut me up like chopped liver, but because I needed a fresh start.  

	I was closing off one chapter of my life, ready to start a new one. A better one. A more fulfilling one. 

	Staying with Kieran for a while would be good for me. It would give me some time to get back on my feet before finding a new place to live. No way was I going to live at my old apartment, the bad memories there made my body shiver with dread. 

	Sitting on the couch in Kieran’s living room, I watched as he carried bag after bag of our stuff into his house. He carried them effortlessly, as if they weighed nothing when in fact they had to be pretty heavy. His muscles flexed under the fabric of his shirt, making me salivate.

	What I wouldn’t give to have his naked body laying over mine, his hands caressing my naked body while his toe pounded into my pussy all while his mouth claimed mine with a searing kiss.  

	My pussy quivered at the thought.

	Blood crept up my neck and into my face, another light blush painted my cheeks. This is becoming a thing.

	Shaking my head, I pushed those thoughts out of my head and focused on the manila envelope in my hands. 

	Ripping open the seal, I pulled the papers out of the folder and set them on my lap. 

	The couch dipped with Kieran’s weight, and my body gravitated towards him. He pulled me in his arms protectively and placed a kiss on my temple. 

	Aqua was in her room unpacking all of her stuff. She was super excited to find new spots for all of her toys and clothes. Knowing she was going to be busy for a while, we decided to sit down and have a much needed chat. A grown up chat. 

	Looking down at the papers in my hand, we read exactly what I needed to do to take care of my cuts. There was nothing I could do to keep them from scarring. I scowled at the information, it was so basic it made me want to laugh. 

	-Clean area twice a day with soap and water, and add disinfectant gel immediately.

	-Don’t physically exert yourself. 

	-Take one antibiotic pill once a day for fourteen days. 

	-Stay away from unclean areas for a few weeks to ensure it doesn’t get infected. 

	-Check back with your primary doctor after you take your last antibiotic pill. 

	“Seriously? This is it? You’re joking,” I chuckled as I read over the list again. 

	“Why would he make us wait for this? He already explained this to us before we left,” Kieran wondered aloud. 

	“And you thought I shouldn’t go to work,” I teased him, happy that I was going to get my way. 

	“He made it seem worse-” his voice trailed off as he flipped to the next page. His body coiled tight, his muscles clenched together and his breathing became rapid. 

	Looking down, I gasped.  

	My stomach bottomed out. My palms started to sweat. My hands shook. Fear swirled in my belly. Vomit rose up my throat, threatening to spill out. 

	I jumped to my feet and ran to the bathroom slamming the door shut in the process. Falling to my knees in front of the toilet, I let the contents of my stomach purge from my body.

	My eyes stung with tears and my throat burned. 

	Tears rolled down my cheeks and landed in small splashes on the bathroom floor. 

	Taking a deep breath, I stood up and moved in front of the sink. Using Kieran’s toothbrush, I brushed my teeth, getting the nasty flavor out of my mouth. Using the pad of my forefingers, I wiped my tears away. Looking up, I stared at my reflection for a minute. I knew that I could be strong. That I had to be strong.  

	Nausea flitted my stomach just thinking about the pictures I had just looked at. 

	Those images would be burned in my brain for the rest of eternity. 

	Squaring my shoulders, I walked out of the bathroom and sat down next to Kieran again. 

	His head was slumped down until I moved my hand to rest on his leg. His head shot up, his eyes connected to mine. Worry clung to his gaze, his fingers intertwined with mine to give me strength. 

	I nodded my head, ready to listen to the story. Steeling my stomach, I made sure to be strong because this was something I needed to hear. 

	“Figgy,” Kieran murmured, his voice cracking. 

	“I need to know, Charming. It’s not a choice, it’s a must,” I said. 

	He blew out a breath.

	“I… Okay… How should I start this?” he muttered to himself as he raked his other hand through his hair, tugging on the end of it. 

	“Forty years ago, traces of a serial killer were found. He had a certain type of victim. White females, ages between twenty and thirty, height five foot three inches to five foot nine inches, long blonde hair and blue eyes,” he explained to me as he rubbed his thumb across the back of my hand. “Traces of rope were found on their wrists and ankles, showing that they were bound, unable to move. Duct tape was covering their mouths. They had nasty words cut into the skin under each breast, on their stomachs, and on the top of their vaginas. They had bruises on their bodies as if they had been beaten. They died from one stab wound to the heart, the knife was always left in their bodies. If that wasn’t bad enough, each of them were raped post-mortem. After they were already dead.”

	My body was un-moving as I listened to what he told me. I was hardly able to process what he was saying. There was no way. I mean, Buzz was only thirty, and he couldn’t have been doing that stuff to women at such a young age. And yet, he did almost everything the exact same way this serial killer had.

	I nodded my head, urging Kieran to continue. I could tell he wanted to say more by the way he was looking at me. 

	“The called him ‘The Vulgar Barber’ and he was never caught,” he whispered, horrified. 

	Bile started rising up my throat, but I pushed it back down. “No wonder the doctor looked like he saw a ghost the night we brought you in. He kind of had.”

	Kieran cursed. 

	This was bad. This was so bad that I couldn’t even wrap my head around it.

	Each time I learned something new I was left with more questions than answers.

	Unable to form my thoughts into words, I stayed silent. 

	“He got away,” Kieran whimpered, as if it was painful to say.

	My back snapped ram rod straight. 

	“Who got away?” I asked, my voice horse and breaking. 

	Kieran looked so forlorn. His eyes darkened, the color looking like a dark chocolate. Dangerously sexy. 

	“Buzz… he wasn’t at your apartment that night when the cops got there. They haven’t been able to find him,” he said. “This is even worse than I thought.” 

	No way. 

	How was that even possible? 

	Looking at Kieran, I realized he was blaming himself. But it wasn’t his fault, none of this was his fault. 

	“You can’t blame yourself, Charming. None of this was your fault,” I stressed, my voice pleading with him. 

	“Rationally in my mind, I know that. But my heart is irrational, and it feels like I could have done something more to stop him,” he explained.

	I nodded my head, fully understanding what he meant.  

	Rational and irrational.

	Yin and yang. 

	Good and bad. 

	Two sides to the same coin.

	One can’t be without the other. 

	“What are we gonna do?” I asked him, wondering if he has some kind of plan. I couldn’t think of anything other than fear. 

	I inhaled courage and exhaled my fear. 

	“I’ve got an idea,” Kieran said as he snapped his fingers together. 

	I took a deep, calming breath. 

	Thank goodness. 

	 

	*****
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	It’s not whether you get knocked down, it’s whether you get back up again.

	Whenever something goes wrong, that’s the first thing that goes through my mind to remind me that strength comes in many different forms. 

	Picking yourself back up after you’ve been knocked down makes you stronger than you were before. 

	My stomach churns in disgust at what I’ve learned today. My heart hurts for those women and their families. I can’t even fathom how they must feel. 

	I thought what happened to my Figgy was bad, but looking at those pictures and reports made me realize it could have been a heck of a lot worse.

	Grabbing the phone out of my pocket, I dialed the one person who might be able to help me. 

	The phone rang in my ear three times before he picked up. 

	“What’s up, King?” Declan Saber asked, his voice dangerously deep. 

	I swallowed down a bit of saliva. 

	“I need your help,” I said. “Figgy needs to be placed into protective custody.” 

	To my right, Figgy sucked in a shocked breath.

	Saber coughed. 

	“I already hired her a private body guard, man. He’s the best of the best. He should show up at your house tomorrow, thirty minutes before practice. His name is Sight Anderson and he owns Anderson Incorporated, the biggest security company in Alaska,” Saber explained. 

	“You already what? You’re serious man? Why would you do that?” 

	The line was eerily quiet for about a minute before he answered me. 

	Saber cleared his throat. “I saw what happened to her, man. I knew she was going to need it,” he whispered, his voice raw with emotion. 

	“Thank you, dude. I need one more favor though,” I pressed, hoping his hospitality hadn’t run out yet. 

	“What do you need?” 

	“Figgy’s little sister, Aqua, has school Monday through Friday from eight in the morning to three in the afternoon. I’d like a bodyguard to take her to and from school if possible. I’ll pay for it,” I pleaded with him. No way could I let Squirt go anywhere unprotected. No way. 

	Next to me, Figgy exhaled in relief. She had been worried about the same thing. 

	“Give me one second,” Saber said. He must have covered the phone with his hand because I heard mumbling from his side of the line. 

	I rubbed my thumb across Figgy’s hand letting the pad of my finger caress her skin. 

	“My wife, April, said she would do it free of charge,” Saber replied. 

	I let out the breath I was holding in.

	“Are you sure, man? That’s really nice of her.”

	Saber laughed. “Oh yeah, she’s sure.”

	“I owe you both. Thank you so much, man.” 

	“See you at practice tomorrow, King,” he said before he disconnected the line. 

	Looking at Figgy, I could tell she was relieved. 

	“Did you hear him, baby?” I asked her quietly. 

	She nodded her head as a few stray tears made their way down her beautiful face. Using the pad of my thumb, I wiped them away. 

	“Thank goodness,” she whispered, laying her head on my shoulder. 

	I tilted her face up and placed a light kiss on her lips, trying to add a little bit of color back into the world before it became grey again.

	I cleared my throat. 

	“Did you mean it yesterday? When you said you would rather all the bad happen at once? To get it over with?” I asked her nervously.  

	Heck, I was nervous just thinking about asking her what had been running through my head since we met. 

	She nodded, but didn’t actually answer out loud. 

	“This might be hard, baby. I’m sorry, but I have to ask,” I babbled. “Why are you guys all alone?” 

	She choked and her body stiffened in my arms. 

	Idiot. I shouldn’t have asked. 

	She sniffled, but lifter her head up. Her eyes met mine and I could see pain behind her irises. 

	She cleared her throat. “Our parents were killed in a car accident a couple of years ago. They deserved better, you know? They weren’t even supposed to be driving. It was supposed to be me.” 

	“They didn’t have a will drawn up, and everything they had was liquidated and taken away from me. I…” she choked out, her voice barley above a whisper. “I was lucky I got custody of Aqua. I almost didn’t.” 

	Understanding dawned on me. 

	“How were you able to get custody of her?” 

	Being in the foster care system most of my life, I knew that if Figgy hadn’t gotten custody, Aqua would be in a group home right now, or that she could have been adopted. But not all homes are good for a child, just look at my history. Prime example. 

	A tear dripped down her face. 

	Is there ever going to be a day where I won’t make my woman cry? 

	Idiot me and my curiosity. 

	“I hired a lawyer and was able to get custody but it took every penny I owned. All of the money I had saved up, everything. Not that the money mattered to me, all I wanted was Aqua,” she sighed, her shoulders sagged in relief at this point. “But to keep custody, I had to jump through hoops. And jumping through hoops when you barely have the money to eat… Well, let’s just say it was not easy. I pawned every possession I had worth anything. The only thing I kept was my beat up car, knowing we would need it. I had to give up everything, my whole life, to keep her. And I wouldn’t change a second of it.”     

	My heart soared at her admission. 

	Having been messed over early in life, I know what it feels like to not be wanted. To be given up, thrown away like a piece of trash. So the fact that my woman, the woman I found, gave up everything so that her sister could stay with her, warmed my heart. 

	I knew there was a reason she was mine.

	“You’re amazing, baby,” I whispered, my breath licked her skin. 

	She shivered. 

	“Anyone would have done the same thing,” she replied, trying to make it off like what she did was nothing. Maybe that would work with someone else, but not with me. 

	I scoffed and glared at her. 

	“No, no they wouldn’t have,” I spit out, just thinking about the kind of people who wouldn’t do what she did. Like my own flesh and blood had. 

	She looked at me, and understanding caught up. 

	“Oh,” she whispered, her hand flew to her mouth. 

	I cleared my throat. “I think that’s enough morbid conversation for the rest of the night.” 

	She nodded enthusiastically.  

	“How does pizza sound?” I asked, not in the mood to cook tonight. 

	The last few days had been an overwhelming whirlwind. 

	Relaxing before tomorrow came seemed like the right thing to do. 

	Plus, I would get to hold Figgy in my arms as long as I wanted. 

	Sounded like a good night to me.

	Crossing my arms over my chest, I smiled.  
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	The last few days seemed like nothing was ever going to go right again. 

	Messed up thing, after messed up thing kept happening, falling like dominos and collapsing around me.

	The only good thing that came from all of the trash, was Kieran. He was like a bright light shining through the night sky that broke through the darkness, beckoning me home, leading me to the safe embrace of his arms. 

	Only knowing him the last couple of days left my mind reeling. My heart felt like I’d known him my entire life. It was as if he were the other half of my broken and shattered soul. 

	The heaviness from the last couple of days was still looming over me as I woke up the next morning. It felt as if there were concrete weights tied to my feet that kept weighing me down. Every movement that I made was slow and sluggish. 

	Kieran’s arms squeezed around my waist, pulling me closer to his body. Thankfully, it pulled me from my thoughts.

	 He was stretched out, sleeping on his back while my body was curled up into his right side. My left leg was draped over both of his, while my left arm was laying on his muscled abdomen. My right arm was stuck under the weight of my body, trapped beneath me. My blonde hair was draped across my pillow, which I wasn’t even using because my head was resting on his chest. I could hear his heart beating methodically in his chest, pumping blood throughout his body. 

	Glancing at the clock on the nightstand, it read 6:02 in the morning.

	I didn’t have to get Aqua up for another forty-five minutes.  

	A thrill shot through my veins and a cunning smile took over my face. 

	Oh yes. 

	Slowly, as to not wake him up, I slid out of his embrace. Wiggling my way downwards, I propped myself up and sat in between his legs. Starting at his belly button, I feathered kisses down his happy trail. Both of my hands were placed on his hips, the nails of my fingertips slightly dug into the skin of his hip bones which left half-circle indentations in his skin. His cock was hard in his boxers, standing to attention, long and thick. It was begging for release. Moving my right hand, I slipped it into his boxers. The waistband stretched to let my fingers inside. 

	Kieran moaned a deep growl. His hips bucked up a little bit, as if his body wasn’t in control. His eyes remained closed.

	I licked my lips in anticipation. 

	Using the pad of my thumb, I rubbed a small circle where the head of his toe met the shaft. A small drop of pre-cum bubbled up, making my thumb slick. I caressed the small bundle of nerves located there for a minute before using a little bit more pressure than before.  

	Kieran hissed through his clenched teeth from the contact. His eyes popped open, and his mouth formed an “o” when he noticed I was leaning over him. 

	A predatory gleam took over his irises and he watched me, hypnotized by my movements. 

	Leaning back, he locked his hands behind his head. He instantly got a better view of what I was doing. 

	I released the tip of his cock, and hooked my fingers into his boxes. He lifted his hips for me without complaint, his hungry eyes boring into me as I worked slowly to pull the material off of his body. I tossed it to the floor as his cock sprung free, smacking against his stomach. 

	I trailed my eyes up his muscular legs, his deliciously hard cock, tight abs and chest, down his defined arms and up to his handsome face. Getting my first real look at his beautiful body. As I looked over every muscle, I realized there wasn’t a blasted thing I would change about him. His body was perfection. 

	My mouth dried up from the sight of his nakedness laying out in front of me for the first time. Ripe for the picking.

	Leaning down, I let my breath linger on his sensitive skin. Goosebumps pebbled up on his body. Sticking my tongue out, I licked the tip of his toe. Grabbing the base of his monster cock in my left hand, I swirled my tongue around the top before licking him from base to tip.  

	He inhaled a huge gulp of air. 

	I had my hand wrapped around his toe and I pulled upward using the slickness from my own saliva to slide my hand slowly up and down. 

	“Idiot,” he groaned. “So good, baby.”

	His hips bucked again to show me that he needed more. 

	Pre-cum bubbled up on the head of his toe, glistening and gleaming. Taunting me.

	Keeping one hand on his cock, I wrapped my lips around the head, letting my tongue lick up the salty flavor from his cum.  

	I moaned, long and loud. 

	“You taste so good,” I hummed, with him still in my mouth, letting the vibrations from my voice toy with him. 

	He tasted delicious, though. I wanted more. So much more. 

	“Oh goodness. Don’t stop. Don’t stop,” he panted, his voice thick with desire. 

	I pumped his cock with my hand while my mouth assaulted him. I slowly took him deeper and deeper until he hit the back of my throat. 

	Tilting my head to the side, I locked eyes with him. His eyes were hooded with desire, a spark flared in their depths when I watched him watching me. This was erotic. The curve of his lips, the way his cheek ticked every time he tried to not cum. 

	It became a sexy game, and getting him to cum was my prize. It’s time to step it up. 

	I pulled my mouth off with a pop. A sexy smile played on my face as I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth, sinking my teeth into the plump flesh. My eyes dilated, from taste of him still lingering in my mouth.

	Laying down next to him, I kept his toe in my right hand, lightly stroking it. Gingerly, I feathered light kisses up his chest. Sweeping my tongue out, I licked his nipple. It pebbled the second my mouth left. Continuing my assault, I peppered kisses along his collar bone, jaw, and neck. I sunk my teeth into the flesh of his neck, pulling it into my hot mouth. 

	He moaned louder than last time. 

	Using my left hand, I rubbed my thumb over the bundle of nerves below the head of his toe as I licked up his neck. Once I reached his ear, I pulled his lobe into my mouth, letting out a breath of air. 

	His hips bucked again, air hissing out of his lips. 

	I smiled against his neck knowing that every second I continued to tease his body, he lost more and more control.

	“Baby, I need you to mess me with your hot little mouth, again,” he drawled, unembarrassed by his vulgar words. His need was too strong to care, and again, my cheeks tinted with a blush. 

	I grinned and pulled his cock into my mouth in record time.

	I worked him with my mouth, letting my tongue play. 

	His breathing hitched and his hips kept moving. 

	I used my free hand to lightly squeeze his balls, and used my index finger to apply pressure to just under his sack, massaging where the base of his toe met his body. 

	His hips bucked harder, shoving his cock further into my wet mouth. He pumped vigorously, needing release. 

	“Figgy, Figgy, Figgy,” he chanted my name over and over as he came in my mouth. Spurts of his cum slid down my throat, while the rest of it landed on my tongue, the salty flavor lingering in my mouth.

	Not able to keep the smile from my face, I laid down and rested my head on his chest. His heart was beating wildly. 

	Kieran’s body remained limp and his breathing started to relax. 

	He lifted his head to look at me, cocking his head to the side. 

	“Holy idiot, baby. That was incredible,” he drawled. His eyes were gleaming as he stared at me. 

	Pride bloomed in my chest. 

	A blush crept up my cheeks from his praise. 

	Finally, for the first time in years, I felt free.

	 

	*****
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	Best.. Morning. Ever. 

	Waking up to Figgy’s hot, wet mouth gliding over my toe was the absolute best.

	Watching her lips part and take me in, inch-by-delicious-inch was hot as idiot. 

	She was perfection in its simplest form. 

	She was mine. 

	Life before her seemed dull in comparison, bland and boring. She lit up my world, shedding light on what used to be dark and dreary. We could sit around all day doing absolutely nothing and I would have a great time. She was the reason my world spun. 

	But, with all of the crazy trash that’d been happening, our life was like a constant roller coaster anyway.  

	Practice ended about an hour ago, and I’ve been sitting in the locker room by myself, contemplating what to do. 

	After the amazing blow job Figgy gave me this morning, we got up and got Aqua ready for school. We each had a cup of coffee first, before making sure she was ready for her day, dressing her, packing her lunch, telling her to brush her teeth and hair, reminding her to put her homework in her backpack. All of that mundane stuff. All of the stuff that I had never cared about before, now mattered to me in a way that was life changing. 

	I loved every second of it. 

	I also realized how much I had missed growing up, never having had anyone who cared enough to help me with all of the little things. 

	Which brought me back to my dilemma. 

	Watch the video. Don’t watch the video. 

	Watch the video. Don’t watch the video. 

	Phoo. 

	I had to watch the video.

	Placing the DVD into the disk drive of my laptop, I pushed it closed and waited. A small DVD picture popped up on my laptop screen. Using my mouse, I double clicked on the DVD icon and waited for the disk to load. 

	After a minute passed by, a video popped up on the screen. 

	Clicking the volume button, I made sure that the sound was on all the way. 

	A black screen rolled out, with “Figgy’s Olympic Routine-2014” written across the screen. 

	Once the black screen faded away, a video of an ice rink popped up. The camera zoomed into the middle of the rink, where Figgy was standing, all done up. 

	Her blonde hair was pulled into a bun at the top of her head, a few curls falling to her face, bouncing when she skated. 

	She was wearing a blue and white dress, skintight from her chest to the flare of her waist, until the fabric flowed over the curve of her hips. Her dress was shimmering and shining, glitter woven into its fabric. White ice skates and flesh colored tights that showed off her taut leg muscles finished her outfit.

	Make up covered her face. Blue eye shadow was painted on the lids of her eyes, making the icy blue of her irises pop, and a blush swept her cheeks. 

	In the background of the arena, was a banner that read 2014 Winter Olympic Games. 

	Incredible. 

	She really competed in the Olympics. 

	Believing it and seeing it were two different things. 

	I watched the screen in awe as she flew around the rink, jumping and spinning like a mad woman. She was lightning on the ice, her energy flowing through the video and right into me. Energizing me. 

	Taking her last jump, she made a clean landing. Her legs and arms formed perfect angles until she spun around so many times, I was dizzy just watching her. When she finished her routine, her chest was rising and falling rapidly, unshed tears sparkling in her eyes. Her cheeks and nose were cherry red from the chilly rink air. 

	She bowed from her waist down before skating off of the rink and into the speculation area. 

	I watched the screen and bit my nails with nervous energy, waiting for her score. When they announced it, all of the air was sucked out of my lungs.
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	“Incredible,” I breathed out. I was in shock. I watched with ample attention as she realized just how well she had done. 

	This score put her in first place overall, meaning that if no one else scored higher, she would become an Olympic gold medalist.

	No way. 

	The video cut out after the reveal of her score. I quickly closed out the DVD and opened an internet browser. I needed to know how it ended. 

	Typing in “Figueroa Ryan”, I clicked the enter button. A bunch of links popped up, about fifty percent of them were reports and articles about her parent’s accident. The other fifty percent were about her figure skating career.   

	Scrolling down the page, my heart stopped in my chest. 

	Woman’s Olympic Gold Medalist - Figueroa Ryan

	Realization dawned on me like a smack to the face. 

	She wasn’t skating now.

	When she said she gave up everything to get Aqua, she was not kidding. 

	She gave up her entire figure skating career. 

	My eyes popped out of my head, my jaw fell open, and my breathing became erratic. 

	No matter what she said, that was not a decision she made lightly.  

	No one should have been made to choose between their family and their career. 

	But not only did she choose, she picked her little sister. 

	I already knew this woman was perfect for me, this just solidified it in my mind, not just my heart. 

	Anyone who would give up what she did for her family, was my kind of people. 

	Even if she is completely bipolar. 

	Sweet Figgy. 

	Sassy Figgy. 

	You never know which one you’ll get. 

	I smirked as I thought about her sassy mouth and what kind of trouble it always got her into. 

	An idea struck me like a puck to the head.

	Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I dialed a number and pressed the device to my ear. 

	The phone rang a couple of times before someone picked up. 

	“Sight Anderson speaking,” he drawled, his twang evident.  

	I smirked. 

	“Hello, this is Kieran Kingston. I’m in need of some assistance,” I said into my phone. 

	“What can I do to help ya, Sir?” he asked, his tone becoming more professional by the second. 

	He was standing guard over Figgy right this second which technically meant that I was his boss. 

	“Can she hear you?” I asked him. 

	He laughed out loud, “That would be a negative.”

	Perfect. 

	“Is there anyone you know that’s good at finding things? I need something found,” I replied. 

	“Actually, I do have someone who could help you. But it’ll cost ya,” Sight goaded, like money was really an issue.

	“Paying isn’t a problem.” 

	“I’ll send ya his number. Just let him know what ya need and he should be able to help ya out,” he laughed. 

	“Thank you,” I replied. 

	“Anderson out.”

	Step one, check.  

	Figgy had no idea what was coming and I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when my plan played out.  

	Although I didn’t want to keep her in the dark, this was one last secret I had to keep.

	And my lips were sealed. 

	 

	*****
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	Having so much time to myself was weird. 

	So far today, I had already gone to the grocery store, cleaned the kitchen and bathroom, washed my car, and organized Kieran’s dresser and closet. 

	Not that he had anything in his huge walk in closet for me to organize, much to my shock. 

	Why stuff everything into a boring old dresser when you had a whole closet that was empty? 

	I didn’t know either.

	Men. 

	Smiling to myself, I folded Aqua’s clothing while sitting on the couch. 

	Making Kieran cum this morning caused a warmth to bloom in my chest. 

	When he came undone like that, it excited me. 

	Power comes in many different forms. 

	Beauty. Confidence. Strength. Pride. Self-worth. 

	Each one of those emotions ran through me this morning for the first time in years. 

	I was happy. Actually happy. And not just because I thought I had to be, but because he made me that way. 

	Humming to myself, I continued to fold Aqua’s clothes. 

	Why keep them stuffed in bags when there was a dresser and a trunk in her room? I sorted them while I folded; pants in one pile, shirts in the next, skirts after that one, pajama’s in the next one, and hoodies and dresses in the last. 

	Sitting still had always been a problem for me which was one of the reasons I was put into figure skating lessons at such an early age. The constant practice never left me restless. 

	A phone went off in the background. 

	Twisting my head, I noticed Sight standing on the patio in the backyard with his phone to his ear. His eyes were locked on me inside the house.  

	Sight was my own personal body guard that Kieran and his teammates hired to keep me safe. Or rather, to make me feel safer. 

	I smiled at the thought. 

	Having someone worry about me was nice. I liked knowing that someone cared about me enough to worry. 

	It was a foreign feeling, but one I could definitely get used to.

	After folding all of her clothes, I placed them into the dresser and trunk in her room, organizing them the best that I could.

	Using the back of my hand, I swiped away a thin layer of sweat that coated my face.

	I blew out a breath, drew more oxygen into my lungs, and let it back out.

	Dang. I was out of shape. Winded and sweaty just from folding laundry. 

	That needed to change. And fast. 

	I was an Olympic Gold Medalist dang it. 

	My body was built to be my greatest weapon, and instead, I had let it become my worst asset. 

	Just because I wasn’t fat, did not mean that I was in shape. 

	Someone who was in shape would not have been huffin’ and puffin’ after folding laundry, that’s for sure.  

	A sense of determination took ahold of me. 

	Walking into Kieran’s room, I pulled a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt out of my clothes bag that was still laying on the floor. 

	Yanking off my pajamas, I got dressed. The yoga pants were tight around my legs and rear, while the t-shirt flowed over my body. I pulled my tangled hair up into a ponytail, getting it away from my face and neck. Last but not least, I shoved my feet into my pink and black Nikes and tied the laces tightly into a double knot. 

	I could do most of my workout routines without any equipment. Stretches, lunges, and other muscle loosening and building moves ran through my head.

	Closing my eyes, I pictured them all, letting the images flow through my mind. I was trying to find the best move to start with.

	My mind stopped on one set of stretches. Those would do. 

	I bent, twisted, and pulled my body into different positions. 

	The whole point of working out is to keep your body in shape, to keep your muscles loose, to make it so that you’re healthy. 

	Before you start working out hard and pushing yourself, your body needs a base. You need to build your body into a place where it’s comfortable and work your way up from there. Starting out too hard can cause injuries which is something you really don’t want to deal with. Trust me on that. 

	Slowly, I worked my body through the stretches I needed to complete. My muscles started to loosen up, and I could feel the start to build myself up a little bit. 

	Cardio. I needed cardio, my body hummed at the thought. 

	Glancing around, I tried to figure out how to accomplish my goal. 

	I wanted, no, needed to run. 

	But running with a body guard following me left a bad taste in my mouth. I didn’t need someone following me around during my run but I couldn’t just leave without him, either. 

	Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I straightened my spine and walked out into the kitchen where Sight was watching me with a smirk on his lips. 

	Mother idiot. 

	I ground my teeth together, mad at myself for not realizing sooner that my bodyguard had received a free show on my behalf. 

	Stomping my feet, I stormed over to him. Spine straight, eyes hard and gleaming, and my hands clenched into fists at my sides. I was breathing kind of hard. 

	I stopped less than an inch away from him so that I was chest to chest - well, really it was more like his chest to my head - but I was mighty when I was pissed. Tilting my head back and cocking it to the side, I glared at him. My eyes locked onto his face, and he wasn’t afraid. Not at all. Not even a little bit.

	He looked amused. 

	Clenching my teeth together, I hissed. 

	Mother idiot. I was bad-frigging-rear.  

	Anger seeped off of me in waves. Fire raced through my veins, scorching a path of rage throughout my body. 

	“Like the show?” I asked. My hand was on my hip, elbow popped out. 

	Humor danced throughout his eyes.

	I jutted my chin out defiantly. 

	“Idiot ya,” Sight slowly drawled out, his voice low and rumbly with a slight accent I hadn’t noticed before. 

	I scoffed and then lifted my upper lip in disgust.

	“You’re disgusting,” I hissed at him, baring my teeth. 

	He laughed and shrugged his shoulders. 

	“I’m so sorry ya feel that way, darlin’,” he drawled out, his accent becoming more and more prominent. 

	“Idiot off,” I seethed, flipping him off before I stomped away. 

	No way was I asking him about running now. 

	Harass that. 

	Running in the back yard was not an option. 

	Running around the neighborhood was not an option. 

	Fucckkkkk. 

	I grabbed my phone off of the counter and sent out a text. 

	Me: If I wanted to go for a run without my watch dog, would that be possible? 

	I crossed my fingers, hoping and praying this would just go my way. 

	Kieran: ???

	Kieran: There’s a treadmill in the garage, baby… 

	My eyes popped out of my head and my mouth dropped open to form an “o”. 

	Kieran: Won’t that work? 

	Me: OMG. Yes! *jumps up and down excitedly*  

	Kieran: Have a nice run ;) 

	A treadmill? Idiot yes! 

	I grabbed my headphones and water bottle off of the counter and walked into the bathroom. Opening the cabinet door, I grabbed a small towel and slung it over my shoulder. 

	Once I got to the garage, I turned the door knob and pulled the door open with a squeak. Before I could even walk through the threshold, a light flashed on almost blinding me. 

	I blinked rapidly trying to clear my vision, and my mouth dried up at the sight in front of me. 

	I blinked again. Wanting to make sure that I was seeing correctly. 

	The home gym of home gyms was sitting before me. 

	A treadmill, weight room, bench press, elliptical, and almost every piece of workout equipment imaginable lined the walls and floor.

	I took a step inside the room, letting the door to the garage slam closed behind me. 

	Stepping up to the treadmill, I placed my water and phone on the side shelves. 

	Pushing the headphones into my ears, I wedged them in tightly so that when I started running, they stayed where I needed them. Picking up my phone, I scrolled through my song list until I stumbled upon “Buyou” by Keri Hilson. 

	A smirk played on my lips as I pressed the play button. The song blared through my headphones and started pumping me up, pushing me to work harder. 

	I pressed the start button on the treadmill. 

	I started jogging slowly on the machine, pumping my arms up and down as my legs started moving faster and faster.

	The song played over and over again in my head. 

	Before I knew it, sweat was dripping down the sides of my face and neck until it clung to my clothing. Droplets fell from my forehead all the way down my face, with some falling into my eyes, causing them to sting. 

	After what seemed like at least an hour, I slowed the machine down so that I could cool off with a brisk walk before stopping completely. 

	I grabbed the water bottle, twisted off the cap, and took a giant gulp. I let the water flow down my throat, cooling off the fire raging inside of me. 

	My chest rose and fell rapidly, while my lungs tried to catch their breath. 

	Grabbing the towel, I dried off the sweat coating my skin. 

	Glancing at the clock on my phone, I realized that Aqua would be getting home from school soon. I needed to wash up before she got here so that once she was home, I would have the time to focus solely on her. 

	Taking my first step off of the treadmill was easier said than done. 

	The second my feet hit solid ground, they wobbled like crazy. It was as if I were a fawn taking its first steps, my legs felt like noodles and a light wind would have knocked me over in that moment. 

	Taking each step slowly, I walked through the garage, back into the house, through the hallway, and finally into the huge bathroom. 

	Once inside, I twisted the lock until a click sounded, letting me know that I was now locked in. 

	Pulling the headphones out of my ears, I wrapped them around my phone before setting it with my towel and water on the sink.

	Kneeling down, I opened up the cabinet door under the sink and let my eyes roam around. I needed something to help with my sore muscles, and I was excited when my eyes landed on a tub of Epsom Salt. 

	Score!

	I wanted to soak instead of taking a shower and was pumped to see a huge Jacuzzi bathtub. It was calling my name with a promise of hot, steamy water. I put the Epsom Salt on the side.

	My muscles screamed out, begging me to listen to their call, pleading for me to soak the sore right out of them. 

	I walked over to the huge tub, plugged the drain, and blasted the water. I twisted the handle to the right until the water was steaming as it came out of the pipe.

	The sound of rushing water filled my ears, and a soothing sensation took over. 

	Grabbing the Epsom Salt, I poured some into the tub as it filled with scorching water.          

	 Goose bumps pebbled over my cold skin, the heat from the water drawing them out.

	A shiver traveled through my body. 

	The towel I had used the other day was hanging up on one of the hooks connected to the wall by the door. Walking over, I grabbed it and placed it right next to the tub so that when I was finished, I would be able to reach it without dripping water all over the tile floor. 

	I kicked off my tennis shoes and peeled off the sweaty clothes, letting them fall to the ground next to my towel with a plop.

	 Steam rose off of the surface of the water in wisps, filling the room with thick, warm air. Slowly, I lifted my right leg until my foot was hovering over the hot water. I dipped my toes in to test the water temperature. 

	A hiss escaped my lips. 

	Without a second thought, I plunged my foot into the hot water, and once I had my balance, I pulled my other foot in as well. The hot water scalded my skin, calming me with its warmth. Wincing, I sat down and completely immersed my body. The salt water stung as it covered my cuts, even though scabs had formed where open wounds had once been. My head was propped up on the ledge, while the rest of my body was soaking. 

	A calm feeling took over once the pain left, and for the first time in weeks, I was able to relax and not worry what bad thing was going to happen next. 

	But you know what they say about letting yourself get too comfortable; when you finally feel safe enough to let your guard down, that should actually be the time you reinforce your walls.
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	A few weeks went by without incident so we fell into a routine, easy as pie. 

	In the mornings, Figgy and I would get Aqua ready for school together. Once Aqua was picked up by April, Saber’s wife, and taken to school safely, Figgy and I would sit down and have breakfast together before it was my turn to leave and go to practice for the day. Sight would show up thirty minutes before I had to leave and check the house to make sure everything was as it should be. 

	Practice would kick my rear. First thing in the morning, the team would practice out on the ice, then after lunch they would do the weight room training. I spent every lunch break talking to Figgy on the phone. We almost always had something to talk about and when we didn’t, we had comfortable silences. The kind where you can read, watch TV, or even just sit next to each other without any awkward moments. 

	Figgy kept the house in top shape. She cleaned, did the laundry, went shopping, and had dinner on the table most nights by the time I got home. Sometimes we would cook together, but she loved staying busy, to be always moving, so she took care of everything without complaint. It got to the point where I had to fire my housekeeper because Figgy did everything that lady did and more. 

	I’d told her multiple times that she didn’t have to do a blasted thing, but she would just roll her eyes or scoff at me as if what I was saying was absurd.

	The best part? 

	Even though we had found a routine that worked for us, life was not boring.  

	She brought light and laughter into my once dull and dreary life. 

	Walking up to the door of our house, I rubbed my sweaty palms on my faded blue jeans. I really hoped that I was dressed to impress, because there was no way I was wearing what was expected, so this would just have to be good enough. A skin tight, white t-shirt was pulled over my chest, the fabric bunched and stretched with each movement I made. My hair hung loosely around my face, but I had a hair band in my pocket in case I needed it. Worn, black Converse shoes finished my look.  

	Nervous energy buzzed through my veins adding to the nervous feeling that had built up in my gut.

	Idiot. 

	This could go one of two ways. 

	Either she’d fall at my feet and proclaim her love for me, or she’d slap me across the face and never want to see me again. 

	In all reality, this could go badly. Really, really badly.

	But sometimes you had to take a huge risk to be rewarded the way you wanted. 

	And I wanted her. The risk of losing her to fully have her seemed worth it to me. 

	Russian Roulette at its finest.

	I just had to hope and pray with everything I had, that this would work out in my favor. The thought of going back to a dull and colorless existence sent a chill through my body. I straightened my spine so that I was standing at my full height and clenched my hands into fists at my sides. 

	I wouldn’t let that happen. 

	I looked over my shoulder and locked eyes on Cooper, who was sitting in his truck. His index fingers were lightly tapping his steering wheel as he waited for me to get on with it. 

	My plan was good. Everything would work out the way it was supposed to. I took a deep breath, lifted my fist, and pounded on the door. 

	Thump. Thump. Thump.

	Air was lodged in my chest, unable to find its way out of my lungs. 

	One second. Two seconds. Three seconds. Four… 

	A whoosh sounded as the door opened up. The air I had been holding in my lungs rushed out of me. My eyes widened slightly and I gulped, my throat was tight and sore from just the sight of her.

	Figgy’s eyes sparkled like pools of gleaming water, warm and inviting. Her blonde hair cascaded down the sides of her face and hung low, almost reaching her hips, with some of her untamed curls sticking out. Her plump lips were curved into a smile, giving off a clear view of her perfect white, straight teeth. Her breasts were pushed up and popping out of her skin tight tank top, and her small waist drew your attention to her plush hips that flared out just the right amount. Her curves were killer. Her lean and toned legs were showing, her skin was tanner than before. 

	My eyes, slow and unashamed, roamed her body. This made her laugh. 

	I coughed into my hand. 

	“Charming? What are you doing? Why did you knock? This is your house…,” she trailed off with her head tilted to the side, her eyebrows scrunched together in thought.        

	I cleared my throat again. 

	“Come with me,” I said, moving my arms to usher her towards me. 

	She cocked her head to the side and placed her hand on her hip. 

	“Why?” 

	I scowled. 

	“Let’s go. Just come on, baby. Go grab a jacket, walk your fine little donkey out this door, and get in my car. No questions. No complaints. No complaining or whining. Just listen this once. You got me?” I arched an eyebrow, daring her to challenge me. 

	She sucked in a breath. Her hands flew to her chest, but she didn’t challenge me. She nodded her head yes and scurried away. 

	Turning my head, I waved Cooper over to let him know he could come over here now without getting his balls chopped off. He climbed out of his truck, slammed the door, and stalked over in a matter of minutes.

	His feet stomped hard with each step he took, the thudding of his pursuit loud enough to be heard from a mile away. 

	He wasn’t wasting any time.

	He rushed past me into the house, dipping his head in acknowledgment of my presence before skidding to a stop. His entire being was tuning in to the reason for him being here. 

	Little Aqua.

	Aqua was sitting on the dining room table, her right hand twirling her hair around her finger while she studied a book sitting in front of her. 

	Her gaze was focused and unmoving. 

	Cooper just stood there staring at her with his back towards me. 

	They may not have a relationship that I understood, but I knew without a doubt that Cooper would die to protect her and I needed to make sure she was safe while I wooed her sister. 

	Figgy walked into the living room a minute later with a jacket draped over her arm. 

	She walked right up to me, stretched onto her tiptoes, and placed a light kiss on my jaw. 

	“Can we go yet, Charming?” she asked me, curiosity pouring from her gaze.

	I nodded and threaded my fingers through hers, the warmth of her hand giving me hope. 

	I pulled her through the doorway and slammed the door closed, unable to focus on anything but what I was about to do. 

	Once we got to my car, she was bouncing on the balls of her feet with excitement. I opened the passenger door and waited until her little body was fully in the car before closing it. 

	The most important cargo of my life was tucked inside my vehicle. 

	I always wondered why men opened and closed doors for a lady. Now I understood. 

	They wanted to know without a shadow of a doubt that the person that meant the most to them was safe.

	I took a deep breath before climbing into the driver’s side. This was a surprise, so I pulled out a blindfold from my back pocket. Without asking, I pulled the blindfold over her eyes and tied it into place. 

	She didn’t complain or argue. Surprisingly. 

	 Backing out of my driveway, I pulled into the street and started driving to my destination. 

	I interlocked our fingers together while we drove in silence.

	I focused on the feeling of her skin on mine, needing to brand it into my memory. 

	There’s a possibility that this would be the last time she let me touch her and I needed to make the most of it. No matter what.  

	 

	***** 
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	Your life could change in the blink of an eye. 

	One second, you’re so rich you could trash money, and the next you’re dirt poor. 

	One second, you’re so high on life you feel like you’re flying, and the next you’re down so low nothing could lift you back up. 

	One second, your heart was exploding with love, and the next it was breaking into a million pieces. 

	One second was all it took to change your life.  

	I should know. 

	I was a walking example of the fact that fate was a cruel, bitter jerk.

	So going from one second to the next and coming out above wasn’t something I knew was possible. Until I met Kieran.  

	One second I felt like I was alone, and the next I felt like I had finally been found. 

	A miracle. 

	He was my miracle. I still had to pinch myself to be sure that this was my life. 

	This was why I was sitting in his car with a blindfold covering my eyes.

	I trusted him with my life.

	I trusted him with Aqua’s life. 

	I trusted him with everything that I was, including my heart. 

	The car came to a stop so I reached up to pull the blindfold off of my eyes. 

	Before I could, Kieran’s hands covered it. 

	I scowled. 

	I mean, what was such a big deal that I couldn’t see it yet? 

	All I wanted to do was see. 

	Surprises had never been my thing. 

	“Almost, baby,” he murmured, his voice shaky. Was he nervous? Why would he be nervous? 

	My pulse spiked and my heart hitched. 

	His nerves transferred over to me. 

	He pulled me out of the passenger seat, but instead of walking with me, he picked me up and cradled my body to his chest. 

	I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my head into his chest. 

	I took the opportunity to inhale his spicy scent.

	His footsteps sped up until he stopped and pulled open a door. 

	A blast of icy cold air shocked my body.

	The muscles of my body locked up involuntarily.  

	The familiar feeling flowed through my soul. 

	Panic clawed its way to the surface but I pushed it down, unwilling to let it ruin whatever he had planned.

	We went through a couple of other doors before he finally set me down on a bench. 

	He pulled the blindfold off my face, and my heart started to race. 

	Kieran was squatting in front of me, both hands lingered on my thighs to keep me in place. 

	Looking around, I noticed we were in his locker room. Cubbies with jerseys and equipment lined the walls.

	A smirk played on his lips while his eyes shone with fear. 

	There was a box sitting next to me with a note on top. 

	He leaned in and placed a kiss on my lips. 

	“Trust me,” he murmured against my lips before he stood up and disappeared out of the room. I was alone. 

	My heart hammered in my chest.

	With shaky hands, I picked up the note on the box. 

	My name was written in scratchy writing on the front. 

	I flip it open to read it. 

	 

	To my beautiful Figgy, 

	You gave me something I never thought I would have.

	Now it’s my turn to give you your life back. 

	Trust me the way I trust you. 

	With all of me, 

	Your Prince Charming

	 

	I read and re-read his note. So simple, yet packed with so much meaning. 

	His scratchy and messy writing brought a small smile to my face even though I was nervous. 

	I folded the note into a small square and shoved it in my purse to keep it as a memory of what was to come. 

	Hands still shaking, I lifted the lid to the box and gasped. 

	Tears burned my eyes.

	A broken sob escaped my throat. 

	I covered my mouth with shaky hands.

	I almost couldn’t breathe.

	Almost. 

	Sitting in the box were my old figure skates. The skates that I competed with in the Olympic Games only a few years ago. The skates I sold right after my parents died because I was desperate for the money. 

	I gently picked them up out of the box, as if they would shatter in my hands. 

	My signature was on the right outside boot where I placed it to add more value. 

	Goodness. 

	How? Why? 

	Oh my goodness. 

	I had no words. Not a single dang one. 

	My heart constricted in my chest because that wasn’t all. I softly placed the skates on the ground. At the bottom of the box was my routine outfit, the white and blue fabric sparkled as I picked it up and examined it in the light. 

	A sob broke free and ripped out of my chest. 

	Hot tears rolled down my cheeks. 

	Emotions I had trapped inside of me all of those years ago broke free. 

	The life I never let myself think about was sitting right in front of me. 

	Looking back in the box, I noticed another note on the bottom covering my tights. Placing my skating outfit next to my skates, I picked it up and read it. 

	A laugh bubbled out of my chest. 

	 

	Put them on and follow the signs to reach me. 

	 

	What was he up to?

	He already blew my mind by giving me something I never thought I would see again. He had already won me over, way before all of this, I just didn’t realize how much until this moment. 

	Deciding I wanted to know what else he had planned, I peeled my clothes off and put my tights and skating dress on. 

	The tights and dress fit me like a second skin. I ran my hands down the fabric covering my body, letting my fingers feel the familiar material. My eyebrows hit my hairline once I looked in the mirror. I wasn’t expecting it to still fit me like it used to. If anything, it fit me even better. 

	I never had curves before, but now they were there. The outfit showed them off perfectly. 

	My eyes were red, puffy, and blotchy. I didn’t care, I had no one to impress. Kieran’s opinion was the only one that mattered to me, and he thought I was beautiful no matter what. 

	I pulled my skates on, and after using my lucky kiss on the laces one last time, tied them into strong double knots.

	I closed my eyes tightly and pinched myself before opening them again, hoping against hope that this wasn’t some kind of cruel dream. 

	It wasn’t. 

	When I opened my eyes again, I noticed an arrow pointing out of the room. 

	I followed the arrow as it led me down the hallway and into another room. 

	Three arrows later, I was standing in front of the ice rink. 

	Frozen solid. 

	Unable to move.

	My heart was lodged in my throat, more tears streamed down my face and yet another sob ripped from my mouth. 

	There, in the middle of the ice rink was a small table set for two. Kieran was standing right next to it, his hockey skates on his feet. A dozen deep red roses were clutched in his hands and rose petals were scattered on the table along with dark blue colored candles. Twinkly lights were strung on top of the rink, casting a glow onto the ice which added to the already romantic ambiance.

	Taking a deep breath, I used the back of my hand to wipe the tears from my face and wobbly stepped out onto the ice.

	Slowly, to make sure I didn’t fall over, I skated over until I was standing in front of him.

	“Thank you,” I breathed out. 

	He handed me the roses and ushered me to my seat without saying a word. Pulling the chair out, he waited until I was seated before pushing me in. He went to sit across from me. 

	Looking into his eyes, I could feel him. His heart. His mind. His everything.

	Leaning over the table, he pulled my hands in his and cleared his throat.  

	 “You, Figueroa Ryan, are perfection at its finest. Your haunted eyes pulled me in, snaring my body, mind, and soul from your first glance. I was infatuated with you from the beginning. You took my breath away. Your killer body. Your voice. Your laugh. Your scent. But, it wasn’t until I started to learn the little things about you that I became obsessed. Your spitfire attitude. Your headstrong mind. Your iron will. Your generous heart. Your endless love,” he explained, his voice cracking with emotion. “You pulled at a part of me that I never knew was there. Our broken souls knitted together, strengthening both of us. You make me stronger. You make me better. You make me, me. I didn’t just fall for you. You tripped me. Made me face plant on the ground, bowing down at your feet. I never want to get back up. You made me love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone in my life,” he whispered. 

	I sucked in a huge gulp of air. 

	“I love you, Figgy. So much that it hurts.” 

	Giant hot tears poured down my face.

	My heart was hammering so hard in my chest it was a wonder I could hear him speaking over it.  

	The final piece to my puzzle clicked into place, only it wasn’t only just my puzzle anymore. It was ours.

	“I don’t care what you call me, labels have never mattered to me. The only thing that matters is that I need to call you mine,” he murmured, clutching my hand tighter. 

	His eyes bore into mine, trying to make sense of what I was feeling.

	“You’ve always been mine, Charming,” I hoarsely replied. I smile as tears continued to fall. 

	He exhaled, all the tension and nerves fell out of his body. 

	“I never knew what love really was until you. I love you too,” I dreamily sighed.

	“Thank idiot,” he breathed out. He was breathing very fast, but his hands didn’t leave mine as his eyes gazed into mine as if he were looking into my soul. 

	Neither of us said anything, the only thing that could be heard was the sound of our breathing. 

	After what felt like an eternity, someone next to us coughed to get our attention. 

	I jumped, surprised to hear someone else in the room with us. 

	Looking up, my eyes widened. 

	Standing in front of me was Jade Stonewall, my former US Olympic teammate. Laughter danced in her eyes as one of her hands covered her mouth, trying to hide her smile. 

	Dang, she looked great. 

	“What are you doing here?” I squeaked out. 

	I didn’t understand. 

	She couldn’t stop her laugh, it was deep and loud. 

	Her left hand was propped on her hip, and she flicked her head towards Kieran. 

	“When he told me why he was buying your old uniform, I had to see it for myself,” she explained, nothing sinister or mean in her tone. “I always wondered why you disappeared without a trace.” 

	My chin fell down, making my mouth pop open in shock. 

	“I didn’t think anyone would really care,” I murmured, more to myself then to her. “I mean, I was the competition.”

	Jade laughed again and shook her head. 

	“Being the best, means beating the best, Figgy. How am I supposed to know if I’m the actual best, without you there for me to try to beat?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders. “I moved to couples skating after you left, at least there, a win means more than just a win by default.”

	Incredible. 

	I started to hyperventilate. 

	“I… It’s not like… No…,” I muttered, shaking my head back and forth so fast that I had whiplash. “I didn’t have a choice,” I breathed out, horrified. 

	Jade skated over to me and placed her hand on my shoulder. 

	Her eyes pleaded with me to understand. 

	“I didn’t mean it like that, Figs. I know you wouldn’t have left unless you were forced to…we may not have been friends, but I knew you better than anyone else did.” 

	I nodded my head, and then shook it. 

	“I don’t like thinking we weren’t friends, Jade. Clean slate?” I asked, hoping for her to take my suggestion. 

	The only friend I’ve ever had was Aqua. I needed some friends my age. 

	“The Zamboni cleared our marks years ago, Figs,” she said with a smile. “I need friends.” 

	A laugh bubbled out of my mouth. 

	“Me too.” 

	“Catch ya on the flip side,” Jade exclaimed as she skated away, landing a double axle without any effort. “I’ll send in your dinner.” 

	Shaking my head back and forth, I tried to clear my mind. 

	My mind wouldn’t stop reeling. I couldn’t wipe the smile off of my face, as I looked back into Kieran’s eyes. 

	The last twelve hours seemed surreal.

	I laughed again. 

	“How? What? How did you know and then do all of this?” I asked him, my voice light. 

	Not that I cared, but I mean, how? 

	There was no way I would have been able to find the one thing in the world Kieran loved and needed, and have been able to give it to him. 

	But he was able to do it for me. 

	He gave me everything I ever wanted, including him. 

	Finally, I was able to call him mine. 

	 

	***** 
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	Feeling anchored in place had never felt so good. 

	She loved me. 

	She.. Loved. Me. 

	Unbelievable. No one had ever loved me before. 

	Not my parents. 

	Not my foster father. 

	Not any of the women I had hooked up with. 

	Not any of my teammates. 

	No one. 

	Not even Cooper. 

	I knew that he cared about me, but loved me? Nope.

	So hearing that not only made my day, but it made my life.

	Falling was the scariest thing that had ever happened to me. Mainly because you don’t know exactly where you’re going to land, and even if you know where your final destination is, you don’t know if someone will be there to catch you. 

	Thankfully we were able to catch each other. 

	Figgy had always held me captive. My mind, my body, and now my heart as well. 

	My eyes were trained on her, looking over every piece of her body. 

	Seeing her in her skating outfit and skates took my breath away. I had never seen her look so beautiful. It was as if she was made to wear them, as if they were a part of her.

	Her smile reached her eyes, her teeth gleaming in the candlelight. Her eyes were red and puffy from the tears she had been shedding, her makeup was running down her cheeks, and her nose was red, but I had never seen her look more gorgeous. 

	For the first time since I met her, she was wearing her heart on her sleeve. It wasn’t locked away somewhere, it was out in the open.

	It was mine. 

	She was mine.

	The caterer that I hired delivered our food. We ate, eyes still locked on each other as if afraid one blink of our eyes would make this moment disappear forever. 

	She cocked her head to the side, waiting for my explanation.

	I coughed, clearing my throat. 

	“When we packed up your stuff from your apartment, I found these tapes that were hidden in your entertainment center. At first I didn’t believe them. I mean, I had only known you for a couple of days, but it just didn’t seem like it could be true. I grabbed them anyways, figuring they were important to you. They had your name on them, they must have been yours. But the more I thought about them, the more they plagued my mind,” I told her between bites of food. “I had to know what was on them, it was driving me crazy. So I brought one to practice with me and watched it on my break. Watching you skate mesmerized me, Figgy. I was watching you compete in the Olympics, and it was unbelievable. You had told me that you gave up everything to take care of Aqua, but I didn’t realize everything included something as huge as that.” 

	Tears pooled in her eyes once again. 

	I expected her to be mad at me for snooping. 

	Idiot. 

	I would be dang livid. 

	She’s always had a tendency to surprise me, though. 

	“I would do it all over again if it meant ending up here,” her voice cracked as she spoke. “Giving up my career so that I could take care of Aqua was an honor. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I had made a different choice.” 

	Her eyes widened and tears flowed down her cheeks, as if putting two and two together. 

	Loving her wasn’t a choice. 

	It just was.

	But, one of the things that made me fall further was realizing that she took care of her family. 

	No matter what. 

	No matter the price. 

	No matter the struggle. 

	To me, after what my life was like, that was everything.

	Her hand flew up to cover her mouth. 

	“Oh,” she whimpered as her eyes lids fluttered together rapidly. 

	I dipped my head, silently agreeing with part of her conclusion. 

	“Oh, Kieran,” she cried out, a sob took over and she folded in half as the emotion she was feeling washed over her. 

	I pushed out of my chair, and moved over to her in a nano-second.

	I pulled her out of her chair and into my body. I let her get out the emotion she was feeling. The emotion that was plaguing her heart. The emotion that was crushing her very soul. 

	Loving her wasn’t a choice. But if I had one, I would have chosen her. 

	“Baby, everything worked out,” I murmured into her hair, rubbing one of my hands on her back trying to get her to calm down. 

	My girl cared deeply. She felt everything deep down to her soul. 

	She could cry for the next year and I would still love her, but she needed to stop for her own good. 

	She lifted her head and her eyes met mine. 

	Lifting my hand, I wiped away her tears with the pad of my thumb. First one side of her face, and then the other. 

	She smiled wobbly at me, but her lip continued to tremble. 

	Leaning over, she moved her head so that it was cradled between my neck and shoulder where she started placing light kisses. 

	“I love you, Charming,” she whispered over my skin, her breath left goose bumps in its wake.       

	I shivered. 

	“I love you too, baby,” I drawled. “Let’s get you home. My girl needs her rest.”
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	My girl. 

	My girl. 

	Swoon. My heart swelled with happiness in my chest. 

	Those words sounded better than anything else coming from his lips. 

	After all of the nasty things life had dealt me, I deserved this. 

	I deserved him. 

	The love you have for a sibling, child, or parent differs from the love you have for a significant other. This I finally understood. 

	There was a difference between loving someone and being in love with someone. 

	And I was in love with Kieran. 

	He was mine, and I was his. 

	Simple as that. 

	He knew my heart, my soul, and mind. Everything that made me, me. 

	Warmth bloomed in my chest thinking about the amazing thing he did for me tonight. The effort it took, the planning, the sheer thoughtfulness of the whole thing. All the way down to my old skates and outfit. 

	I wanted to be mad that he went through my stuff. He snooped and it was something he had no right to do.

	And yet, I just couldn’t bring myself to be angry. What he did for me was magical, and even though I wanted to be pissed, I just wasn’t able to be. I wasn’t even slightly mad. 

	Instead, I was on cloud nine. I was ecstatic that someone would go to such drastic measures for me.  

	Pulling up to the house, I twisted my hands together in my lap. Nervous energy flowed through me, as dirty thoughts consumed my mind. 

	I bit my lip, pulling some of the tender skin in between my teeth.

	I wanted – no, I needed – to feel him inside of me. 

	I needed it so bad, I couldn’t think of anything else. 

	I closed my eyes wishing that I could have saved myself for someone as special as him, rather than the scum I gave myself to for the first time. 

	But whereas that jerk got to be my first, I would make sure that Kieran was my last. 

	“Come on baby, time to go inside,” he urged me. 

	My heart was hammering inside of my chest, beating against my ribcage hard and fast. 

	I swallowed, trying to find the words to say. 

	But instead, my mouth was dry and I was unable to come up with even a one worded answer. 

	Instead, I nodded my head and got out of the car. 

	Idiot, it was cold out tonight. I shivered and pulled my jacket tighter to my body as I walked up the walkway and stood waiting by the door for Kieran to let me in. He put his key in the lock and twisted, but didn’t open the door just yet. Instead, he swiveled his body until he was facing me.  

	His whiskey colored eyes were blazing with desire. They bore into mine, causing a wetness to pool in between my legs. 

	I shivered, thinking about him. All of him.

	I licked my lips. 

	He groaned and adjusted himself in his jeans. 

	“You’re killing me, baby,” he groaned. 

	A smile took place on my face. 

	“Well, we can’t have that now, can we?” I murmured huskily as I walked closer to him. I moved my hips with each step until our bodies were almost touching.  

	 Once I was only a couple of inches away from him, I ran my index finger down his perfectly sculpted chest. Before I could make it down to his navel, he snatched my hand into his own, picked me up by my rear and twisted us around until my back hit the front door with a thud. 

	I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck. Pulling my bottom lip in between my teeth, I moaned. I could feel his hard, erect cock through his jeans. 

	He growled before assaulting my mouth with his own. Using one of his hands, he twined his fingers through my hair and twisted my head to give his mouth better access to my own. His tongue plunged in as I moaned, the taste of him almost too much to bear. His tongue assaulted mine, twisting with mine eagerness and desperation evident. 

	He pushed his body closer until I could feel the heat from him through both of our clothes. His erection rubbed against my pussy, causing small sparks to fly throughout my entire body. It felt as if there was an electric current traveling from him, into me. Shocking me. Zapping me. Owning me. 

	I kissed him back while wildly grinding my pussy against his cock. 

	I couldn’t stop myself and I didn’t want to. 

	He smiled wickedly against my mouth before clasping both of my hands in one of his and pulling them so that they were suspended above my body, pushed between the door and his hand. Immobilized. 

	He pushed one of his legs in between mine and let me drop until I was straddling his thigh, my back still pressed against the door, my hands still bound by his. 

	He continued kissing me, pulling my tongue into his mouth, nipping at my lips and moaning into my mouth. 

	His free hand sprawled under my jacket, his fingers roamed my clothed stomach and breasts. His knuckles lightly feathered over my outfit. 

	“Idiot,” he rasped against my lips. “Inside.” 

	I nodded my head not able to agree with him fast enough. 

	He twisted the handle to open the door, and I would have fallen flat on my back if he hadn’t grabbed me and pulled me closer to him once again. 

	He closed the door and clicked the lock back into place before walking through the living room. He carried me down the hallway, but it wasn’t until I saw her room that I remembered.

	“Aqua,” I choked out. My throat grew tight and my muscles locked on his body. How could I have forgotten about her? Oh goodness.

	“Shush baby, taken care of,” he hoarsely ground out. “She’s staying with Cooper tonight.”     

	I slumped against him, thankful that one of us thought about her, unable to fathom how I forgot in the first place. 

	He stiffly walked into his bedroom, our bedroom, and placed me on the bed. 

	Once I was on the bed, his hungry gaze raked over my body. His eyes slowly descended as if he were memorizing every freckle and curve I had. 

	My heart melted in my chest and butterflies fluttered in my belly. 

	This man. 

	This man. 

	“Off,” he demanded as he demonstrated with both of his hands in an outwards motion. 

	I pulled my jacket off in record speed and threw it on the ground. Pulling my hands through the arm holes, I pushed my skating outfit down until it pooled at my waist, shimmering and shining in the light.

	He snarled loudly before I could get it completely off. 

	My eyes bounced to his, but he wasn’t staring at my waist, he was staring at my white lacey bra. My breasts swelled in the cups, almost popping out.   

	I smirked, knowing what he wanted. 

	Slowly, I moved my hand behind my back and unclasped my bra. I pulled my arms out of the straps and let it go in one clean swoop. 

	His eyes widened expectantly, but I used my arm to cover my boobs.

	He growled from deep within his chest and lowered himself to cover my body with his. When he reached my arm, he lightly peeled it away from my chest. 

	He inhaled a gulp of air and swallowed thickly. 

	His eyes ate me up as they traveled from breast to breast.  

	He leaned his head down and darted to my left nipple with his tongue. 

	I inhaled shakily. 

	He twirled his tongue around my nipple before pulling it into his mouth, licking, sucking, and nipping it. 

	“Oh goodness,” I panted, moaning and squirming.

	“Not god, baby,” he taunted me.  

	He splayed his hand over my right breast, massaging it while he worked the other one with his tongue.

	My hips gyrated, trying to gain friction while I tried to grind on him. 

	Using his thumb and index finger, he grabbed my right nipple and pinched it with just enough pressure to cause pleasure. 

	My gut constricted, tightening itself without thought.

	My eyes slammed closed, my toes curled, and my breathing became shallow as the force of my orgasm hit me. A cascade of wetness streamed between my thighs, shattering my world into a million pieces. I was seeing stars. I moaned and rode out my orgasm, unashamed and lightheaded. Wanting more. Needing more. 

	He let go of my nipple with a pop. 

	“Goodness idiot,” he growled desperately. His eyes were dilated, swirling uncontrollably, hooded with desire. Almost wild like. “So hot.” 

	All I could do was moan, my mouth wasn’t functioning for anything but his kisses. 

	His calloused fingers ran down my sides, tickling me. He peppered kisses down my body until he reached my navel. Hooking his fingers at the waist of my outfit, he slowly started pulling it off. I lifted my hips so that he could slide the material off of me without any trouble. My tights came off next, just as slowly. His fingers brushed my skin, teasing me with every touch, until finally I was left in only my white lace thong. 

	He whistled. 

	He hooked his fingers in my panties and pulled them off my body, throwing them on the ground with the rest of my clothes. 

	I had never felt so vulnerable and exposed to anyone in my entire life. But I wasn’t worried. I trusted him with everything I was.   

	His hungry gaze traveled over my body, taking in every piece of me. 

	He ran his hands over my hip bones, scraping his nails into my skin, leaving small red lines in their wake. Then he reached my pussy. 

	He licked his lips, letting his tongue lazily wet them. 

	Using his right hand, his fingers brushed over my pussy until it lightly touched my clit which sent a zap of electricity through me. 

	My breathing hitched. 

	Please. Please. Please. 

	 

	*****
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	Beautiful. 

	She was beautiful. 

	A sight. A vision. Perfection. 

	My mouth watered, dying to taste her on my tongue.

	Her bare, gleaming pussy was sitting in front of me, begging to be touched.

	I knelt next to the bed, grabbed onto her thighs, and pulled her towards me until her rear and pussy were suspended in the air. 

	She giggled until I pushed her legs above my shoulders to give me better access. I sprawled my left hand across her tummy to keep her in place. I needed to feast, I was a starving man ready to devour her.

	With my right hand, I used my index finger and lightly slid it through her slick folds. She shivered and moaned, her cum coating my finger, and it took all of my will power to not bring it to my mouth so I could lick her off of my own dang finger. 

	She smelled delicious. Like peaches and sunshine all wrapped up in one perfect package.   

	I swirled my finger over her clit in a slow and delicate circle, trying to savor this moment. I was having a real hard time controlling the raging beast inside of me.

	“Please,” she panted. 

	I thrust my fingers inside of her tight opening making her pussy clench together, squeezing the trash out of them. 

	Her breathing hitched. 

	I pulled them out slowly before plunging them back inside her. Her wetness made it easy, almost too easy. She was drenched. 

	Her body shuddered beneath my touch. 

	Unable to stop myself, I lowered my face to her pussy, my tongue darting out to lick her slit. Her juices coated my mouth, exploding on my tongue. I growled from deep in my chest before grabbing her rear and pulling her body closer to me. The vibrations from my chest zapped her clit. 

	I licked, sucked, nipped, and ate her pussy. My tongue plunged into her opening, swirling inside of her, trying to taste as much of her as I could while my hands were squeezing her rear. I circled her clit with my tongue before pulling it into my mouth. I sucked it hard and deep, then pulled it in between my teeth, lightly nibbling on it while simultaneously thrusting my fingers inside of her opening.  

	Her body started rocking to my movements, which is when I knew she was close once again. 

	“Ride my face, baby. Ride my face,” I groaned into her pussy. 

	“Ahhhhh, Kieran!” she screamed as she shattered in front of me. Piece by piece, she fell over the edge, sucking in air. Her pussy pulsated, squeezed my fingers so hard it pushed them halfway out of her. 

	I licked her cum from my lips, ready to eat her pussy until she begged me to stop. 

	“You’re delicious,” I rasped. 

	Her eyes popped open, dilated and hungry. A wicked smile took over her face before she reached down and pulled my shirt over my head. She added it to the pile of her clothes on the ground. 

	She pulled her lower lip in between her teeth, contemplating what to do next. Her blonde hair was splayed out on my sheets, gleaming in the light. Without much thought, she reached lower and popped the button of my jeans open and unzipped my zipper.

	Tilting her head, her bright blue eyes locked on mine. 

	“I want you,” she whimpered as she rocked her hips, shaking her rear in the air. 

	Holy idiot. 

	Nothing hotter has ever been said. 

	“I’m yours, baby.”

	My cock twitched in my briefs, awaiting its turn to claim and brand her as mine. 

	I stood up and my jeans fell off of my hips, landing on the floor. I stepped out of them, and she scurried back up so that she was fully on the bed again.

	I placed my knee on the bed, ready to move towards her when she cocked her head to the side, stopping me in my tracks. 

	“Take. Them. Off,” she panted, staring at my briefs, the only piece of material left on my body. She licked her lips as I hooked my fingers into them and pulled them down, kicking them to the side. 

	Her breathing hitched and her eyes dilated. She pulled her bottom lip back into her mouth and nibbled. 

	“Yes,” she huskily rasped as her hooded gaze stayed zeroed onto my body.         

	Putting my weight into the mattress, I crawled up her body. Slowly. Deliberately. Placing kisses along the way. My cock bounced against my stomach with every movement. Ready. Waiting. 

	Once I reached her face, I cradled it in my hands and crushed my lips against hers. I wanted her to taste herself on my lips. I darted my tongue out, licking her upper lip in the process. She moaned into my mouth, vibrating me to the core. My cock was just throbbing for her.

	Using one of my hands, I reached into my bedside table and grabbed a condom. The wrapper crinkled in my hand.  

	Pulling my mouth away from hers, I ripped the packet open with my teeth. I couldn’t look away from her, my eyes were gleaming with desire for her. Only her.  

	She grabbed the condom out of the wrapper and rolled it on my cock with her delicate fingers. I shivered from the contact. I spit the wrapper out, discarding it on the floor before leaning down to kiss her sweet mouth again. 

	She ground her hips against the tip of my cock and moaned into my mouth. 

	“I need you,” she begged breathlessly. 

	I positioned myself in front of her opening, lightly circling it. Her hands clawed into my back, her fingernails dug into my skin. 

	My self-control was hanging on by a thread. 

	“Kieran,” she hummed, snapping the remaining control in less than a second. 

	I plunged into her slick, tight opening. All the way to the hilt. She was so wet and tight, like a vice squeezing the trash out of me. 

	The air whooshed from her lungs and she continued to claw at my back. 

	Slowly, I pulled out before plunging right back in to let her adjust to my size. I needed her pussy to stretch just a little bit, so that I would last more than a minute. 

	I rested my forehead against hers murmuring, “Perfect. You’re mine.”

	“Yours.” 

	Never in my life had something felt as good as being inside of her. 

	Using my thumb, I rubbed her clit in circles. She squirmed beneath me, gyrating her hips. 

	I rocked in and out of her pussy, the head of my toe hitting her g-spot with every thrust.    

	“Kieran,” she moaned. “Right there! Right there!” 

	I picked up my pace, holding back my own orgasm so I could feel her cum. 

	“Cum around my cock,” I drawled. “Milk me dry, baby.” 

	A strangled sound echoed in her throat. She clawed my back, scratching the trash out of me with her nails. She rocked her hips against my thumb, taking what she needed. I could feel the erratic pulse of her clit on my finger. It taunted me with her release, so using my thumb and index finger, I pinched her clit tightly and gave her body what it wanted so badly. Her back arched off of the bed and her toes curled. Her hands grabbed the sheet beneath us and she bunched the fabric in her fingers until her knuckles became white.   

	“Kieran, Kieran, Kieran,” she chanted. Over and over again while her pussy pulsated, squeezing the life out of my cock. Taking me right along with her as my orgasm ripped right through me, milking me completely dry and stealing every ounce of cum my body once had. 

	Goodness idiot.

	Pulling out of her warm pussy was the hardest thing I had ever had to do, but I did it. Using my thumb and index finger, I pulled the condom off of my half chub, tied it in a knot and threw it in the garbage can next to my bed. 

	My body collapsed, sinking into the mattress. I pulled her in my arms and she curled into me, laying her head on my chest. Unable to move, I murmured incoherent thoughts as I drifted off into sleep. 

	Spent from my day. 

	Spent from her. 

	Spent from finally losing my virginity. 

	Just completely spent.

	But, spent with her which was better than anything I could have ever asked for.

	All I needed was her. 
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	I stretched my limbs out, letting the coolness from the sheets wash over my skin.

	My head was resting on a fluffy pillow, and my body was cocooned by my man. His warmth seeped into me, reminding me that I was safe in his embrace.  

	I was safe. 

	A smile tugged at my lips and a blush spread over my cheeks and neck thinking about last night. 

	Never in my wildest dreams did I think it could be that good. 

	His dirty mouth turned me on, lighting a fire of desire in my gut that felt like it would never go out.

	He messed me like a man starved, and then pulled me close and cuddled me like my protector. 

	He was perfect. He was mine. 

	A yawn forced itself on me, showing me just how tired I really was from our marathon last night.   

	Last night was the best night of my life.

	Not only did he plan the perfect date night, one that would forever be embedded in both my mind and heart, but then he finally messed me, and he messed me good. Really good. 

	Round one blew my mind, so much so, I was hardly able to form words.   

	He woke me up in the middle of the night, kissing my inner thigh. Ready and waiting for round two. 

	He worshiped my body.  

	The light streaming in our bedroom window was bright and blinding right now. 

	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I tried to focus on anything other than sex, but that proved to be more difficult than I originally thought.  

	My pussy was deliciously sore. I could almost still feel him inside of me. He stretched me out so good that my body was having trouble adjusting to being empty again.

	The mattress shifted and I felt a light kiss placed on my temple. Just a small brush of his lips on my skin and my heart pounded harder in my chest. 

	I sighed loudly, completely and utterly secure with myself. Completely satisfied. 

	He chuckled huskily, the sleep still clouding his voice. 

	“Good morning, beautiful,” he whispered deeply against my skin. The heat of his breath caused me to shiver and left a trail of goose bumps in its wake. 

	“Hmmmhmmm,” I nodded and hummed my agreement. 

	Another kiss landed on the side on my eye, causing it to flutter from the foreign contact.

	My eyes popped open, hazily taking in the view. 

	Kieran was laying on his side staring at me. His knuckles fluttered over the skin of my tummy, leaving behind a ticklish trail in their wake. His other hand was under his head, propping up his amazing naked body. His eyes were locked on mine, taking in every detail of my face, including the expressions that passed over me. 

	A blush swept my cheeks. Staring was one thing, but being caught staring was another. I curled my chin into my chest, trying to hide from him. 

	His hand reached out and lightly grabbed my chin in his hand. He tilted my head so that I was staring at him again. This time, in his eyes. 

	He smiled, a full dimple faced smile. His eyes were a bright amber color, swirling with love. His five o’ clock shadow was a little longer and more untamed than usual. His brown wavy locks were secured in a bun at the back of his head. A few wisps of hair had escaped, sticking out at random places on his head. The muscles of his chest and abs were taut but gleaming with a thin layer of sweat. His arm muscles bulged with every movement he made. 

	He was so hot. Hot as sin. Scorching. Deliciously rugged with a slight small town boy charm. His smile reached his eyes which made him look younger. Not so tough. 

	But he was perfect. 

	I must have been staring too long, because he coughed into his hand to get my attention and then he busted out laughing right after he coughed. 

	Playfully, I slapped him on the arm. 

	His head snapped up and his gaze landed on me so intensely it caused my body to quiver. His eyes penetrated my defenses causing them to crumble down around my feet. His nostrils flared out and his lip curled up in disgust and a growl started low in his throat.

	I flinched back. The air in the room dropped in temperature, the chill found its way down to my bones, causing me to shiver.    

	Looking down, I realized he was staring at my scars. The awful, nasty words of an abusive crazy jerk. One who should never have been able to hurt me the way he did, except for the fact that I let him.

	I had forgotten about them until now. Now, I not only remembered them, I felt the slicing pain of them all over again. They burned, engulfing my torso in a flaming explosion, searing my body at the same time they seared my soul.  

	A sour feeling swirled in my gut. I moved my arms to cover both the words on my chest and the one on my stomach.

	I slammed my eyes closed and my lips trembled. How could I have been so stupid? To think that they would never define me when they were etched into my skin, visible to him. Dang it!  

	Tears stung my eyes, but I forced them back. I wasn’t willing to let him see just how vulnerable I was. I refused to let anyone see me that way again. 

	A tear escaped, and trailed down my face. But before it could fall, the warmth and familiar touch of Kieran’s thumb had swiped it away. My head slammed backward, trying to get away from him. Away from his touch. Away from his judgment. Just away. 

	He sharply inhaled.

	“Baby, open your eyes please,” he whispered. 

	I frantically shook my head no. Hell no.

	“I need to see your pretty blues, Figgy. Open your eyes, love.” 

	I inhaled a huge gulp of air, the oxygen stinging my lungs. 

	“No,” I whispered harshly.

	“Look. At. Me,” he demanded, his voice holding just a little bit of frustration. 

	I clenched my eyes tightly, making sure to keep them closed. No way was I opening them, not with the way I was feeling. Not when he would be able to see how deep the pain ran just by looking into them.

	A strangled sound came from his throat, almost like a whine. 

	“So stubborn,” he grumbled. His voice was getting higher and higher each time he spoke. I could feel how frantic and desperate he was becoming. 

	He inhaled a huge gulp of air and held it in his lungs for thirty seconds before letting it out slowly. 

	“Figgy, baby, please just look at me,” he pleaded, his voice cracking with emotion. “You. Are. Prefect. So perfect, I have a hard time believing you’re real. I know what you’re thinking, but baby, you’re wrong. You’re so wrong, and it’s killing me to know that you think I care about something so shallow.” 

	I tried to push some saliva down my sore throat. 

	“Erase what you think about your scars, baby. You’re not any of the words that were cut into your skin. They’re not ugly. They’re not dirty. They’re not disgusting or repulsive. They’re part of you. Possibly, the best part of you. They prove just how strong you really are,” he sighed as he wiped away another couple of tears that had escaped. “I don’t think one bad thing about them. Each cut, each scab, each bruise on your body is dang beautiful. They only enhance your beauty, not hinder it. Actually, they make you even more irresistible to me, as if you were made for me. And only me.”

	My eyes popped open, as understanding dawned on me. Tears flooded my vision blurring my sight, but I could make out Kieran on his hands and knees before me, pleading with me to listen to him.

	“Do my scars change how you feel about me? Are you repulsed? Disgusted? Do you even notice them anymore?” he asked me lightly. 

	I balled my hands into fists and slammed them into the bed. 

	“No, of course not,” I strangled out. “I could never think that.” 

	He nodded his head. “Same here, baby. The next time that thought even crosses your mind, think about how if it doesn’t matter to you that I have them. Why would it matter to me that you have them?” 

	One sob broke free, shaking my body before I held the rest in. My hands flew to cover my mouth, to hold in the escaping crying. Tears fell frantically down my face and my throat burned with every breath I took.  

	Yesterday, I thought that his words to me were my undoing. I thought that I would never hear anything better in my entire life. 

	I was wrong. 

	I knew now that I would never be told anything as beautiful, as perfect, as freeing as the words he just graced me with.

	“Oh goodness,” I hiccupped with a cry. 

	In a flash, Kieran had pulled me in his lap and was holding onto me so tightly that I thought he had glued himself to my skin. His arms squeezed reassuringly around my waist and his head was laying in the crook of my neck. He was breathing deeply as if inhaling my scent. 

	“I’m so sorry! I can’t believe my mind even went there,” I cried into his chest as he rubbed circles into my back with his hand. 

	He cooed to me, trying to get me to calm down. But in the back of my mind, I had betrayed him for even having those thoughts. Of course he wouldn’t judge me, he had scars on his own body for idiots sake. 

	Sometimes insecurities pop up and you feel as though you aren’t good enough. You feel fat. You feel ugly. You feel dumb. You feel dull and just not good enough. And nothing you tell yourself helps. 

	He just slammed each and every insecurity I had into a million pieces. 

	“I wasn’t mad at you, baby. It was just a reflex… A habit. I’ll try to get over it, I will. Mitch really messed me up, huh?” 

	Oh my goodness. 

	A cry broke free, strangled and screechy from my mouth.

	“Oh my goodness,” I wailed. “He used to hit you.” 

	I cried and cried, until all of my tears were dried up. 

	He flinched and got all hard eyed and stony faced because Mitch used to hit him.

	And I was so self-centered, I thought it was about me. When in reality, it had nothing to do with me. 

	“I’m so sorry. I’m so so sorry,” I whispered, my voice hoarse from all of my crying. 

	He took a deep breath. 

	“No baby, I’m sorry. I’m sorry that you felt so bad about your body that you assumed I was acting like a toe to you because of it,” he murmured to me in a calming voice as his arms tightened around my waist. 

	“I love you for you, Figgy. Not your looks. Not your body. Not anything other than who you are inside.” 

	I nodded my head in agreement. 

	“I love you too, Charming.”

	Still naked, we lay there cuddled up together for so long that my eyes started to droop. Exhaustion was setting in. Kieran shook me awake by picking me up in his strong arms and carrying me into the bathroom. He set me on the counter, walked over to the shower and less than a minute later, steam took over the room.

	I was about to ask what was going on when he twisted his head and winked at me. The words wouldn’t leave my mouth. My thoughts jumbled around in my head and the only thing I continued to think about was his sexy rear wink.  

	He stalked out, leaving me alone in the gorgeous room. Not knowing what to do, I stayed seated, hoping he would be back soon. Hot steam stuck to my bare body, causing my nipples to harden. 

	Kieran walked in with his back to me, talking on the phone that he was holding to his ear. 

	“We’re going to pick her up from school today, if that’s okay,” Kieran said into the phone. 

	My heart soared, he was making it so that we could pick up my little sister today. He knew that I needed to see her. Hear her. Know that she was alright. 

	I nodded my head frantically, agreeing with his idea. A smile transformed my face at the thought. 

	“That’s fine, I don’t care. She can still be there if she wants to, but we’re going to be the ones to take her home today. Figgy needs her,” he explained to the person on the phone. Not quite annoyed, but also done with the conversation already.

	He nodded his head. “Perfect, thanks man.”

	He pressed a button on his phone, ending the call. 

	“We have to be there in an hour and a half, so we can shower and eat–,” he stopped talking mid-sentence. 

	He had turned his body around and was staring at me hungrily. When he licked his lips, his whiskey colored eyes blazed with heat, causing my pussy to clench together in anticipation.

	He stalked toward me, reaching me in only three steps. Eyes locked on mine, he grabbed me by my rear off the counter, one cheek in each hand, and carried me over to the already running shower. He slowly set me down on the tile, so that my feet were on solid ground, but his hands stayed where they were on my rear so he could keep squeezing and kneading it.

	My feet were standing on the cold tile floor held up by my wobbly legs. I opened the shower door with one hand and took a step inside. Kieran’s hands followed my rear cheeks, as if they was attached to me or something. 

	I chuckled.

	Because seriously, how funny? 

	I took another step inside, and continued to walk into the shower until both Kieran and I were submerged by the hot cascading water. My body shivered from the change in temperature, but then my muscles relaxed under the heat. I closed my eyes tightly so that the water didn’t completely blind me. My shoulders sagged in relief as all of the tension I had been holding in my neck rolled out of me. 

	I took my first normal breath, finally feeling completely at ease.

	Standing under the falling water, I let it wash all of my troubles away. Cleansing me. I shook my shoulders, letting my hair sway under the steady stream of warm water. 

	Opening my eyes, I looked behind me to where Kieran was standing, and when my eyes locked on his, the intensity pouring out of them zapped me right in my gut. I was drenched between my thighs, and it wasn’t from the shower. I looked down and found his hands were now placed on my hips, but rose slowly over the curve of my waist to the swell of my breasts. The left hand was tangled in my hair, while the right stayed where it was, lightly feathering the skin under my right breast.

	He grabbed my hair to tilt my head to the left, exposing my neck.  

	Leaning down, his lips found my throat right under my right ear. He took a deep breath, and the air he was breathing in and out made my toes curl. He placed slow, wet kisses under my ear, letting the heat from his breath intermix with the cold from his saliva. He darted his tongue into my ear for a second, twisting it around while his right hand had moved to cup my breast. 

	“Idiot,” I moaned out, letting my need seep through my words. 

	Moving his lips down, he peppered slow seductive kisses down the side of my neck, all the way to the hollow of my throat and down my collar bone to my shoulder blade. He nipped the hollow of my throat with his teeth, which caused my pulse to spike. 

	Using the index finger of his right hand, he circled my pebbled nipple, touching it so lightly it hardly felt like a touch at all. It was sinfully frustrating. My hips rocked back and forth involuntarily, using my own friction to get me closer and closer to orgasm. 

	He growled into my throat, the sound flowing into my body and straight to my core. Another gush of wetness pooled in between my thighs. 

	“I can smell your arousal, baby,” he purred. “So hot.” 

	I panted, like a blasted cat in heat. Waiting. Begging to be touched. 

	He continued to kiss up my neck, stopping once to pull my skin into his hot mouth. He sucked on me, using his tongue to simultaneously lick back and forth on my neck while he bit a chunk into his teeth.

	I rolled my hips, backing up just enough to rub my rear against his already hard cock. He stopped his assault of my neck when the head of his toe was pressed in between my rear cheeks. Not that that was where I was trying to get it to go. 

	I continued to roll my hips, applying pressure right where I knew he wanted it. 

	He groaned and a seductive smile took place on my face. I wanted more than ever to drive him crazy with desire. 

	As if he could read my mind, he splayed his left hand out on my stomach and held my body tightly to his, not giving me any more room to move my hips. 

	I pouted, sticking my lower lip out. Not that he could see my face, my back was still to his front. 

	His mouth assaulted my neck again, but this time his right hand inched its was down my right side until his hand was in between my thighs. He wiggled his index finger, letting it lightly rub my clit. Torturing me.

	“Please,” I begged him. 

	He chuckled as he dipped his index finger into my tight hole. I moaned. “This is what you want? This? Right here?” he taunted me as he pushed his finger in and out of my pussy. My juices coated his finger, making it easy to finger idiot me.  

	“Yes,” my breathing hitched as he added another finger inside of me.

	“I want to hear you scream. Get me?” he asked. 

	“Got you,” I whispered huskily. If he wanted to hear me scream, I would scream.        

	 That must have been all of the encouragement he needed, because he licked, sucked, and nipped my neck using the different parts his mouth to bring me the most pleasure. His left hand drifted up from my stomach and was now rolling my pebbled nipple between his fingers. His nails scraped the sensitive skin, bringing me closer and closer to release. His right hand was between my drenched thighs with two of his fingers sliding in and out of my pussy, it. I gyrated my hips, rocking them against his erection. My back arched and toes curled. Fingers still going at it, he placed his thumb on my clit, rubbing it in circles. He pushed down, applying just the right amount of pressure. 

	“Idiot… Idiot... Idiot… KIEARN!” I screamed out until my voice was gone. My scream echoed throughout the bathroom, bouncing off of the walls.  

	My body shuddered. My orgasm ripped through me, threw me over the edge, spun me around and snapped me in half with its overwhelming force. My legs quivered, and I would have collapsed on the floor if Kieran’s left arm hadn’t been wrapped around my waist keeping me upright. My chest was rising and falling rapidly, trying to catch my breath.

	He pulled his fingers out of my pussy, brought them up to his lips, stuck his tongue out and licked my juices, making sure to get every last drop of me into his mouth. 

	“You taste so good,” he groaned into my ear, making my body shudder. He moved his left hand from around my waist and snaked his fingers back into my hair. Tugging hard, he whipped my neck back until my face was upside down in front of his. He moved his face closer to mine, so that his lips were less than an inch away from mine. He slithered his tongue out, barely touching my lower lip. Pushing my head back further, I crashed my lips to his. My tongue darted into his mouth, mingling with his. I moaned. “You like that, baby? That’s all you. All you. You’re stealing your taste from my mouth. So hot.” 

	I moaned again, unable to stop myself from the deliciousness that was just in my mouth. But, I don’t think it was all me. It was our flavor. Both of us mixed together. And it was amazing.

	I licked my lips, trying to get it to last. Taking a deep breath, I held the oxygen in my lungs.  

	“Breathe, baby. That’s it. Just breathe,” he breathed into my ear. 

	I sucked in more air, holding it in my lungs for a few seconds before releasing it.

	Reaching behind me, I wrapped my hand around his toe. Moving it up and down, I teased him. I was hoping to get him the way he got me, but before I had a chance to really try, he snatched my hand in his. 

	“You want my cock, baby?” he mocked me playfully.

	I nodded enthusiastically, still unable to talk because my voice was still gone. 

	In two long strides, we were standing in front of the shower wall. The water from the shower had turned cold and barely hit our bodies from all the way over here. 

	My back was still to his front, as he pushed my body up against the wall. My body shivered as the cold tile pressed against my warm skin. He moved his foot so that it was between my legs and it pushed my legs apart. Using one of his hands, he brushed my hair off of my back and to one side of my face. His fingers grazed the skin of my back, his nails sunk into my skin. Scraping me. Scratching me. 

	“I want to taste you so bad, baby, but I need to forget you.” 

	Anything. I would take anything he wanted to give me right now.

	Grabbing my hands in his, he placed them about six inches on either side of my face. Palms facing the tile wall. 

	“Keep your hands there,” he demanded as he moved his body a little bit.  

	He bent down, so that our heads were level, picked one of my wobbly legs up in his hand and snaked it around his waist so that my foot was touching the top of his rear. Moving his head closer to my neck, he leaned in and whispered, “Both of your legs need to stay hooked around my waist, baby. Use your hands on the wall to support your body. I’ve got you.” 

	“Okay,” I whispered hoarsely as I nodded my head.

	Bending down just a little bit more, he grabbed my other leg and did the same as the first leg. Both of my hands were touching the wall in front of me, while both of my legs were wrapped backwards around his waist. 

	Both of his calloused hands latched onto my waist and his thumbs grazed my skin, slightly tickling me. 

	Using his arms, he lifted my body up just a few inches before lowering me down. The head of his cock teased my opening as it brushed my folds but didn’t yet enter me. 

	I whined deep down in my throat. 

	He lifted me up again, but this time when he lowered me down, his cock slid right into my tight hole. My pussy clenched around him.

	“Idiot yes,” I moaned breathlessly.

	He rocked back and forth, in and out. Slowly stretching me, and letting me adjust to him. 

	He started to slam into me faster and faster, the head of his cock sliding against my sweet spot with every stroke. Moving my hands, he lifted me higher in the air to give him better use of his legs. He found a rhythm, pumping in and out of me.

	He wrapped his right arm around my waist, keeping me in place and snaked his left hand through my hair. He tugged and pulled it to the left, exposing my neck. He ravished my neck with his mouth. Licking, sucking, and biting. 

	Each time he pounded into my pussy, my body bounced. My breasts were squished against the cold tile wall. My pebbled nipples rubbed against the grit of the tiles, scratching them with every bounce my body took, which sent waves of pleasure to my core. 

	“I’m gonna… I’m gonna… I’m gonna cum,” I panted out breathlessly. 

	He upped his pace, pounding into me harder and faster.    

	“Say it, baby. Say my name,” he taunted. 

	I whined, needing to cum so bad it hurt. 

	“Charming!” I hoarsely cried out. Giving him exactly what he wanted. 

	A blinding light flashed through my eyes before small black dots spotted my vision. My legs quaked, shaking my whole body. My pussy convulsed and constricted, squeezing the trash out of his cock and pushing half of it out. 

	“Take it. Take all of me. That’s it. Cum all over my cock. Squeeze my cock with your tight little pussy,” he drawled huskily as he continued to pound into me. 

	As soon as my orgasm stopped, Kieran grabbed one of my nipples in between his fingers and pinched it while he bit into the hollow of my neck. The heat from his breath caused my body to tremble all over again.   

	“Keep going, baby, cum on my cock,” he hummed. “Perfect. Figgy!” 

	He yelled as his orgasm rocked his world. 

	His arm tightened around my waist as he continued to pound into me. I could feel the hot jets of his semen filling me and his body continued to rock as he rode out his orgasm. 

	When we were done, he peeled me off of the wall and placed me on the ground. I laid down and sprawled my body out, letting the water hit my body any way it could. 

	I didn’t give a single idiot right at that second.

	Tilting my head to the side, I watched as my cum dripped down his balls and fell onto the tile floor. 

	I licked my parched lips. Idiot, that was so hot. 

	Looking down at me, he smiled. 

	“I love you so much, baby,” he sighed. 

	“I love you too.”

	He nodded his head and then pulled me up off of the ground so that I was once again standing on my own two feet. 

	“Wash up really quick, love. We have to go pick up your sister in a few minutes.”

	I nodded my head sharply, needing to focus on the task at hand and not on his cock. We both washed our bodies and hair, making sure to rinse off all of the soap before getting out of the shower and drying off. We knew that we had to hurry so that we wouldn’t be late getting Aqua. 

	Hurrying into the bedroom, we quickly dressed, grabbed our coats, and headed out the front door. Walking hand in hand, we made it to the car, stopping at the passenger side where Kieran had opened my door for me, and closed it once I was in. 

	I had never had a man open any kind of doors for me, so having him do this was still something I was getting used to. Once he was inside the car, he turned the key in the ignition and put his seatbelt on. While he was driving to Aqua’s school, he left his right hand sitting on the median, palm facing up. Reaching my left hand over, I grabbed onto it and intertwined our fingers together. His thumb rubbed over my hand in a calming motion. 

	Breaking the silence, I asked, “Why do you open all of my doors for me?”

	He tilted his head to the right, his eyes glanced at me and a smirk played at his lips. But he turned his head back to the road and continued to drive. Eyes to the road, one hand on the wheel, and the other tightening his grip on mine for dear life.

	I huffed, blowing out a long breath between my lips. 

	“Really, Charming. I want to know,” I mused lightly, letting the words fall off of my lips slowly, letting them linger between us. 

	He chuckled. 

	Idiot. 

	I pulled my hand out of his, crossed my arms over my chest and slumped down in my seat. Pouting. A scowl took over my face and I turned my head so that I was staring out the passenger side window.     

	He laughed then, amused by my behavior. I flipped him the bird, not happy that he was amused by my being mad. 

	He coughed, clearing his throat. 

	“I need you to be safe, Figgy. Al-frigging-ways. I never understood why opening and closing doors for a woman was so important. Until you. When you can protect the most important thing in your life, you do it. Happily. That’s why I open and close all of your doors for you. So that I know, you’re safe.”

	I huffed. “Was that so hard to admit?” 

	He rolled his eyes at me, and turned right into the parking lot of Aqua’s school. 

	“Some things mean more when you keep them close, baby. Knowing that you’re safely tucked inside my car, or safely inside of our home, is a big deal to me. It makes me happy to keep you and Squirt protected. It wasn’t something you needed to know. It was more of something special to me that I was keeping close,” he explained while he pulled into a parking space in front of the school. 

	While I understood where he was coming from, I also knew I had a right to know. Being in a relationship meant not keeping secrets. It meant telling your significant other everything. But I could see why he wanted to keep that to himself when it wasn’t something that affected me in a bad way. I was just curious. I mean, wouldn’t any woman want to know? Incredible. I don’t know. 

	“Thank you for telling me,” I murmured. 

	Leaning over the center console in the car, he grabbed my hands in his. 

	“Figgy, baby, I’ll always tell you anything you want to know. I might mess with you a little bit first, but can you really blame me? Idiot. You’re hot as trash when you’re mad. I love getting you all fired up,” he chuckled while wiggling is eyebrows at me.  “I mean, you flipped me off!”

	“I did, didn’t I?”

	The bell rang, letting us know that school had just been let out. 

	Getting out of the car, I slammed the door shut before twirling around in a circle and walking across the parking lot. Kieran ran after me, but I flipped him the bird again. 

	“Figgy–,” Kieran warned, but before he could continue with his threat, I chimed in. 

	“Be careful of what you say next, Charming, you never know where this could get lodged,” I smirked at him, letting my words sink in. 

	He sputtered and his face turned ashen. 

	I laughed out loud, long and hard. 

	“Not funny, baby. Don’t even joke,” he whined, his face still a pale white color. 

	I guess anal play was out of the question.

	A devious smirk took place on my face, but I stopped walking and waited for Kieran to catch up to me. He walked slowly, his head downcast. Once he reached me, I pulled his hand in mine. “Stop being such a baby.” 

	“It’s just, that wasn’t a very funny joke,” he shrugged. 

	I laughed again. 

	“I never said I was joking,” I mocked. His hand tightened in mine. “Relax. Fine, I was joking.” 

	He relaxed. 

	“Not,” I whispered to myself, making sure that he couldn’t hear me.

	We walked a couple more minutes before reaching the area of the school Aqua’s class was in.  

	When we reached the door to Aqua’s classroom, she raced outside and jumped into my arms, clinging onto me for dear life. It was like it had been weeks since we’d seen each other and not just one day.  

	“Sissy! What’re you doing here?” she asked, her voice full of wonder. 

	I held her close, pulling all of the strength I need from her hug. 

	“I missed you, munchkin,” I said into her hair. 

	She giggled. 

	“I missed you too, Figgy.” 

	She hugged me for another minute before I let her down. Once her feet hit the ground, she ran over to Kieran and jumped into his arms too. He hugged her tight. They were talking about something, I could see his mouth moving, but couldn’t make out the words. 

	Kicking her little feet, he let her back down on the ground. Her blonde pig tails swayed with her head as she talked.  

	She tugged her pink sparkly, My Little Pony back pack off of her shoulders and handed it to Kieran. He held it in his right hand but looked at me with a confused expression on his face. I shrugged my shoulders, not really understanding either. Walking up to them, Aqua walked in the middle of us, holding both of our hands in hers and happily talking to both of us, a smile firmly on her face. 

	Before we made it out of the school, Aqua turned to me. 

	“Can we go to the bathroom before we leave?” she asked, twisting her legs together, trying not to do the potty dance. 

	I sighed and looked at Kieran. 

	“We’ll only be a couple of minutes. Meet you at the car,” I explained as I leaned over and gave him a light kiss on the lips. 

	“Alright,” he sighed. 

	Pulling Aqua away from Kieran, we started walking back through the school to try to find the closest bathroom. We zig zagged through the quads until we finally found a bathroom that was still open. I let go of Aqua’s hand and she raced into the bathroom. 

	Standing there, I looked at my nails, picking at them as I waited for her to come back. 

	Hearing footsteps, I looked up and all of the air was pulled from my lungs. 

	My heart pounded against my ribcage. My whole world froze. My life flashed before my eyes. 

	Standing in front of me was Buzz and another man. Buzz had Aqua’s arm firmly in his hand, his knuckles turning white from how much pressure he was using to keep her in place. The other man, the one I had never seen before held a gun in his hand and had that gun pointed against Aqua’s little head, a wicked smile gleaming on his face.

	Aqua made a whimpering sound and tried to wrestle free of Buzz’s grip, but failed. Using his free hand, Buzz backhanded her across the face which caused her head to slam into the barrel of the gun. 

	I fell to me knees with a loud thud 

	“Please let her go,” I begged. I pleaded. 

	Buzz snickered. 

	“Not a chance. Get your stupid rear up and follow us. Don’t make a sound or I swear to heaven, you’ll enjoy your next lesson,” he sneered. 

	Both men stared at me through dead eyes. The chill that radiated off of them was unparalleled. How had I never noticed Buzz was so empty of life before? Did I just not want to see it? 

	I twisted my head around, trying to see if anyone was able to see me. This place had cleared out like a graveyard, no one was around to see anything. If I screamed, would someone hear me, or would it make our captors even angrier? 

	I glanced down at Aqua and realized I would do anything to save her. Anything. Even if it meant going back to the sickest man I had ever met. The one that tortured me endlessly. The one that abused both my mind and body.

	I would go through anything to make sure that she was safe.   

	A queasy feeling took over my stomach as images and thoughts flew through my mind. I couldn’t let anything happen to Aqua. I swore up and down that I would never let anything bad happen to her again. I had to save her, and the only way to save her was to go with them and hope that they only wanted me. 

	Nodding my head, I walked closer to the sick men standing in front of me. With my head held high, I gave myself to them, hoping that it was me they wanted. 

	Buzz grabbed tightly onto my arm and yanked my body forward. 

	Leaning down, I took one long look at my beautiful, terrified sister. 

	“Everything’s gonna be okay, munchkin. I won’t let anything happen to you. I love you to the moon and back,” I whispered to her, trying to comfort her in any way I could. 

	“Shut up,” Buzz spat at me as he yanked me up and away from my sister. 

	A dark grey, beat up van came into my line of sight before my world was littered in darkness. 

	A black fabric bag had been placed over my head, obscuring my vision. I took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. Aqua whined next to me as they placed zip ties on my hands. 

	“I love you, munchkin,” I told her, knowing that she needed to hear me. She needed to see that I was being strong for her. 

	The car started up and we started moving. Where, I didn’t know. I just had to hope that it was someplace where we would have a chance to escape. 

	I crossed my fingers, closed my eyes tightly, and prayed to my parents for the first time since their death. Prayed that everything would be alright.
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	Something was wrong.

	I could feel it in my gut.  

	Sitting in my car, I was tapping my fingers against the steering wheel. I glanced at the clock on the dash again. 

	Fifteen minutes. 

	They’d been gone for fifteen whole minutes.

	I glanced out the rearview mirror of my car, hoping to catch a glimpse of them coming my way. My eyes scanned the parking lot but were met with nothing. Not a single person. As if I was in a ghost town or some trash.

	It hasn’t really been that long, maybe Squirt’s tummy was hurting? Was there a girly problem? 

	Maybe I was just being paranoid. 

	Something just wasn’t sitting right with me. 

	Minute by minute ticked by slowly, each passing second seemed like it lasted an eternity. 

	My feet were tapping crazily on the floor of my car while my fingers kept beating on the steering wheel. My body was unable to sit still even for a second. 

	Glancing at the clock, I realized another five minutes had passed, making the grand total twenty minutes. 

	I’d been sitting here without them for twenty minutes.

	Idiot! 

	Throwing my car door open, I jumped outside and started walking around the school grounds. Bathroom. They were going to the bathroom. Quad to quad I searched until finally hitting the one with the only bathroom left open. My legs pumped vigorously, taking giant steps to get there in the least amount of time possible. 

	Standing outside, I peeked my head in. Nothing. I couldn’t see a blasted thing. 

	“Figgy? Squirt? Is everything okay in there?” I asked loudly into the bathroom. My words echoed in the small room, but I got no response. Second after second passed by and with no response, my greatest fear had just become my reality.

	Icy cold fear slammed into my gut, crippling me. 

	Running into the bathroom, I looked around. Everything seemed to be in order, nothing broken or damaged. My body twisted around in circles frantically taking note of everything in the area. My girls wouldn’t have gone down without a fight. Both of them were fighters down to the bone. Little lionesses in sheep’s clothing. 

	But they were nowhere to be seen.

	I ducked my body so that I could look under the stalls. No one was there, but something glimmered in the light in the furthest stall from the door. I raced over, dropped to my knees, and picked up the pink beaded sparkly bracelet. It looked so small sitting there in my palm. Flipping it over, I looked at the white gold plated nametag that was woven into the bracelet. Inscribed in the metal was the word “Peanut”.

	I inhaled a sharp breath. 

	Goodness idiot.      

	Panic clawed its way up my throat, but I pushed it back in, in an attempt to control myself. 

	Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I dialed Figgy’s number. It went straight to voicemail. Not one ring. I dialed again, hopelessly trying to think of some other reason why this was happening to me. To us. 

	Scrolling down on my phone, I dialed another number. It rang three times before she picked up. 

	“This is April,” a saucy voice chirped into the phone. 

	Taking a deep breath, I focused my thoughts. 

	“April, it’s… it’s Kieran. Look, have you seen the girls?” I asked her, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. 

	April inhaled a huge gulp of air over the line. 

	“What do you mean, have I seen them?” she asked. “The last I saw, you guys were walking off together in the sunset.”

	Idiot. Idiot. Phooy idiot idiot. 

	Dread pooled in my stomach and I started to shake. 

	“They’re gone,” I whispered hoarsely. “They’re gone.” 

	“WHAT?!” she shrieked so loud that she almost shattered my ear drum. Even though I didn’t give a hoot about that at the moment. “Call the police. Call the police, Kieran! Now!”  

	Time froze. I was standing still, unable to move. Shock took over my mind and I was unable to focus on anything. 

	He took them. 

	He had them right now.     

	The dial tone hit my ear drums telling me that April had hung up on me. What was I supposed to do again? Oh, yeah. Call the police. 

	I dialed nine-one-one and when the operator answered, I said I had to report two missing people. Hollywood tells us that we have to wait twenty-four to forty-eight hours before we can report someone as missing, but that’s not true. You can report someone missing seconds after it happens. The sooner you realize your loved one is missing, the sooner the searches start, giving them a better chance of being found. 

	I choked on air. 

	Chance. They had a chance at getting found. It wasn’t guaranteed.

	I needed every ounce of man power available on this. 

	An idea struck and I dialed another number from my phone. 

	It rang once before he picked up. 

	“This is Sight,” he declared in a strong voice. 

	“They’re gone. He took them,” I choked out, unable to keep the emotion from my voice. 

	“Kieran? What do ya mean, they’re gone?” 

	I laughed bitterly. At my luck. At life’s cruel jokes. I was sick of them. So sick of them.  

	“They’re missing, man. Here one second, gone the next.” 

	He growled over the line, clearly unhappy with this news. 

	“Where? Where are ya?” he demanded, authority and urgency lacing his tone. 

	“It doesn’t matter, man. He took them away from me,” I repeated over again. The only thought going through my mind was that they were gone. 

	“Kieran. Kieran! Come to me right now. Ya know where my building is, yeah? I need ya to come here so that ya can help find your girls. Ya hear me?” he asked, his accent flowing more freely than normal. Being angry must help with that. 

	“Gotcha,” I mumbled and then clicked my phone off. 

	Staring down, I noticed Squirt’s bracelet still sitting in the palm of my hand. I closed my fingers around it and closed my eyes. Bringing the bracelet up to my lips, I kissed it. 

	“I’ll find you,” I whispered to them. My promise to them was that I would find them and bring them home to me no matter what. 

	I placed her bracelet in the pocket of my jeans to keep it safe. Step by step I made my way to my car to make my way to Sight’s building. 

	Dialing my phone one last time, I held my breath. This call was not going to go well. 

	It rang three times before a deep voice filled my ear. 

	“Yello’,” Cooper mumbled in his normal greeting.

	I opened my mouth to say something, anything. But no words came out. My throat was scratchy and my mouth was bone dry. A silent minute passed. 

	“Kieran?” 

	Taking a deep breath, I finally answered him.

	“He took them,” my voice broke as I whispered the words I was having trouble believing myself. “I’m sorry.” 

	I could hear his sharp intake of breath. 

	“Where are you?” he asked me. I could hear his teeth gritting together over the line. 

	“I’m on my way to Sight’s building–,” I was saying but before I could finish, Cooper cut me off. 

	“I’ll meet you there,” he demanded before the dial tone registered in my ear once again. 

	Idiot. 

	The faster I got to Sight’s, the faster I’d have a better idea of what was going on. 

	Hang in there, girls. I love you. 

	 

	*****  
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	Day one…

	 

	The smell of mold hits my nostrils. 

	My nose scrunched up, trying to rid the rancid smell from my senses. 

	The damp mildew scent spiraled around the dark room in which we were held. Even though my eyes had adjusted to the dark, I could only make out the shape of Aqua’s body. She was slumped forward, head hanging down to her chest. Her little arms were tied to the chair behind her back, and her ankles were tied to the chair legs. Even if she jumped up and down, she didn’t weigh enough to move that chair one bit. 

	I tried to talk to her, I tried to yell so that she could hear me, but I couldn’t. There was a wad of cloth that was dripping some weird rear liquid down my throat. It was stuffed in my mouth and tied with another piece of cloth around my head. It burned and tingled in my throat at the same time. I couldn’t spit the disgusting cloth out of my mouth. 

	Son of a jerk. 

	One plan gone. 

	I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the haziness that clung to me like cellophane. 

	I ran my fingers along the rope my hands were tied with. I extended my reach as far as I could without breaking any bones in my hands. I just couldn’t feel anything to help us. 

	I had to keep trying. 

	I would never give up. 

	A creak caused my head to snap around. The giant iron door to our room had opened, and my vision was blinded by the flooding light. I still couldn’t see. 

	Two dark, blurry figures made their way through the bright white light. Their silhouettes reminded me of angels, but I knew without a fraction of a doubt that they were nothing of the sort. In fact, they were the exact opposite. They were torturing devils. They weren’t here to save us. They were here to cause us harm.
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	Yesterday had to be the worst day of my life thus far. 

	A lot of messed up rubbish had happened to me over the years, but this one took the cake.    

	Anderson Inc. had become our home base, our headquarters so to speak, as of yesterday.

	The police incorporated us in their investigation, using April as their go between, which meant that she had to stay with us. And wherever April was, Saber followed. I couldn’t even blame the idiot.

	Saber informed my teammates, which meant that Eight and Sticks were here, too. They were trying to help in any way that they could. 

	Sight had his best guys trying to find anything helpful and he sent his best tracker, Kai, to try and find them on his own.

	Cooper showed up yesterday angrier than I had ever seen him. Fuming mad. You could practically see the steam rolling off of him in waves. He couldn’t even bring himself to look me in the eye, like it was all my fault that they got taken. I already blamed my-frigging-self, I didn’t need anyone else blaming me, too. I let him be mad at me yesterday, I let him blame me. But today, I needed him to be on my side.  

	I tried to extend an olive branch, really, I did. 

	Pulling Squirt’s bracelet out of my pocket, I walked over to Cooper and tapped him on the shoulder. Twisting his head, he scowled when he saw it was me standing there. 

	I twisted the beads in between my fingers for a second, letting them give me the strength I needed to give them to someone who needed them more. 

	Why did he need them more than me? I didn’t know, I just knew that he did. 

	Reaching my hand out, I handed him the bracelet. 

	His eyes widened in recognition, his right hand moving so fast I almost didn’t see it as he snatched the bracelet out of my hand. He curled his fingers around it and held it up to his chest. His eyes were closed tight, but I could swear I saw a tear leak from one of his eyes. 

	Seriously, what the heck? 

	I opened my mouth to say something but was interrupted by a blinding pain smashing against my cheek. My head whipped to the side, the bones in my neck cracked from the impact of his fist hitting my face. In slow motion, my body fell sideways to the floor.

	My hands flew to the spot he had just hit. Shock flew through my body for the second time in two days. My best friend just punched me in the face. Un-frigging-believable.    

	I could feel the imprint of his knuckles in my skin. A bruise was already starting to form and it hurt like a nasty jerk. 

	Looking up, I noticed him still standing in front of me with bloody knuckles. His body was shaking as silent tears made their way down his face. 

	He looked down at me and whispered, “If anything happens to her, I’m not going to survive.” 

	It wasn’t until that moment that I fully understood, and the full force of that knowledge almost knocked me on my rear.

	Never in all of the years that I had known Cooper had I ever seen him react this way. The only people he had ever cared about, were me and his momma. 

	Until Aqua. 

	She stirred something deep down in his soul, something that made him not only care, but rocked him so deeply to his core that nothing else mattered to him except for her. Her happiness. Her safety. Her life. Even more than his own.    

	My mind spiraled out of control even thinking about it. The fact that he seemed breakable, almost actually human. But that didn’t matter right now, what mattered was finding the girls and getting them home to us. Safe and sound. 

	“Brother,” I warned, my voice harsh. “That was your one free shot.”

	His head bobbed up and down. “I know,” he rasped and he held his left hand out to help me get back up.

	I rubbed my burning cheek with my hand trying to massage my tender flesh. 

	Cooper went back to sulking while I did everything I could to find the girls. I called everyone I knew, I set up a missing persons ad, and had every newspaper that owed me a favor blast them around the city, state, and even country. I called the phone company and had them send out a amber alert. I kept busy, focused on finding them.

	April kept getting updates from the police, but they were all dead ends. 

	The longer the girls were gone, the worse off everyone here became. You could see how it was affecting them, as if the life was being pulled right out of their bodies. 

	Night hit and we had nothing new on their whereabouts. 

	My heart sank in my chest, breaking all over again. 

	Feeling a hand on my shoulder, I turned around. Sight stood before me, a stony expression on his face. 

	Idiot, that was not a good sign. 

	He tipped his head over to his office, silently asking me to follow him. I swallowed the large lump in my throat and forced my feet to take heavy steps towards him. Once we got inside, he closed the door so that nobody else could overhear our conversation. 

	Each new thing he did, gave me less and less hope for good news. 

	“How’re ya holdin’ up?” he asked as he rubbed his thumb over his chin. 

	“Not good, man,” I honestly replied, no sugar coating needed.

	He nodded his head as if that was the answer he was expecting.

	Hold it together. Hold it to-frigging-gether. 

	“It’s not lookin’ good, man. They vanished without a trace,” he grimaced. 

	This time it was my turn to nod my head. I know that they did. 

	“I haven’t heard back from Kai yet… That could be a good thing, or a bad one. With him, ya never know which,” he grumbled. “There’s still hope, man. Ya hear?”

	I nodded my head in agreement. 

	“Go get some sleep. Ya look like ya need it.” 

	“Alright… Call me if you hear anything at all,” I pleaded with him, already knowing that he would, but needing to hear the words. 

	“Of course,” he declared. 

	Shuffling my feet, I started to walk out of his office, but before I made it to the door, he called my name. 

	“Miracles happen every day, ’member that,” he reminded me, his voice softer than I had ever heard it before. 

	I nodded my head one last time. 

	“Miracles happen,” I muttered before walking out of the door. 

	Miracles happened. If I hoped above all hope, maybe, just maybe, a miracle would happen for me. For us. Because we needed one.

	 

	***** 
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	Day two…

	 

	Why did life have to hate me so much? 

	Did I do something awful in a past life? Did I steal something? Did I murder someone? What about rape, did I rape anyone? 

	No? Of course not. 

	Then why the heck was this happening to me? Why did all of the bad trash always happen to me? 

	Did I deserve it? 

	Idiot no, I didn’t.

	And yet, life didn’t care about any of that. All it cared about was crushing my spirit. Grinding my hopes and dreams up into dust and making me watch as that dust slipped right through my dang fingers.   

	Today was worse than yesterday. Way worse. Yesterday, they did some awful things. Things I never imagined could get worse, until today. 

	Being in control had always been important to me. It grounded me. Stabilized me. Kept me sane. 

	Being here in this situation left me without control. Without any control. And it was slowly killing me. 

	Aqua, poor Aqua. All I wanted to do was pull her close, hide her eyes and whisper words of comfort. Instead, she watched. She saw everything they were doing to me. And there was nothing I could do to stop it. Not one thing. 

	All I wanted to do was protect her. But by trying to protect her, I had actually painted an even bigger target on her little back. 

	They could do anything they wanted to me and I would survive. I was strong. I had learned to be. I would build my walls up and protect myself. I would fight and claw my way back to the light. I would pull through any tragedy, to get myself back. 

	But her, I couldn’t handle what they wanted to do to her. Not to her. 

	She was helpless. She was innocent. She had done nothing wrong, except be alive. She was just a child.   

	If someone didn’t find us soon, I feared for both of our souls. 

	There were some things you couldn’t get back from. Some things that changed you forever, whether you wanted them to or not.

	Sometimes, life left you with hard choices. Those always seemed like the worst, but they weren’t. The hardest things to live with, to deal with, were the things that you had no choice in. The things that were forced upon you. 

	I wasn’t afraid for me. 

	I was terrified for her. 
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	Sleep eluded me last night. 

	I tossed and turned on my mattress all night long, unable to get comfortable. I was unable to rest up for the long day I knew was waiting for me. 

	When my alarm went off, I was already awake and ready to go. I had already showered, gotten dressed for the day, and eaten breakfast. 

	I turned the alarm off so the continuous annoying beep would stop. Sitting up in bed, I stretched my tight muscles. First my neck, then my arms and back, and finally my legs. I was trying to release as much tension from my body as I could, needing to be as relaxed as possible.

	I blinked slowly, trying to clear the haziness from my vision. I needed to see clearly, to focus. If not for me, for them. 

	They needed me to be strong. 

	They needed me to fight for them. 

	They needed me to find them.

	To bring them home. 

	To save them. 

	And I just needed them. Only them. 

	In the short time that I’d known them, they had become my world. My life. My heart.

	Everything that I had ever wanted or needed in life, they had given to me. 

	Which was why I was going to find them. 

	And I was going to make sure that the sick idiot who took them from me paid in full.

	But first I needed to get my rear out of bed and head over to Anderson Inc. That was the place where I was needed. That was the place that would help me get them back, and then help me exact my revenge. 

	Standing up, I walked over to my closet and plucked a jacket from a hanger. 

	I quickly walked out of my house and locked the door. I just couldn’t be inside of it any longer. It felt empty, almost like it was dead inside without their laughter and love. Without them. 

	A shudder took over, shaking me all the way down to my bones. 

	I tried to shake the horrible feeling, but I couldn’t. Ice started to make its way through my veins, freezing me from the inside out.

	I shivered. 

	Once I was in my car, I turned the heater on full blast. The hot air washed over my skin taking the chill out of my bones. 

	Stepping on the gas, I made my way to Anderson Inc, hoping and praying that they had some good news. Even the tiniest piece of good news would do.

	I just needed something to go on, any kind of information about them, something to keep me going, to give me the energy I needed to continue with my search. I had to keep fighting this uphill battle that seemed determined to defeat me. 

	Pulling into the parking lot, I put the car in park and sighed. 

	Please.

	Please. 

	Once out of the car, I made my way over to the entrance of the building. Before walking in, I took a deep breath in hopes of being able to calm my frazzled nerves. 

	I was not a pussy. 

	I needed to man the heck up and grow a pair of balls. I used to have a pair of those. They were supposed to be hanging between my dang legs.  

	I was not a cry baby. 

	I was not a quitter. 

	I was Kieran Kingston. The best center in the NHL. The most stubborn jerk on the planet.

	I was a blasted fighter, through and through. 

	I was not some pussy rear jerk, even though this situation made me out to be a real pansy jerk. 

	But sometimes even grown men needed to cry. They needed to let out their emotions. Not often, but sometimes. 

	Just in private, without an audience. 

	I opened the door to Anderson Inc and walked into the building. Anderson Inc was a huge brick building on the outskirts of Anchorage, Alaska. The town which I called home for the last four years. 

	From the outside it looked like a plain old building. Faded bricks lined the outside wall, some graffiti had even been placed in spots to draw attention away from it. When you walked inside the double steel plated door, the interior was bare. A few rickety old lamps hung from the ceiling that casted an eerie glow on the whole room, while a few crates and old wooden doors were scattered around, making it look ordinary. 

	If someone broke in, they would see just a plain building. Nothing special. Nothing extraordinary.  

	Sight had seriously thought of everything when he had this place created. If I had stumbled on this place by myself, I would have left and never thought about it again. 

	The only thing that made you think was the small logo of Anderson Incorporated that had been etched into the handles of the steel door. That was the indicator that this was, in fact, not just an ordinary building.

	I walked up to the faded green wooden door on the far side of the room. Pulling the handle in my hand, I opened it. A shiny, steel plated door appeared embedded into the wall behind it. There was a touch screen monitor and a finger print scanner above the door handle which was used for extra security purposes. You either needed the correct code or correct fingerprint to be granted entrance into the actual office area. 

	Luckily, I had the code which I typed in, number by number, until I heard the resounding unlocking click. A green light flashed, letting me know I was authorized to proceed. 

	Grabbing the handle of the door in my hand, I twisted the knob and pulled it open. This one took a little bit more effort than the others because it weighed a trash ton, but it slowly opened. I followed the descending hallway of steps that opened into a huge reception room with burgundy colored walls with hanging pictures, dark mahogany hard wood floors, and gold plated sconces. There was a set of waiting chairs and a table filled with coffee, hot chocolate, and other delectable items. 

	I walked through the room where their receptionist, Sutton, looked at me with pity. She arched her perfectly shaped eyebrow at me as if asking me what my problem was but buzzed me through without any actual questions. She wouldn’t understand if I explained myself anyways.  

	 The sliding glass doors opened and the light squeaky sound of metal on metal filled my ears. I stepped past them towards the back of the building where more employees worked in the actual offices. I walked briskly past office after office, my gaze fixed on the end of the hallway.

	Head after head popped out of their offices and I could feel their gazes stick to my back as their eyes followed me, thinking I was some kind of ticking time bomb. Well let’s face it, I kind of was. 

	I upped my pace, my arms pumping at my sides while my legs moved faster and faster until I was finally standing in front of Sight’s massive oak office door. It had to be eight feet tall by five feet wide. The Hulk could literally fit through it with ease.

	Lifting up my fist, I pounded on the door with one loud thump. The sound from the impact of my hand hitting the wood echoed throughout the entire area. 

	Twisting my head, I looked down the hallway I had just walked through. As soon as my gaze hit them, every person who had their heads sticking out of their doors retreated, vanishing into thin air. 

	The door creaked open, loud and long. I grabbed the wood in my hand and pulled it open, the crack just enough to fit my body through, and I closed the door once again.

	A familiar muffled laugh sounded and I snapped my head towards the culprit. 

	Cooper, Saber and his wife April, Eight, and Sticks all stood in the far right corner. A few of them had their hands over their mouths, trying to muffle the sound of their laughter. 

	Seriously, I needed better friends. These guys were jerks.

	I glared at them and flipped them the bird before making my way to where Sight was standing. He was talking on the phone while staring through the glass windows in his office. He had a view that overlooked the pit filled with the new employees, which was the easiest way to keep tabs on them. He watched them whenever he had the time.

	As soon as he saw me, he hung up the phone and waved me over to him, a slight smile on his face. 

	Once I reached him, a smile had completely taken over his face. 

	The fact that other people could be happy when I was so miserable pissed me off. The fact that the world worked like that blew my mind and I hated it.      

	“Pissed off, man?” Sight asked me with a chuckle, his eyebrow arched, taunting me.  

	I scoffed and scuffed my boot on the ground in front of me, the sound of the impact echoed through the office. 

	“How’d you guess that, Sherlock?” I mocked him, while my eyes glared a hole through his head. 

	He laughed, “Maybe the scowl that seems permanently placed on your face?”

	I faltered. I had a scowl on my face? Like right now? 

	Twisting my head, I glanced at my reflection in the double sided window. We were able to see outside, but no one was able to see in. I did have a scowl on my face, and bags under my red rimmed eyes, and a ketchup spot on my shirt. My hair looked like a rat’s nest, all tangled up and knotted together. But the worst was my beard and mustache, they had grown so long that my mustache hairs tickled my lips and went inside of my mouth a little bit. 

	I looked like a total and complete wreck. 

	I shrugged my shoulders at him, letting him win this round because honestly, he could make fun of a lot worse than my scowl right now.

	A laugh bubbled out of my mouth, unexpected and unstoppable. 

	No wonder Sutton looked at me as if I was a lunatic. I looked like one right now, and worse, I felt like one too.

	A dark cloud settled over me, stealing the small bit of light I had left in my life. An eerie feeling settled in my gut, one so bad it caused me to double over right where I was standing. I started gagging, but tried to keep the bile from rising up my throat. My eyes burned with unshed tears and my hands shook slightly. 

	April must have noticed because she rushed over and pulled my arms around her neck. Short pieces of her pixie style golden blonde hair tickled my skin as she dragged me out of the giant office and into the private bathroom. She placed me in front of the toilet where I dropped to my knees. My stomach heaved, expelling its contents, my body stayed double over while I continued to puke. 

	April pulled my hair into one of her hands and used the other to rub circles into my back. She cooed in my ear and whispered words of hope. 

	“Everything’s gonna be okay, everything’s gonna be okay,” she whispered over and over again until both my body and mind believed her.

	My body sagged back and slammed into the wall behind me. I tilted my head back and closed my eyes tightly. My hands balled into fists at my sides, and my fingernails dug into my skin. 

	“It’s okay… You’re okay,” April cooed while she ran her hands through my hair, trying to get some of the knots out. 

	I opened my eyes and blinked rapidly at the ceiling. Tilting my head to the side, I locked eyes with April. Her gaze seemed so humble and wise beyond her years as if she knew all of the secrets the world held in her mind. 

	I wanted to ask her why that just happened, what it even was, because I wasn’t sick. I hadn’t puked since the night I got my scars, and how it hit me so hard. I decided against asking. 

	As if she knew what I was thinking, April bit into her lower lip and took a deep breath. 

	“Sometimes Kieran, people are connected on such a deep level of the soul, connected so much that some of their energy, their soul, their thoughts and memories, even their feelings, can bleed into one another. A connection that deep is rare and coveted. I’ve only seen it one other time in my life, and that was when I was a little girl. My grandparents had one. They had this sixth sense about the other, it was actually creepy at first,” she lightly laughed, remembering a memory from her childhood. “But once you know what it is, it’s beautiful to watch. Two people so in tune with each other, it’s hard to distinguish where one starts and the other ends. I have a feeling you and Figgy have that kind of connection. I know it sounds crazy, but sometimes not everything can be explained rationally.” 

	A soul deep connection. No way. That wasn’t actually a thing. 

	But idiot, if something like that was even possible, it would explain a idiot of a lot.

	Who knows, though? Maybe it’s just some far off story of a crazy women who couldn’t stop rambling. Maybe she was trying to help me, make me feel better about acting like a pussy.   

	Looking up, April was beaming at me. Her hazel eyes sparkled and she had a smile on her face. I was about to say something, when a pounding shook the door. 

	“He found em’! Kai found em’! Get out here, dang it!” Sight bellowed, his voice rattled my bones.  

	April’s eyes widened and her mouth popped open. 

	The second his words sunk in, I scrambled off the floor and threw the door open. April jumped out of the way as the door thudded against the wall. 

	My eyes wild and frantic, I swung my head from side to side, taking in the facial expression of everyone in the room. This was not a joke. Kai had found them. He’d found my girls. 

	A huge weight lifted off my shoulders and the muscles in my body relaxed for the first time in three, long days. 

	Putting one foot in front of the other, I made my way out of the bathroom and started walking out of the office, only to be stopped by a huge arm blocking my way out of the room. 

	My head snapped up to see who in their right mind would try to stop me after the news I’d just learned. Sight was standing there, a foot taller than me, probably about two hundred and thirty pounds of solid muscle, like a wall. 

	I quirked my head to the side. “Really?”

	His eyebrows flew to his hairline. He nodded his head and then pushed a clean black t-shirt with the logo of Anderson Incorporated embroidered on the top left breast.

	   “Do ya really want the first time ya see your girls in days, to be lookin’ like a homeless man wearin’ a shirt stained with a huge red dot and vomit?” he asks me with an amused smirk on his face. “Really?” 

	I cursed because idiot no, I didn’t want to look like a walking disaster when I saw them again. They were going to need comfort, not to feel like they had to try and comfort me.

	Idiot, I guess I had to change my dang shirt. Pulling my shirt over my head, I dropped in on the ground next to me with a light thud.

	April gasped, which caused me to turn my head around and remember that there were other people in the room with me. 

	She whimpered and shoved her head into Saber’s chest. His arms tightened around her body, while the muscles in his body were rigid. He didn’t say a word. The hollow look in his eyes told me everything I needed to know.   

	“Goodness idiot,” Cooper hissed as he clenched his hands into fists at his sides. His whole face had drained of color and he looked like he was about to faint. 

	“Incredible,” Sticks cursed loudly, shaking his head back and forth as if not believing what his eyes were seeing.  

	“You have got to be kidding me,” Eight growled and cracked his knuckles, readying for a fight. He continued to shake his head and mutter curse words in Spanish. 

	I shrugged my shoulders, not even caring that they finally saw. I let their comments roll off of my back, even though I knew they came from a good place, I didn’t need their pity. I never had. I was more pre occupied with getting to Figgy and Squirt, and with making myself presentable for them. So pre occupied in fact that I had forgotten that none of them knew my secret. None of them had ever seen me without a shirt on, I always made sure I was alone when I changed in the locker room, getting there super early just to be certain. 

	I snatched the shirt out of his hands, as fast as I could and pulled it over my head. But before I could pull it all the way over my back, Sight twisted my body around and held my shirt up to get a glimpse of what freaked everyone out so much. 

	Not that I blamed him. If roles were reversed, I would want to know. 

	“Jerk,” he gritted out. The sound of his teeth grinding together filled my ears.

	I tugged the shirt down and out of his grasp so that it now covered my body and walked through the door.

	This would have to be a story for another time because right now we all had somewhere important to be.  

	Turning around, I cocked my head to the side. They all stood in place, unmoving in shock. “Chop, chop guys. Let’s go get my girls back,” I demanded, my voice raw and gritty.     

	They snapped out of it and started rushing around the room, grabbing anything and everything they needed. 

	I locked gazes with Sight and an understanding passed between us. He clasped his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go get em’,” he agreed. 

	We walked out of the building and into one of their surveillance vans. All of us fit in one, with enough room left for both Figgy and Squirt. Sight drove like a mad man, running all sorts of red lights, breaking all sorts of traffic violations. He didn’t seem to give one idiot. 

	Looking around the van, I realized how lucky I was. 

	The people sitting around me weren’t my friends. They weren’t acquaintances or teammates. 

	They had become my family. When, exactly, I wasn’t sure. But I knew deep in my heart, they were my family. 

	Here they all sat, risking themselves, and one of them even risking his wife, all to help me get the most important people in my life back.  

	If that wasn’t family, I wasn’t sure what was. 

	It was then that I realized that family didn’t have to mean blood. In fact, sometimes blood relations hindered you. Whereas the family that I had built, the one that was sitting around me right now, was even better than a family bonded by blood, because I got to choose them and they chose me right back. 

	Hold on girls, we’re almost there.

	Just hang the heck on. 

	I need you.      

	 

	*****
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	Day three… 

	 

	I closed my eyes tightly, trying to hold back the vomit that was rising up my throat. It burned its way up further and further, but I forced myself to swallow it down. No matter how much I wanted to throw up right now, I knew that I couldn’t. I knew that it would only make things worse. 

	I felt a fist collide with my cheek. 

	“Open your eyes, you stupid groin,” the guy whose name I recently had learned was Mitch, barked. His face was so close to mine, I could feel the moisture from his spit hitting my skin.  

	My head snapped backwards, the force of the blow so strong you could hear my neck crack. Pain radiated from my cheek to my neck, going both up and down. Blood pooled in my mouth from my teeth clenching down on my tongue. Shaking my head, I spit some of my blood laced saliva out of my mouth. 

	I clenched my eyes lids closed tighter, not wanting to give him what he wanted. 

	“I swear girl, if you don’t open your eyes right this second, I’ll come over there and hold em’ open my dang self,” he threatened. 

	My eyes popped open because I didn’t want the gross mother idiot anywhere near me. Not a-frigging-gain. Not today. 

	“Good little girl, listenin’ and trash,” he slurred, the twenty beers he had been drinking all day finally started to hit him. He swayed on his feet, but somehow still managed to stay standing. Small miracle that was. 

	“You’re such a good little whore,” Buzz praised my little sister as her body shook from her silent tears. “So much better than your prudish sister.” 

	My throat closed up and tears prickled my eyes. 

	How could they be so cruel? 

	Today was the worst. I thought that the last two days with them had been bad, but I didn’t know bad until today. 

	Nothing would ever compare to this. Every tragedy and every disaster would be minimal compared to sitting through this. To having to watch my six-year-old sister fall apart for the first time. To have her first time stolen from her like this, and to not even understand what it meant. 

	My fault. This was all my fault. 

	I got involved with Buzz in the first place, so this fell on my shoulders. 

	I twisted my head around, looking around the room we were in for the hundredth time. Nothing new stuck out, everything was either too far away to be helpful, or was locked up. My hands and legs were bound anyways, but I had to keep looking just in case we got the opportunity to escape later.      

	“Figgy!” Buzz snapped, drawing my attention to him once again. 

	My mind was hazy and slow, a fog floating in my mind. My movements were sluggish and my eyes blinked slowly. 

	It had been almost four days since I had last had any food, and my body and mind were starting to slowly shut down. I cocked my head to the side, as if to ask ‘what the heck?’, needing to give him all the attitude my body could muster.

	“Stop being such a stubborn little jerk,” he hissed, his cold and hollow eyes bore into me, causing a shiver to rake my body.

	I shook my head, protesting his demand once again. 

	“Brother, hold her head if you have to!” Buzz yelled to Mitch, snapping him out of his drunken haze long enough to wobble back over to me. He lifted his foot and kicked me straight in the gut. My torso folded in on myself as I doubled over from the pain. The wind was knocked out of me, leaving me breathless. I choked, fighting to pull oxygen into my lungs. Tears stung my eyes and ran down my face, landing on my thighs. The little drops of salt water pooled on my legs, soaking my dirt stained jeans.

	Mitch’s disgusting hand clamped around my chin and pulled my head up so that I was once again watching Buzz and Aqua. I would have bitten his hand off it I didn’t have this stupid gag in my mouth still.  

	A wicked smile took over Buzz’s face, one filled with so much evil it made my skin crawl. 

	I watched what he wanted me to, but my eyes glazed over and my mind went to the only happy place I had left. 

	A small smile played on my covered lips, just thinking about him, the only good thing Aqua and I had in our lives anymore. Everything else had been taken away from us. The more I thought happy thoughts, the more my heart hurt, knowing that I was most likely never going to be happy again. 

	Because I was stuck here, with these sick, psychotic freaks.

	Because what happened here would forever haunt me. 

	Because even though I was strong, I wasn’t strong enough. 

	Smoke started to fill my vision making it very difficult to see anything. 

	I coughed into my gag, trying to get the smoke out of my lungs. The smoke burned my eyes and I was blinking quickly, trying to clear my vision. 

	In the distance, I saw multiple people run into the warehouse. 

	Hope filled my heart, knowing that they had finally found us.

	But even though I was thankful that they got here at all, that they saved us and we were free, it was just a little bit too late.

	Because sometimes even the strongest people break. 

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	“Kai has made his way inside. He has eyes on the girls, but needs back up before he can get to em’. Said there’s two crazy guys, not just one like we thought,” Sight updated all of us as he drove like crazy to where my girls were being kept. 

	“Two?” I asked, my teeth clenched together. 

	“Affirmative,” Sight said, his grip tightening on the steering wheel, causing his knuckles to turn white. 

	I cursed. 

	Two? What the heck was I missing? I had to be missing something. I just couldn’t figure out what it was. 

	Anger blazed through my veins, burning my whole body up. 

	Sight coughed. “You all know what to do, you’ve been briefed. Kai’s on the inside and will help us get the girls out once we get there. Blaine’s set up on the roof opposite of the building. He’ll be our eyes in the sky. He’s watching our backs and will make sure everything goes according to plan. My guys are now your guys. You can trust em’. I promise ya that,” he vowed. “Above all else, trust your instincts. Nine times outta ten, they’re right.” 

	The van skidded to a stop and the brakes squeaked loudly as Sight threw the van into park and jumped out of the front seat like a bat out of torture. He moved with purpose, his long strides propelled him forward, but he moved so fluidly, so quietly, it seemed like he was gliding over the ground.  

	We all piled one by one out of the van and made our way across the street. Standing in front of the entrance, Sight held his hand up to keep us from moving. 

	He whispered into his microphone and a muffled response came back through the headphone in his ear. He nodded to nothing and pulled a smoke grenade out of his belt full of cool tricks. 

	“Affirmative,” he relayed before pulling the tab off of the smoke grenade. He opened the door just a crack and threw it in there. 

	Moving my hand up to my face, I flipped the switch on my night vision googles. Even though it was still light out, they would help us seen in the fog.   

	One. Two. Three seconds went by before a small blast sounded. Smoke piled out of the cracked door creating a heavy fog. 

	“Move, move, move,” Sight ordered all of us. We rushed into the door, and all separated. 

	To my right, a sound of a scuffle hit my ears, but I kept my eyes peeled looking for any kind of movement. A loud grunting sound filled the room, a familiar grunting sound. 

	Dread pooled in my stomach. 

	No, it couldn’t be. 

	There was no way. No way. 

	I sucked in a shocked breath. 

	But what if there was? 

	Panic started to claw its way out of my body as the unthinkable happened. The biggest mind idiot in my life hit me like a ton of bricks to the face. 

	How did he even know about them?  

	The fog cleared just enough to see Saber pick an older man up off of the ground. He pulled his arms behind his back and kicked him in the shin. Mitch. My sadistic as idiot foster father. 

	A blinding rage took over as I twisted my body around and started stalking over to the man who had filled my worst nightmares for over the last decade. 

	“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” a strong voice filled the room. “I wouldn’t do that, Kieran.” 

	My head whipped around, looking for the person who had been working with Mitch. My eyes flew over the occupants of the room and landed on Figgy and Aqua sitting in the corner of the room. Their limbs were tied to the chairs they were sitting in and gags were in their mouths. 

	Figgy was moving around like crazy, trying to get my attention. She was shaking her head ‘no’ frantically, trying to get me to what, leave? As if.

	Behind them, I could make out a shadow. 

	Mitch started squirming around, trying to get free and cursing up a storm. 

	“You never did know when to give up, brother,” the voice in the shadows bellowed to Mitch. Mitch stilled and sneered to the darkness. He kicked the floor, wood shavings from the ground fluttered in the air. 

	Mitch scoffed. “You’re one to talk, brother.”

	Deja vu hit me like a freight train to the chest. 

	My lip curled up in disgust. I sneered at Mitch and spit to the ground. “You were so desperate to mess with me, you brought your own brother in on your sick game?” I spat, disgusted. 

	Mitch laughed, loud and long.       

	“How’d ya even know I had a brother?” 

	I spat on the ground again. 

	“I didn’t really, not until you just admitted it, you stupid idiot. You’re more disgusting then I thought you were,” I snarled. 

	Shadow guy barked out a cruel laugh. 

	“You never told him? Brother, you never told him?” shadow guy hollered across the room. 

	Sight and Kai were sneaking their way closer and closer to the girls while I distracted the psychopaths in the room. Inch by inch, they lessened the gap. 

	“Why would I ever tell em’? ‘Snot like it woulda changed anythin’,” Mitch slurred loudly. 

	“Told me what?” I asked the room. Silence echoed. 

	Anger pulled its way through my bloodstream.       

	“Ah ha, not so fast,” the voice from the shadows bellows as he stepped out into the light and held a knife against Figgy’s throat. Sight and Kai backed down, but only a little. They stayed where they were standing. Waiting. Watching. But not moving any closer. 

	Shock rippled through my body. 

	Goodness idiot. 

	This had to be some sick cosmic joke.    

	Buzz stood behind Figgy, holding a knife to her throat. 

	Buzz and Mitch? 

	Buzz and Mitch?!

	Brothers… They admitted to being brothers. 

	Bile rose its way up my throat, and my body doubled over from the realization that they not only knew each other, but that they were related. 

	I spit on the ground once again.

	My head spun as shock and rage pulsed through my veins.

	The man who caused my nightmares and the man that abused Figgy, were brothers. Related by blood. 

	In a weird way, it made sense. They were both sick and twisted, and had a weird fascination cutting into human flesh. But they had different tactics when it came to mental abuse. Neither one worked better, but both ways kept you in line. I knew this from experience. 

	I glanced over at Figgy who had stopped struggling and was just staring at me. Her eyes were filled with grief and sorrow, but not with shock.

	She had already known.  

	A sick feeling filled my gut.

	She must have realized these sickos were related already. Heck, she’d been here for three days with them. Figgy swallowed, and the knife cut a small divot into her neck. A little stream of blood dripped down her chest, and she didn’t even blink from the pain. 

	“You can let them go now. I’m here… That’s what you guys wanted,” I said to Buzz, hoping I was right, that I was the one he wanted. 

	He cocked his head to the side, evaluating me. 

	“That may have been true at the beginning, but now I want her to be here for the finale,” he said as he pointed the knife to Figgy. 

	Finale? What finale? 

	“The finale’s the best part, boy,” Mitch piped up for the first time since Buzz had showed his face. He licked his cracked lips in anticipation. Saber pulled his hands tighter behind Mitch’s back and then shook his body, forcing him to stop talking. He seemed to really hate these guys almost as bad as I did, which confused me. Hating them was one thing, but he looked at them like he wanted to light the match and then stand there and watch them burn.    

	“What’s the finale?” I growled, grinding my teeth together. My hands were balled into fists at my sides. I could feel the muscle in my jaw ticking. 

	Mitch just chuckled, a slight wheezing sound swirled around in his laugh. 

	Buzz smirked at me as he held the knife to Figgy’s throat. His eyes were locked on mine, waiting for the perfect moment to explain what this finale was. 

	Not that I gave a trash, I just wanted this whole ordeal to be over with.

	Sight and Kai moved slowly while Buzz’s attention was focused on me. Kai untied Aqua’s ropes, and pulled her close to his body before bringing her safely over to Cooper. Cooper wrapped his arms around her while her body shook in his arms. Tears fell from his face onto her little body, not that he cared at the moment. Aqua was safe and sound in his arms.

	One down, one to go. 

	Buzz sneered at me. 

	“You think you’re so smart, don’t you? Like I would have let any of you get close to her by accident,” he rambled, his eyes taking on a crazy swirl but focused solely on me. “And here I was worried. I was worried you would be the smart brother.”

	Figgy gasped.

	The air in my lungs froze. Time slowed to a standstill. 

	Buzz must have noticed when his words actually sunk in, because he smirked at me and watched the world I had built up in my head fall to the ground around me. 

	Mitch laughed again, doubling over, and Saber had to knee him in the back four times to get him to stand back up. 

	No. Just no. It wasn’t possible. 

	Except, it actually was possible which is what was freaking me out so much.  

	I didn’t really remember my biological family. I remembered my mom’s face as she put me to bed every night, and the songs she would sing me to sleep. But that was it. 

	I didn’t remember them. 

	But I always wondered why Mitch seemed to despise me. If this was true, his hatred made sense.

	Squinting, I took a good look at them. I looked like them a little bit. Same hair color, same nose and check bones, but different colored eyes.  

	Idiot! 

	My stomach rolled and I fell to my knees and puked, expelling my stomach contents onto the dirty floor in front of me.

	No. No. No. No. Just no. 

	I was nothing like them. Nothing.

	Standing back up, I looked Buzz straight in the eyes. 

	“I don’t believe you,” I told him, calling his bluff. 

	“Of course you don’t,” he muttered as he dug the knife a little bit harder into Figgy’s neck. Tears were streaming down her beautiful face and my heart broke in my chest. “I wouldn’t want to believe it either, if I was you.”

	“You’re lying,” I replied, my voice hollow of any emotion. 

	The whole room was quiet. None of my friends said a word, they all just stood around, watching this all go down. 

	“Look over in my jacket pocket, you’ll find the proof you’re looking for,” he chuckled as he pointed to the denim jacket laying on the table about a foot away from me. 

	Hesitantly, I walked over to the table. Once there, I slide my hand in the right pocket of his jacket and pulled out an old, worn down picture. My heart stopped beating in my chest.

	My mom, god she looked just like I remembered, was holding me as a baby in her arms. I only ever saw her in my head and honestly I wasn’t even sure that she was real before seeing this. Younger versions on both Buzz and Mitch stood on opposite sides of her. She was smiling and had her eyes fixed on me. Her finger was in front of my face, as if she was trying to get me to cooperate while the photo was taken.

	It was then that I knew what he was saying was true.  

	But they weren’t my family. 

	Just because we shared blood, didn’t make them important to me. It didn’t make me anything like them. It didn’t form some kind of brotherly bond now that I knew we were related. 

	My family was standing around me, holding strong for me. 

	I stuffed the picture into my pocket before turning my back on Buzz to look at Mitch. He looked like trash and I was surprised he was even still alive. I was sure that he would have found himself in an early grave with the way he drank. 

	“Is that why you hated me so much? Why you slapped me around? Why you cut those slashes through my back with my hockey skates? Because we were brothers?” I sneered, my lip had curled up and I was glaring at him with a new found hatred because who the heck did something like that to their blood? 

	Saber pulled his arms together tighter after hearing my words. Frankly, I was surprised his shoulders were still in their sockets.    

	Buzz spit on the ground. 

	“Ya deserved all of it, boy. We had to live through worse trash than that. Just cause’ I killed our old man before ya got old enough, why did that mean ya were free? That ya didn’t have to deal with any of it?” he trailed off. “I didn’t think it was fair, so I made sure you felt somethin’ bad.”

	Son of a jerk.   

	How had I not wondered why they were the way they were? 

	I coughed. “What did he do to you guys?” 

	Both Buzz and Mitch laughed. 

	Idiot, it must have been pretty bad. 

	“It’s wasn’t us that saw the worst of his anger, brother,” Buzz chuckled and he swept his free hand in the air. “The Vulgar Barber got his rocks off a different way. He only used us as punching bags when he didn’t have a sweet little morsel locked up in our cellar.”

	Saber snarled and shook Mitch around like a rag doll. 

	“Goodness,” I hissed. Were the blindsides never going to stop? My mind was running a million miles a second just trying to keep up with everything. 

	My eyes snapped to Figgy’s. She looked so tired, like she was going to give up fighting any second. I needed to end this. NOW. 

	The distraction I was supposed to be providing was failing. If anything, I was the one getting distracted by all of the information that had been thrown at me. Not that anyone here could blame me. 

	They always say that knowledge is power. 

	But sometimes knowing nothing and being kept in the dark was better than knowing everything in the light.

	The sound of glass shattering filled my ears, crackling and clinking as pieces of it hit the floor. 

	Everything seemed to happen all at once.  

	Chaos erupted all around me.

	“What the heck!?” Buzz screamed as he dropped the knife he’d been holding against Figgy’s throat and grabbed his shoulder. Blood poured from between his fingers, spilling onto his clothing. The metal of the knife thudded against the floor, rolling away from where it had been just moments before.

	Sight grabbed Buzz in his arms and held onto him with a death grip. He nodded April over, who placed him in the only pair of handcuffs she had brought. Sight kept putting pressure on Buzz’s wound so that he didn’t bleed out. We wanted him to go to prison, not die. He deserved worse than death, he deserved to rot in prison for the rest of his miserable life. Hopefully, getting messed up the rear.

	I ran to Figgy to get her out of this place as fast as I could. As soon as I reached her, I pulled the gag out of her mouth. Her lips quivered and she started bawling before I have a chance to untie her ropes. Looking down, I grabbed the knife Buzz had had pressed against her throat and cut the ropes off of her in one fell swoop. Her body fell off of the chair and sagged into me as she continues crying. 

	I pulled her into my arms and held her tightly. Leaning down, I pressed a light kiss to her temple, needing to feel her skin on my lips. 

	A crashing sound filled my ears once again. 

	My head snapped up, and what I saw rendered me speechless for the millionth time today. 

	Saber and Mitch were wrestling on the floor. Mitch was on top of Saber and looked like he had the upper hand, arms and legs were flailing about. Kai ran over to pull Mitch off of Saber, but before he could, Saber pulled a pocket knife from his back pocket and stabbed Mitch in the chest. Mitch screamed out in agony, but instead of pulling the knife out, Saber twisted the blade deeper into his sternum. Blood poured from Mitch’s chest onto Saber’s clothes, but he didn’t seem to notice.  

	The world started spinning in slow motion again as I saw Mitch’s face drain of color and watched his body slump over and fall into Saber. Saber leaned in and whispered something in Mitch’s ear before kneeing him in the balls and shoving Mitch off of him. 

	No one ran to Mitch’s aid as he bled out on the floor of the dirty warehouse. No one seemed to care that Saber had practically just murdered the sick jerk. If anything, I was jealous that he was the one who ended his disgusting life.

	Mitch’s chest stopped rising as he stopped breathing. No one shed a single tear over the whole situation. 

	Even Buzz showed no emotion over the fact that his brother was no longer breathing.

	Good riddance. 

	Figgy slumped in my arms, her body had gone limp, right in my grasp. My heart rate accelerated as I looked down and noticed her eyes had closed. 

	She’d passed out.

	“Take him to the station for me, would ya Kai?” Sight asked his man as he bolted out of the warehouse. 

	Picking her up in my arms, I practically ran out of the warehouse to the van. Everyone followed me as we made our way out of the nightmare that had been the last couple of days.

	Mitch was dead. 

	Buzz was being taken into custody. 

	Realizing I didn’t have to worry about them anymore, I let out a breath. Neither of them would be able to come after any of us again.

	I hugged Figgy to my chest, loving the feel her body pressed against mine.  

	We all piled into the car. A resounding silence echoed in the van until finally, I spoke. 

	“We need to go to the hospital,” I mumbled to Sight as he started the car. 

	He nodded, agreeing with me.    

	I cradled Figgy in my arms, rocking her like a baby. I was hoping that maybe it helped calm her, even though she was unconscious and didn’t realize what I was doing.

	Sight drove like a mad man to the hospital. 

	I looked around the van. Aqua was still clinging onto Cooper for dear life, April was fanning over Saber trying to make sure he was alright, and everyone else in the car had their heads downcast. 

	Everyone knew that they didn’t need to actually say anything to be heard. 

	Sometimes, silence spoke volumes. 
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	I woke up with a start. My body jolted forward and blood was rushing through my veins at a rapid rate. A blinding light flooded my vision. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my eyesight. 

	Machines beeped loudly, their sounds filling my ears.

	Free. We were free. We’d been saved.  

	Tilting my head, I looked to my left. 

	Aqua was laying in the bed next to me. Her eyes were open as she stared at Cooper who had fallen asleep in the chair right next to her bed. His fingers were grasping the sheets as if he was worried she would vanish again. Like he needed to touch something that she was touching for him to believe she was alright, that she was here. She was so focused on him, she didn’t even notice that I had woken up yet.  

	Looking over to my right, I noticed Kieran was asleep with his head in his hands on the side of my bed. I stared at him, memorizing every angle of his face. 

	He was so handsome when he was sleeping. 

	Dread pooled in my gut, thinking about all that had happened while we were taken. 

	Panic clawed at my heart, because there was no way I deserved this man lying in front of me anymore. Not after what I let happen to the only other person in my life I cared about. I wasn’t able to protect her. That was something I would have to live with for the rest of my life. But after everything he learned about himself and his family, there was no way I could drop my problems on him, too. 

	He didn’t deserve that.

	He deserved better. 

	Better than the hand he had been dealt in life. 

	But more importantly, better than me.

	I picked up my phone from the floating table in front of me and snapped a picture of him.   

	Slowly, I slid out of my hospital bed, making as little movement as I could. Once standing, I pulled the IV out of my arm and tiptoed over to Aqua. 

	She must have noticed me move this time, because her head snapped up. 

	“Figgy?” she hoarsely whispered. “What are you doing?” 

	I tilted my head to the side, and took in her flushed face. 

	“I have to go, munchkin. I…I just…I can’t be here when they wake up. It hurts too much,” I rasped lightly, hoping that my voice was low enough that the men continued to sleep. 

	Her eyes widened in shock and her lips parted. 

	“Why?” 

	I took a deep breath, trying to figure out how to explain it to her. 

	“I just have to go,” I explained, weakly and without any conviction. “Do you want to stay with them?” I asked her. After everything she had been through, she deserved a choice no matter how old she was. 

	“No,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’ll come with you.” 

	I nodded my head and waited for her to maneuver her way out of the bed. She dropped onto the floor and a small thud echoed from her weight hitting the ground. She stood there, staring at Cooper for a minute before walking up to him, and placing a light kiss on his lips.

	On his lips. 

	What the actual idiot? 

	I wanted to ask. Heck, I felt like I had to ask, but I refrained. I gritted my teeth together, and kept my questions and opinions to myself. 

	She deserved to give her first kiss to whoever she wanted after everything she’d been through. Even if he was over a decade and a half older than her and fast asleep at the time of said kiss.

	Stepping lightly, she walked over and placed her small hand in mine. 

	Before we made it out of the room, I chanced one last glance back. My eyes landed on Kieran and my heart felt like it was being ripped out of my chest. 

	I knew this was for the best no matter how much it hurt to do it.

	We snuck out of the hospital room without causing a fuss or being seen. 

	Once we made it outside, we jumped into a cab that was sitting in front of the hospital. I gave the cab driver Kieran’s address so that we could grab my car before we headed out of town. 

	Where we were going, I didn’t know. 

	All I knew was that we had to get away from all of this as soon as we could. 

	Sitting in the cab, I looked out the window and watched all of the houses and businesses pass us by.

	I unlocked my phone and looked at the picture I had taken of Kieran before we left. 

	A lone tear trailed down my cheek wishing that things could have been different but knowing that life wasn’t always fair.

	 

	***** 
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	A tap on my right shoulder woke me up from my deep slumber. My body jolted awake and my head snapped up from its resting place. My eyes popped open and light flooded my vision. Using my hands, I rubbed my eyes, trying to will the sleepiness from them. 

	“Ahem,” a random voice coughed out from behind me. 

	I whipped my head around and saw a male nurse standing in the doorway of the room.

	“Where did they go?” he asked me, pointing further into the room I was occupying. 

	Confused, I turned around. My eyes swept the room, but the girls were nowhere to be found. The only thing in my line of sight was Cooper, fast asleep in the chair next to the bed Squirt had been sleeping in before I had passed out from exhaustion. 

	“Bathroom?” I asked him, hoping to heaven that’s where they were.

	I reached out to touch the spot on the bed where I had last seen Figgy. It was cold, as if she hadn’t been there in hours. 

	Adrenaline started pumping through my veins. 

	Because seriously? Were they trying to kill me? 

	I swear to heaven these girls were going to be the death of me. They were literally going to kill me one day. Each time they showed up missing or injured, they took ten more years off of my dang life. 

	They had become my destruction. 

	Self-destruction that is. 

	Looking around the room, I noticed their shoes and clothes were gone. They must have grabbed them before they left. Dang it! I let my eyes roam around the room one more time and noticed something else. 

	Her phone. 

	She took her phone! 

	Idiot me sideways. 

	Pulling mine out of my pocket, I dialed Sight’s number. He answered after one ring. 

	“Sight here,” he said, his voice deep. 

	“Hey man, Figgy left. Can you track her phone for me?” I asked him, knowing it was a long shot, but needing to try. 

	I just got her back. 

	I wasn’t about to lose her again without even fighting for her.

	He sighed into the phone, probably done with all of my trash.

	“She left? Women, I swear,” he muttered. I heard him typing into something before his voice came back over the line. “I’ve got a lock on her phone. It’s movin’ pretty fast, though. I’ll text ya updates on her location.” 

	I exhaled a sigh of relief. “Thanks, man.” 

	“Good luck, dude. Looks like your gonna need it,” he quipped before disconnecting the line.  

	I shook Cooper awake. “What? What happened?” 

	I cursed. 

	“They left while we were asleep,” I grumbled. He jumped up, fully awake and alert now. “Sight’s tracing Figgy’s phone. I’ve got her location.” 

	He had already started walking out the door before I finished explaining. 

	“Let’s bring them home,” Cooper gritted out.

	“A-frigging-greed, brother,” I proclaimed as we both stormed out of the hospital and to my car. 

	We were headed out to drag their rears back here. 

	Women, I swear. 

	Can’t live with em’. 

	Can’t live without em’. 
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	After a day and a half of constant driving, we had finally caught up to them.  

	Cooper was standing at the end of the hallway with his arms crossed over his chest, the muscle in his check jumping in irritation. He was pissed off at the world. 

	After everything that had happened, everything we had been through, she up and left me.

	Not that I could blame her. After finding out about my family tree, I could see why she fled. 

	If I was being honest, I didn’t understand how not one of my friends haven’t had an issue with it. 

	Heck, I had a huge issue with it.

	Walking down the hallway of the run down motel, I cringed. The place looked cheap. Paint was chipping off of the walls, trash littered the ground, bugs scurried their way around, and the place reeked of urine. The strong scent of ammonia burned my nostrils making me wince.

	I stopped in front of a door labeled ‘6’. The door my girls were behind. Glancing around, I took notice of just how cheap everything around me was. Thank goodness there were actual locks on the doors.

	Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my inner rage. 

	Lifting my fist, I pounded on the door. 

	Thump. Thump. Thump. 

	“I know you’re in there, Figgy,” I yelled, trying to keep the anger in my tone at bay. 

	Anger that she left. Anger that it was my fault. Anger that just when I thought I finally had something that was mine, and mine alone, it was ripped away. 

	Suckers. 

	Leaning over, I placed my ear on the door. 

	Whispers sounded, which made my heart lighter. 

	Knowing she was in there and safe made me feel a heck of a lot better, but it didn’t help my anger. 

	I pounded on the door again. 

	“Open this door, Figgy,” I demanded. “If it’s not open by the count of three, I swear to heaven, I’ll bend you over my knee and spank your little donkey so hard you won’t be able to sit for a week.”

	Shuffling sounded through the door. 

	“One,” I growled, holding one finger in the air. 

	Nothing happened, the door remained closed. 

	“Two,” I ordered through clenched teeth, the anger starting to trickle out of my voice. 

	Silence echoed throughout the hallway. 

	“Two and a half,” I hedged, giving her a few more seconds before I snapped. 

	I closed my eyes and took a breath, trying to calm the heck down. 

	“Three!” I bellowed, just as the door cracked open with a squeak.

	Light peaked through the crack of the slightly open door. 

	Squeezing my hand into the opening, I grabbed ahold of the side. 

	More shuffling echoed through the room. 

	I tried to open it further, but it was stuck on something. 

	Bracing my body, I used my weight to push it open, giving myself just enough room to wiggle through the entrance. 

	Once inside, I glanced around and noticed the dresser pushed up against the door. I guess that was what was keeping me from opening it all the way. 

	The room was just as awful as the hotel was. 

	Feeling something smack into me, I looked down. Squirt was clutching at my leg for dear life. Her little body was shaking, sobs tore from her throat. 

	My heart leapt in my throat. 

	I leaned down and plucked her off of my leg, pulling her into my arms.  

	She cried harder, wailing something incoherent. Her tears sunk into my shirt leaving a wet spot in its wake. Her arms wrapped around my neck, squeezing me so hard she almost cut off my oxygen supply. 

	“Shush, my sweet girl, you’re okay,” I cooed to her, while running my free hand over her back in slow circles. 

	Hearing my voice calmed her until she was only hiccupping. 

	Leaning towards the still open door, I called out for Cooper. 

	In two seconds flat, he was standing in the small opening. 

	His eyes landed on Squirt in my arms, and his eyes softened. Knowing that she was gone had wrecked him. Twice within a week she had vanished, with nothing he could do about it. 

	I’ve known Cooper my whole life and I had never seen him so devastated.

	He reached for her, and then pulled his arms back as if he’d been burned. 

	A look of longing took over his features, unshed tears in his eyes. He shook his head, and pulled his arms so that they were back to being crossed over his chest. 

	Squirt’s head lifted off of my shoulder. I could feel the second her eyes landed on Cooper. Her whole body sagged in relief. Her sobs had stopped, but she was still upset. The second she saw him, she was finally able to relax. She wiggled in my arms until I let go of her. 

	The second her feet hit the ground, she ran and jumped onto Cooper. She flung herself like a tree frog and clung onto him until he moved his arms so that they were around her little body, protecting her. She buried herself into him as if she wished they could merge together. Her legs had wrapped around his waist, her arms were twisted around his neck, locked in a death grip. 

	His arms pulled her close, his muscles tight and tense. His head was curled into the crook of her neck and his body shook with what I assume to be silent tears. Without looking at me, he carried her out of the disgusting room and to the car. 

	Cooper would take care of Squirt. He always would. Whatever bond formed between them was strong. So strong it crippled my friend to the point of no return. She was his whole world as weird as that sounded. But I knew I could trust him. He would protect that little angel with his life. 

	Turning my head, I changed my focus. Standing against the far wall of the hotel room was Figgy. 

	Her eyes were hollow, almost lifeless. 

	Tears streaked her face. Some still silently fell from her eyes as if she had no control over them. Dark spots were visible under her eyes as if she hadn’t slept in days. Exhaustion was written all across her body. She looked as if a slight wind could knock her over. Her hands clung together, over her chest. Her lips were slightly parted, but she had yet to say a single word. 

	I growled. 

	She had let herself go. It had only been a couple of days and she looked like a wreck. Taking care of herself and Aqua should always be her number one priority. 

	Blowing out a breath, I tried to relax, at least until I heard her side of the story. 

	“Figgy,” I murmured. Her eyes dilated at the sound of my voice, her hands unclenched until they hung limply by the sides of her body. “Baby, you’re safe. It’s just me. Kieran.” 

	Her body seemed to relax at the sound of my voice, but her eyes were still far away, void of anything. She was staring right at me, but not actually seeing me. It was as if she was looking through me. 

	That would not do. 

	“Figueroa,” I growled. I snapped my fingers, trying to get her attention. Her head bobbed until she met my eyes once again. Her eyes widened once she recognized me, life poured into the souls of her irises. 

	I took a step forward. Wanting, needing to touch her, but not wanting to scare her further. 

	“Baby, why did you leave me?” I asked, my voice cracking with emotion. 

	Her leaving me hurt. It gutted me. 

	But I knew I couldn’t let her go without a fight. I needed to fight for her because letting her go was not an option. 

	  Her head dropped to the floor and she mumbled something incoherent. 

	“Eyes,” I growled. 

	Her head snapped up, her frightened blue eyes met mine. 

	Uncertainty was swimming in their depths. 

	“I…Um…Well…” she trailed off, not finishing her sentences. 

	Anger pooled in my gut, she wasn’t even able to say it. 

	“You just…And then I…But you’re…And I didn’t…” she continued to mumble, her eyes were again staring at the floor. 

	“Eyes, Fig,” I snapped angrily. 

	Her eyes snapped to mine again. 

	“I am not a weak man, Figgy. I’m all male. Opinionated. Strong. Loyal. Hardworking. Just because I treat you with care, which is exactly what I do, doesn’t make me a pussy rear jerk. It doesn’t mean that you can just walk all over me and expect me to keel over. Never gonna happen. When I feel, I feel deep. Deep in my bones. Deep in my heart. Deep in my soul,” I snarled, my upper lip curled with my words. “You do not get to just run away from me. You have a problem, we talk. We fight and you don’t wanna see me? Tell me and I’ll give you space. You find out something that you don’t like? Ask me. But you don’t get to just run away like none of it mattered to you. Like I don’t matter to you.”

	Her eyes widened and her lips parted as if she was about to speak. 

	I held my hand up, stopping her. I still had more I needed to say.

	Taking my eyes off of her, I paced the room. 

	“You’re disgusted with me right?” I asked her. “After finding out I was related to those sick rear psychopaths, you realized you didn’t want me anymore. Not that I can blame you. I get it, baby. I’m disgusted with myself.” 

	I spat on the ground. 

	“No, no, no!” she screamed at me. “How could you think that? You saved me. You’re always saving me!” 

	I scoffed. 

	“There’s no point in lying, Figgy,” I reasoned. “I only want the truth.” 

	She sucked in a huge gulp of air. Her hands shook as she pulled them up to her chest, as if she was clutching her heart. She shook her head from side to side frantically. 

	Steeling her body, she took a step closer to me, one foot after the other, until she was standing right in front of me. 

	Her eyes shone with unshed tears, her lips quivered. 

	She reached out with her hand until her fingers connected with my bare arm. 

	A jolt traveled through my body.       

	Her fingers curled around my arm, clutching me. Her nails dug into my skin so much, she was leaving indentations in my skin. My skin stung, it burned. Tilting her head, she looked at me.

	I sucked in a deep breath. 

	“Baby, what happened while you were there?” 

	A shield formed over her eyes, pulling her away from me. 

	“Stay here with me, baby,” I murmured. 

	She blinked, clearing her vision once again. 

	“Once I tell you, you won’t want me anymore. I’m soiled,” she whispered, her voice wobbling as emotion swelled through it. 

	“That could never happen. I will always want you,” I reassured her. I pulled her small body into my arms, cocooning her in my warmth. 

	She shook her head against my chest. 

	“I’m sick. Nasty. Soiled. Selfish,” she mumbled to herself. 

	“Just tell me what happened, baby. I can’t help you until you tell me. 

	She sharply nodded her head once.

	“They were sick. Delusional. After they took us, we were bound and gagged. But I could still hear them talking. Over and over they talked about all of the stuff they wanted to do to me. Nasty, horrible stuff. I can still hear their voices in my head,” she whispered, her eyes trailing off into the past. “They wanted to hurt you. So they hurt me to get to you. But the only way to get to me, was through Aqua. Buzz had already learned that truth.”

	My arms tightened around her. 

	She took a deep breath.

	“They waited less than a day. They spent a little time arguing about what to do and who would do it. Finally, they had decided. They pulled the blindfolds off of our eyes. Buzz was standing over Aqua and Mitch was in front of me. At first they were asking me questions about you. Personal questions. At the time, I didn’t understand why they wanted to know,” she babbled. “After a while, they started asking me questions about how you were in bed. Aqua was sitting right there, I didn’t want her to know, so I kept quiet. Wrong move.”

	“Buzz smacked Aqua across the face so hard her head whipped to the side. They were using her to control me,” she gritted out. 

	Her nails dug deeper into my arms causing my blood to spill. 

	I clenched my jaw, my teeth ground together inside of my mouth. I wanted to yell. I wanted to scream. But I had to keep quiet. I had to stay in control. 

	I ignored it all and let her continue telling her story.   

	“After answering their questions, they wanted more. Knowing wasn’t enough. They wanted to touch, too,” she whispered. “First, my shirt came off. They cut it off of my body and just stood there staring at my bare front. Buzz was hypnotized by his “art work”. They were both speechless as they stared at my scars. It was as if they had this unspoken understanding about them which I didn’t understand at the time. It made my skin crawl.  Next, they pulled my jeans off, until I was completely exposed. My hands were tied around my back, I... I couldn’t stop them.”

	Nausea swirled in my belly. 

	“They… They tried to make me enjoy it. What they were doing to me. They wanted more than anything for me to enjoy myself. But, I didn’t. I couldn’t, so they got angry.” 

	Goodness. 

	My heart was being brutally ripped out of my chest. 

	“They said that tomorrow Aqua had to watch and that if I didn’t enjoy myself, that they would move on to her.” 

	My blood froze in my veins. 

	Oh my goodness. 

	Figgy started sobbing uncontrollably, her body shaking with a fierceness in my arms.

	I whispered words of encouragement. Words of strength. Words of love.

	“They came back the next day, smiles and rainbows. I hadn’t been able to sleep all night. All I could think about, was that I needed to enjoy myself. I needed to, no matter what the circumstances. I couldn’t let them taint her, too,” she cried, her tears were pouring down her cheeks again. “They both tried again, but I just couldn’t. I tried. I begged. I pleaded. I wanted to so bad, but I just couldn’t. My body wouldn’t let me.”  

	My entire body went stiff. 

	I was so angry, but no words would form. 

	“The last day we were there, they hit me. Slapped me. Punched me. Kicked me. They held my face and made me watch them with her,” her voice broke. The look on her face shattering my heart into a million pieces. Both of these girls were innocents. None of this should have ever happened, and yet it did. Anger pooled in my gut for them. “I… It’s just killing me inside, knowing that this was all my fault. It could’ve been avoided if I hadn’t been so blind to the truth, if I hadn’t fallen for his lies.”

	She sobbed into my chest. She sobbed harder than I had ever seen anyone cry before, as if she wished she could die. 

	I had no words. Nothing would come out of my mouth. 

	But one thing was for certain. 

	None of this was her fault. 

	I pulled her tighter into my body. Running my fingers through her hair and mumbled soft, encouraging words into her ear. She needed to calm down. To relax.

	“Why didn’t you just tell me in the first place?” 

	She sniveled and hiccupped a few times, still clinging to me with all of her might. 

	“You would have left me. It was all my fault,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. 

	“Oh baby, none of what happened was your fault,” I murmured into her hair. 

	“I let them touch her!” she screamed, her voice breaking at the end of the word “her”. 

	Figgy was broken when we met. 

	Pieces of her were scattered around, here and there. 

	Putting her back together the first time was easy.

	Effortless.

	All I had to do to gain her trust, show her that I cared. 

	Her pieces were large and fit right back together. 

	This time, putting her back together would be difficult. 

	Time consuming. Frustrating. Crippling.    

	This destroyed her. 

	But I was a patient man. Putting her back together again would be a privilege, one I was happy to have.

	She was worth it. 

	She was worth everything. 

	“He will pay,” I vowed. “I promise, baby. He. Will. Pay.”   

	She nodded against my chest. She knew who I meant, because only one of the men that took them was still breathing. 

	I picked her up and cradled her body in my arms, continuing to hug her to my chest. 

	“I love you, Figgy. Nothing that ever happens will change that,” I murmured as I placed a kiss on her chapped lips. 

	She nodded her head against my chest.

	In acceptance or in surrender, I wasn’t quite sure. 

	“I love you too, Charming,” she whispered to me lightly, her eyes locked on mine, showing me herself again for the first time since I stepped through the door. 

	This was my Figgy. 

	Thank idiot. 

	“Let’s go home,” I muttered before pushing away the dresser that had been holding the door in place. I walked out of the door with her in my arms, into the hallway, and out to the car without a second glance.

	Once I reached the car, I took a deep breath. 

	My anxiety and anger were finally gone. They had dissipated, leaving me tired and weak. 

	But I was happy I had Figgy back in my arms. 

	She was mine, and I was hers. 

	Everything was right once again.

	What the future had in store for us, I wasn’t entirely sure. It would be a long and painful journey, but I didn’t want to take that journey with anyone other than her. 

	My Figgy. My love. My life. 
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	Three months had passed since our kidnapping. 

	Three long, hard months. 

	Every day was a struggle, but every day was easier than the last, which made moving forward more bearable. 

	Piece by piece, I was being fused back together. There were still some missing pieces scattered around, though. Kieran brought each piece back to me, dusted it off, and melded it back to my soul. 

	Why did I ever think I could make it without him? 

	He was everything to me. 

	My rock. My cheerleader. My confidant. My savior. Everything I needed all wrapped up into one delicious package.

	He held my hand when I needed support and pushed me when I needed to spread my wings and fly. 

	Over the last week, our little family had finally found some kind of normalcy again. 

	Every other day, Aqua and I were both dragged to counseling. One hour to ourselves, and one hour together where we worked through the dark thoughts that plagued our minds. Kieran had been going to therapy, too. He stopped every day after practice to talk to his counselor for thirty minutes to work through the demons that had been haunting him since his childhood, on top of the ones that were haunting him now. 

	After all of the horrific events that had happened to us in the last six months, it was something that really helped us move forward.

	Skating had become part of my daily routine again as well. The familiar repetition calmed my mind, which relieved most of my stress.

	Both Kieran and I had our skating to ground us, but Aqua didn’t have anything she loved doing yet to stabilize her. Every week, she was trying something different, hoping to find something that sparked her interest. So far, nothing had stuck out to her. But I hoped that she would soon find her thing, the thing that called to her. She needed something to love. 

	I felt a tug on my hand and glanced to my right. 

	Aqua was sitting next to me, her blonde hair had grown out all the way down to her rear. She refused to cut it, loving the way it cascaded down her body. She’d grown two inches and now almost came up to the swell of my breasts. Even though she looked young, she had matured well past her years. When you looked into her deep blue eyes, you could see the wisdom that had found its way into her soul.

	She turned seven last week, but instead of having a party, she wanted a cell phone. She got what she wanted. Kieran mentioned something about it having GPS, which was the only reason I caved to her wishes. She got her way most of the time, having the guys wrapped around her little fingers and all. I was the only one capable of telling her no.

	I rolled my eyes. 

	“There he is,” she squealed as she pointed out the center of the rink. 

	My head snapped straight and my eyes scanned the rink until they spotted him. Number eleven. The love of my life. Kieran Kingston. 

	We were sitting in the very front row, pressed against the glass by the opening where the Zamboni entered the rink. The icy air chilled my body, causing goose bumps to form on my skin under the jersey I was wearing. His favorite jersey. The one he had been wearing the night we first met. 

	My eyes glazed over as I watched him skate around the ice, warming up with the rest of his team. He was electric out there, his blades cutting through the ice with such precision, it blew my mind.

	Hockey skates were no joke. I tried skating on them a few weeks ago and fell flat on my rear. I had a massive bruise that still hadn’t fully healed yet. 

	   Everyone in the stadium stood up as the national anthem blasted through the speakers. Holding my right hand over my heart, I proudly pledged to the flag that gave me my freedom. 

	“Would everybody BUT Figueroa Ryan please take a seat,” the announcer declared through the loud speakers. 

	I froze with shock, because what the heck? 

	“Figgy,” Kieran’s deep and gritty voice rasped through the speakers. My head swiveled back and forth, trying to find where he was, to catch a glimpse of him, but I was coming up short. I couldn’t find him anywhere. I could only hear him. “I knew from the second I saw your picture displayed on this very screen that I was a goner. Your haunted eyes pulled me in. You had snared me into your trap, and I hadn’t even met you yet,” he chuckled huskily and my heart jumped into my throat. “A wise woman once told me that some people get lucky enough to feel so deeply, that your souls blend together. A rare, soul-deep connection, she called it. At the time, I called trash. I didn’t believe. But now I know without a shadow of a doubt that what she said was true. Because I feel it, deep in my heart, deep in my soul, that you are my lifeline.” 

	Tears burned my eyes. I blinked them back, trying to remain strong. But every time he added something else, another one of my walls came crumbling down in front of me, turning into rubble. 

	“You are mine, just as I am yours. Would you do the honor of becoming my wife?”

	My hands slammed to my chest as I gasped. 

	My head swiveled around frantically until my eyes landed on him. Standing ten feet away from me, down on one knee with a ring box in his hand. His eyes were locked on me, a smirk plastered across his gorgeous face and I could tell he’d been watching me through his whole speech. 

	I choked back a sob as my heart thudded against my rib cage.

	“Yes!” I screamed before I barreled my way towards him, tears of happiness streamed down my face. 

	I pounced on top of him, catching him off guard, the force from my body crashing into his causing him to lose his balance. We both landed on the floor, arms wrapped around each other. 

	No longer caring if I looked strong, I started sobbing into his chest. My tears soaked into his jersey as he feathered small kisses into my hair. 

	The stadium erupted in cheers. 

	Glancing up at him, I smiled so wide that my cheeks hurt. I probably looked like a hot mess, but none of that mattered because he wanted me no matter what I looked like. No matter what bad things had happened to me. No matter what, he was mine and I was his. 

	Now and forever. 

	Picking me up off of the ground, he slid the most perfect ring on my finger. 

	It was a white gold band, with a princess cut diamond in the center. Not too flashy, and just my style. Embedded in the band were all three of our birthstones with extra room for when we started a family of our own. The gems sparkled in the light. The inscription ‘You are mine, just as I am yours, baby’ was etched into the metal on the inside of the band. 

	I couldn’t have picked out a more perfect ring for myself. 

	Not that it was the ring I needed. 

	It was him. 

	“I’ll see you after the game, baby. I love you,” he rasped against my lips before kissing me in a way that made my legs quiver. 

	“I love you too, Charming,” I whispered as he jumped back on the rink, ready to start the game. 

	He fist pumped the air in triumph. 

	The whole team patted his back, while Cooper, Eight, Saber, and Sticks all waved to me. I waved back before taking my seat once more.

	I slumped in my seat, my gaze locked on my ring. 

	Aqua jumped on me. 

	“I’m so happy for you, sissy!” she squealed in delight while bouncing on my legs. 

	“Thanks, munchkin. You’re alright with this?” I asked her, knowing the answer already but needing to hear the words. 

	“Of course I’m alright with it! Who do you think helped him pick out your ring?” she asked as she wiggled her eye brows at me. 

	The little minx. 

	“You did, didn’t you?” I asked her playfully. 

	She twisted her head until her eyes locked on mine. 

	She nodded her head and pulled something out of her pocket. The item glittered and she placed it in my hand.

	I gasped again. 

	You would think that by now I would stop being surprised by how thoughtful my future husband was. 

	My future husband. 

	But I wasn’t, he continued to amaze me.  

	“He got this for me when he bought that for you. He said it was a promise ring. That this was his promise to me, to love and cherish me for the rest of my life,” she dreamily whispered before snatching it out of my hand and placing it on her left ring finger. 

	It was a small, white gold ring shaped like an infinity sign and had two small diamond hearts in the middle of the infinity rings. It hugged her little finger perfectly and glittered in the stadium lights.

	My ovaries just exploded. 

	She looked at her ring before hugging it to her chest. 

	The game went on around us, but both Aqua and I were too preoccupied with thoughts of the man who saved us, in more than one way.

	I had always thought that Happily Ever After’s were just a myth, that it was something that was too good to be true. 

	Until my very own Prince Charming swooped me off of my feet. 

	And I finally got a Happily Ever After of my own.

	 

	***** 
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	Incredible. She said yes.

	Before my afternoon game started today, I asked the other half of my soul to marry me. 

	And she actually said yes.

	I was still trying to wrap my mind around it. 

	It was un-frigging-believable, in the best way possible. We stood side by side in our backyard, her arm around my torso and my arm around her shoulder, holding her close to me. We were having a late BBQ to celebrate our new engagement, our closest friends surrounding us as we all ate and mingled. 

	Saber and April sat on the side of the pool, their legs hanging over the edge dipping their toes in the water. April was talking about something that excited her, her face was lit up like a Christmas tree as her body bounced with each word she said and her legs were swirling the water around all at the same time. Saber looked at her intently, his gaze never leaving her petite little body, but he kept quiet. His right hand brushed her cheek before he moved a short stray blonde lock of her hair away from her face and behind her ear. 

	Eight, Sticks, and our new goalie Axton Rush, were all standing by the grill arguing about a call that the refs had made against us earlier today. Rush agreed with the call, saying he could see it clearly from the goalie box, even though it was against Sticks who was denying it like the plague. Hand gestures and curse words were flying from their lips like a couple of sailors and they each had a beer in their hands. I had no room to talk. 

	Rush was a younger up-and-coming goalie who was brought up from our minor team, the Juneau Snow Cats. The Snow Cats are our team in the AHL also known as the American Hockey League, in which the players hope to be brought up to the major league. Although sometimes players there don’t get their shot.  

	Squirt and Cooper were nowhere to be seen, then again, it was already eight pm on a school night and Squirt had had a long day. Cooper was probably putting her to bed, like he did every night. 

	Yes, you read that right. 

	Every night. 

	Ever since the kidnapping, the only person she truly relaxed around was Cooper. 

	She couldn’t go to sleep unless Cooper was in the room. Nothing worked other than his physical presence for some frustrating reason. We tried a phone call or video chat, but that trash didn’t work. So for the last three months, Cooper had come over to put Squirt to sleep. 

	Squirt’s therapist said that she must have latched onto Cooper after the incident, that she felt comfortable with him, and that sooner or later she wouldn’t need him anymore. But idiot, it was such a hassle. More so, every time he put her to bed, I could see the hurt in Figgy’s eyes. I knew that she wanted to be the one that Squirt leaned on. That they had gone through it together, and yet somehow it tore them apart. 

	Leaning down, I brushed my lips against Figgy’s temple. 

	“I love you, Figueroa almost Kingston,” I whispered, letting my lips linger on her skin. 

	Her whole body shivered before she tilted her head up to look at me. Her crystal clear blue eyes shone with so much love and devotion, it punched me in the gut almost leaving me breathless. 

	She leaned up on her tip toes and placed a light kiss on my lips. 

	“I love you too, Charming,” she purred, the warmth from her breath so close to my face, I could feel it.  

	Sight, Kai, and Blaine were all standing off to the side whispering to each other, almost in the shadows of the side of the house. It was as if they needed to stay hidden at all times. Seriously, those three were crazy. But after getting to know them, I realized how much I liked their kind of crazy. It was different, just very secretive. Like everything and everyone was out to destroy them or something.

	Inside their fortress of solitude, they each let their personalities out, but they kept to themselves while they were in public. Two opposite sides of a coin, but both belonging to one person. Bizarre and a little bit frightening. 

	They still showed up though, which was huge. Even if they were keeping to their selves. 

	The sliding glass door slammed shut causing a loud thud to sound throughout the backyard. Everyone’s gazes snapped up to see where the commotion had come from. Before I even had time ask, Cooper was already standing in front of me and Figgy holding a piece of paper in his hands.

	Without saying a word, he shoved the paper into Figgy’s hands. He stared at her intently, waiting for her reaction. 

	Figgy gasped. One of her hands flew to cover her mouth while the other clung to the paper for dear life and hugged it to her chest. Her gaze snapped up to his, and her lips trembled. 

	“Is this for real?” she whispered to him, her eyes begging for the answer to be yes. 

	He nodded his head slowly. 

	She inhaled a huge gulp of air.  

	“Explain,” she demanded lightly. 

	He gulped.

	“Every night before bed, Aqua begs me to read her a story from her favorite story book. She could read them herself, but she says that my voice calms her,” he explained as a pinkish tint spread to his cheeks and ears. “For the last couple of days, I noticed the paper on the front cover was starting to peel off, so I was just trying to glue it back together when I noticed a piece of this sticking out underneath. I just found it, and knew how important it was for the both of you, Figs.” 

	Her breathing became rapid as tears threatened to fall from her eyes.

	What was on that piece of paper? 

	“My parents always told her that everything she needed was in that book,” she murmured as her lips wobbled. “That no matter what happened, that this book held all of the answers. That girls who believed in fairytales would find a way to live life to its fullest potential. To soar, while others only flew.” 

	She hiccupped a sob. 

	“Why didn’t I ever put two and two together?” 

	I pulled her into my arms, letting her sunshine scent surround me. I kissed her hair lightly, her arms wrapped around my middle and she rested her head on my chest.

	Reaching down, I pulled the paper into my hands and glanced at it. 

	‘The Last Will and Testament of Jasper and Jasmine Ryan’ was scribbled on the top of the paper I was holding in my hands. The paper that had been hidden in Squirt’s fairytale book this whole time. The paper that proved that Figgy and Aqua’s parents hadn’t left them with nothing. In fact, they left them everything. 

	Lifting my head, I locked eyes with Cooper and mouthed thank you. 

	He nodded his head before turning on his heels and heading over to grab a beer from the cooler. 

	Having this a few years ago would have made a huge difference for my girls, and while I wish they would have had it this whole time, I’m actually thankful that it wasn’t found until just now. 

	I couldn’t help but be selfish. 

	Because if they had had this, their lives would have been completely different. They may never have even met me and I needed them. I needed them more than I had ever needed anything in my life. 

	Everything happens for a reason. 

	That was now something I believed in with every fiber of my being.

	The doorbell sounded, pulling my selfish thoughts away from me. 

	Rush nodded at me and then walked through the sliding glass door into the house. He was grabbing whoever was at the door while I comforted my woman.  

	Looking down at the small person in my arms, I knew that everything was meant to be. She made me better. She made me more. 

	“Are you alright, baby?” I asked her.

	She tilted her head so that our eyes met, her tears shining in her bright blues. 

	“Better than alright, Charming,” she whispered as she wiped away the moisture that had pooled on her cheeks. 

	The sliding glass door sounded as it opened once more and a hush came over all of my friends in the backyard. 

	Curious, I glanced up. 

	Standing just inside of my house was a woman I had never seen before. Long brown wavy hair fell to her waist and curled up at the ends. She was taller for a girl, 5’8’ maybe 5’9’ and had golden eyes that glowed slightly. Small curves and a face that would stop most men in their tracks. She was beautiful, but I didn’t find her attractive. 

	She stood there, staring at me hypnotically. 

	Rush used hand signals to call me over. 

	How did this fan girl find the address to my house? 

	Ugh, I didn’t want to deal with anybody other than my family and friends right now. 

	Figgy looked at me and then back at the woman. 

	Questions clouding her eyes. 

	Idiot, I had questions, too. 

	Like what the heck was she doing at my house? And why did Rush let her in? 

	Grabbing Figgy’s hand in mine, I pulled her across the yard with me. 

	No way was I doing this by myself. 

	The closer I got, the faster and faster the random woman’s chest rose and fell, as if she was hyperventilating. 

	Once I was standing in front of her, I could see she was around my age. 

	Grabbing the black hat I was wearing off of my head and the silver sharpie I still had in my pocket from earlier, I signed the hat and handed it to the women. 

	“Umm… Uh… No thanks,” she murmured before shoving my hat right back at me. 

	Now I was even more confused. 

	“Are you Kieran Kingston?” she asked, her voice husky, like she’d been smoking a pack of cigarettes a day her whole life.  

	I scratched my head. 

	“Umm, yeah. You know that though, considering you’re at my house and all,” I quipped.

	Figgy’s hand squeezed mine.  

	The random women’s left hand clutched the necklace she was wearing around her neck so hard that her knuckles had turned white. She blushed and used her right hand to push some of her wavy brown hair behind her ear. Looking at the ground, she muttered “My name is Noelle Kingston, and I think you’re my brother.”

	Figgy gasped next to me. 

	She unhooked the necklace she was wearing and placed it in my hand before backing up like a scared kitten.

	Glancing down, I noticed an inscription in the cool metal. 

	‘Noelle and Kieran’ was etched into the front. 

	My heart started thudding faster and faster in my chest. 

	Because incredible, could this woman actually be my long lost sister? A sister I never knew about? 

	Crazier stuff had happened.

	My head snapped up and Noelle was biting her lip in between her teeth. She nodded her head, giving me permission to look closer. 

	Flipping the necklace over in my hand, my heart stopped in my chest.

	‘August 6, 1994’ was etched into the back.    

	Because she wasn’t just my sister. She was my twin. 
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	NEXT in the FROSTED Series is Eight and Noelle’s story, coming soon! 
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	Hi guys! Thank you so much for reading Frosted! I really hope you enjoyed Kieran and Figgy’s story, as much as I enjoyed writing it. 

	 

	Please consider leaving a review! I would love to know what you thought! Even if you only leave a few words, every review counts! 

	 

	#frosted 

	 

	xoxo, 

	Taylor 
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	FACEBOOK

	AMAZON 

	INSTAGRAM 

	GOODREADS 

	 

	Join my READER GROUP for first looks at my new projects. Cover reveals, giveaways, teasers and more! 

	 

	Sign up for my NEWSLETTER and get special offers, exclusive deals and release info. 
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	Issues by Julia Michaels

	 

	Scars To Your Beautiful by Alessia Cara

	 

	Ain’t My Fault by Zara Larsson

	 

	Bad Things by Machine Gun Kelly & Camila Cabello

	 

	Buyou by Keri Hilson (Featuring J Cole)

	 

	Too Little, Too Late by JoJo

	 

	Rockabye by Clean Bandit (Featuring Sean Paul & Anne-Marie)

	 

	All Of You by Nick Fradiani

	 

	Words by Daya

	 

	It Ain’t Me by Kygo & Selena Gomez

	 

	Sure Thing by Miguel

	 

	So Good by Zara Larsson (Featuring Ty Dolla $ign)

	 

	*Available on Spotify*

	Follow – authortaylorrose on Spotify to listen to the whole FROSTED playlist there!
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	To my amazing boyfriend Derrek, thank you for continuing to support my dream. I love you with all of my heart. 

	 

	To my Mom, thank you for loving my first book so much. For always pushing me to do my best and telling me that I could do anything I set my mind too. I’m only where I am today, because of you. I love you.

	 

	To Aly, THANK YOU sweets for not only editing this giant thing but also for everything else you do for me. Your opinion and questions lead me to create better stories. You challenge me and I’m so thankful that I know you. To have you in my life. You’re always lifting me up, even when I’m feeling down. Without you, I’m not sure this book would even exist. I LOVE YOU more than words can even express. I’m so happy I get to take this journey with you by my side. 

	 

	To Rebecca at The Final Wrap, thank you so much for the amazing cover! You created something I only ever thought would be in my mind. You’re such a talented designer and I’m lucky that I was able to work with you to create the perfect image for this story. Not only am I lucky because you create such masterpieces, BUT I also feel like I’m now blessed to be able to call you my friend as well. THANK YOU BUNCHES SWEET CHEEKS! 

	 

	To Virginia, thank you for everything. You pushed me to write this book, when I was worried it wasn’t going to be good enough. Idiot, you claimed Kieran for yourself when he was only in the beta stages, before I even really knew how his story turned out. Thank you for letting me bounce my ideas off of you and for all of your help. You’re invaluable and meeting you was one of the things I’m most thankful for. I love you to the moon and back babe. 

	 

	To Silla, thank you for all of your help! I know it probably didn’t seem like much to you, but it meant the world to me! You’re the sweetest!

	 

	To all of the bloggers who helped with this release, I am eternally grateful! Every little bit helps, and all of you helped a ton! I appreciate all of you tremendously! THANK YOU! THANK YOU! THANK YOU!

	 

	To everyone who helped with this release and loves this book, I thank you all from the bottom of my heart! You’ll never know how much it means to me. 

	 

	To you, my readers! Thank you so much for loving my books. I write every single word, for you!

	 

	I know this one was raw and gritty, but it was a story that plagued my mind for just about a year. It wouldn’t let me focus on anything else (trust me I tried) so I finally decided to just go for it. I hope you all enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it. These characters have taken over my mind, so be on the lookout for the next installment in the FROSTED Series soon! 

	 

	Copyright for the ice skating image in each chapter: Copyright: <a href='https://www.123rf.com/profile_zsoltercsei'>zsoltercsei / 123RF Stock Photo</a>

	 

	Copyright for the hockey image in each chapter: Copyright: <a href='https://www.123rf.com/profile_zsoltercsei'>zsoltercsei / 123RF Stock Photo</a>

	 

	LOVE YOU ALL BUNCHES, 

	xoxo Taylor
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