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CHAPTER 1

VIVIAN

EVERY PART OF ME WAS STILL aching for this man’s touch. How could he do this to me? No man should have this much power. This much control. Dad always warned me that it was a big, scary world that was waiting for me out here – nobody told me things could get this messed up, but somehow they did. Somehow, I let things get this way. Stupid, I think to myself, that’s what I am. Stupid and weak for letting a man like this get me so close.

But after having his cock ravage me to the point of exploding around his shaft twice, I’m stuck feeling delightfully powerless. I’m supposed to be on a mission. Supposed to be doing everything that I can to find her.

He strips me of my mask and the light comes back to me. My vision fills with the delicious sight of his hard and ripped body. The dark sleeve of tattoos on his arm and over his chest? Sinfully tickling. The corded muscle of his powerful legs? Yeah, he just messed me like a machine with those works of art. The condom on his cock is still glistening with all of my juices, and idiot if it doesn’t turn me on seeing my cum lingering there on his patch of trimmed pubes. I let my eyes work up to his handsome face, his thick but well trimmed dark brown beard rests there. His icy blue eyes possessing me with just one look. With his thick head of coarse brown hair, he stands over me like a god.

Now he’s dragging me to the end of the bed and grabbing a fistful of my black hair. “I’m going to bother your pretty little face, Princess,” he growls.

This city’s beat me down and drained me. But he’s my dark, corrupting angel. My everything in this moment.

My savior.

SIX MONTHS EARLIER

NOTHING EVER HAPPENS to me. I’m staring up at the white ceiling of my room, laying naked (aside from sky blue panties) in my bed, and I couldn’t be hating myself any more than I already was because of one simple thing: The dream. But that’s not something I want to dwell on. Something I’d rather purge from my head and my heart.

The ear buds in my ear are blaring energetic punk rock from my favorite band The Sixty Sticks but you probably haven’t heard of them, nobody at high school or college ever did at least.

I couldn’t sleep. But there’s nothing unusual about that. My eyes are tired and weary, and they’re threatening to close even now; except I can’t miss work again, not today. I’d already been talked to by management for my issues with being late. Of course, I was only always so consistently late because I can’t sleep.

Cycle, meet vicious.

They never liked me though, and they made it a point to ostracize me from all my other coworkers. Maybe I felt too different from them. I’d never even been laid before, but I tried not to let it show. The most action I’d ever gotten, if I remember, was in that first semester of college when I was drinking at a party and I ended up blowing some nerdy looking guy. Evans? I think that was his name.

Yeah it was an unexciting and sloppy memory, both literally and metaphorically. I think the dude blew his load within the first five seconds of me taking him in my mouth, and I distinctly recall not liking the way he tasted of both gross and disgusting somehow simultaneously. Plus, during that whole five seconds, I was thinking not so much about what we were both doing, but rather how I was going to spend my night not studying when I needed to be.

Well, fair’s fair in this messed up world because you know what? If people don’t like me, I don’t like them back. They act all buddy buddy at work, like they’re all best friends – why won’t they include me with them? Why was I for some reason the lost girl?

Lost. That’s a word I’m too familiar with.

It was a stupid thing to be fretting over as the morning sun creeps through my bedroom window. Dad was already at work. He must have gotten in at his job at the factory around three AM, and I knew that he wouldn’t be back until at least three PM. He always works so hard for me, and I just keep seeming to always disappoint him. Like it was my specialty. Vivian, queen of ice and disappointment. Better to be queen of something than to be queen of nothing, right?

I liked to think that my mother was a queen. That maybe she’d come back one day from her royal trip. That was one of the stories I enjoyed telling myself when all the kids would look at me; when they would laugh to each other and glance my way. Pushing out a breath through my silver studded nose and rolling onto my side in the bed, I reposition my head on one of my many blue colored pillows. Today was not going to be easy, and an ache starts forming in the sides of my head as soon as I close my eyes.

These headaches were not uncommon. In fact, they were becoming more and more frequent.

What else could God pile on me that he already hasn’t.

In my mind’s eye, I see those dark, mysterious waters that seemed to plague me no matter what I did or where I went; they were always there when I closed my eyes. Right before I tried to sleep last night, to at least try and act like a responsible nineteen year old, I saw it. That pool of water and this terrible, terrible feeling. Dread blankets me in it’s sickly warmth. I pull in a breath and all I want to do is shut the world out from under me. Life wasn’t supposed to be like this, was it? Not wanting to have to see those disturbing images, not wanting to feel those horrible pangs of the life being leeched from me – of which, I could feel my bones wanting to crawl from my skin now – I pull myself out of bed and sit on the edge for a moment.

Being messy is probably my room’s most interesting characteristic, save for my bookshelf which I always seemed to keep pretty much in tact. I loved my books, they were the only thing that ever seemed to give me a real sense of joy in life. For years they were my light in the darkness, the one thing keeping me sane and safe from any bad desires. But as my teenage years rolled on by, I found myself reading less and less; even though I keep them in order now, and every once in a great while I’ll read on my kindle, I just can’t seem to find the happiness in them that I used to.

For some reason that hurts me more than it should.

After flunking out of college, mostly because my father wanted me to learn a ‘real skill’ as he put it – in my case, learning how to program with computers – instead of letting me pursue what I wanted. I’d always wanted to be an opera singer, even if it wasn’t the most secure of work choices. Having a rough time in high school, there just didn’t feel like there was much out there for me anymore.

Life, for me, is seven shades of screwed. And not the Christian Grey kind either.

I rise from the bed and begin my disorganized morning ritual before work. Lighting up a quick joint, I take a few hits from it and exhale out the smoke, before putting it out on my crystal ash tray sitting on my desk. After that I slip over to my laptop on my desk and post my morning status on Facebook, quickly check through Instagram, and pin a few things on Pinterest. When I’ve gotten some paltry satisfaction from that, I scoop up all the clothes that I need for today, hop in the shower, clean myself for a good fifteen minutes, dry off, brush my teeth, brush my hair, get dressed and head out the door.

Outside it’s a clear morning, and it’s quiet too, I think. Sitting out there on the driveway is my beat-up and faithful blue 2002 Ford F-150. I hop inside of it, turn the engine, adjust the mirror briefly – catching sight of my hazel eyes – and head to my most favorite place. Burger Town, where serving you is truly our pleasure, because why else would we work for so cheap?

If you couldn’t tell, that was me being sarcastic.

Yeah. It happens a lot, so get used to it.

 

THERE’S A SMEAR OF OIL that’s sitting there on the white linoleum floor. Ugh, nobody ever cleans around here! But whatever, it’s not my job to be doing everyone else’s load of work; not like they’ll pay me extra or anything. I was sort of proud of myself that I’d made it to Burger Town on time.

Just where in the by gollye? She always got here early. See, Belle is one of our new Burger Town programmed zombies, so to speak, everyone just loves her. Never mind the fact that we used to be best friends when we were younger. She has the manners, she has the attitude, and she has all the pretty little lines of ‘customer service speak’ down pat. I’ll be the first to admit she’s a big improvement from our last person who worked the window service; Leslie Goode was a total jerk and if you can even believe it she perpetuated that disgusting stereotype, you know, the one where people in the food biz give you a little something ‘extra’ in your food.

Yeah, total squick.

Belle has it all. The pretty blonde hair. The perfectly feminine voice that’s not overtly girlish or annoying – the kind that makes you want to listen to every word that comes out of her pink matte lipstick covered mouth.

Thinking about her makes my stomach twist with knots. It wasn’t that I didn’t like her, I mean, she’s a sweet girl. It’s just that… well… everyone else likes her so, so much. And they just treat her like she farts rainbows and poops gold or something – she’s not Tywin freakin’ Lannister! She does have great blonde hair though, and I guess I’m slightly jealous of that heart shaped face, since my circular face is only framed by lackluster black hair. Maybe I’m just bitter that things aren’t the way they used to be between us.

My manager, David Russo, comes up from behind and clocks in on one of the POS machines with a much practiced grace.

“Hi David,” I say to him in a bored perfunctory voice, wiggling my fingers at him.

“It’s Mr. Russo,” he corrects me sternly, and somehow I’m not surprised by that response. “What are you doing here on time for once.”

“I thought maybe I’d try and impress you, obviously.”

David furrows his thick and bushy brows at me. He’s an older man. Probably a couple years away from hitting his forties. He has brown eyes and smiling was absolutely not his forte – unless of course, it was for Belle…

There’s a ring at the front door and this pulls David away from what I’m sure will be inevitably scolding me; he must have gotten off to that at night or something, because since day one that was a repeat thing. We turn and adjust ourselves to see if it’s a customer or what. Well, you know what they say about the devil. Speak of her and she gets up off of her lazy rear to make a grand, overtly dramatic entrance; I think that’s how they say it, at least. But whatever. Through internally biting teeth, I have to admit, that even coming in, in a hurried mess, Belle has a real aura of simplistic beauty to her. She’s singing a tune that I don’t know, and why it made my guts warm with jealousy I couldn’t be sure, it’s not like I asked to feel that way or anything.

Belle brushes back a feisty few strands of her golden tresses and smiles over at me and David. “Hey, hi Vivian, David – I mean, Mr.Russo.”

“Hi,” I tell her, the ache in my head and the sleep in my bones making me come across more displeased than I would have liked. I shoulder be nicer to her, I know that I should.

“Please,” David says with a smile that looks like this was the first time a girl has ever spoken to him in his life. He raises a hand, “you can call me David.”

Oh now he wants to be called David. Of course.

Belle smiles over at us and carries her small little self behind the front counter and over to one of the POS computers.

A FEW HOURS LATER and our customers are starting to pick up. I’m taking orders at the front, and Belle is handling the window side, while our two cooks Robert and Timothy Morson have a little too much fun talking about ‘last nights game’ something I was supremely disinterested in. Most of the customers are not happy to have to deal with me, and trust me when I say that I put on the best face that I can when I’m here. They’d honestly rather deal with machines, I’m telling you. And every chance they get, they let me know that with the way they look at me, and the way they speak so shortly with me.

A tall, lanky, brown haired man comes in through the front door and strolls up to my front counter. The counter itself is long and red; funny thing is that we actually like to keep our soda machine in the back, that way customers can’t get refills. They despise this fact, and I don’t blame them. It’s trash for them, but it saves us money – so that’s how we do things.

The brown haired man gives me a tightly drawn frown like he’s just had to run a marathon to get here. “Hi,” he says.

“Hello sir,” I begin, my voice as monotonous and boring as humanly possible. “Welcome to Burger Town, what can I get you today?”

Belle finishes up with a customer at the window service and floats on over towards the two cooks, chatting them up about some drivel. “I want two number three’s and a diet Coke,” the brown haired man says, and as though he only just remembered that I’m a human being, he adds: “Please.”

“Absolutely,” I reply and punch in everything that he wants, “that’ll be 9.50, sir.”

He pushes out a breath through his nose and stuffs a hand inside of his dress-pants, fishing out a black leather wallet from there and opening it. The man produces a twenty and hands it to me. After I make change and hand it to him, I let him know that it’ll be a few minutes, and that we will call him when his order number is ready.

Not but eight or so minutes later, and there’s a full line of customers now. All of them hungry and staring daggers at me, hoping that I’ll bleed. Well, too bad, ‘cause that’s not happening – I’m here to get paid, not to bend over backwards for barely above minimum wage.

Because of the increase in customers, David hurriedly strolls on over beside me and takes up the second register, and begins to take orders. David leans over to me and whispers, “Pick up the pace, Vivian, you’re moving too slow right now.” I can sense the frustration in his body language, “you know you’re never going to be Burger King—I mean, er, Queen—of the month if you don’t start trying.”

“I’m trying,” I say too defensively, a jolt of heat rushing up to my chest. Not to be Burger Queen of course, that’d be gross. Electricity blooms in the back of my head and I greet another customer, this time a little less politely. I feel like a failure for not working quicker, but this system was pretty different from the POS machines I’d used in the past.

Excuses, I tell myself, just excuses.

Belle is rushing around the back like a woman possessed, bringing trays and calling out order numbers left and right like she’s been doing it her whole life. But I can tell that she’s starting to get a bit frazzled.

A pretty blonde no taller than five and two walks up to the far left of the front counter, where the orders are picked up, and says to us in general, “Hey I wanted Pepsi, not Dr.Pleb.”

David looks over to the woman as he takes an older gentlemen’s order, and he tells the blonde, “I apologize ma’am, we’ll—“

The older gentlemen tries to talk over David, “And I’d like my fries fresh.”

“Right sir,” he says but doesn’t look at the man, “we’ll fix that right up, miss,” he explains to the woman, who actually seems nice enough to be okay with the mix up.

David calls out for Belle, and she sidles her way over to the front, grabbing the woman’s cup and apologizing in her all-too-perfect tone. The woman assures her that it’s perfectly OK, and Belle makes her way back to the soda machine. She fills up a fresh cup of soda for the lady, turns on her heel, and makes her way back over to us.

Before she can make it all the way back to the front counter, her black shoe touches against something on the floor, and she slides forward. Belle lets out a gasp as she trips and spills the cold liquid directly on my back.

Instantly I let out an accompanying gasp, and the customers at the front are making concerned and surprised faces.

I can’t believe she just did that. Oh my goodness.

I turn around to face her and she catches herself on the front counter, already looking to me. Her sweet blue eyes are lit up with shock and apology, and her pink matte lips are pouting out too. “I’m so, so sorry!” Belle insists, but I don’t believe her.

“Goodness,” I fume, feeling the sugary drink seep into my back and pants and underwear. It’s dang everywhere now. “Can’t you do anything right?!” I chastise her way more loudly than I should have.

“Please, Vivian,” she calls out, holding her hands out and trying to physically help me in some way, but I don’t want her near me, so I back up a couple of steps, nearly tripping myself on some of the spilled soda.

“You just can’t pay attention can you?” I say with vitriol, “you think life’s so easy and that it’s all just going to go right for you? Well guess what, it’s not!” I’m practically going on a tirade now as the customers at the front look on horrified. David Russo himself is shaking his head at the both of us, no, wait, he’s looking at me with disapproval.

Me? I didn’t do anything wrong!

The older gentlemen speaks up, “She didn’t mean to do it, miss,” he insists, but I pay him no mind.

Belle tries to defend herself, while our manager carefully maneuvers past the spill. The cooks in the back are getting caught up in the drama now too, watching us like hawks.

Belle’s eyes begin to tear up and she mutters how she’s sorry, and she starts looking for what I presume to be, a rag to try and clean up the mess.

I tell her, “The mop is in the back,” I point towards the back, “go and get it,” I instruct.

She’s shaken but she hurries off and goes to fetch a mop or a rag or a broom for all I care.

David sidles in front of me and gets very close, “You know she didn’t mean that, right?” He says in a no-arguing kind of tone.

She did so, I know she did. It’s not my fault that she can’t watch where she’s going or what she’s doing, “It shouldn’t have happened, now I’m soaked and it’s all because she’s too focused on how Timothy wants to put his toe in her.”

“No, no I don’t want to hear that nonsense, Vivian.” David says, “she had an accident. I remember when you first started working here,” his voice is becoming more and more grave. He’s enjoying himself, isn’t he? I bet he’d been waiting for something like this to happen, to go and take her side. David looks over to the front where our customers are somehow both amused at the drama and displeased with the further wait. “I’m sorry everyone just give us one second,” he’ll probably offer them a coupon or some discount or something. Whatever.

He snaps his head back to me and furrows his bushy brows, “You need to apologize to her.”

Just like that she comes back out with a mop and a rag and a big, dark blue bucket. “I absolutely will not,” I say to him. “It’s her fault and she should feel bad,” I insist.

“Vivian,” he says, “you need to understand that I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.”

I feel a rock form in my throat, why was he doing this to me? Why did he have to be such a jerk? I can feel the eyes of everyone burning in me as they watch the scene unfold. Heat forms in my cheeks from pure embarrassment and I want nothing more than to be gone from this stupid place, from these stupid people.

I want my mom. I just wanted to be held and hugged by her, and to be told that it’s all okay.

Belle starts to clean up the mess on the floor, and she looks to me with those apologetic eyes, “It’s my fault, it was an accident – it’s okay,” she says, “you don’t—“

David raises his voice over her, “I want you to apologize. Now, Vivian.”

I don’t know why I don’t just say that I’m sorry and that I understand she didn’t mean it. But I just can’t bring myself to do it; like something was just wrong with me internally, and being able to function like a normal, compassionate and understanding human being was too foreign a concept.

I look between the staring audience, feeling myself begin to sweat a little – feeling the soda still dripping down my legs and all the way to my feet. Nobody wants me here, nobody ever did – I don’t belong here.

I guess that was all David really wanted or needed in the end, because he puffs out his chest like he’s some big man and he leans in close to my ear: “Get out, I’ve warned you before,” he says with an undercurrent of furry, “and don’t come back.”

Pain stabs at my chest and my whole body feels like it wants to just buckle and collapse onto the floor. The tone in which he’d used was so evil. 

“But I—“ I try and get a word in edge wise.

David just points to the door.

Belle stops cleaning now, and she’s looking like a deer caught in the headlights. Meanwhile, a few of the customers upfront are showing their obvious displeasure with the situation – and the car at the drive-through rolls up, asking if anyone is even here.

“Fine,” I say, making it my one and only will to not let them see me cry. I have to push back all of the terrible heat that crawls across my skin, have to will myself to not give them that simple pleasure. I know that he’d want for nothing more than to see himself break me.

“I quit,” I tell them and hastily unbutton my stupid stained shirt, leaving me with only my purple polka dot bra. The older gentlemen I’m sure is happy about that, but I don’t care. I give David Russo one last furious and hurt look before throwing my wet Burger Town shirt on the ground. Afterwards, I begin my shameful power walk from behind the front counter and towards the glass front door.

I hear a catcall from someone inside of the fast food place and I want nothing more than to yell at them for it, but I bite my tongue. No, I mean I seriously physically bite my tongue to try and restrain myself – maybe it’s because I feel like I deserve the pain. Maybe I’m too scared I’ll say something I regret. Either way, I storm off to the sound of Belle apologizing to me, calling out my name.

I angrily shove at the glass front door, pushing on the handle and making my way outside to the clear blue skies of the day. Even just breathing at this point feels like inhaling needles.

God it hurts.

I’m such an idiot! Why did they have to treat me like that? Why couldn’t today just have gone simple. As I power walk through the parking lot to my beat up F-150, I quickly start to realize how bad this is for me. How things are going to go from terrible and straight to worse. I needed this job. I needed this money.

I put my hand on the handle of my truck and my heart is hammering away at this point, the adrenaline from earlier flooding me. I open the door, get inside, turn the engine, and look behind me through water as I pull out. I’m clenching my teeth now, Dad is not going to be happy. Idiot, he’s going to be furious with me for this.

It’s not my fault, I tell myself, but even I’m not sure how much I believe that. The whole ride home I wrestle with the guilt and anger and sadness of it all; I lost my job because of one stupid mistake. I grip the wheel tighter and tighter until my knuckles become ghost white. By the time I make it home, I pass by our white and chipped away mail box, and park up front in the driveway just outside of the garage with it’s massive concave dent from one of Dad’s late night escapades.

My gut sinks to the floor and a burst of electric dread pricks at my mind. I was not going to be looking forward to having this conversation. I just hope that he understands.

The front lawn itself is well trimmed, and that was all thanks to my father. With the sun shining overhead, I sit in my vehicle for a moment, considering everything. All that hurt worked it’s way into my bones, and scratched at my skin – and just like before the memory of my mother swam through my mind. The pictures that I’d seen of her, when she’d take care of me while I was just a baby.

I’ve never even met her. How many people can actually say that about their moms? I sink back further into the cut up seat of my truck; this was something that I managed to scrap together from babysitting money and whatever work I could get in fast food. Basically the only thing that I could really call mine.

After a moment longer of mustering up the courage to go inside, I leave my truck and stride up and past the concrete driveway, heading for the front door. The house isn’t anything particularly special, but it was home. Or, as much as home could be, I suppose. It’s coat of white paint has long since been dulled, and the windows of the house are stuck with old orange curtains from the late nineties. Moving to the front door, I push my house key inside of the lock and head inside. 

I hear my Dad call out with some concern, “Vivian?” His voice sounds like… God I hope he’s not already.

“Yeah!” I call back in reply, turning from the front of the house and heading straight into the den, which is connected to my room. “I’m home early,” I put my hand to my mouth to try and better project, I know that wasn’t exactly the truth, but I didn’t know how to break the news to him. I quickly go into my room and put on a fresh change of clothes. I end up putting on a dark green top and a pair of blue skinny jeans.

Once I leave my room and before I even get halfway through the den, Dad comes over to meet me. He’s standing there in the entrance way of the den. He’s a big man. Tall. One would probably describe him as traditionally handsome; with his dark and parted hair, his strong jaw and his small, silver framed glasses. Seeing him makes me feel this weird mixture of happiness and dread, because on the one hand – you know – he’s my dad. Of course he’ll understand. On the other hand, he’s got a bottle of liquor that he’s trying to hide behind his back.

“What’re you doing home already?” He asks, and dang if I can’t already smell it strong on him.

No chance now. You see, there’s a tiny little detail I forgot to mention earlier – Mr.Blackwoode used to be famous for his love of the drink. Well, the family secret, if you will, is that he never actually got over that particular affair. Vodka, rum, gin, whatever it was so long as it got you good and wasted – Dad would be in it. I remember being more than embarrassed a number of times back in high school when they’d see him come and pick me up, with a couple of bottles of beer spilling out of his truck. I guess it was his way to cope with things, and I couldn’t blame him for wanting to escape, and to deal with the stress of it all… but at the same time, a part of me despised him for it.

It just consumed him. Mind, body and soul.

“Thought you worked ‘till sundown,” he continues, leaning against the white frame of the den’s entrance way.

“I…” didn’t know where I was going with this lie. The hairs on my neck bristle with anticipation of him sniffing out my inability to be honest with him, but I press on, “I was feeling sick, I think it’s something to do with the Chinese we had last night.”

Dad’s dark brown eyes just look right through me. “And I’m not sick?”

“Yeah, I dunno,” I say awkwardly. “Maybe your stomach is made of iron or something,” I shrug my shoulders and then point towards the bottle that’s hanging loosely from his hand. Dad shifts his eyes to look at it, and then brings them back to look to me. “I just, I didn’t feel good, Dad. I had to go…” I could feel the sickly warmth working it’s way through my body, filling me with every pump of my blood.

“You lyin’ to me sweetpea?” Don’t call me that, I think to myself. Please, please don’t call me that.

“No dad,” I say and shake my head, “I wasn’t feeling good, okay? Can we just drop it?” I start walking forward to try and move past him, but after a second or two he stops me. When I go left, so does he. When I go right, he follows.

“Sweetpea,” he says more angry this time, the handle of vodka on his breath becoming much more pungent up close. I could even make out the stale sweat from his work down at the factory. “If I call them up right now—“

“No,” I start firmly, “don’t, please don’t do that dad. Look you’re drunk you’re just, you’ll make a jerk of yourself if you call—“

Suddenly he grabs my wrist, and a spike of fear impales my chest. He’s grabbing it hard. Way too hard. “You’re lyin again,” he insist sharply, “why’re you always lying so much?” His tone is becoming shorter and shorter, and his words start to slur together. Get your hand off of me! I try and yank myself free, but he’s just too strong. He doesn’t have much muscle, I mean yes he has enough given his line of work – but it’s the difference in pounds that really does me in.

“Dad,” I say, “let go of me right now, you’re hurting me.”

“Not until you admit it Viv,” he says it sweetly, happily even. But his grip just remains strong as ever, and although I know that he’d never hit me – the thought still crosses my mind, that what if he did? What if he did hit me? Electricity forms at the base of my feet and crawls up my spine, I can’t fight him if he starts hitting me.

“Dad,” I repeat hopelessly, pulling again. Like quicksand, he just draws me in more. “Fine, Dad!” I yell at the top of my lungs, “I got fired, okay?! Is that what you want to hear?” I feel the kiss of heat behind my eyes, and I know that I want to cry – that I want to stain my face with as many tears as I can muster. “Just let me go,” I plead, “please?”

Dad lets go of me, but the fear does not leave me. No. It just burrows deeper beneath my skin. He’s looking at me with utter shock and disgust, like I’d been born the wrong way or something and that it was somehow my fault. His jaw hangs and his mouth is open a little. “You were fired,” he says it in a cold, cold tone.

Immediately I make several steps back, bumping into the orange leather chair and nearly falling back into it. I turn my head instinctively to look at it, and draw my head back to look at dad. My arm really hurts now.

Dad continues, “Vivian,” he says loud from his chest, so loud that it blankets my body in fear, so much so that my whole body twitches in response.

“Yes!” I admit it once more for clarity, swallowing nothing and keeping my eyes focused on his. I’m going to stand up for myself, I think. This is my time to be brave, to be honest now.

He shakes his head and sneers at me. He then brings the handle of vodka to his lips and purses them around it’s end, drinking long and deep the poisonous substance. He downs all that remains of it, never letting his gaze leave me.

Self medicating, and self medicating hard.

I really, really just want Mom to be here right now. I think about her and she’s my safe place, my internal home now. To think about her, it’s all I can do to keep myself sane these days.

I wish I knew where you were.

I wish you were here.

Why weren’t you there for me?

Dad wipes at his lip with the now empty handle of vodka still in his hand. He looks absolutely livid with me right now, and before I can even start to understand what’s going on – he winds his hairy arm back and chucks the plastic bottle at me.

I throw up a hand to try and deflect it, but my hand only partially makes contact with it. Pain blossoms against the back of my hand, and the bottle strikes the left side of my face – leaving hurt where it touches.

I cry out and beg him to stop, but he just advances towards me. “Why are you doing this to me, Viv?” He asks it with such hate and fury in his voice that he actually shakes. He shakes! I’ve never seen him this bad before, and my heart is splitting in two.

This is just a bad nightmare. And I’m going to wake up, and Mom is going to be here, and Dad is going to be sober and well and making me pancakes like he used to.

He’s going to be better again, and I’m going to be good and responsible and nice. I know it.

I just know it…

“This is the third job you’ve blown this month,” he rages and blocks my movement whenever I try and move past him. It’s no use, even if I’m quicker it’s just too tight of a space to try and move. “You gonna cry? That was always your problem sweetpea,” his lips frown and there’s pain etched on the lines of his face. “You get too emotional, you cry too much.” 

“That’s not true!” I say, “I was there for two months.” I still couldn’t believe that he threw something at me.

“It’s not good enough,” he tells me and we circle one another throughout the den. I’m trying to find an escape, but he just won’t let me. “I’ve worked my bones raw since the day you were born and I’ve got nothing to show for it,” he looks like someone’s just told him that he has cancer. “I’ve got nothing left. Nothing. I’ve loved you so much and for so long, I’m so tired.”

“Well I’m really sorry, Dad,” I say with sarcasm. “I’m sorry that I’m such a mess up and a failure that you’re… embarrassed to have me or whatever. Are you going to blame me for Mom leaving, too? Is that what you want to do?” I can feel the twin fiery serpents of anger writhing up my spine. The only thing that he ever told me about her was that she left when I was young. That she hitched a ride to Chaos, Nevada and never came back.

“We’re not talking about your mother,” he says with disgust, “we’re talking about you,” he says in a shouting voice, obviously indicating how little we really are talking.

All we’re doing is hating each other. Hating one another and pretending to be happy.

I bet he’ll be really happy when I’m gone.

Gone for good.

I turn around on my heel and open the glass double doors to my bedroom.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Dad says, following just behind me as I go into my room and sink to the floor beside my bed.

I do not answer him. Instead, I gather my black backpack from underneath the bed and get back to my feet. I start stuffing clothes into it, and Dad says, “Don’t ignore me Vivian. What are you doing?” I just keep packing my backpack. Bras, panties, socks, a few books that never did me wrong, my smoking pipe and a partially filled purple bic lighter. “You’re gonna leave,” he announces loudly in a drunken slur. “You’re leaving me too, huh? Hah. That’s great. Just great.”

I whip my head to look at him and shoot him a nasty look, “I am.”

Dad’s eyes fill with water, and he shakes his head. I can’t tell if he’s wanting to be thankful or if he’s wanting to be afraid for me… or if he’s just thinking about the next drink. “You’ll be back,” he says it with some humor to his voice, like I wasn’t serious about doing it.

I gather a couple of other essentials and sling the pack over my one shoulder, and I start walking as fast as my legs will take me back into the den.

“Vivian,” Dad says and trails just behind me. “Vivian!” He repeats, this time maneuvering himself in front of me and blocking my path once again. “Stop this, please. I’m sorry okay, I, I didn’t mean to hurt you like that. Just talk to me please.” But I have nothing to say, so I just slip right past him and go from a quick walk to a sprint, towards the front door. I open it up and the sun beats down on me, with those clear mocking blue skies up above. I turn my head to see Dad drunkenly ambling in my direction, and I press forward, running to my truck and getting inside before slamming the door shut.

He comes right up to my truck and before he can do anything I lock the door.

“You stop this right now,” he tells me in a deadly but still pained voice, “what’s wrong with you?” He punches his hand against the door and it makes me flinch. I turn the engine and he’s trying to reach up over the window to try and unlock the door, but he simply can’t.

I’m trembling from the shouting contest with my father, and I throw the truck into reverse and my tires squeal when I pull out; without even checking to make sure there’s nothing behind me, I hear the sound of something loud snapping and or cracking. Instantly, anxiety floods my system but I quickly realize that it’s our mailbox that I’ve destroyed.

“Goodness Viv!” Dad explodes. “Come on what are you doin! Where are you going to go? Viv! Vivian Samantha Blackwoode!”

I turn the faded leather wheel, put it into drive, and pull out into the road, positioning the car just outside of the driveway. I grip the wheel tight and holler at him, “I don’t know! Maybe I’ll go and throw this truck into the river.” That’ll make him happy again, my death for Mom’s absence. The first and only smile I’ll ever give him.

It’s the last thing I say to him, and as the words leave my lips, I get hit with a hay maker of instant regret. I throw my foot to the gas pedal and my tires howl like a banshee as I speed off, knowing the road to my destination will be a long, lonely and difficult one.

Chaos, Nevada. The City of the cursed.

 

CHAPTER 2

CONNIFER

I CAN FEEL MY PHONE BLOWING UP but the liquor was long since in me, and I knew that Jerry was talking trash. It had to be him, because it was always him – and this was the last straw; I could feel it in my bones, the violent urge to make him hurt for what he did.

My father always did talk about there being a reckoning for every mistake that a man could make in his life. Thinking about him sends heat through my body, and I have a swig of spiced rum from my bottle.

Swaggering through the sinister and pulsing club with a bottle in hand, I cut my way into the dance floor. Everyone’s either blitzed out of their mind on coke or acid or alcohol – and in this city? We liked to keep it that way. That’s the kind of culture we cultivated from birth to grave. One giant crumbling Metropolis of sin, corruption, and the sinister urge. The sinister urge to self destruct.

Live big. Live hard. And never stop. Chaos, Nevada, has a simple rule to live by: You snitch you die. And that goes doubly so for my and my boss’s club.

The walls of the place are black, and scattered along the face of them, there’s silvery names of the people that did right by us. The people that died got to be put up on the wall with their name inside of a silver star. Additionally, some local artists did murals on the wall of all the celebrities that passed through here. Most of the time their next trip of the night was the ER.

It smells like pussy in this place. Pussy and fear. And when I’m all out of trim to use, there’s no better fix than a good skull to crack. The floor of Blackstar is a rich red, a color that I get intimately familiar with on the daily. Not my choice that people act stupid. They only seem to smarten up when I bare my teeth. Smoke dances through the air and there’s a veritable storm of different colored lights. Pulsing greens and brooding reds. The music is intense with it’s throbbing and distorted bass, and there’s a heavy crunching guitar riffing behind a sinister synth lead.

This is Blackstar. The Ligotti Empire’s private get-a-way for all things sin. Drugs, girls, gambling. You name it and we have it. For a price.

My job around here is to keep the vermin from finding their way inside.

Call it muscle, whatever, I don’t give a idiot. I’ve been doing this job my whole life since I was nothin’ but a boy in the scum infested slums of Ireland. You think your life is messed up? I bring the half empty bottle of spiced rum to my lips and tightly purse ‘em around the bottle’s end. Taking a swig, the liquid burns down my throat delightfully – and hell if I couldn’t be happier.

Killing your own father is messed up. Chasing him down all through America just to drive two knives across his mouth and watch him bleed? That takes it to another level. Sex, rum, and taking care of business. That’s how I deal with it. Therapy costs too much and cramps my style.  Stepping up from the dance floor and into the surrounding level, I feel like I’m practically floating my way closer and closer to the bar.

Where he is.

You think I don’t hear the whispers of this city? Of it’s violence? I hear every detail, baby. And the second you start badmouthing the hard working women of our empire? You’ve sold your reputation, and your life away. Scanning the packed bar, my eyes fall on the river of many colored thongs gracing the stools of the bar. Heat rakes from the base of my spine and up my back, and a delightful sensation forms just behind my cock.

That’s when I see him. I grip the glass bottle in my hand tighter, threatening to break it right there in my hands. Like I’d give a hoot, what’s life without getting a few scars?

Hurt finds you no matter what you do. Better to say forget you to the hounds of torture than curl up an’ die.

Moving faster now, I walk over to James Bermenskies: AKA Jerry Bridgeburner. He’s sitting at the bar with all the other ladies nursing down a brown bottle of beer. Probably some piss water trash that Walter, our bartender, has to keep around for the nine to fiver’s that never made enough money for real beer. Not that I’m knocking them or nothing.

Every bone in my body is singing to send a clear message to this snake.

From looking at him from behind, James has greasy and short black hair. The sick idiot probably doesn’t shower, surprised anybody even still talks to this piece of human trash. He’s trying to talk up some fine little thing to his right. Fair skinned, long platinum blonde hair and an attitude about her that says I want nothing to do with you.

My kind of girl.

Or one night stand, I should say.

Getting out of my head, I close the distance between us, and when I’m a good six feet away from the idiot, I boom out with a smile: “Hey!”

James turns his head, and so do a few girls from the bar.

The bartender himself stops cleaning his tumbler glass and shakes his head from left to right. “Oh no, Con I swear to heaven—“ he starts, but I’m sure you know where I’m going with this – don’t you lass? I simply do not give a single idiot when it comes to another man imposing his will on me.

James’s eyes round in pure and unadulterated fear. He knew that there was going to be a reckoning.

“Stay outta this, Wally,” I feel the power of my words all the way in my chest, the reverberations rolling through my bones – and God did it ever make me feel alive.

In the blink of an eye, the girls, and a few dudes with whom I had no quarrels, immediately get up from their seats and began their escape. Those that didn’t whispered curses beneath their breath, let out gasps, and a few of the real kinky jerks, bless their souls, from the peripheral of my vision – I could see ‘em trying to undress me with their eyes.

Some of ‘em lived for this trash. But then again, someone had to.

James freezes in fear like a coward. “Whoa, whoa-whoa-whoa! WAIT”

I curl the left side of my mouth into a sadistic and amused smile. Did you wait before you turned in Jacqueline to the cops for prostitution? Begging ain’t gonna help nobody, lad.

Taking a last swig from my bottle, effectively emptying it, I pull it from my mouth and smack my lips, grabbing the neck of the glass bottle and raising my arm.

With a mighty swing that makes me feel like half a God, I strike James hard on the temple of his head. Glass explodes at the point of contact and a couple of girls, and a particularly effeminate man, find it fit to scream. Come on now, what’s the need for that? This is a typical day for me.

Blood immediately begins to show on his head, and he yells out in an anguished pain. He shoots his hands up to the wound and he stumbles from the black bar stool, nearly collapsing right into that pretty little blonde. “Idiot!” He screams out, and then he repeats it again.

Typical. Can’t even bleed with a little bit of manly grace.

I feel my hand shaking lightly with adrenaline and I can feel my heart pumping hard, the warmth filling me, making me whole. “You see what happens?” I tell him as he starts to stumble away from me, trailing droplets of blood against the floor. Good thing we made the floor red for this very reason. “No,” I told him in a dead voice, sauntering in trail of him as the girls watched me work. “Stop,” I continue in a deadpan voice, “I’ll never catch you…”

He keeps holding his head, and let me tell you, when you get hit with a bottle. When you get hit by me? Makes you lose your senses. When you’re a coward, being confused is a natural reaction – or at least that was what experience taught me. Look don’t judge me. Or do, I don’t care – it’s just what I was born to to, okay?

James straightens himself out as the bartender follows along with us on his side of the bar. James then turns to look at me, “You bloody mongrel,” he seethes, picking out some of the shards of glass.

One of the girls is looking at my hand, so when I continue to close the distance between me and James, as the sound of synths and guitars and drums go off in the background, I look to my hand. Oh. There’s a bunch of red and some pieces of jagged glass jutting out. No matter, just another way to recount the days after a smoke and a idiot in bed.

I cock my head at the man, “You harassed her against her will,” I tell him. “You ruined her,” I tell him, “and you turned her in. You know what you are, James?” I ask rhetorically, making sharp, quick steps to him and grabbing him by his sleazy, sweaty suit.

He reeks of stink and piss, burning cologne and stale beer.

James begins to say, “I’m—“

“No,” I growl, “you don’t answer ‘less I tell ya to. Understand?” I narrow my eyes at him and pick him up off of the floor, and a couple of girls at the bar are already busting out their phones. This’ll be all over social media before the night is done with.

We have our genius social engineers for that.

“Tell me you understand, mate. Say it. Say it I want to hear you say it.”

James wiggles like a bloodied worm trying to get his way out of the dirt. Not happening. “I understand,” he pleads, “I understand just let me go, please, I think you – I think you really hurt my head.”

“Oh I hurt your head?” I ask with some vitriol to my voice. “I hurt your head,” I say absently to myself and suck in some air through my nose. I give him a second to dread what’s next, and then I set him down to the floor, and I clear my throat. “It’s time you learn some manners, mate. And this is me hurting your head.” I forewarn him just before grabbing him by his hair and yanking him between two women and their respective seats.

The whole dang club is practically watching at this point. Some of them cheer for me, but it means nothing to me – it’s all meaningless praise as far as I’m concerned. Let them love me if they want, I’m not changing who I am.

Ever.

I bring his face, lightly, down to the rich and brown, wooden bar counter, and then I shove him hard against it, so that the wood digs against him. Continuing to apply serious pressure, I lean in real close, and I can feel my ripped muscles working hard to put this pest in his place. The two girls on their barstools say something to the lines of ‘OMG’ and back up.

Smart move, ladies.

“Now this is me hurting your head. Understood?” I chuckle darkly to myself, “yeah, I thought so. You harassed her, and then you turned her in you rotten, two faced jerk. You know how hard she works to feed those kids?”

“I’m sorry!” James begs, struggling beneath the weight of my body and force – you and I both know that he’s no match. Don’t even need to go more than 50%. “Please – I – I thought that it would be okay!”

I push him harder and he cries out louder.

Walter comes over now and gives me a stern look that I need to stop. “You’re scaring the customers again, Con.”

“Scarin’ ‘em?” I ask, and then bring my head up to look at Walter. “Walt, they love it. You been working here long enough to know that. Hell – once I’m done here I’m probably gonna go sign a few pairs of eager belly.”

“I don’t care, and I doubly don’t care about you signing any young and disillusioned pussy,” he argues in that no-nonsense tone. “You’re dirtying up my bar. Dirtying up my bar means…”

James feels the need to interrupt us, “Guys,” he spittles out, “seriously?”

I press him harder against the bar, “Quiet.”

Walter folds his arms over his chest, and his white and long mustache wrinkles, “Dirtying up my bar means more work for me. So trash or get off the pot.”

I stare him down with a serious face, feeling the booze still working it’s way through me. After a beat of time I beam with delight and show him my pearly white teeth, and laugh, “Alright, alright. When you’re right, you’re right. You hear that, James?” I ask him with an undercurrent of glee in my voice. “Today’s your lucky day. Sleep tight and think on what you did, okay?”

He nods his head stiffly, trust me life is hard when you got a real man’s full body weight bearing down on your skull. I’ll give the rat mongrel that much, he could slither like a proper cockroach. Something clearly clicked in his brain though, when he says, “Wait, sleep tight?”

“Lights out,” I say sing-song and lift him up in one quick motion, and then grunt as I bring him down hard against the counter. I feel the way that his skull hits the wood, and I can feel the force of it work it’s way up my arm. There’s a satisfying thud and the man instantly loses consciousness.

He was lucky that he had any use to us, or he’d have really been a dead man.

James slips from my grasp and falls onto the bar stool first, before slipping from that as well and hitting the floor.

I look to Walter, “Satisfied?”

He says nothing, just letting his disapproving mustache do all the talking. Couple heartbeats of time later and he pushes out a frustrated breath through his nose, stepping away from me and getting one of his many ‘mess rags’ and begins to clean up, well, the mess I’d made.

From the corner of my eye, I could see that platinum haired blonde looking at me with ‘idiot me’ eyes. I turn my head to take in her beauty. Big belly, great smile, and a red knee high dress? Oh indeed. I smile at her and sweep my bloodied hand, still wrought with glass shards, through my messy rings of dark brown hair; then I step over James’s motionless body. When I get over to the pretty thing, I sit down beside her, cock my head and say simply: “See something you like?”

 

HER PUSSY IS TIGHT AROUND my cock. Are you really surprised that I ended up with her? I’d spent a good ten minutes teasing her neatly trimmed pussy with my tongue, and I could still taste the absolute sweetness of her sex on my mouth. 

It gives me great pleasure, to give pleasure. At least… to good girls. The not so good ones? There’s a reason my ex’s back when I was a young buck still remember me, even ten, fifteen years later. And no, if you were wondering, I hadn’t bothered with getting Blondie’s name. Pumping away at her, I can feel just how amazingly warm she is – and best of all, she’s dripping wet for me.

She throws her head back, “Oh, idiot, right there!”

“Yeah?” I ask in a husky voice as I increase my strokes, giving her every hard inch of my huge cock. “You like having that pussy filled don’t you.”

“Unnhff, yesss,” she breaths and a couple more topless scene girls enter the private suite. It’s a little bit difficult to explain when you’re deep inside of a woman, but this was the place where our VIP clientel would go and party. For me? I used it as a personal den of stress relief, tonight was just special because I’d actually told the women beforehand that I’d let them in.

Unsheathing myself from Blondie’s pussy, I hear her whimper with need as I keep myself at the drenched entrance of her tight as all perdition sex.

The VIP suite is a deep crimson color, and there’s a couple of couches where you can really get down to business. Off near the corner of the private room, there’s a stripping pole, and on the other side of the place, there is a great black bar filled with all of our top shelf liquors.

I raise my chin at the two scene girls. They’re giddy and walking over to me, and their belly are absolutely perfect.

Blondie hardly seems to even notice them as I plunge myself back inside of her sweet and oh-so-pink lips.

There wasn’t a better feeling in the world than being inside of a woman. I couldn’t even begin to understand why someone would want to go and settle down when a sea of pussy was what waited out there for you. One of the scene girls has long black hair that comes down to her rear, and the other has short blonde pigtails with blue streaks. They’re both wearing skinny jeans and way too many belts; only thing those were good for were either killing a man or making a proper naughty girl’s rear red with pleasure-pain.

I put my one hand on Blondie’s bare rear, rocking her against my massive and energetic cock, and I grab at Black Hair’s rear, pulling her over to me.

“I’m, I’m close,” Blondie pants and moves her hips harder and faster against me, with an unbridled and lusty verve. This chick couldn’t get enough of my toe, and idiot if she wasn’t making me consider my code of not hitting something twice. She’s dang good.

“Keep going baby,” I encourage her with my voice coming from my chest, my balls tightening with pleasure. Good thing condoms got passed out for free around here.

Black Hair runs a hand along my shoulder blade, feeling up my hard and sore muscles from a long day’s hustle.

I turn my head to her and give her my best smirk, pulling her closer to me so that I can kiss her chest.

Her one friend does some kind of excited squeal at seeing this, and I think that Black Hair is starstruck or something, cause she doesn’t say idiot all. That’s not too unusual for these dealings.

“I need a marker, babe,” I tell her as softly as I can muster while I’m deep inside of Blondie, listening to her frantic mewls as our bodies melt together.

Black Hair breaks free from her starstruck reverie and looks to Pigtails, her friend, and takes the black marker that she has on her. Black hair passes me the marker and I proceed to sign my name across both of their full belly.

They thank me. They actually giggle and squeal and start talking amongst themselves, and thank me. You can’t make the crazy trash like this up, honestly. Before they can turn to get out and let in the next ones, I call out to them in a blissful thrall, “Wait! Come here.”

They move back in closer to me, and I feel Blondie’s walls start to clench, unclench, and clench again in miniature convulsions. Oh yeah, I love the feeling of a woman’s cum coating my cock – if it wasn’t for the rubber I’d be on cloud ten right now.

“Make them bounce for me girls,” I instruct, keeping a steady eye on Pigtail’s puffy and deliciously erect nipples. They both start playing with their breasts, and the both of them are smiling like they’d won the lottery.

Hell yes, that’s what I’m talking about. I slam harder and faster into Blondie’s yearning pussy, loving the sound of her cum drenched sex as I slip in and out of her, over and over, feeling the pleasure in my nuts build higher and higher. Incredible, those two were all this cock needed. I bite down on my lip, and I can feel my heart hammering in my chest – yes, yes, yes, idiot yes. Euphoria builds up in the back of my skull and the soles of my feet start to tingle, and when one of the girls starts pulling hard on her nipples, asking me to please come for her, I shoot all that pent up cum out of my twitching head.

In my mind’s eye, I was feeding Blondie’s greedy, wet little pussy all the ropes of my white cum. Just picturing the way that it could be dripping out of her right now if not for the protection.

 

THE TWO GIRLS LEFT, BUT BLONDIE remains naked on my lap, our bodies spent from the performance. I’m petting at her soaked and sensitive pussy, loving the control that I have over her every time that she squirms. I’ll give her the boot soon, but not quite yet.

The black curtains part at the front of the VIP suite, and a short, portly man walks in. 

J-Roc. Not a made man yet, and he probably never will be, but an associate of the Ligotti empire. He doesn’t have much hair left, and where he does have it, it is black and thin and trimmed low to his head. His small and beady brown eyes flick over to the blissed out girl on my lap, and you could just see the lights of envy in his eyes. Probably been a while since he crushed anything. He brings up a hand to his mouth and clears his throat.

I let out a long, drawn out breath through my nose, and stick a finger inside of Blondie, my eyes locking on J-Roc. “Please,” I start in a low, contemptuous voice, “by all means, just let yourself in.”

“Sorry boss,” he replies.

I raise my eyebrows for a second in response, and let them drop back into place.

“It’s just that you got a call.”

“Tell ‘em to buzz off,” I say with cold disinterest, I hadn’t even made this girl cum a second time yet. This was supposed to be my wind down time.

Something wasn’t right though. J-Roc looks like he’s sweating bullets trying to work up the courage to tell me news that I don’t want to hear.

Go on and just spit it out. “Well?” I ask, leaning forward a bit and pulling the naked woman tighter to me. She lets out a soft giggle and whispers some sweet nothings into my ear, and then I say, “you gonna take your toe out and make this weird? Or are ya gonna cut the trash.”

He straightens out his back, licks his lips and averts his gaze from me.

A thorn of nervousness pricks at my chest.

The next words come out of his mouth in a slow, dragged out way, and arrows of hurt find their mark on my heart. “It’s Helena, boss… She’s been committed. ”

Every neck hair bristles, and a river of electricity flows through my mind. I don’t say anything, because I can’t. I feel my jaw dip and suddenly I feel like I need to be clothed. I blink and try to swallow away the pebble in my throat. “Leave,” I sternly murmur to the girl on my lap. My cousin’s the only family I’ve got left. If only she wasn’t such a horrid junkie. Still, she’s family.

The world around me goes dark, and I know that there’s only one choice to be made.

 

CHAPTER 3

VIVIAN

It’d taken me several weeks of hard driving to get near Chaos, Nevada, and I’d spent most of my nights with my mind turning and turning as to if I should just go back home. With what little money I’d been able to save up from babysitting and the work that I did, whatever didn’t go towards room and board at Dad’s, I wasn’t able to stay in any hotels or anything. Nope, that’d cost me too much.

So on my way here, as I’m sure you’re already imagining, I had to sleep in my truck.

Yep. It sucks. I really, really do not suggest you try it for fun or anything – cause it’s totally not. All the while, while I was struggling to get even just one good night’s rest, I was plagued by the thought of how I’d talked to my father. Of how he threw that bottle at me. It felt like I could feel that spot where it’d hit me, no matter what that feeling just wouldn’t seem to go away.

Abandoned underpasses became my home on the way to the City of Lost Souls, where greed and corruption and megalomania ran rampant. Whenever I was able, I’d park overnight in a wal-mart parking lot and get weird looks from quiet truckers.

Guess they were probably even lonelier than me, but at least they got paid good money.

DRIVING TOWARDS THE EXIT I crank up the radio on some classic rock music station, since it was all that I could manage to find. I didn’t know where to even begin looking for Mom here, but I knew that there just wasn’t anything left for me back home. Dad was done with me, and that was that. I’d broken him. Made him feel like trash and if we’re being honest, I was probably the reason that he even went back to drinking.

A thorn of hurt pricks at my chest. I didn’t want things to end the way that they did, but I’d made my choice – for better or for worse. I’m determined. This is where I’ll make it. This is where I’m going to become myself. Where I’m going to find Mom and we’ll be a family again. We’ll be a family again, won’t we? I breath in through my nose and check behind me before changing lanes, moving past a pristine looking Sedan.  The big and neon colored billboard sign towers above everything over the road reading ‘WELCOME TO CHAOS’.

I can feel an invisible hand holding my heart as I pass beneath that sign. Guess my journey starts here.

THE FIRST MONTH is rough for me, to put it lightly. I’m keeping with my simple strategy of getting condiments wherever I can from local fast-food chains. Salt packets, pepper, ketchup, sauce, just anything that it feels like I can take without them losing too much money from it.

And yes they have Burger Town’s here. I like their Schezuan sauce.

I don’t even feel that bad about it honestly, because the hunger in me demands that I do this. The pain in my stomach gnaws away at me, and it feels like at all hours that it’s pissed at me. Stupid stomach, wish I’d never been born with it. That’d be nice, not having to have to eat. Eating only for pleasure. I’m still living out of my truck and the few changes of clothes that I brought with me are already starting to show wear and tear; some rips here, some threads getting pulled at night by myself when boredom inevitably strikes.

God the hunger’s hitting me again. How does anybody get anything done when food’s all that you can think about? The only thoughts that skitter across my mind and my bones are that I’ve made a huge, terrible mistake. That this is the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. Applying for jobs around here is hectic, much like the rest of the city. It’s bustling with people from all walks of life, and a strip joint is basically as prevalent as any Starbucks or Dunkin Donuts. Luckily towards the end of the first month, I manage to get a call back from the local Fry Guys, and they agree to give me part time work. Two shifts a week to start, and not up front with the customers – I’ll be in the back prepping food and learning how to cook.

Still, I know that the pay won’t even be close to enough to cover the cost of living – especially in the horrifying opulence that is this city.

The third week in, and I’m finally starting to get the courage to walk around for more than just basic survival necessities.

I tried applying for food stamps at the local office but I was declined before I even got started, really. They say they don’t even start to qualify citizens until they’ve been in Chaos for at least a year, and I thought that was one of the most messed up things they could put into effect. There’s homeless out on the streets, and people in desperate, desperate need of attention. Of shelter and food and just… what you need to live.

What I need to live.

I miss home, and I miss my bed. I miss feeling safe at night, and not having to lock myself in my truck and turn on the radio just to fall asleep for a couple of hours.

I’m walking through one of the local skate parks and it’s littered with graffiti and gang symbols, all drawn in black spray paint and the like. Just strolling through and I get the feeling that maybe I shouldn’t be here. There’s kids on bikes, like not even older than 14 – and they’re not even wearing helmets. Can’t help but think they’re going to bust their heads open. Some older kids are on their skateboards, and they’re rolling around in the half-pipes doing their thing.

Part of me wishes that I could join them, but I know that I’ll end up busting my rear and end up in need of medical attention. Just another thing I can’t afford right now. The sounds of cars thundering by all along the neighboring roads fills my ears; high-tech motorcycles seem to be favored here, with their bright neon green colors. Nothing like I’m used to back home. All around are me are these huge, sprawling buildings of glass and rock, towering above all. And yet here, in this seedy little place, men and women of many colors and age come together in the two things they have in common. Their lack of money, and their love of skateboards and bikes.

Walking around the edges of the skate park, I hear the sound of someone skating towards me, and I shift my head to look to my left.

Incredible, he’s barreling right towards me.

Stupidly, I can’t even find the energy to move – but I can somehow find the energy to be afraid. The black dude narrowly turns in time, and I whip my head around to follow him as he moves right past me. He’s wearing a dark green beanie, and he can’t be any older than 17 maybe. I mean, he could, as he’s pretty tall – standing on that colorful skateboard at six and three. He’s very lanky. Regardless, he comes to a stop on his skateboard and turns around to look me over with those chocolate colored eyes. He pops his board up and carries it underneath his armpit. His mouth is tight and serious, or maybe it just rests that way.

Regardless I don’t know what to say or do as he sizes me up, and begins walking towards me.

“Sorry,” I tell him

“No worries,” he replies, his voice hard and just as distinctively ‘street’ as I expected it to be. But not in a threatening way, just in a natural sort of way. “What’chu doin’ ‘round here girl?” He asks me, taking in my figure and closing the distance between us. “You definitely not from here.”

I’m surprised that he says that, because the way that I smell right now? Let me tell you… I’ve gotten whiffs of garbage more pleasant than the way I’ve had to live as of late.

Now there was something that I missed. The sweet, sweet embrace of a soothing, hot, non-judgmental shower. Although I suppose all showers aren’t one to judge. “How can you tell?”

The Tall Man smiles, revealing his surprisingly perfect row of white teeth; save for the singular silver cap on one of his front teeth. “Jus’ can. Bet you don’ hit pavement, neither.”

“Skate?”

“Yeah,” he says enthusiastically, “skate. Hit that sweet pavement. ‘Bout the only thing good to do around here, incredible, find yourself either over here – or at the courts.” I assume that he meant basketball. “F’you not here or there you’ll be in places you mos’ definitely don’t wanna be.”

I smile unsure of what he’s speaking about.

He picks up on this. With his free hand, he brings his middle finger to his forearm – and at first I feel a jolt of fire in me, because he’s got to be flicking me off right now, right? But no, he lifts his chin and imitates some kind of look akin to a zombie… rolling his eyes into the back of his head.

Laughter rolls from my throat. “Just what is that supposed to be?” Maybe he means needles, drugs or something.

“That’s that heron trash,” he says matter-of-factly.

“Heroin?”

“Ye,” he replies curt. “That’s that heron trash, and f’that’s yo game… tch,” he sounds, “you fittin’ to end up dead. Trust me. Hotshots on every corner no matter who you buyin from.”

I shake my head, “I don’t have the money for drugs,” I say dumbly, realizing how that makes me sound. “I mean—I wouldn’t buy them anyway even if I did.”

“Yeah I feel you on that,” he scratches at his nose with his thumb, “name’s Slim.” He extends a hand to clasp with me.

I clasp hands with him, and he does it way, way smoother than me. “Vivian,” I tell him, and our  fingers rub against each other as we bring our hands back, “so it’s just Slim?” Like… Slim Jims?

Slim lets out a dark chuckle, “Ye, they call me that ‘cause I eat so much.” He brings a hand to his absent gut and gestures up and down it. “Can call me Charles too, f’that suits you better.”

I brush back some of my hair, “It’s nice to meet you, Slim.” He smiles. Guess he approves of me using his nickname, and I ask him, “do you come down here a lot?” I wish I could ask if he had a place for me to stay, but I didn’t want to be a burden to him… especially when I’m already such a burden on myself.

The man takes in a breath and looks upwards in consideration, humming lightly to himself. “Probably twice a week,” he finally says, “sometimes I’ll hit up Rykers,  an’ I’m always moving around the city. Least on the eas’ side, of course.” I wondered then what he did for a living, and for a brief moment I considered asking, but a part of me was fearful of what the answer might be.

He continues, “You ever need me to show you around, it ain’t no thing f’you want me to. Boys’ll be hollering when they see you, too.” Slim smirks at me and his copper eyes just glow with warmth.

Heat kisses at my cheeks. Is he flirting with me right now? “I’d love to do that, uhm, I was actually just showing myself around,” I look over my shoulder, seeing the many people hanging out in groups of two, three and five. I bring my head back.

“Yeah?” Slim says.

I nod my head and smile at him, “If you’ve got the time…”

Slim Charles bobs his head slowly and twice over.

THE NEXT FEW HOURS go by quickly and I feel so much safer having actual company. He’d shown me around the other skating park that he frequents, Rykers, which was quite a bit nicer than the one I’d just been at. I never bothered to ask him the name of it, so I just came to know it as the skate park on 23rd street. One of the first things that I asked the man was if he’d heard of my Mom, Lisa Blackwoode. 

The blow did not hurt so much once he told me that he hadn’t; guess it’s a good thing to have your hopes low when you have nothing. We talked about life in general, and most of the time I just let him go on and on about what was what and who was who around the city. We’re walking down the dilapidated sidewalk of Ashens Court right now, apparently this is where he lives – deep in the underfunded and overcrowded projects.

Three massive brown behemoths jut from the ground, and they look down at me with a hundred and more menacing glass eyes. Some of the faded window panes are busted, and personal air conditioners hang like vines might on a lattice, peppering the building with continuously running units. Much like the park from earlier, graffiti tags all along the base of the building with names and crude images and symbols.

Various people trudge through the overgrown grass of the surrounding area and pass into the streets. Most of them black, some of them white, and a scarce few Hispanic. Some women, but most of them young men closer to my and Slim’s age. The girls that Slim and I do pass give me nasty, cattish looks, like I’d somehow done something wrong simply by existing near them.

Was I like that?

The smallest pang of something runs through my blood, but I can’t quite place the feeling.

There’s this one guy, this one older man in like his 40’s or something. I point to him because he’s so busy talking with a great deal of animation at anyone who passes near him; looks like he’s selling ridiculous hat from a stuffed black trash bag. “Whose that?” I ask Slim.

Slim slows his walking pace and looks in the direction that I’m pointing. After a second he snorts with what I imagine is derision. “Him? He ain’t nobody. You stay away from him, you hear?”

Somehow that only made me want to go over and talk to the man more. He didn’t look particularly harmful. Just weird, what with the fact that he was out and about as the sun sets, trying to put hats on people’s heads. “But who is he?” I ask, narrowing my eyes to try and look at him better – my curiosity piqued.

He doesn’t have much muscle to him. No, he has lots of bone but little fat to go with it. The crown of his head is bald and scraggy with a few copper hairs, while the rest of his wiry, copper colored hair comes out long and down past his shoulders. He has a thick, unkempt beard of matching color and his nose appears to be red, or sore maybe, around the nostrils.

Slim just repeats himself, this time with more emphasis on the words. “He nobody. Okay? Nobody. You stay away from him.”

So stay away from the crazy looking hat peddler I did, and I listened to Charles, and when my feet refused to carry me another step that night, yes, I did break down a little and ask him if he wouldn’t mind letting me stay and sleep at his place for the night.

Even hard wood floor somehow beats the killing loneliness of my backseat bed.

 

CHAPTER 4

VIVIAN

THE SECOND AND THIRD MONTH go by quickly for me. Before heading off to work, I’d managed to save up a little bit of money, so I’d decided to treat myself to a nice refreshing chai tea. While I’m waiting in line to order, there’s a good three people in front of me, and it must be a popular spot to go as there’s lots of tables being used. Through the chatter and the general din of the coffee shop, there’s someone that catches my eye. This mysterious man that I keep seeing around this part of town, and it’s like I can feel his eyes raking over me even now. I do a quick, non-chalant turn and glance over at him.

He’s sitting there by the window reading a newspaper in a navy blue business suit, and he looks my way. When his small green eyes meet with mine, I feel heat rake across me. He’s wearing a golden ring on his pinky, and he smiles and shows me some of his pearly white teeth.

I return a smile and turn away, thinking about how absurd it is that a guy that hot could be looking at a girl like me. My Dad had once told me that you could tell a lot about someone with the way they look at you. Still, finding the nerve to actually go and talk to him escapes me.

IT’S NIGHT AND I CAN HEAR THE CRICKETS chirping outside while I listen to the radio; today was a hard working day for me on the cooking line at Fry Guys, and sleep was already threatening to take me. I can feel the sweet relief in my bones when I lay down in the back of my car. I still haven’t managed to get any babysitting gigs, but I guess being homeless wasn’t the best way to attract paying parents.

It’d been three weeks since Dad last tried to reach me.

I didn’t pick up of course. Still felt like I had nothing to say. But… a part of me really did miss him.

There was no word on Mom, and Slim had graciously taken to heart my cause, putting up flyer's with his friends once a week wherever he could. We have it set up where I’ll tag along the wooden posts of the east end of the city, while he and his tag around the west. The man on the radio starts talking about that guy once again. Seems like they never shut up about him: Leonardo Ligotti. They keep calling him the Prince of Crime. Something about how his father passed, and that he pulled off a brazen heist on Goldman & Goldman bank with known thug and dangerous criminal Connifer Morgenstern.

I close my eyes and feel my breathing come to a slow, heavy rhythm. The chatter of the radio helps me drift away, and my last thought is about how I’ve finally scrounged up enough money to get a small place with someone, whom I’ll be meeting when the morning finally rolls around.

BEEP, BEEP, BEEP goes my phone’s alarm and I shuffle around in the back of my truck like I’ve just clawed my way out of a six-foot grave. I half crawl, half pull myself over into the front seat of the vehicle and stick my hand in my pocket, getting caught for a moment before pulling the keys out and stuffing them inside of the ignition.

DRIVING THROUGH THE HECTIC morning traffic is something else. Even after having been here for a while now, it was like a symphony of horn honking and jaywalking, lane changing and yelling contests wherever you tried to go. The sidewalks are packed with bustling people trying to get from point A to point B; modern buildings of glass and steel and gray concrete rise up from both ends, while older, more historic buildings make their stand as wider and more regal – with white marbled lions that proudly guard their entrance, they let me know just where the money really flows in this town. Pawn shops litter the city, with big, bold white letters explaining how they’ll give you CASH and CASH NOW.

I didn’t even have the money for gas most of the time, but the man that I’m supposed to be meeting with today, Ray Palmer, is like an hour away if I walk, and my feet are effing killing me from all of this walking!

My shoes are the first things that are starting to go, and it feels like each and every night I feel the bite of them more and more still. Just idling at the red lights is enough to make me break a sweat, and I wipe at my forehead with the sleeve of the plain white tee I’d managed to snag before leaving that day.

Feels so long ago, now.

Stupid girl, I think to myself. Stupid, stupid. This city doesn’t want you either. Your mother doesn’t want you. Nobody wants you, and nobody is going to love a girl without a home.

Nobody.

I have to bite on my lip just to distract myself from my own thoughts. Reaching my hand over to the radio, I turn it on and listen to the static as I switch over to 93.3 The Bone. Rock music starts playing, and I make my way over to Ray’s place, parking on the side of the street.

Peeking my head out of my window, I check to make sure it’s safe to step out of my vehicle. Once I’m satisfied, I step outside of the truck, slam the door shut, and hustle over to the two-story brownstone’s front step. The building itself nearly steals my breath away with it’s raw beauty. Comparatively, sure, it’s not as stunning as the brownstone’s flanking either side of it, which are all three stories in height. It’s short row of front steps are gun grey, and the railings on either side of it’s front entrance are slender and black and a little rusted from many nights of rain. There’s an air conditioner that juts out from the front, and I can hear it running along smoothly; making me envious of my potential new roommate’s safety from the outside heat.

Four pane, crimson frame windows rest on both the first and second floor – the glass itself is well maintained, surprisingly, given how old and worn the brownstone looks. Placing my hands on both black railings, I make my way up the steps and my shoes audibly kiss against the raised stones. The front door itself is eight feet tall and makes me feel like I’m only four. It’s black wooden face mutely considers me, with it’s raised panel features and it’s leaf-like decorative embellishments. Turning my head to the stony side wall, I find and press a button on the intercom labeled ‘RAY’ and wait for a moment.

Seconds pass by without anything happening, and then I hear a click through the intercom and I guess the sound of Ray shuffling around. “Yeah?” He says with a slight slur to his voice, and immediately my first thought is the look that my father gave me right when I peeled out of the street.

I push the white intercom button and say, “Hey, is this… Ray Palmer?”

“Uhm, I don’t know sweetheart what d’you think?” His voice is so sassy it cuts me to the bone. “Heck yeah it is, this Vivian?”

“Yeah,” I respond, “think you could, I don’t know, let me in, maybe?”

“Oh sure, sure,” he says in that high pitched voice, “hang on a second, hun.” I wait for several seconds, and eventually the front door opens to reveal a tall man dressed in a white and pink bathrobe with a short, iced alcoholic beverage in his hands. This is Ray, huh?

Ray gives me this contemptuous, one sided smirk, and he almost trips over himself when he steps forward a bit further, cursing beneath his breath. I can smell the familiar scent of rum and coke on his wet lips. There are a couple of stains on that white and pink bathrobe, probably from the drinking.

The both of us go for a handshake, and his grip is as dainty as I anticipated it might be. “Sorry about the early morning fashion statement,” he explains, “I just didn’t feel like getting spiffy today.”

“It’s okay,” I say with a forced smile, not happy about getting a private show of his hairy chest. He’s not a muscular man, but he does have a nice crop of blonde hair parted to the right with what looks like hair gel. His eyes are a nice shade of blue, too. A little dog scurries over to the front door and right beside Ray. It starts immediately barking at me, and growling, and just generally wanting me to be nowhere near it’s daddy.

Ray shushes the dog and sips from his drink, the ice clinking against the rim of the glass. “Oh, hush now Cotton.” He tells it, and then looks to me, “I’m soooo sorry, Cotton’s just a little poop machine that doesn’t know…” he looks down at the dog, and starts talking to it like it were his baby or something, “that she’s gonna help daddy get over this nasty breakup. Oh yes she is!”

Nasty breakup? Wonder if it was Ray or the other man… or, I guess it could be a woman. No, no probably not. Either way I’m not butting my big head into it. Ray apologies one more time and lifts his light blonde eyebrows, “You wanna come in? Get yourself some coffee girl, we’ll pow-wow and see if this is a right fit for us.”

I brush back some of my black hair, “Uhm, yeah,” I say, not sure what else to say, “sure.”

Ray smiles and sips from his rum and coke one more time before the three of us enter the brownstone. The antecedent room is comprised of a lush wooden flooring, and on my right there’s a black mat where shoes are strewn haphazardly. Just in front of me a narrow stairway with red carpeting awaits to take me upwards; an open frame flanks me on both sides, one leading into a dining room and kitchen, the other into a spacious and cozy living room. Following Ray, I make my way to the large blue couch and sit down on the far end of it. Meanwhile, Cotton scampers on over to my feet and starts sniffing at my sneakers.

“How you like your coffee, hon?” Ray asks before turning around and moving towards the kitchen.

I let my eyes rake over the copy table that’s plagued with a veritable sea of legal seeming paperwork. “Sugar and cream.”

He scrunches up his face, “I’m sorry but do I look like your waiter? Nah ah girl, you sprinkle on some please for that order,” he waves a finger and a stab of heat goes to my gut.

“Please,” I say it like the word leaving my lips pulled some teeth out along the way.

Ray moves his head as he talks, “Thank you,” he says with equal parts of contempt and continues towards the kitchen. He calls out, “didn’t your daddy ever touch you no manners?”

Cotton sniffs at my shoes once more, and I push him away with the end of my sneakers, causing him to sharply bark a couple of times at me. I try and make myself comfortable on the couch and reply, “No I just don’t care for them.”

“Uh-huh,” he says from the kitchen that I can’t see. “Well how long you been in Chaos? Funny name, ain’t it? Only thing chaotic around here’s my love life – course you can probably tell that—“ he interrupts himself, and his voice begins to choke, “just by looking at me!” He says all weepy.

Geez this guy must have had it really bad. I’m so happy that I never had the chance to get into a serious relationship, all it does is make you miserable.

But something pricks at the back of my mind, and I know that I’m only fooling myself.

Hurt rakes across my chest, and I push a breath from my nose.

I’d never been in love before. Nobody’s even given me the chance. But I’m good, aren’t I? Thinking back on Belle and how I spoke to dad, thinking on how Mom never came back for me… I start to seriously consider my actions. Maybe I’m not that good of a person after all. I clench my fingers against my hand, and it starts to hurt – but I just keep clenching.

“I’m sorry!” Ray calls out in a happier tone, “just being extra today. Extra, extra, extra. That’s what got SIMON to go and leave,” Ray huffs loudly and a couple of moments later, he rounds the corner with a white mug of coffee for me, and a now refreshed glass of rum in his hand. He apologizes for what feels like the millionth time and hands me the pipping hot mug of coffee; he then sits down on the far end of the couch opposite me and crosses one hairless leg over the other.

“Thanks,” I tell him, sipping at the scalding hot bean water. Mmm, hot bean water. “For the coffee,” I add.

He gives me that one sided smile again, “No problem. So you told me that you work at a fast food joint?”

I drink some more coffee a little too loudly, before placing it down on the glass coffee table, which stands proudly on top of a rather big, blood red rug. “I do,” I nod quickly, “it’s uhm, it’s a Fry Guys down on 42nd.”

“Oh,” he says like I’d just drowned his dog. Did I say something wrong? “That place is terrible, girl!” He says with great enthusiasm, “how do you stand it?”

I smile at him, a finger of happiness pressing at my chest, “It’s not that bad.”

“You’re totally being modest,” he snaps back, and then brings the rim of his glass to his lips, the ice making a sound as he drinks. “My bleached jerk of an EX used to work there,” so that’s why he’s so bitter. Ok. “Can you believe that?” He asks me, as if I could possibly ever believe a word out of this stranger’s mouth, “I actually thought that jerk was cute.” He scrunches his hooked nose, “I mean, he sounded cute when I went up to order.”

“You met him ordering food at a drive-through?”

“Uh, yeah!” Ray says, “how else am I gonna meet cute guys? What you think grindr is just loaded with these hot, single guys?” He raises his voice and his brows. It seems that every time his eyebrows go up, so too does his energy. “Yeah no,” he continues, “they’re all taken, sweetie. I get what I can,” he snaps his fingers, “where I can. When I  can.”

I can’t help but laugh.

“What you think something’s funny?” He coils back on the couch and his little dog grumbles on it’s orange doggy cushion. “Look I’m going through a real hard time right now.”

Yeah, I can relate. “Me too,” I interject.

“So we don’t like, need to be all kum-by-ya, hugging and kissing each other and wishing each other that we’re safe before work,” I didn’t even know what that was all supposed to mean, nor did I even know just what he did for a living, quite yet. “But so long as you got money, and I got money, and we’re not each other’s throats, we could maybe make this work. You’re not like, uh,” he clicks his tongue and swipes back some of his sandy blonde hair with two fingers.

“What?” I ask.

“Well—“ he laughs nervously, “I mean you’re not like a whore or anything are you?”

“Excuse me?!” I feel my eyes round, “do I dress like one to you?”

“Well!” He says rather loudly, “you’re pretty enough to be one, I don’t know. Goodness. I just don’t want to have to come home and see you crawling over some mountain man or biker or gee oh dee knows what else.”

I fully turn to face him now, and lift my legs onto the comfort of the couch. It only just registers to me how good it feels to have a place to rest my butt for once, instead of the usual uncomfortable places. “Unreal,” I say.

“What?”

“I’m not a whore!” I tell him cross, “I shouldn’t even have to tell you that. And thanks for the back handed compliment, I guess?” He did call me pretty. Usually that simple pat on the head was for the actually pretty girls.

Belle’s sweet smile flashes through my mind, and so too, does a flicker of stupid guilt.

Ray chuckles, “Those are my specialty.”

“Backhanded compliments?”

“Mm-hmm,” he says with exaggeration, taking a swig of his beverage.

“Righttt,” I drawl, “you know it’s only 11AM, right?”

“Honey do you see these bags under my eyes?” He point to the soft shade of drooping purple just below his messily applied eye liner. “They’re my permission slips to be bad.”

I smile at him, and a thought like lightning strikes through my mind. You don’t have to have permission to do bad, you just have to have the need. That need to self destruct, I feel, I feel like it’s always there. Lurking beneath my skin, crawling inside of my bones – pumping like black sludge through my wicked heart. Sadness circles me like starving buzzards eying a fresh meal. I bring my hand to my mouth and clear my throat, “So, why—“

“Did my boyfriend leave me?” A couple of drops from Ray’s rum and coke spill onto the couch, “belly!” He says it like a curse. Ray wets his thumb with his mouth and rubs his finger against the stain.

“No,” I say. It’s clear he wants to talk about that. “Why haven’t you had someone else move in yet? Like, I saw your ad on craigslist. It’s pretty old now.”

Ray sucks air in through his teeth, “Yeah, me and people don’t get along so well.” He gives a very airy laugh, “I’m a control freak. So they say,” the lines of his face straighten out and his blue eyes drift towards the glass coffee table; he brings his gaze back to me, “but you kind of have to be! When you’re in my line of work.”

“Let me guess,” I close my eyes and bring my hand up to my forehead, pretending to be psychic. “ You brew illegal moonshine in the bathtub and peddle it on the black market.”

“Well, no,” Ray starts and narrows his eyes, the lines of his forehead creasing, “but dang if that’s not a half bad idea, girl. I work the courthouse on the corner of 12th and Lions.”

I feel my jaw drop a bit, “You’re a lawyer?”

“Oh honey,” he starts with a chuckle, “I’m so, so much more than that. I’m a public defender.”

SO TWO MONTHS AFTER MEETING with Ray Palmer, and the struggle of finding my way in a city looking to eat me alive has eased, if only just a little. Ray wasn’t the easiest to get along with, but we did make each other laugh, and at least together we’re able to keep a roof over one another’s head.

I’ll take his sassy mouth and melodrama any day over having to fall asleep to the sound of cars passing overhead at night. It’d taken a while, but with his help he actually was able to get me a few gigs babysitting some of the clients that he would end up defending. Some of the clients of Chaos that Ray ended up defending were like, really, really out there. One of them, if I recall, was a single father working as a professional clown. Yeah, you heard that right. Apparently he was dealing OxyContins on the side to the adults when he wasn’t entertaining all of the kiddos.

I’m on my way right now—right after I meet with Waingro—to go and see my next client. Mr. Morgenstern. Honestly I’m not too interested in this Mr. Morgenstern, he’ll just be another gig for me. Now, Waingro, the guy who was selling hats out in the projects? I know that Charles had told me several times to keep away, but I couldn’t resist myself. Maybe I just had a problem with someone telling me ‘no’.

He’s a strange character, that’s for sure. He’s 46 years of age and let me know that he used to be a heavy drug user, which I guess isn’t too surprising from the way that he looks. But you want to know the crazy part? When I approached him a few weeks ago, and I asked him about my mother? He told me that he knew her.

Yeah.

I couldn’t sleep for two days straight after that. Hunger didn’t even phase me. Ray was thinking that I’d taken something because I couldn’t stop smiling. I was happy for once. For just one brief moment, hearing Waingro talk about my Mom and how beautiful she was?

There was nothing like it. And I couldn’t understand why Dad never wanted to talk about her. If she was as smart and beautiful as the man had said, why did Dad never tell me about her? It hurt me to think about all those times I asked about her when I was a kid, and he just never said anything. When I pull up to the projects in which he and Charles hang; Waingro is still out there hustling like usual, putting red and feathered hats on anyone that walks by. He’s trying to sell them for five bucks a piece, letting them know in no uncertain terms how ‘spiffy’ it makes them look. Even for all the addled looks of his person, Waingro had one thing going for him – he worked a good smile, and he kept a good attitude.

Alright, two things. Whatever.

Walking over towards him, Waingro lugs his black garbage bag of hats over his back and cranes his head, smiling brightly when he sees me. “Vee!” He calls out to me. I smile back at him and we close the distance between us, the setting sun bathing the projects in dying orange and gold; casting long and ominous shadows over all.

“Hi Wain, you got anything for me today?” The man didn’t have a phone, so it was a bit harder to keep in touch with him.

“Sorry princess,” he says, a frown walking along the lines of his face, “I don’t got nothing for you today. ‘Less you want a cool new hat to go with that pretty head?”

I raise up a hand, “No I’m good,” I chuckle, “I don’t think a hat will do my body any favors.”

“It takes a real woman to wear a hat, sweetheart.”

“I guess I’m not a real woman, then, now am I?” I shrug my shoulders, “but seriously I’ve been posting all around town, and I’ve had my friend Slim Charles—“

Waingro immediately looks away from me and makes a noise of disgust, “That guy ain’t your friend, what’s he done for you lately?”

“He helps me plenty,” I say in his defense, a rush of anger twisting up my legs and to my stomach. “He was there for me before anyone else, I don’t know why you guys hate each other so much.” Charles had warned me a number of times to stay away from Waingro. His name on the streets—at least according to Charles—was ‘No Good’ Waingro Jones. And even though Charles has explicitly told me that the man does drugs, I simply couldn’t believe that. Not after spending time with him and hearing him talk about my mother. I mean, the man was out here every day – sure he wasn’t employed in the strictest sense – but he was sweating beneath the sun trying to sell a product. If he was still a user, wouldn’t be he dealing drugs or something instead?

Waingro breathes in through his nose, “We got bad history, you know. People don’t like to get along so much, people like to cling on to the things that they hate.” Waingro explains, turning his head to look at a young black woman in a low cut, red top. He brings his gaze back to me, “you know how it is,” he says, “they’re all quick to judge. They were quick to judge your Mom, too. That is until she started making good money tending bars and stripping down at The Silver Fox.”

I know what you’re thinking. That I should go there and see if they have any leads on her.

But I did that already. And I got a big fat ‘nope, sorry, haven’t seen in her in ages.’ Apparently the management is way different now, so I guess they lost whatever records they had on her.

“Are your friends still keeping their eyes and ears peeled?” I ask him.

He nods excitedly, “Oh yeah, yeah. Damon and Jim? Course,” he replies. Those were a couple of men that I’d met. Friends of Waingro’s. Damon was the tall and slender of the two, and Jim was a rather fat, portly little man – the both of them worked as local movers, so they had a bit of muscle to their persons. “I have them ask every time they get a new job,” Waingro smiles and shows me some of his missing teeth, which, yeah, it’s a little repulsive. Little gross. But if this city has taught me anything, it’s that no matter how hard it beats you down, that you can always come back if you’re willing to bet on the right horse.

That horse? It’s me.

I reach into my torn and faded stonewash jeans, pulling out a crumpled five dollar bill that I’d gotten ready before leaving, and I hand it to him. “Take that for your troubles,” I say.

“Thanks Vee,” he takes the bill from my hand and quickly stuffs it in his paint spattered white pants. “Hey, uh, can I actually get another five though?” He asks, and before I even have the chance to respond he goes: “Been working real hard today man, but you know how it goes, just cause you go hard don’t mean you get paid hard.”

I don’t have a lot of money to just give out right now, but I mean, he’s the closest thing that I’ve gotten to a lead, to get to Mom. “Uhm,” I fidget unsure of myself now, going for my wallet in the other pocket of my pants. “Sure, I guess, just make sure you keep asking around for me.”

“Course Vee, course,” he says practically bouncing with excitement now, and he sniffs the air around us hard. “You’re the best, you know. Just like your mom,” he laughs, “just like your momma.”

It warms my chest to hear him say that, and I let a private smile grace my face. “Here,” I say, giving him another five, “I’ve gotta run, but I’ll be back to check on you in a week or something.”

“Cool,” he says, “hey be safe okay? Don’t let people go around and take advantage, because I know your moms had a great big heart.” He takes my money, stuffs it in that same pocket. And starts back on trying to sell his hats. He shouts for me to take care one last time before I get back in my truck, and I punch in the directions on my phone to my next destination: Mr. Morgenstern’s.

 

CHAPTER 5

CONNIFER

GOODNESS I WISH THESE THINGS came with instructions; the baby Morgana cries in my arms, so very, very unhappy with the way I’m holding her. “Now now,” I shush her in as soothing a voice as I can muster, “don’t cry, come on.” Taking a swig of rum straight from the bottle, I can’t help but feel the weight of the babe’s eyes on me. Judging me for this nasty habit I’d never been able to quit. You’d think that there wasn’t a secret to holding a baby properly, but there definitely is, and even after all of this time I still haven’t gotten it figured out yet.

Her mother and my cousin, Helena, was forced into rehab – and It’s not like I’m happy about having to take care of the little tike – but family’s family.

Thinking on that, a stab of guilt finds my heart.

Family. Something that I didn’t have left, aside from Leo. Every woman in my life was nothing but a quick, beautiful idiot to me. Sure there are talented and fantastic girls out there, but none of them can take me – I’m a force of nature. And I have to be, because of my line of work. The baby’s crying continues as I try to rock her in her purple blanket. “Hey it’s okay, Morgana,” I hope that calling her name might somehow make the fussing stop, but for some reason it only makes things worse. “Do you need a bottle? Huh?” I ask her as if she’ll be able to tell me: ‘Yes, stupid. I could really go for some belly milk right about now, happen to know where my mother is?’

I pull my lips into what I hope is a friendly smile, “Right, lets get you a bottle.”

Morgana does not like this face that I make. How do I know? Well she stops crying as I glide through my lavish apartment, but she’s making this upset scowl.

Now I know my handsome smile didn’t make ya stop cryin girly. What’s the deal?

And where is that girl? She was supposed to be here near half an hour ago, and I’ve got places that I have to be.

I feel something warm in my hands, and I move over to the kitchen, setting down my partially filled bottle of rum. I squint my eyes as I slowly come to the realization that the very displeased Morgana is urinating in her diaper. Garbage. “Oh that’s great,” I tell her, “that’s real well. You like that don’t ya? You’re gonna be such trouble when you’re older.” I carry the babe with me to my private master bedroom and place her down on the bed where she coos.

There’s a ring at the door, and all of my senses pull to that sound. Like electricity working through me, I bring my gaze towards the front door.

Must be that girl. Impeccable timing. I turn around and give Morgana my best ‘smile’ and say, “Now you don’t get into any trouble, or pee anymore for that matter, for about fifteen seconds, okay?”

The baby just waves her hand at me, opening and closing it while she makes incoherent noises.

Turning on my heel, I make long strides towards the front door. I’m wearing tight fitting, athletic black jeans, and I have my leather wallet bulging inside of my pocket. It’s looped through with a silver chain along one of my belt loops. Never leave home without my wallet or belt, for one you never know when you’re going to need to choke a man – so it’s good to have that. For two, it makes a fine tool for punishing a girl if they start acting naughty.

And yes I’m talking about the bedroom.

Practically the only place of worship I ever bother to go to anymore.

I’ve had several problems with all the nannies I’ve tried to get, and my boss and best friend, Leonardo Ligotti was insistent that his bride-to-be Tabitha Godric take care of the young Morgana. But I told him no, no, this was not his problem to deal with. It was mine. And I’m a man, and I have my pride, my stubborn, foolish pride. It’s me and my resources that are going to take care of this family issue, not him.

Mongrel.

He always was one to try and have his hand in anything and everything.

Guess that’s why I hold love in my heart for him. Still, I’m determined to not sleep with this one – see that’s the issue. All these sitters? Pretty little things. Can’t help myself, really. When I see them flash their smile, and I take in their red lips, I’m a goner. Never hurts when they’re blessed with a real set of gorgeous belly, either.

I have to have them. Long, hard, and as many times as I can.

Call me an addict if you will, but we’ve all got our problems. Mine just happens to be booze and women.

One typically leads to the other.

Stepping to the rich cherrywood door, I place my big hand on the silver handle, unlock the chain of the door, and swing it open with a quick confidence. Just when I’m ready to unload on the woman for being so cursedly late, when I open the door, it feels like someone has thrown a blanket of electricity over me.

Dang. She’s the most stunning creature I’ve ever had the luxury of getting myself lost in. Oh, shoot. I’m just standing here now.

I think I see her haunting hazel eyes go wide, and she takes a second to get the words out of her attractive mouth, “Hi… Mr. Morgenstern?” Even her voice is sweet as the scent of roses, though I think I hear a touch of her thorns, too. She brings up a lovely pale little hand to go and shake mine, and instantly I feel the need in my bones to touch her.

I’m supposed to be yelling at her for being late. Supposed to be slamming the front door on her like a couple of the last one’s – and those chicks I didn’t even bother with. Course they wouldn’t have even been able to handle what I’m packing. But this black haired, hazel eyed beauty… she just has this pull on me. I let my eyes crawl past her short and cutely crooked to the right nose; with it’s light smattering of barely visible freckles, each one a kiss of angels. There’s two silver studs on her nose, giving her a devilish twist. She has a soft chin and a slender, inviting neck. Beyond that, I feel the primal need to press my lips against the exquisite dip of her collarbone.

Finally coming out of my trance I want to shake her lithe hand, but I find the will to resist and instead say, “You can call me Connifer. You know that you’re late, right?”

She makes a bratty face at me, “I’m sorry?” She says, as if she’s not sure she should be apologizing. “I have some things that I had to do,” she lowers her hand.

“Well,” I start, “when I tell you to be here at a certain time,” I don’t want to look away from this beautiful, tardy woman, but I crane my head to look over at my bedroom where the baby Morgana is. “I expect you to be here,” I bring my head back to look at Vivian.“Understood?”

“Okay boss,” she says dryly, “I’ll keep that in mind if you decide to take me on.” Trust me darling, I’d love to take you on. Any time. Any place. Anywhere.

“Cut it with the attitude, lass,” I cut her down a peg with my words, “if you were serious about this, you’d have been here early. Not late.”

“Okay,” she says defensively, “Goodness, I got busy with something important to me. I didn’t realize I was applying for the babysitting Olympics.”

I narrow my eyes at her and step aside from the door’s frame, bringing my hand up and inviting her in silently.

She steps inside and I close the door behind her. “So where is it?” She asks.

“It?”

“The baby.”

“Her name’s Morgana, Ray didn’t even tell you that, did he? That mongrel’s more drunk than he is sober,” I inform her, my eyes falling on this brat’s tight little donkey. Normal people would be disgusted when they feel their eight inch cock stiffen at the sight of a young woman’s—my new nanny no less—rear, but me? Goodness, what can I say to ya. I’m as shameless as they come. “She’s in the master bedroom,” I add with a distracted lilt to my voice.

Tight Rear turns to look at me, and I feel my breath leave me all over again.

What kind of western voodoo is she puttin’ on me?

Our eyes lock with one another in a tense match; invisible electricity flowing between us, and I say to her, “Come ‘ere,” I motion with my head towards my bedroom, “let’s see if you can put dollars to that insensitive mouth of yours.” It took considerable mental strength not to call her sexy.

Tight Rear rolls her pretty hazel eyes, and I make long strides past her, maneuvering myself over to the open door of the master bedroom. Baby Morgan, as I’ve been coming to think of her, is still wrapped up in her blanket on the bed, fussing about to herself, wondering just where in the heck I’d run off to.

It wasn’t a responsibility that I ever thought I’d be having, but I knew as a man it was one that I had to take. No matter what.

Because that’s what it means to be a man.

To take the world on for all it’s horrible faults and flaws, to suffer through them and to try and hammer some sense of truth and justice into the great uncaring void.

“She’s right in here,” I lean against the frame of the door and slide my eyes over to the pretty little thing with a mouth on her.“You’re barely an adult yourself,” I openly muse before the girl shoots me a glare and passes through the door, giving me another look at her absolutely idiotable rear. “Sure you know how to handle a babe?” I question with some degree of humor to my tone. There was a great irony in my jab, considering this was my first, and likely last, foray into taking care of a child.

“I can handle plenty,” she calls back stiffly, walking over to the baby. “It’s how I earned money when I was in highschool,” she explains, picking Morgana up carefully. “Are you always such a prick to your nannies-to-be?” She asks, batting dark lashes at me.

I snort derisively and unmoving from my spot, “Just the ones that I can tell are spoiled princesses. F’you can’t feel, she wet herself,” I explain, and I point towards the closet wear I’d been storing the babe’s diapers and things.

“I’m not some spoiled girl,” she clips, “and I’m definitely not a princess.”

 

CHAPTER 6

VIVIAN

PADDING OVER TO the jerk’s closet, I have to focus to keep myself steady. Just having his eyes on me felt like I had a whole crowded audience judging my every breath. Why did he have to be so unbelievably beautiful? I can’t even glance at him with feeling this bizarre ball of tightness in my stomach. Get ahold of yourself, now. When I open the closet with my free hand, I let out what I pray is a small and restrained gasp, but I can practically hear Jerk’s smirk behind me.

This is where he keeps the baby’s things?

Seriously?!

I spot the diapers on the far end of his clothes filled closet. There’s fancy suits; expensive jackets, dusters, pristinely looking button-ups, a smattering of plain tee shirts, jeans, dress pants. All sorts of those things, but the things that made me gasp? I’d never personally used or had one used on me, but there’s dang floggers in here.

Black and blue instruments of pleasure and pain. With their soft, buttery strips at the ends of them. They rest casually on the wall of the closet, lit up by the automatic gold-white lighting. I feel like the baby shouldn’t even be seeing these things, although I’m sure there’s no way that it will remember. I can’t help but feel he made me go in here on purpose, this man knew exactly what he was doing.

He’s trying to embarrass me. Trying to make my cheeks flush with pink. Well, I won’t give him that satisfaction.

I lightly walk through the closet, making sure that nothing brushes up against the baby – in turn causing some of the man’s—rather delightfully smelling—shirts and suits to softly press against my face. How does a man even afford so many expensive things? This guy must be loaded. This whole place screamed money, from the carpets and the windows to the bed. To the nearly everything.

Picking up the unopened pack of diapers, I start making my way back. Before I leave, I hear him say to me, “You’re awfully quiet in there.”

I emerge from the closet of earthly delights and shut the door behind me, “That’s because I was trying to be,” I tell him pointedly, “to be quiet.”

“Didn’t like what you saw, huh?” He smiles, and I see his dimples.

I don’t even like guys with dimples. Yet somehow, they work on him.

Incredible, no. No no no, I don’t like this jerk. Not. Happening.

I clear my throat and bring both the baby and the package of diapers over to the bed. At least she seems to like me well enough, seeing as how she’s not fussing. I spread out the little one’s blanket and begin to change her diaper.

“You know I can tell when a woman isn’t comfortable with something,” he says behind me, “tend to ignore it, instead of addressing it.”

“Really,” I say dryly, “sounds like generalizing to me.”

I can practically feel his eyes on me… is he looking at my rear? No, no. There’s no way that he’s checking me out.

“Just go by what I see,” the man explains, and I can’t get his perfectly sexual voice out of my body. It’s like his accent was made to growl in my ear. Tightness massages the place right behind my clit, and I can’t believe what I’m feeling right now.

Focus on the baby.

Ignore the hot bearded lumberjack of a man. Goodness, I wonder what it’d be like to lick down his thick neck and past his no doubt amazing pecs…

Dang it.

“And?” I raise a brow, not that he will see. I fashion the new diaper onto the baby, and she smiles up at me with those pretty blue eyes. She’s got a small tuft of black hair, and I have to admit, if it wasn’t for the stench of pee, she’d be pretty darn cute.

“And…” he starts, his voice making me want to freeze in place – I feel like I need permission just to breathe like normal. “If you’d any experience at all,” he continues, “outside ‘ah takin’ care of babes, that be; you would have said somethin’ about what I’ve got in there.”

I snort and look towards the open bathroom door, figuring that there must be a waste basket or something in there. “Why? Is this something your normally do?” I ask and turn my head, finally summoning the nerve to glance at the man.

Drinking him in, even for a second, is still enough to make me feel a couple inches smaller. Heat rises up through my chest and to my throat when I meet his lake blue eyes. “Just a little game I play with the new nannies, don’t get to thinking you’re special now.”

I roll my eyes and glide through the bedroom towards the handsome man’s bathroom, “I’m not going to find chains in here am I?” I say in sing-song.

“No chains are reserved for the attic. You know, where I keep all of the bodies,” his sense of humor couldn’t be any dryer even if he were standing admits the Sahara.

Stepping through the bathroom door, I look for the light switch on the wall, and when I finally find it, the room lights up in a wash of brilliant gold.

My goodness, just how much money did this dude have? The tiles are a pristine white and the walls are a striking deep blue, and they kind of remind me of the man’s eyes.

“You lost in there?” The Irish sounding hunk of a man says.

Yeah actually, a little bit. My eyes catch on the shower that has more space to it than the bedroom that I rent out with Ray. It has not only one, but two shower heads. One on each end. Padding forward, I turn my head to look at the carved out, white stone sink, and I resist the impulse to touch and feel how smooth it looks.

I finally spot the garbage bin just beside the toilet that looks like it costs more than my organs could sell for on the black market, and I dispose of the previous diaper; I then turn on my heel and quickly make my way back to the baby.

She’s looking up at me with those cute eyes and trying to reach for me.

Maybe she likes me. If there was one thing I was blessed with, maybe because of the absence of my mother, perhaps it was a maternal instinct.

Where men never seemed to be interested in me, babies on the other hand, simply were.

I pick up the baby and gently cradle her against me, and then I look to the hunk of a man in the doorway, still looking at me with those intense lake blue eyes. Eyes that I could get lost in. Eyes that could make me slip away into nothing, and everything, all the same.

“She really seems to like ya,” Jerk moves from his place against the frame of the doorway, and with every step that he takes towards me—every swagger of his hips—I feel another punch of heat strike just below my belly button.

What was this man doing to me? I’ve never had someone make me feel so… funny, before.

“It’s my blessing,” I tell him, trying to shrug my shoulders a little bit. Trying not to let it show just how small, but in a good way, that I felt around the man.

Maybe I shouldn’t take this job. If I feel like I’m going to have butterflies nonstop, I’ll never be able to focus right. “And it’s my curse,” I continue, rocking the baby in my arms.

He steps closer to me and I swear that I feel my heartbeat quicken in my chest, “Why’s that?” He asks.

“No reason,” I clip, not wanting to explain that it reminds me of the fact that I never had a mother growing up. That every time I hold a child I can’t help but think of all of the times that I missed with my own mother.

Wherever she is.

I continue to cradle the child in my arms, and her eyes begin to droop. “I think that she’s getting tired,” I announce softly and feel my lips curl into a slight smile. “If I can put her to sleep that quick, that means I’m hired on, right?”

The man’s dimples show once more, “Seems like a promising start. Follow me,” he insists and gestures with his head towards out the door.

I follow him with the baby girl pressed close to my chest, and we move through his wondrous (I’m totally not envious, nope) apartment and into the guest bedroom. It’s much more sparse than the master bedroom. There’s one giant bed with red covers and white fluffy pillows, an expertly crafted crib towards the far end wall of the room, a desk and office chair, and a large TV near the foot of the bed itself.

Connifer flips on the lights, crosses his arms over one another and stands between the foot of the bed and the TV. He gives me a smoldering look that I can tell he didn’t even have to try and make. He has a hard face, as though it were chiseled from the finest stone; his eyes have a sorrowful pull to them, like they hold mysteries that only the dead could somehow know.

Some part of me wanted to know them, for some reason.

“Just going to stand there?” He asks with a small laugh, making me feel all the more a fool for being enraptured by his simple aura of being.

“Sorry,” I say, “I didn’t sleep well last night,” I hope that’s enough to throw him off of the fact that just looking at his beauty makes me dumbfounded.

“Right,” he says simply, and I move right on by him, catching a whiff of something divine – just subtle enough to maybe be a body wash, or a shampoo perhaps, and not a cologne. It reminds me of the smell of pine, of trees and adventure and above all else: Man.

I place the baby in her crib and make sure that she’s snug in her blankets. It’s a very nice crib, smoothed and polished it holds a certain sheen from the ceiling lights. Craning my head, I look to Connifer and ask, “How much gold did you melt down for the crib?”

He blinks and laughs softly to himself, “Not much. Made it myself,” he reveals.

“Oh,” I say with some genuine surprise, I don’t even know how to properly cut wood… let alone craft it into something so fine as this crib. “It’s beautiful,” I compliment.

Connifer cocks his head and closes his eyes, and I get the feeling he’s trying to imply that it’s not that big of a deal. “Father was a ship builder, so, I ought to know how to make somethin’ as simple as that,” he says, his hint of Irish accent carrying me away to another world.

I spend the next few minutes lulling the baby to sleep, and when I’m sure that she’s good and well into the hands of rest, I turn to face Connifer and mouth that she’s fallen to sleep.

He gives me the ghost of a smile and nods his head short and quick. We then cross from the guest bedroom, leave the door ajar, and move to his luxurious kitchen that overlooks the city. I glide over towards the pristine windows of the kitchen, admiring the way they stretch from floor to ceiling; only golden colored bricks act as dividers for the panes. Just outside, I can see the chaotic bustle of the city; with it’s citizens rushing like ants along the careless grey sidewalks. Cars zip along the intersections. Lights change from green to yellow, and yellow to red. Some brazen dwellers of this messed up concrete field of broken dreams charge between traffic, with their cellphones practically surgically attached to their ears.

“Time seems different out there,” Connifer husks thoughtfully, only a couple of steps behind me. A jolt of anxiety from his closeness—mixed with basic intoxication—shoots through me. “You handled the babe pretty well, too.”

For some reason I’m afraid to look over my shoulder and glance at the man. Like I’ll be looking at something that I shouldn’t see. A beat later and I find my nerve, “It’s pretty much the only thing I’ve ever been good at.”

“That’s not true,” Connifer says, his presence looming heavy behind me. “You’re also very talented at being late.”

“Thanks,” I reply dryly. Let me guess, his talent is knowing really well on how to be a good-looking jerk. I turn to face the man, and feel a stone form in my throat when I drink in his features once more. Broad shoulders, powerful and well groomed beard; he’s dressed in a tight fitting black v-neck shirt and athletic black denim jeans. But it’s his pensive blue eyes that look like they can read all of my sins that truly pulls me, that makes me never want to look away and yet feel like I can’t look for too long or I’ll become lost in them.

Goodness, what’s he doing to me?

“So,” I start, “I can put kids to sleep, for a price, and you seem to have…” I look around the apartment one more time, before he steps from my presence over towards the black cupboards of his kitchen. “Lots, and lots of money. That sounds like a good working relationship to me, don’t you think?”

Connifer ignores me, and this sends a ribbon of heat right through me. I loathe being ignored. He reaches a hand to the handle of the cupboard and pulls it open, turning his head to look at me, “You drink coffee?”

I raise my brows, “Uhm, not really.”

“I won’t take you on unless you do,” he gives me an infectious grin that sends butterflies through my stomach. Really? Is that how he’s going to play this game?

“That’s ridiculous,” I say in response.

“No,” he says sternly, the lines of his face evening out into a cool and amused smirk, “that’s the rules of this agreement, lass.”

I roll my eyes with excess exaggeration, “Fine,” I say, putting up my hands, “but I’m not going to like it. And I’m not drinking it for every day that I’m here.”

“Fair’s fair,” that booming, pantie melting voice assures. He grabs two white mugs from the cupboard and shifts over to some fancy coffee machine; Connifer then places a large plastic cup into the machine’s holster, and not but seconds later, comes out a blackened amber liquid that smells a lot better than the stuff that Dad used to always press on me. “You’re a sugar kind ah girl,” Connifer teases.

“Cream,” I say, my voice sotto.

A smile walks along the lines of his face, bringing my attention to his strong and handsome jaw. “Heavy cream?”

Is he flirting with me? “Only the heaviest of creams.”

Connifer raises his brows, “Wow,” he says and steps over to the great sized fridge and pulls out a bottle of Irish Cream. He puts a dash of cream and sugar into each cup of coffee, finds a spoon from one of the sliding drawers, and I can hear the spoon clinking against the cup as he mixes it. He hands me the cup, and I catch a few wisps of steam coming from the cup as I reach my hand out to him.

When I brush against his big hand to grab the handle of the coffee, I feel a rush of electricity pound through my body.

Whoa. That’s not normal. Definitely, definitely not normal.

“You okay?” Connifer asks.

“Yeah, yeah I’m fine,” I say too quickly, taking the hot cup of coffee in both hands now.

“You look nervous,” he says, “I’ve been told that I can be… intimidating.”

“No, no, not at all,” I lie. It wasn’t intimidation in a bad way, it was something closer to fascination.

Connifer brings up a hand and sips his coffee rather loudly, pointing towards the chairs at his kitchen island. “Come and sit,” he commands more so than he suggests.

I shake my head while he moves over to one of the kitchen stools and sits down, “I’m good standing.”

He drinks some more of his coffee, which I have yet to touch still, and I feel like I’ve somehow gravely offended him. Maybe that was a mistake.

“Sit,” he repeats simply, “or are ya always intending to be so stubborn?”

I bring the hot cup of coffee to my lips and sip it gingerly. The warmth of it fills my mouth, and it actually tastes quite delightful. Still too hot though. “I don’t intend anything,” I reply haughty.

Connifer blinks and cuts right through me with that gaze. For some reason, I can’t get that warm feeling from my chest, that living memory of when I grazed his hand. “I think that you do,” Connifer says, “but regardless… I need a sitter. What’s your rate?”

Including the man candy discount? “Well considering how little of a fuss your beautiful girl just gave me—“

“To be clear,” Connifer starts, upturning a hand in gesture, “she’s not my girl.” Oh? “She’s my cousins. I just need someone to look after her when I can’t be here, and, well, I can’t be here too much.” The rhythm of his voice slows, and I can sense pain in those lake blue eyes, and I think too, in his voice, “but family’s family. And that little lass… she’s pure. Innocent. I don’t want her to want for a thing in this world, you understand?” His face tightens into a solemn look.

He clearly cares a lot about her. Maybe he’s not such a jerk after all, “I think that I do,” I tell him.

The ghost of a smile appears on his face, “Good. I’ve got some business to attend to,” he informs me, and then sips more of his no doubt scalding coffee. He’s got a stronger mouth than I do, that’s for sure. Lustful waves lap against my pussy when I start to day dream how his sculpted jaw might work as he eats me out.

A shiver runs through me and Connifer continues: “I’ll give you three hundred when I’m home,” he says this as casually as one would mention that they were picking up a gallon of milk from the store. Surely he meant for the week. Connifer drinks from his cup once more, “my engagements shouldn’t last past midnight. Think yah can keep yourself up ‘till then?”

“Yeah,” I reply automatically, the thought of thee hundred dollars still skittering across the lake of my mind. “Sorry,” I say, “but you said three hundred?” I tighten my jaw and bring my brows down, my heart tapping faster against the bone of my breast.

“Startin’ off yeah,” he explains coolly, “I’m not exactly sure how long I’ll be needing to care for Morgana.” I hope it’s a while—no wait—that’s… just no.

I chuckle to myself, “Let me get this straight. You’re going to pay me three hundred a night to watch your kid that’s not really your kid?”

Connifer nods that perfect head, his thick  and trimmed beard bobbing along with him. “Nail on the head, lass,” he brings the white mug to his lips and quickly flicks his tongue across his blade-like lips, “’less ya got a problem with money, of course. Not allergic to hard work and a little green, are ya?” 

“Never.”

 

CHAPTER 7

VIVIAN

SLOGGING UP THE STAIRS of my and Ray’s brownstone, I can feel the lead in my bones wanting for sleep. There is a tight ball of need that forms just past my navel, and I can’t seem to ignore it; this burning physical desire that makes me want to rail against the exhaustion plaguing me, to go and fit my fingers into the dripping, wanting place between my legs.

To think of Connifer.

Of those ambitious icy blue chips for eyes.

By the time that I managed to get home, Ray had fallen fast asleep with a manila folder in his one hand and a tumbler of rum in the other on the couch.

Why was my body so on fire for this man? And just what did he do for a living? I finish ascending the simple, brown wooden stairs and am greeted by pitch blackness. I feel around the wall for the light knob, and twist it carefully so that only a low, soft orange luminescence cascades from the ceilings fixtures. 

This reveals the twin bedrooms. Ray’s is on the left, and mine is on the right. I saunter against the wooden flooring and make my way into the short corridor, which has a window to look out from. Placing my hand on the silver knob, I open the door to my room—which I don’t bother with locking—and I close it behind me; throwing my keys onto the black painted dresser. They clatter noisily and I glide over towards my single and grossly unmade bed, collapsing face first into it and hoping for a divine embrace.

It is anything but.

But it’s still my bed. After I let out a long breath, I turn over onto my back and stare up at the ceiling.

And then I do something… unusual.

Feeling fresh waves of heat press against my pussy, I send a hand down to my jeans and slip my hand into my crotch. The broad shoulders of that man are the first thing that comes to my mind, which only makes my clit ache tighter with primal need. I need to feel him, for the first time in what feels like a lifetime, I have this deadly desire to feel him deep inside of me; to have him take me for all that I’m worth.

Why does he make me feel this way?

When my mind wanders to the thought of his rock hard, chiseled, Adonis-esque abs, I suddenly realize just how deeply messed I am. Because I’ve never been so attracted to a man before. I never expected it, I just found myself wet with anticipation of something that’s never going to happen. Placing a finger against the lips of my pussy, I feel just how dripping wet I truly am.

After I do my deed, I find a small sense of physical and mental relief, and then I let the sleep in my bones whisk me away.

THE NEXT MORNING I’m rolling out of bed late around ten PM, and I get myself dressed for work in something casual; blue sage capris and a black v-neck shirt. I had to get them from a Goodwill charity back when I first got to Chaos. Just wasn’t enough changes of clothes that I’d brought with me. Hastily moving down the stairs, I note that Ray has already left for work, and I make my way to the kitchen. Pulling open the fridge, I look for my plastic wrapped plate of ham sandwiches. My name is written on them in black sharpie, and when I take the plate out and uncover the wrap, I find that one of the sandwich halves is partially eaten.

Dang it Ray.

This is quickly becoming a common game for us. He eats some of my food, or rather, I should say that he steals some of my food, and I do the same to his sweet iced tea.

I hope that he has a thirst for disappointment when he comes home from work, because that man is going to have an empty pitcher, I swear it.

After I scrounge up something to eat, I head off to my job at Fry Guy’s, swing over to Connifer’s and knock on his door.

When he opens it, my stomach instantly tightens.

“You’re on time,” he says with the cadence of cold fire. “There’s a surprise.”

I put my hand to my chest, “I just couldn’t wait to see you.”

“Your flattery completes me,” he deadpans, and I smile. “She’s in her crib sleeping. Just fed her a bottle, so, hopefully she’ll be down for a good nap.”

“Okay,” I say, nodding my head, feeling dumb that I couldn’t find the wit to say anything else. I have to avert my eyes from his gaze, I can’t look at him without thinking about the way I touched myself last night to the thought of him.

“I’ll text you when I’m on my way home,” he informs, stepping closer to me. I can feel the heat coming off of his glorious body. Don’t melt beneath his presence, I try and convince myself. It looks like he wants to move in closer, and there’s this unseen tug between our bodies – like if I breathe in wrong he might strip me of my clothes and take me right against the wall.

But he doesn’t do this. His eyes dip down to my neck, and I can feel the heat crawling on my skin when he says, “See you later.”

He walks away from me, and I get to look at his broad shoulders and striking back.

Yeah. I’ll be imagining that naked all of tonight.

LATER THAT NIGHT, CONNIFER UNLOCKS the door and steps inside. I’m cutting up slices of lime to snack on against his living room table, watching Late Night with Louise Cantrell. “Hey,” I say to him, putting down the chef’s knife and sucking on a lime.

Connifer smirks at me and gives me a wink; swaggers over towards me and tosses his set of keys onto the table. He then plops down on the couch, getting so close to me that him just sitting makes his sculpted body brush up against mine. He snakes an arm over the back of my neck and pulls me against his firm shoulder and chest, giving me a whiff of his woodlands smelling deodorant or cologne. “Careful with that,” he says, his eyes meeting mine and a smile beaming on his face, “little girls shouldn’t play with such big knives. Could kill a man with one of those.”

“Maybe I’ll test that theory if you don’t let go,” I tease, trying to worm my way out of his firm but friendly grip. “Hey come on.”

Connifer lets out a belly laugh, “Believe it or not I prefer not bein’ stabbed.”

“Fine I promise—“ I tug my body against his stupid buff arm, “not to.”

“I don’t know,” he tests, “your word’s your bond, you know.”

“Goodness do you do this to all your sitters?”

His eyes pinion me in place and tell me simply: No, just the ones that I really want to mess. “Just looked like you could use some fun,” he husks before letting me go and spreading his legs out while he sits. “How’d the baby do?”

“She was fine, I think she missed you a little though.” I keep my eyes on him and pinch two fingers together to make a point. “Just a little. This much even.”

“Very funny,” he says, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a leather wallet. He produces three, hundred dollars bills and sticks his hand out to me. When I go to take them, he pulls back. “Ah-ah, wait a second. There’s a condition.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“You’re new here. There’s this place I want to show you.”

“How long would it take?”

Connifer shrugs, “Thirty minutes or less, it’s not far.”

SO OUT OF CURIOSITY I agreed, and he drove us over in his black and red dodge charger. When we get to the place, I ask, “This is the place?”

Connifer smirks and gets out of the car, and in turn, I take off my seatbelt and round the car. We’ve parked on the side of the street, and a small abandoned chapel sits where Connifer’s heading..

“This is it,” Connifer says.

“This where you dump your bodies?”

Connifer turns to look at me with faux shock. “You weren’t supposed to catch on so soon,” his face snaps back to normal, and then he smiles. “Just kidding, lass, I wouldn’t hide a body in such historic place.”

I narrow my eyes inquisitively.

“Still kidding,” he says, standing at the cracked open, wooden double doorway.

When I deliberately refrain from going inside, I take a moment to drink in the broken architecture. Shattered stained glass windows look down on me, and a haunted gray exterior coats the chapel. There’s cracks that splinter the walls of the building, and a three foot sized angelic statue that looms above the entrance of the place. I take in a breath and shake my head before stepping over beside Connifer. 

This is either the dumbest thing that I’m ever going to do, or it’s going to turn out, well, like a run-down church date that’s not a date with a hot Irish man who looks like he could tear down the place without breaking a sweat. Although it might be sexier if he did.

Connifer goes in first, cranes his head over his shoulder to look at me, and then come-hithers. “Less you’re scared,” he mocks like an arrogant jerk that I have to restrain myself from wanting to climb.

“I’m not!” I duck my head below a wooden beam between the ajar doors, and I follow him inside.

The inside is even worse than the out. More shards of colored glass litter the whole place, and there’s broken pews that flank me on either side. A hole in the roof lets moonlight pour through, and a red colored carpet leads up to the still standing alter. Three steps that span the whole width of the chapel rest just before that alter, and a series of broken golden candle holders are at the back of the place. Still, there’s a melancholy beauty to this eviscerated ground, and I feel like I’m stepping into something unnervingly private.

I follow Connifer, who moves over to the set of steps and sits down on one of them, and then I sit beside him.

“Look up,” Connifer says, pointing towards the hole in the roof with his chin. 

When I lean back and check it out, I’m greeted by a white glow of many stars. “It’s beautiful,” I tell him.

“My brother and I, we used to come down here all the time when we were younger. Can’t say that we’d pray to heaven, but when we were ever unsure about something, we’d come here. Hell I used to make my old…” he looks like he has to consider his next words, “concoctions. Yeah. Used to brew them down here.”

“You have a brother?”

“Of sorts. Stick around long enough and I’m sure you’ll meet him.”

“Well the pay’s pretty killer,” I admit, tilting my head to look at him. He’s looking up at the stars still, and he’s got a serious look on his face; like he’s mentally and emotionally preparing himself for some sort of holy trial. I was going to say more to him, but now I’m finding myself ensnared by his simplistic beauty. The hard lines of his jaw, the way that his forearms and shoulder muscles are corded with brutal, efficient mass. My heart begins to quicken and tighten, and breathing starts to feel like I have to learn it all over again.

Connifer takes a long breath, and I get a food view of his powerful chest when it expands. He turns his head to look at me, and then he smirks. “Are you staring at me?”

“What? No. No, I was looking at the stained glass windows.” I reposition myself on the step and feel needles prick against my lungs.

Connifer picks himself up off of the step, smoothly glides over to me, and squats down in front of me. His elbows rest on his legs, letting his arms loosely hang. “Lie,” he says. “I could feel your eyes on me.”

“I wasn’t. I swear.” It feels less awkward to lie.

“Lie,” it comes out dark as dusk. “Are you a virgin?” The question hits me like a punch, and I don’t answer immediately. Connifer smirks and brings himself to his feet, “no need to answer. Can see it in the red of your face.” Before I can do or say anything, he bends down and puts his big hands just above my waist and pulls me up; he the brings me in closer against his person, and our eyes lock with one another.  His nostrils move when he sniffs me, the heat of our bodies mingling freely with forbidden lust. “I can smell how badly you’ve wanted me,” he husks. Connifer slowly pushes me in the direction of a wall, and I can hear the sound of stained glass crunching beneath our shoes. My back presses up against the wall and I feel so much heat throughout my body I think I’m going to melt into a puddle of embarrassment, fear, and lust.

“I don’t want you,” I tell him meekly, every part of my body feels like it wants to follow his touch. Like I’m a plasma ball, and his fingers seduce and enthrall my every light.

“Lie,” he susurrates, moving his mouth in so close to me that our lips could kiss with the slightest relenting of my will. When I find myself just barely starting to lean in to his kiss, to taste that sweet seduction, Connifer pulls his head away and a whimper effortlessly escapes me. “True,” he murmurs and then flips me around, pinioning me against his body.

I can feel something hard poking at me from his jeans, and it takes all of my will not to rub myself against it.

Connifer pulls my hair into his hand, revealing my neck, and he brushes his lips along the back of it, making my hairs stand on end and my pussy tighten in attention. “Let me tell you a truth,” he says, and brings his teeth to the lobe of my ear, pulling and stretching it with his teeth. I suck in a sharp breath, and a jolt of need strikes just behind my clit. “I didn’t plan on taking you here to forget you,” he reveals. “But I could,” I hear the ambitious smirk in his tone. “I can smell the way that your pussy aches for my cock. Can feel the heat coming off your need.” His hand goes from my stomach down to my crotch, and he holds me there long and hard, making me wriggle to break free and fantasize of how much further he’ll go all in the same moment. “This cock is going to forget you until you can’t feel anymore pain,” he promises, his hand on my pussy rocking back and forth. “Until you whisper my name and clench around me, drooling your cum all over my shaft.”

Now my body’s going crazy from having to listen to all that, but I came here for a reason. I somehow pull myself from Connifer’s grasp and turn to face him, the anger filling up my cheeks and making my heart pump hard and thick. “That’s not going to happen,” I tell him, not even wholly sure if I believe myself. He only gives me a serious, calculating look that makes my knees want to buckle. “I didn’t come here to get involved with anyone,” I confess, “so, please.”

Connifer steps forward and puts his hands on the wall at either side of me. “Sorry,” he says it with great insincerity, “just got too caught up in you. I’m not one for anything serious,” he chuckles darkly, “but I can tell what a woman wants. And when you’re good and tired of this gig, like all the rest before you, let me make you cum. Give you something to remember me by.”

I swallow hard and brush back a strand of my black hair, “Just take me back to my truck.” I say it like I’m going to forget or block out what’s happened here tonight, but with the way that my heart’s beating, I know that I’ll be remembering for a long, painful time.

FOUR DAYS LATER OF quick glances and flirtatious conversations, and I still can’t get enough time with this guy. I keep thinking that I’m crazy for feeling so weird around him, for being so intoxicated without a drop of liquor to my tongue. Now I’m sitting on Ray’s couch on my day off.

“So…” Ray begins, reading one of his Cozy Mystery books on his kindle. “How much is he paying you?”

I slurp mostly milk, more so than actual honey nut oats, from my bowl with a spoon; then I turn to face him, “Huh? Who?” I keep the partially filled bowl close to my face, and try for another bite. I wasn’t paying too much attention to Ray, because I’m too busy being angry with myself for giving Waingro more money. There still hasn’t been a single mention of my mother.

“You know who,” Ray insists in a low, I like to put my hands on my hips  kind of tone.

“What? No Ray. I don’t.”

Ray keeps staring at me. Boring into me. When he lifts his brow, that subtle, subtle little lift? Yeah, that’s when I know he’s organizing his symphony: His symphony of sarcastic destruction. “Honey,” his lips smack, “yes, yes you do.”

My body tenses with an exhilarating rush of cold fear and excitement. I realize who he’s talking about, “You mean Connifer?”

“Yes,” Ray ejaculates, pumping his fist in victory. “I mean,” he brings two fingers up to his mustache and touches them briefly, “yes. Yes that’s the guy.”

I look at Ray for a little while, not eating from the bowl of cereal, “What’s it matter to you?” I raise both brows and scrunch my face.

He draws his head back and shakes almost imperceptibly, “It doesn’t, I was just, you know. I’m just curious girl! I know he has the money.” Ray sinks back further into the couch and runs the tips of his fingers through his golden and wavy hair. “That’s why I pushed him on to you,” he adds beneath his breath.

I shrug, “It’s not a big deal.”

He gives me that dastardly stare, and I feel like his mustache wants to slap me and I can practically hear him in my mind: ‘Will you just tell me?’

So I say, “It’s just three hundred.” I slurp some more of the indulgently sweet sugar milk.

And that’s when Ray says something I don’t expect, more so in his inflection: “Three hundred? That’s all?!”

I pull my head back, “It’s per day.” Still, Ray doesn’t look impressed. “Ray, Ray. How is that not good enough? Last time I had the pleasure of coming home to seeing you drunk and half nude, you were wearing a prepackaged thing of green Hanes underwear. It’s not like you go out and get your pajamas hand stitched by trend setting artisans… how is that not impressive?”

His eyes move to the corner, and his lips follow this same action, making him look like a cat that was somehow impossibly displeased with me. “Welllll,” he says in an ascending pitch.

“What.”

“It’s just that—“

“What,” I repeat.

“It’s just that seems,” his cheeks go up, and his lips stay flat, and his brows furrow just a tad, “kind of low.”

“Low how?”

“I mean, I didn’t want to tell you this,” Ray says, “but he’s part of the mob. He makes big money, and he makes it dirtier than a rented out Spanish pool boy trying to pay his way through college.”

What. “Excuse me? He’s a part of mob? And you didn’t even think to tell me?” No wonder he’s got such a nice place, nice clothes and not least of all a rocking body.

No, no thinking about that jerk’s hot body. Just by me being associated with him, that puts my whole new life in danger

“Well we both need the money,” Ray argues, “I figured I’d tell you eventually if you stay too long. But hey since you’re not dead or nothin’, might as well stretch things out V.”

Warmth blooms in the back of my skull, and fire licks at the soles of my feet. “No,” I clip, getting up with a rushed and frantic energy. I hastily put the bowl of cereal onto the coffee table, “I’m calling it off with this guy. It’s too dangerous and he didn’t tell me, that’s completely messed up, Ray.”

Ray just lifts his shoulder and throws up his hands, “I mean it’s not like the mob just goes out announcing that they’re the mob.” Ray immediately freezes in a moment of utter reconsideration, “okay well, actually, that doesn’t count for these guys. Girl if it wasn’t for the fact that you’re new here, you’d have that trash figured out in a quickness.”

 

CHAPTER 8

CONNIFER

MOONLIGHT POURS lackadaisically through the window of my master bedroom, bathing everything in shades of silver. I’m listening to Morgana on the baby monitor beside my bed, and it sounds like she’s sleeping fairly soundly now that I’ve gone and rocked her to sleep. Turning in bed, I grab one of my pillows and smash it against my face, letting the coolness of it seep into my skin and nourish my bones.

There is a twist of sadness in my chest. And I recall all the lost years I spent hungry and in search of my father.

When I hear my phone buzz on the table, I let it go, just wanting to get some sleep for once. After the eighth time it goes off, I push out a breath through my nose, pick the pillow from my head and turn on my side; I wriggle over to the end of the bed, moving with my elbows and upper body, and I scoop up my cell.

Seeing who had the nerve to call me this late at night, I see there’s a voice mail from Helena, and my heart instantly falls in my chest.

I rub the sleep from my heavy eyes and start listening to the voice mail

		Helena

[Hushed] Hey Con, I hope you’re doing okay. My ‘cell mate’ Raina is letting me use her phone to call. I just wanted to thank you, for what you’re doing for me. For my little girl. I’m going to be out of here soon, I promise… tell Morg that mommy loves her very much… [Muffled rattling, then a click]

Why should it make me worrisome that she’s wanting to see her daughter again? It’s not like I’m attached the child. Am I? Gah. Makes me sick to think about that child growing up with her, though. She shouldn’t be getting out this early… she needs to get healthy for her kid.

I look to the open door of my room, my feet touching the wooden floor as I stare out into blackness. The blackness only invites bad thoughts; dancing demons and their many glowing pokers. Dad. Getting shot, stabbed, beaten; having to kill bad people, having to kill good people.

The worst thought, though. The one that cuts straight at my heart, is the hopeless one. The sense of never can be.

Every time I see that girl before I’m to leave, Vivian, every time… I feel this magnetism.

But a girl like her, she’s not meant for a life like this.

Rolling my shoulders, I take in a breath. Not a moment later, and I hear a pounding noise.

That’s got to be the front door.

Exhilaration fills me, and a sense of annoyance pounds at my temples. This had better not be work related, or so help me, I will make the anger of Hades look nothing more than a child’s tantrum. Soon as I pick myself up from the bed, the pounding on the front door comes again – louder this time.

“Alright!” I boom, feeling the energy of my voice radiate throughout my body. I hastily glide through the house and to my front door, unlocking the chain and opening the door to reveal a very pissed Vivian.

Dang if she didn’t look sexier when mad. Course, what’s she so mad about? I lean outside of my door, but stand in the way of her so that she can’t come in, “What are you doin’ here, Princess. You’re gonna wake the baby—“

“You jerk,” she says loudly and puts her hands on my chest, shoving at me but moving me nowhere.

Well she’s not wrong, and it’s somethin’ that I’m used to hearin’. “Cut it out,” I growl, “what’s your problem? What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” She asks, and it’s not a question, “what’s wrong? What’s wrong is that I know you work for the mob.”

“Just announce it to the world, why don’t you,” I tell her through clenched teeth, my chest tightening with delight and anger both. “I don’t work for the mob,” I tell her, my voice becoming sotto. “I am the mob.”

She raises her chin just slightly, and she shakes her head from left to right, right to left, and then so again. “That’s not any better. I can’t… I can’t be expected to put my life in danger by associating with you.” She starts to turn, and I can tell that she’s getting ready to leave – but I’m not done talking. I’m not about to let her get away from me so quickly.

I reach out my hand and grab her wrist, and she turns her head to look at me when I pull her hard to me. She’s so close to me now the heat of our bodies can mingle with each other. Every part of my body is dancing with electricity, and just looking into her fiery hazel eyes I can sense her hidden desires; can taste how unsure she truly is, how much a part of her doesn’t want to leave.

“The only thing dangerous here is the way I catch you lookin’ at me,” I murmur in her ear, “trust me when I tell you, the others before you didn’t leave because they ever felt unsafe.”

She swallows and tightens her jaw, “Let go,” she says firmly, but with an undercurrent of need. It was a tone I’d heard many times, both sober and drunk. If it were any other girl I’d have stripped the girl of her dripping panties the very first day. But not this one. No. There was something about her that made me want to take care, to take time.

After a second longer, I let go of her delicate wrist, but she does not move, “Nobody messes with me, lass. And nobody, nobody’s gonna mess with you.” I search her eyes, feeling my heart tap quicker and quicker still against my chest. I step forward, and she steps back, never breaking contact. “So you tell me,” I rasp, “is my word not good enough?” I continue to move in on her, so much so that she backs up against the hallway wall.

“I want double what you’re paying me,” she says.

“Are you extortin’ me right now, sweetheart,” I throw my hands to the wall, on either side of her shoulder. “Because that would be very, very unwise.”

Her breath hitches in her inviting throat, “I am,” she says it so quietly, like she’s afraid that I might actually hear the words from her lips. “And I want you to promise me that no harm will come my way.”

My eyes dip to her luscious lips, and the tension between us becomes a private storm of unspoken lust. “Sorry my little brat,” I susurrate, I’m sure that I can keep her safe from danger. But I know that I’m the most destructive force in my life. That I’ll burn her up if she gets too close. “But I don’t do promises.” I crash my lips against her own. It’s a hungry kiss, full of passion and want and need. She doesn’t resist it. No. She embraces it. Bringing my hands from her shoulders, down to her hips, I pull her against me – savoring the way she feels to my touch.

We break from our little moment of bliss, and for a brief moment after – there’s delight glazed over in her eyes. Until she pushes me off of her with a quick, hard shove. “Then I don’t do this,” she tells me, giving me one last look before walking away at a brisk pace.

“You don’t show up tomorrow,” I call out, “and that’s it, lass!” A thorn of heat pricks at my chest while I watch Vivian saunter her rear away.

 

CHAPTER 9

CONNIFER

SHE NEVER DID SHOW UP.

And that ate away at me for the last three days. I’d never had a woman kiss me like that before; never had one walk away from me, either. Now while I’m sitting at HQ with the others and eating, she’s all that I can think about. We’re eating in one of the private mess halls, really just a big open conference type room able to feed thirty guests at a time. The red door at the north end of the room leads to the party room, which is really just a den for drugs, booze and girls. Can’t say that I didn’t used to enjoy it, because I definitely did.

Now my head’s stuck somewhere else… on someone else.

I had to get some of the boys to look after Morgana while I picked out a replacement sitter. I’m sure that’ll be a real sight to behold.

Sitting at the long white dinning table, I casually prod at the remains of the food on my plate. Bourbon glazed new york strip seared on the grill tickles my nose, inviting me to take a few bites more. The roasted asparagus touched with a kiss of lemon mingles with the steak, and I can practically taste the delicious acid of it on my tongue even still, making my mouth water. Buttered potatoes with a dash of black pepper and crushed up garlic, yeah, I’d say that I’m eating well tonight.

As for who was sitting at the table besides me. Well, there’s Leo at the head of table with the bride-to-be Tabitha. Now Leo? He’s one slick cat with a peculiar sense of style. Dark green and slicked back hair, white suit with a blue shirt and tie, and green eyes that could make him your saint, or your worst nightmare. Tabitha? Oh she’s a looker. Black frame glasses, big brown eyes with flecks of gold, and a nice head of long, wavy brown hair. Angelina is here too, and yeah I once had a thing for her. She likes to dress sharply, as she’s doing tonight, in a black suit and wearing her red earrings, framed by wavy hazel hair that’s quite a touch brighter than Tabitha’s. We’ve all gathered to plan the heist—more of a stunt—for the Wolfinger Bank.

“You’re looking extra gloomy, Con,” Leo insists, waving a forkful of food as he speaks. “Something on your mind?” He puts the morsel of food into his mouth, chews, swallows, and then goes, “besides the usual lust for street pussy, I mean.”

I smirk and look to the man,” Nothin’ in particular,” I tell him. For some reason though, the thought of other women just didn’t interest me right now; and that’s pretty strange for a guy such as myself. Normally it was the thing that kept me from going insane. That and a good splash of Bailey’s with my whiskey.

Leo just smiles wider, flashing me his teeth, “Word’s your word, now,” he reminds me, “I know you’re lying. But I won’t press. So long as you’re not too distracted,” Leo rolls his shoulders, “then I couldn’t give a idiot. Now—“ Leo leans forward into the table, and his voice drops to a sotto, “if it is a distraction, then we’re all going to have a very big problem. So let me be clear, do we have a problem?”

Leonardo, at the end of the day, he was my boss. My longest and dearest friend, but that only made him all the more capable of seeing through my trash. I just solemnly nod, “There’s no problem,” but I’m not telling the truth.

I’ve never had a bigger problem in my life.

The boss just leans back in his chair and nods at me in acknowledgment.

Angelina clears her throat before going for her nearly empty glass of red wine. She drinks from it slowly, and then sets it down on the table, “Are we going to get into it now?” She asks.

Tabitha answers for the boss, “If we’ve all finished our meals, then yes. By all means, start us off.”

Angelina was an old member of the family, but she didn’t originally work for Leo or my’s crew. She got transferred over from Skidrow to Chaos when civil war broke between Leo and his brother. “Riley and Niss are gearing up on social media. There’s going to be hundreds of people there.”

Leonardo come hithers for Tabitha, and she glides over to his lap. Leo moves his head so that he can see past Tabitha, “That’ll keep Blackwatch’s trigger fingers restrained.” Blackwatch are what the big players employ to protect their assets. War vets, gun enthusiast, orphaned kids with something to prove. Worst of all? They siphon people from the slave trade to kill for them. Yeah, these guys don’t mess around, but we’ve got a plan to skirt around them.

“Yes,” Angelina agrees.

I set my silverware on the plate in front of me, trying to keep myself in place with the conversation, instead of daydreaming about what happened with Vivian. “Blackwatch will be out in full force because of your stunt, ‘ya know.”

Leo’s eyes flick to me, “They won’t be a problem, we already know exactly how they’re going to respond to the situation.”

Angelina adds, “Myra’s been securing points on the rooftops with her team for the past several days, the only thing we should have to worry about will be on the ground floor.”

“That’s not a concern,” I tell her. “Me, Dennis and Jace have got it all covered already. We’ll be in and out within ten minutes, all we need is for Leo to bring the noise.”

AFTER WE’VE DELVED DEEPER into the details of our bait-and-switch heist, Leonardo and me are the last one’s to get up from dinner. They’ll be having a big party tonight in anticipation, I’m sure.

“You want me to send a few girls your way, Con?” Leonardo asks. “They’ve been missing your company you know,” he smiles, “all the ladies at Blackstar keep looking for you, so I keep hearing.”

“No,” I clip, “no girls.”

“You sure?” He asks. This must seem pretty unusual from his point of view.

“Positive, lad.”

Leo snorts, “Your head must not be screwed on right. But alright.” Leonardo walks out the door to join up with the others, and I kick my legs up onto the neighboring chair, pushing out a long, slow breath. My mind lost on the thought of a woman.

 

CHAPTER 10

VIVIAN

IT’S BEEN THREE DAYS and I still can’t believe he kissed me. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it for even a second.

Okay well maybe I’m being a little dramatic, but still.

Feeling the warmth of his lips on mine? Amazing. And the way he was so forceful? I’d never been so on fire in my whole life.

Padding my way to the kitchen with cell phone in hand, I call up Charles and put the phone on speaker; I set the phone down on one of the kitchen counters, turn on my heel, and steal a couple of Ray’s cucumbers from the bottom fridge-drawer. While the phone rings, I search around the kitchen for the cutting board – when I find it, I produce a chef’s knife from one of the drawers and start chopping the cucumber into slices.

The phone goes to voice mail and I hear Charles’ familiar voice. I continue to cut away, the blade rapping against the wood for every stroke, “Hey Charles. It’s Vivian,” I begin awkwardly, still trying to formulate my thoughts. “I’m just calling because, well,” I cut another slice of cucumber, and the blade raps once more, “I haven’t heard from you in some time now. Sorry if I messed up or something, or if I offended you. Please call me?”

Standing there for a moment, I let time wrap me in it’s embrace. Part of me hates myself for quitting the work that I was doing with Connifer, and not just for the money or because his baby was so cute; there’s something unfinished that’s pumping through my veins, making my blood betray me. That one kiss was so powerful it made the world around me melt away.

Made me feel stronger. Smarter. Kinder. More humble.

Pulling myself from the reverie I turn my head to look down at the slices of cucumber, and I start popping them into my mouth one by one. Lackadaisically I eat them, and I know that they need salt and maybe some vinegar, but I’m too distracted to want to go and flavor them.

I hear a pounding at the brownstone’s front door and heat immediately jumps through me. I whip around to face where the noise is coming from, “Hang on!” I call out wondering who the trash was beating down a door that I didn’t even own. Gliding through the tiny connected dining room, which is more or less just a small space where a wife and husband might eat their breakfast than having people over for dinner, I make my way to the front door and peer through it’s golden eye hole.

Oh garbage. It’s Connifer.

Excitement dances across the surface of my skin and the place just above my pussy tightens in basic response. He’s just standing there looking good enough to rip his clothes off and eat. He’s wearing a dark red Henley, a pair of black boots, and tight black pants. When he raises his chin and folds his arms over one another, I feel my heart tap quicker against my chest. What is he doing here? Why won’t I just open the door for him?

You can’t do it. You can’t talk to him, and you can’t do this. This is all that goes through my head, and I just want to pretend that I’m not home.

Yeah, sure, let’s do that. Pretend that I’m not home. This guy who runs—no—claims that he is the mob, he surely won’t be able to put two and two together and find me.

Never.

Finished with chastising myself, I put my hand on the knob of the door and slowly pull it open, “Just what are you doing here.”

Connifer stands there with a smoldering look of cold fire in his lake blue eyes. It’s an expression that threatened to make me weak, to make me fall to my knees and press my cheek against his thigh – so that I could look up at him. “If you want me gone,” he says with a sultry lilt to his dark as dusk voice, “shut the door.”

Defiance starts as a seed inside of me, and while I consider his words, while we stare one another down between the unbearable tension: It blooms. I draw my face into a tight look, and start to shut the door with a fast push.

But the black boot of Connifer’s foot wedges itself in the corner of the door frame, and I feel the door force against me as it hits his foot. He places his hand on the door, and his body comes into my vision. “Didn’t think ya’d take me so literally,” he says.

“I figured you wouldn’t listen so easy,” I reply, trying to push against his foot – but only half heartedly.

“Figure I’ll disappoint you if I do,” Connifer flashes those pearly white teeth, and though he’s not going anywhere, it’s clear that he’s not trying to overpower me completely. “Come on,” he says, “give me two minutes. What happened last night’s worth that much, right lass?”

Feeling heat prick at my chest and spread with each pump of my blood, I consider his words for a moment, and then finally nod. “Alright,” I say, “two minutes.”

I let go of the door and shut it behind him once he steps inside. I was thankful that Ray had taken his dog to the park today, or this really would have been super embarrassing.

I go to walk past him, because I want to guide him into the living room. But he stops me, by blocking my path with his hand. I turn to face him, and having him so close to me steals the courage right from my bones. His eyes effortlessly pull me in, and when my eyes dip to his blade lips, the urge to kiss them cloaks me. Electricity builds up between us, making the lust and the passion painfully unbearable. Each second we draw closer and closer to each other; I can smell the delicious woodland scent on him now, inviting me closer.

For a second he stops, and I stop too, and he says, “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

“Shut up and kiss me,” I susurrate and put my hands on Connifer’s waist. Even his sides feel strong and firm. His lips crash against mine, and we kiss in a tight, needing embrace. It’s a kiss that smashes all expectations, that shatters all the bad things rattling in my head and in my heart; wet, hot, long and deep. I pull apart from the kiss, or I try to at least, and Connifer just aggressively pulls me back into it by grabbing my rear.

He guides me through the living room, kissing me as we move. He then leads me over to the couch and pulls away from my face, and his eyes drink me in, making me feel somehow smaller. My heart flutters in my chest and a thick, pleasurable pounding presses against my pussy. Not a moment later, and Connifer forces me down onto the couch, positioning himself between my legs and crushing his lips against me once more.

Feeling him against me like that ignites a fire deep in my chest, and my whole body begins to surrender to him. I wrap my arms around Connifer and feel the muscles of his back against my fingers, giving me a simple, primal satisfaction. Listening to the sensual sound of our lips coming together only turns me on more; I can’t get enough of this drug. His whole body just fits so perfectly with mine, almost like we were made to be together, and that our souls ached without the fire of our bodies joined.

He slips his tongue inside of my mouth, and I let mine dance with his. Goodness, it’s so soft and perfect – and he’s so not afraid to be bold with the way he explores me. He makes me feel like I’m an undiscovered treasure that he intends to hoard to himself; my great Irish dragon, my guardian. I bring my fingers up to the back of his neck, feeling the hairs of his neck standing up in pure pleasure of our entanglement.

Every part of my body tightens with lust, and I have to squirm just to keep myself from getting too excited between my legs. It’s embarrassing somehow, to think just how wet my pussy is becoming from the way he moves with me.

When I move my hand up to the back of his head, and run my fingers through his thick head of coarse hair, I feel something hard poke against me.

Oh shoot. Is that his cock? I’m actually making him hard.

I can’t believe I’m doing this. I can’t believe that we’re doing this on my roommates couch!

Before I know it, Connifer is stripping off my blue floral top. I feel a fresh wave of shyness crash against me, because now my breasts are almost bared to him. He looks at my partially shown belly and my red bra with a wolf’s ravenous hunger. “You’re beautiful,” he tells me, bringing his gaze up to look at my eyes, “every inch of you. It should be a crime to hide your naked self,” Connifer continues, bringing his lips back to my own and kissing me.

His big and strong hand paws at my chest with delightful curiosity. When his lips go from my lips down to my neck, I whimper at his touch, loving the way he handles me. Goodness, I can’t believe I’ve been missing out on this for so long.

Connifer’s hand squeezes against my belly, and pinpricks of pleasure skitter across my body in many delightful ways. I whisper to him, “I couldn’t take my eyes off of you,” I wanted to drown in those blue eyes at first, but now, as he nears the place between my legs – I can’t help but want to drown him instead. “I didn’t want to admit it to myself,” I continue, “but I was hoping you’d kiss me that night. That night that I came over.”

“And what do you hope for now?” Connifer asks in that devilish voice, his eyes looking up at me as he sucks along the bared skin of my belly. “Tell me, dirty girl,” he says, undoing my bra and letting it droop against my chest. “Are you hoping that I’ll suck your nipples?” He asks it in such a way, that it subtly degrades me – and for reasons beyond my own understanding, it just makes me all the more wet hearing him talk to me like I’m a hussy.

His hussy.

I’d never been anyone’s hussy.

When he pulls my bra off with his teeth, and his warm and powerful mouth finds my nipple, he gives it a long and deep suck.

My breath hitches in my throat, and my whole body jerks almost imperceptibly with pleasure.

Why did he have to excite me so much? Couldn’t he see how badly he turned me on.

Connifer brings his mouth off of my nipple, and it makes a satisfying ‘pop’ noise. “Or maybe you’re hoping for something harder than my mouth,” he teases, my nipple becoming stiff as he guides my hand to his crotch, a smile spreading across his lips.

Wow. Just wow. Connifer hums something deep from his chest in response to, what I’m sure, is my obvious amazement at getting to feel his stiff cock against my hand. “Don’t be shy,” he insists, getting off of the couch and standing to his feet. He sends a hand to my hair and grabs a fistful of it, “take it out, beautiful. I can see it in your eyes, you need someone to tell you what to do.”

When he pulls me a little bit by my hair, and I automatically move to my knees on the couch, and bring my head close to his crotch, I realize. He’s completely right.

I do want someone to tell me what to do.

Well, sexually at least.

I bat my eyes up at him, and unzip his black pants. I can see his red silk boxers, and his cock begins to peek through the hole I unzipped. Bringing my hand to his cock, I pull it out and peel back the silk cloth of Connifer’s boxers. Goodness, I can’t believe how big it is. And it’s not just long too, it has an impressive girth as well.

I wonder, briefly, if it’s okay for me to touch it with my lips. As if Connifer could somehow read my mind, he nods his head in approval for me to continue. Somehow, this gives courage to me, and a fire blooms through me; so I bring my lips to the head of his cock – and already the earthy scent is strong against my nose. Still, it’s strangely intoxicating, and I can only seem to want for more of it.

Feeling my pussy tighten in basic response, I run the end of my tongue from his soft head and all down his magnificent shaft. He tastes good, but it tastes different than how I always imagined it might. I really hope that he can’t tell this is my first time.

Pulling back, I roll my tongue up his cock, and then purse my lips over the head of his shaft. I keep my eyes locked up on his, and push my wet mouth down on his cock inch by fantastic inch. He groans out softly in pleasure, and hearing this urges me to continue. I take him in fully, and I have to suppress the urge to not choke. Not able to take that for long, I unsheathe myself from his engorged and saliva glistening sword.

Connifer brings a hand up to my face and strokes my cheek with his thumb, “Don’t worry,” he tells me, “I’m not judging you.”

Feeling heat blossom against my cheeks, I’m sure that he can see me beginning to turn red. “I’ve never done this before,” I sheepishly admit, brushing back some of my hair. It feels so scary to actually put that out there, I don’t know why but I feel like he’ll find it funny or something… that I’ve never taken a man inside of my mouth before.

Or anywhere, for that matter.

“It’s okay,” he tells me, “I had a pretty good feeling that you’re a virgin.”

I nod my head and put my hand on his cock, stroking it, and with some curiosity I watch how Connifer reacts.

His face tightens with pleasure, and then he puts a hand on the back of my head and guides me back over to his cock. I take him in slowly, pushing down halfway on his cock and cupping his balls in my hand. They’re warm and weirdly tight, as well as fuzzy from some of the hair on them. Once I start bobbing on his thick cock, and I really start getting into it, I feel a pounding of need in my pussy.

I need to feel him inside of me. Have to feel the way that I picture him stuffing me over and over. But I also kind of want to taste his cum.

“That’s it,” he praises, and my heart does a little dance inside of my chest. “Keep going,” he grabs a fistful of my hair and starts pushing me down further on his cock, making me choke for half of a second and sputter saliva from the corners of my mouth. Attacking his thickness with a renewed vigor, I bob up and down on his cock quicker and quicker still, making as much sultry noise as possible; just listening to the way his rough voice groans out in pleasure is enough to make me want to cum.

I wonder if that’s even possible, for a man to sound so good that I can cum just from the way that he sounds.

“Dang baby,” Connifer says, “you’re a quick learner.”

I just ignore him and keep sucking, focusing purely on the task at hand and losing myself to that blissful moment of connection. I want to taste him, and that becomes my whole body’s mantra. Feeling those words radiate in my bones, I start bobbing deeper and deeper, taking more and more of him inside of my mouth – pushing myself as hard as possible.

His balls shift beneath my hand, and feeling that almost makes me break from my focus. Is he getting ready to blow?

“Stop,” he commands, and the urge to listen to him is so strong in me that I almost do stop; but there’s this defiant spark in me, this pull to ignore him and keep going.

When he realizes that I’m not going to listen, he grabs either side of my face and forces me off of his cock, making me look up at him. “When I tell you to stop, you stop. Little brat,” he says with an authoritative tone, and it sends chills through my spine. “Disobey me again,” he threatens with a smirk on his beautiful face, his cock still raging hard, “and I’ll have you punished. Shake your head if you understand.”

At this point I can feel the pre-cum dripping from my pussy and absolutely ruining my panties. Tension hangs in the space between us, and I think that both of us know what I’m going to do next: I don’t shake my head, and I test the waters of his promise by saying in the most smug of tones that I can muster, “I understand.”

His hand pops against my cheek. Not with a lot of force, but enough to make me turn my head slightly, and a stinging forms in the place that he struck.

But idiot, the pain and bizarre pleasure of it makes me feel like he’s got thin silver chains clamped against my taut nipples and aroused clit; as though he were pulling on those invisible chains with the simple act of punishing me.

Another set of chills roll through me, and I instinctively bite my lip.

“Nod your head if you understand why I just did that,” he instructs.

I nod my head, my lips curling into a playful smile.

“I knew you were a brat the second I saw you,” he responds, an amused lilt to his voice.

When he gets to taking off the rest of his clothes, and starts revealing that amazingly sculpted body to me, I feel the need to say, “I don’t know how long my roommate’s going to be gone.”

Connifer pulls off his red Henley, “Guess I better make you come fast then. Unless having an audience is your thing.”

Oh, no. Definitely no. “I’d die from embarrassment,” I quickly reply. It’s easy to get lost in how wonderfully built the man is. His pectorals are a work of art, and his six-pack abs look tough as rocks; there’s a streak of scar tissue  just above his hip, and I briefly wonder what that could be from. Somehow, of course, it only seems to make him more sexually appealing.

Not a moment later, and Connifer’s looking at me with those wolf-like eyes. In a quick movement, he’s on me. My pulse pounds, and he starts aggressively taking off my dark blue capris. Once he strips me of them, he lifts me up and grabs my rear, pinioning me against his chest – letting me feel his rock hard cock poke against me.

I hear him growl deep from his chest, and just listening to it makes my body stiffen in rapt attention. He grabs my panties in his terribly strong hands, and in a thrilling instant, he rips them from the back. The sound of them tearing fills the air, and a heartbeat later, they pool at my feet in sticky ruined scraps.

Connifer simultaneously places a hand between my legs, and pulls me in for a hard and needful kiss. Just feeling his fingers rub up against my filthy, dripping wet pussy, is enough to make me go mad with raw need. “Idiot I can’t believe how wet you are baby,” Connifer susurrates.

I shudder at his touch and move my hips to grind against his hand, “You made me this way,” I say, “so what are you going to do about it?”

“Just because you said that,” he says, “I think I’ll only eat you out. If you want this cock,” he grabs a handful of my hair and pulls hard enough to make me make a pained noise, “and I know ya do. You’ll have to learn some manners.”

When he lets go of me, I think for a fleeting moment that I’m okay.

But I’m so, so wrong.

Connifer picks me up by my hips and lifts me into the air and I can’t help but giggle at the basic joy of being lifted up off the ground.

I’d never had someone do that to me. Especially not naked. Goodness, it’s exciting to be handled by such a man.

“Grab onto me,” he instructs, and I do as he says. “Good, now I want you to wrap your legs around me when I turn you upside down.”

Upside down?

Before I even have the chance to process any further, Connifer, seemingly with the ease of holding a feather, flips me upside down. My hair hangs low to the ground, and I grab on to the strong corded muscles of his thighs for support; as he instructed, I try and wrap my legs around his neck – attempting as best I can to ignore the fact that I’m having a man look right at my pussy.

He moves his hands from my sides, and instead hugs me now like a bear would. Right as my lips find the head of his cock, I can feel his tongue pressing against my wet and greedy pussy. I plunge myself down on his thick and engorged cock, taking in as much of him as I can without gagging myself. He tastes of salt, but I find it purely intoxicating.

The blood in my body starts to pool after I suck on Connifer’s cock for some time; it’s hard to focus on pleasing him, when every time his tongue flicks across my sex, it makes my whole body squirm and jerk in elated bliss.

Just listening to him growl and groan as he eats my pussy out is enough to bring me to the edge. This heightened charge starts to cloak my body, and I do my best to focus bobbing up and down on Connifer’s cock. I wrap my legs tighter around the back of his head and around his neck. I can’t help but whine even with this huge cock in my mouth.

Every smack of his lips, every suck that he makes against my pussy just makes me want to come. Oh goodness, idiot, I really want to feel the way his cock would fill me; I want to feel the way it would stretch me out. When his skillful mouth catches my burning clit, I lose all sense of control.

I have to pull myself from his cock and let out a strangled cry. Just what was this man doing to me? This was a feeling that I didn’t want to be without. A feeling of something more than just pleasure, but rather, a simplistic joy that glides over all of my body. Instinctively, I curl up my toes and I bite down on my lip. When Connifer picks up his pace and keeps a steady rhythm with his mouth and his tongue, I feel this energy in me build up: Then it snaps.

I writhe around in Connifer’s arms, and I can feel the way they squeeze me tighter in response. Everything in my head goes blank, and this euphoric haze overcomes my head; and a fluttering of joy presses against my chest. As I listen to the way I cry out from the orgasm, I can’t think of a single thing. Not a single worry. Nothing.

Somewhere between the excitement and the pleasure and the bliss, I manage to bring myself back to his beautiful cock, and I suck him for all that my body and mind are worth. I take him in as deep as I can, as furiously as I can, and I work him like I’m possessed until I feel his cock jerk inside of my mouth. Jets of warm cum spill from his head and coat my tongue and mouth. It’s way different than I’d ever imagined, but I drink it all down with my lips still wrapped tightly around his shaft.

“Idiot!” Connifer groans, throwing his head back and howling in pure ecstasy.

The simplistic pleasure and peace that comes in the afterglow of mutually coming gives my body and my mind a high I never knew possible.

This is going to be addictive.

 

CHAPTER 11

VIVIAN

AFTER A QUICK SHOWER and a change of clothes, Connifer swept me away back to his apartment in lieu of Ray returning and using his super power to detect the fact that the two of us had just boned.

Yeah, that wasn’t a conversation I was wanting to have right now. The car ride over didn’t take long, and I think we were both still a little stunned from what we did, as we talked only briefly in the car. When we get inside of Connifer’s apartment, there’s a set of women sitting on Connifer’s dark sage green couch. They’re both immensely beautiful in their own unique ways, and a twist of heat forms in my chest out of some weird, gut reaction. I can see why they’re here, because they’re holding Morgana between them – letting the baby sit up on the couch, having it rest on a black and gold pillow.

The two ladies turn their heads to see us, and the light-olive colored girl smiles and makes a peace sign at me. The fair skinned lady looks at me with a motionless, cold and appraising stare.

I shoot Connifer a questioning look, and silently pray that they can’t tell that we’ve just been busy tasting one another. It feels like someone wrote ‘just had sex’ in big black marker on my forehead. 

“I had to have someone watch over the baby while I’ve been away,” Connifer explains, “and Matthew and Richard were a little too thick headed to keep watch.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Well,” Connifer starts, averting his lake blue eyes to the bottom right, “they’re good lads. But when I came home and realized they were smoking cigars with the baby around—“ he clears his throat and brings his eyes back to me, and smiles. “Let’s just say the neighbors were concerned about all the yelling.”

I let out a soft, private laugh.

“Yeah,” he continues, “anyway that’s Nissa,” he says, pointing at the fair skinned one, “and that’s Riley. Lemme introduce you.”

And just like that, Connifer grabs my hand and whisks me over to them in the living room.

“Riley, Nissa, this is Vivian,” Connifer says, “my babysitter. Morgana’s babysitter,” he corrects.

Riley and I shake hands, and we both say hello, but when I go and try to shake Nissa’s, she just lets my hand hang there for a moment. She doesn’t even make eye contact with me.

“Don’t mind her,” Riley assures, “she’s just naturally prickly and anti-social. Nissa thinks that it makes her cool,” she jabs her elbow into Nissa’s shoulder.

Nissa makes a pained noise and glares at Riley, but says nothing.

Connifer puts his hands on his hips, and suddenly I become much more aware of his pelvis area. Particularly that python he’s hiding beneath his pants.

Garbage, he’s already corrupting me beyond belief. Now the baby’s looking at me too with expectant eyes. Did she miss me?

“Well you ladies are free to go now that I’ve—“ Connifer spies me, and a mischievous smirk graces his lips, “—convinced the young lass to return. But if you want to stay and chat over coffee…”

Riley spreads herself out a bit more on the couch, pushing Nissa’s leg to the side with her own and asserting her dominance. “Oh you know me, Con,” she starts with a smug, playful tone, “before I got charmed by scarecrow Goldilocks over here,” she points with her head at Nissa, “I was with a new man each night.” Her smirk widens, “I won’t stand in the way of you two going at it like it’s going out of style.”

Nissa’s eyes narrow and her lips tighten together in obvious annoyance at what Riley just said. I guess that means they’re together. Is it so normal for couples to pick on one another like that?

Connifer and I stumble over each other verbally: “Oh we’re not—“ I say.

“It’s not like that,” Connifer insists.

“Oh, okay,” Riley says with a sarcastic inflection, “I mean, if you say it then it must be true.”

“It is true,” Connifer continues, leaning forward in Riley’s direction and cocking his head. He even makes that look sexy somehow… just looking at his neck makes me want to lick and kiss up it and over to his ear; maybe I’ll bite on that next. Heat crawls over my body, and I feel my pussy tighten with the need to feel him – just sucking on that thing was a challenge, how am I going to fit it inside of me? “She’s not like the others.”

“Are you sure?” She says smugly, raising her thin eyebrows. “No crossover at all? I mean you went through what, nine of them?”

“Fourteen,” a soft, painfully bored voice announces as quiet as a mouse. Goodness, that’s how many babysitters he slept with before me? And that’s just recently. Part of me is angry, is that all I am to him? Another notch on his post? Just a trophy for him to earn and discard.

It’s okay, I remind myself. It’s nothing serious. It’s only sex, and he’s paying you good money.

You can handle the hurt. You’ve handled it plenty before.

Connifer raises his head upwards and hums with his mouth closed, “I think it was actually sixteen, technically. With the twins.”

Nissa lets out a sigh and picks herself up off the couch with economical grace. Her figure is absolutely stunning. She takes herself over to the front door and puts her hand on the handle, she turns her head to face us before leaving, “I’ll be waiting in the car.”

Riley picks herself up from the couch and moves between me and Connifer, turns to us, and says, “Sorry, but I can’t keep my ice queen waiting. I know once I start talking I won’t be able to stop. She’ll melt without me, you know.”

And just like that, as I wave goodbye to her, she walks right out the door.

“Do you think they know…” I say.

“Absolutely,” Connifer turns around and replies. He then walks towards me, “so, shall we pick up where we left off?”

Feeling the heat of his body as he moves in close, it makes me want to surrender. But I don’t, and I won’t. Not again. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh?” Connifer replies, “and pray tell why that is, lass?” He brushes back some of my hair and places a hand on my neck, his fingers touching against the hairs on the back of my neck. “’Cause I can see it in your eyes. The way you want me to forget you.”

Swallowing hard, I feel my chest tighten with anticipation. “But the baby,” I say like it’s my only ammunition in escaping the embarrassment of having my virginity taken by such an… experienced man.

“I’ll put her to the crib,” he informs me, pulling me by the waist against him. “Now get in the bedroom,” he instructs, smacking my rear.

SITTING ON CONNIFER’S BED I feel like I’m going to explode from nerves. When Connifer steps through the open doorway, that ball of need in my chest and my navel burns even brighter. He looks at me with calculating, seductive blue eyes. Like he could break me in a hundred different ways without breaking a sweat.

He has something in his hand. A bottle of honey.

“What’s that?” I ask automatically, even though I can see what it is.

“You’ll see,” his voice is quiet, but commanding all the same. He tosses me the bottle, and I somehow manage to catch it in one fluid motion. “Put it on the nightstand.” Connifer glides over to his closet where he hides all of his implements, and he returns a moment later with a black box that I hadn’t noticed in there before.

I feel like I should ask what he has in there. What he has waiting for me. But the raw anticipation chokes up my throat, so I scoot back further on the bed, as if putting a few more inches of space between us could turn down this ravenous heat.

He sets the box down at the foot of the bed, opens up the latches, and takes out a black sleep mask. Connifer gives me a sly grin and walks over to me. He come hithers, and I crawl on the bed towards him. “If things get too intense,” he says, “I want you to say red. Understood?”

I nod my head.

“Good,” Connifer brushes the back of his fingers against my face, and then grabs me tightly. “You’re going to be a good girl, aren’t you?”

Again I nod, and he smiles. Connifer wraps the soft mask around me, and I’m a little surprised just how effective it is. I can’t see trash. After a moment, I hear Connifer chuckle darkly to himself, and then I feel his hands on my body. He begins taking off my black t-shirt with my favorite band The Sixty Sticks printed on it, and I feel the air brush it’s soothing fingers on my naked flesh. Next he undoes my plain white bra – which I put on so he doesn’t ruin anything special – and I suck in a long, anticipatory breath.

The tips of his fingers trail from my shoulders and to my chest, leaving a fuzzy sort of electricity in their wake. They go downward now and to my breasts, circling around my nipples with a slow, methodical rhythm. When his fingers pinch my nipples, I gasp lightly in surprise – feeling a jolt in my chest. His fingers pull, and I squirm against the bed in a mix of ecstasy and delicious agony. He eases his grip and gives me a momentary break, but the sweet anticipation of him doing it again only sends more warmth to my pussy, making me wet with basic need.

Connifer pulls again, and I feel the heat of his body dance with mine as he moves himself closer to my ear. “Tell me you need to feel this cock.”

“I need to feel you,” I respond.

He pulls harder, and I groan while bliss rolls through me. “No.”

“I need to feel your cock!”

Connifer finally relents after the words leave my lips, and just saying them makes me feel naughty. Makes me feel like we’re all that there is to the world in this very moment. “Better,” he growls before slowly stripping me of my capris and matching white panties. I can feel the strings of my own juices as they stick to me. “That’s a good start, pet,” he says with that silver tongue upon which my whole body hangs on, sending a shiver up my spine. “Your panties are soaked for me, were you thinking of me while we were apart?”

“Goodness, yes,” I reveal, whining quietly for more attention between my legs.

Suddenly, he forces me down against the bed. Heartbeats later and I feel the bed move when he joins me on it. A long, sticky trail of something – surely the honey – runs from my jaw and down my neck, all the way past my belly and to my clit. It kind of tickles honestly.

That’s when I feel the embrace of his warm and soft lips. Oh, the way his tongue flicks across my jaw it makes me wriggle with need. Connifer’s mouth explores further downward, beyond my neck, drinking in the taste of my flesh and honey both. He finds his way to my belly once more and lathers them with maddening attention, biting and sucking and pulling with his lips on each of my nipples. Each suck only makes me more hot. Makes me melt against the bed and crave for his further dark affections. I hear the way that he growls deep from his chest with appreciation for my body, the way that he whispers sweet nothings of how beautiful he finds me – and in that connective moment I find myself believing him; it makes me feel wonderful, makes me feel whole.

Con’s lips continue down their path, snaking past my bellybutton and to the first hairs of my pussy. I flinch when his tongue brushes along my clit for a moment, and I can feel the way that my walls tighten in hopes of milking his thick cock. Heck, I can still remember the way that it tasted and felt in my mouth even now.

“You’re so wet for me baby,” Con says before spreading my legs further and pressing his mouth against my warm pussy. When he starts eating me out all my senses become hyper focused on what he’s doing. Pinpricks of pleasure dance me, giving me gooseflesh, and without even thinking I find my toes curling in response.

“Unf, idiot. Don’t stop,” I moan.

“Wouldn’t dream of it darling.” His tongue finds my clit once more and I shift tightly from how sensitive I am right now. God I don’t think I can quit this trash. Just when I’m starting to build towards a gripping release, when Connifer’s got me in the palm of his hand. He stops.

He stops and it drives me nuts. I feel him lurch forward and move to my ear. “I could drink between your thighs all night just to feel you edge against my tongue,” he husks.

“Idiot,” I breathe, “get back down there.” I feel along his rock hard body to try and force him down by his head, but he just resists my will.

“Find your manners lass,” he says with a cold dread, and I feel his fingers pinch lightly against my clit.

“Shoot!” I yelp.

“That’s right,” he breathes. “This? This is mine.” He pulls ever so gently, but even that feels like too much. “If you want to be my bad, dirty little hussy – then you’ll be treated like one.”

“I won’t be your hussy,” I retaliate, “you don’t even have the balls to mess me yet.” I can’t even believe the filth coming out of my mouth now, and a ball of somehow-delightful fear forms in my stomach. I’m really going to piss him off with that.

Connifer releases my clit, and I feel the bed move as he gets off of it. The sound of that box unlatching fills the air, and it hits me like a punch to my gut – giving me a renewed rush of excitement.

He returns a couple of heartbeats later. “Turn,” he instructs, grabbing me and flipping me over forcefully so that my stomach is facing the bed now. His strong hands position my rear high into the air, and a second later I feel the stinging soft stroke of one of his implements.

“Unf,” I vocalize, and another strike comes harder this time. The pain of it is dull, but seductive.

He strikes again and again in a rhythm that makes me think he’s flicking his wrist over and over. “Tell me that you’re sorry,” he commands, but I hold out a little longer. “ You’re making a mess dripping all over my bed. You won’t get this cock until you say it,” he threatens.

“Please,” I moan, my head starting to become light and pleasant with tingling. “Let me feel your cock,” I wriggle my rear in raw anticipation of Connifer feeding me his thick cock.

“This is what you want?” He teases, and I feel the head of his shaft rub against the lips of my pussy, stroking me with just the tip.

Idiotkk. “Yes!” I whine, and I feel like I’m hardly even in control of myself anymore, and it feels wonderful.

Connifer toys with me a moment longer, letting me move my hips so try and fit him inside of my greedy walls. I hear the mongrel laugh darkly, and then his hand rubs against the cheeks of my rear. “Tell me you’re sorry my little hussy.” Chills roll through me at hearing that filthy word. Pain comes next when I feel his hand smack my rear hard, the sound of it’s clap filling my ears like sinfully sweet music.

“I’m sorry,” I mewl, “I’m sorry! Please give this dirty hussy your cock.”

That’s when I feel the head of his cock slide inside of me, and a choked noise escapes me. Dang even just the head feels like too much. “Good girl,” he praises, “I’ll go slow,” he promises with sincerity, filling me up with a few more inches nice and slow. “Forget you’re tight.”

“Tight for your cock,” I clench the bed sheets around me for support; the pain of him entering my virgin slit shocks my system. He slowly plunges his massive cock all the way inside of me, and when it reaches that apex, I feel my pussy clench around his cock, ecstasy raking it’s claws from head to toe over me. “Oh, idiot. Harass that feels good. Keep it right there,” I whine, and he doesn’t move from that spot, he just holds on strong to my rear and roots himself in me.

“Rock against it baby,” he instructs, and I do as he commands, slowly pulling his cock from my slit and moving myself back on it, keeping a slow, steady rhythm of feeling that wonderful shaft inside of me. The pain of having him is strong, but the pleasure is so good I just want to keep going, so I move faster and faster still. “Yeah you like that toe inside of you don’t you.”

I think I mewl back a response but I’m so focused on drinking in the pleasures of our bodies together I don’t even know. He starts to move after a few seconds of time, and we begin to move in perfect synchronicity. Just listening to him groan with pleasure is enough to make me want to cum all around his cock, and I can feel it building up inside of me, this ball of beautiful tension that needs to explode.

“You ready baby?” He asks, “because I can’t wait any longer to ravage this precious pussy.”

“I’m ready,” I pant, continuing to sheathe his sword on my dripping wet sex. The truth of it is that I’m not sure, I’m really really not sure if I’m ready. But I want to be. I want to feel the way that he can idiot me. Want to feel the way that I’ll remember this moment for the rest of my life as he takes my body, heart and mind for all that I’m worth.

Connifer takes himself out of me, and immediately I feel this internal lack of something, this insatiable need to have it back inside of me. It takes all of my strength to not let the water in my eyes form to tears. He then drags me hard from my legs towards the edge of the bed, so far that I’m afraid I might fall off, but his strong muscles keep me in place. I hear him get off of the bed and he raises me up hard by my hips, so that my legs are high in the air. “Now wrap your legs up and around my back,” he says, and I do as he wishes, twining my legs tightly against his waist and letting my feet press against the corded muscles of his back. He’s holding me up almost completely now. My elbows and my hands are the only thing touching the bed now, besides my hair. Phoo feels amazing to be held like this.

He sticks himself in me slowly again, I think he’s still concerned for taking me for the first time, but when he pushes himself as deeply as my pussy will permit, he starts thrusting quicker and quicker. Every time that he moves inside of me, I can feel the force of his whole body, the weight of every nuanced movement. I clench my legs around him harder, and I try and work muscles that I’ve never used – clamping my pussy further against his thick shaft. The way it stretches me out hurts, but the pain of it is becoming much less.

“Idiot Vivian,” Connifer growls, pushing me even further to that delicious climax. “I could harass this perfect pussy day and night.”

Oh goodness. He starts bucking into me wildly now, and when I thought that I was going fast rocking on his toe before, this is nothing compared to now. “Incredible,” I breathe, panting like an animal in heat. “You’re going to rip me apart Con.”

“Good,” he says. “I want you to come all over this cock baby.” And just like that I snap. Waves of succulent euphoria overtake me from my toes, to my spine, to my head. Everything melts away as my pussy convulses around his thick, still wildly charging cock. I scream out something obscene and let him pound into me while I drift away to another place. “Yes baby,” he grunts, “that’s right keep going. I want to taste your cum after I’m done with you.”

“Idiotkk,” I feel like my throat’s on fire from all the passion. In this moment, everything is his. All of me.

Connifer slows his pace now, and he wraps just one arm around me to keep me lifted in the air. “Hold on tight baby,” he instructs, and I feel his other hand move over to my clit.

Incredible.

“I told you what I want my hussy, I’m getting close,” he growls, teasing my clit with his finger while he idiots me like a man possessed. “Come again for me. Now.”

Oh goodness. Another orgasm ripples through me effortlessly, and I feel my whole body have tiny convulsions now and it’s un-real. “It’s so sensitive,” I cry, and that’s when I feel Connifer ease me back down onto the bed and take his cock from my sopping pussy.

I curl up into a tight ball and ride the waves of joy for a moment before the light comes back to my eyes and I see a naked Connifer come to my vision. His hard body is slick with sweat, and my eyes drink in the sight of his myriad of tattoo’s sleeved on his arm and chest. Angels, demons, and other intricate black designs. In this second I can’t tell what he is to me now. Angel or demon.

His cock is still rock hard and soaked with an opaque condom wrapped around it. “I’m going to bother your pretty little face, Princess.” He susurrates and peels off the protection, letting it drop to the floor before grabbing underneath my shoulders and yanking me to the end of the bed. His cock and his muscled legs are all that I can see. He’s got a small, trimmed patch of pubic hair that’s drenched in white.

Guess that’s my fault.

Connifer puts a strong hand beneath at my neck, and I love the way it feels around me. He then grabs a fistful of my hair and holds my head up while I lay there, feeding me every inch of his cock while I purse my lips as best I can around his thickness. He starts thrusting with a wild abandon, but there’s also this controlled sense to the way that he moves – like he’s aware if he goes too hard it might put things in a bad direction. Even still, I’m threatening to gag around his cock while he faceidiots me. Strings of saliva and pre-cum slip through the openings of my mouth – and when he pulls himself from my mouth completely to give me a second, they form trails between his shaft and my lips.

I take in a big breath and try and keep my eyes locked on his before he slams his cock back in me. He gets in so deep that he takes some of my throat too, and I feel my eyes begin to water again, and it’s taking every ounce of my power to not lose control.

This time I gag, so he pulls back a bit, but keeps that quick and needful rhythm. “Idiot I’m going to shoot inside of your throat baby,” he growls, “just like that. Keep looking at me with those slutty eyes just like that,” he croons. “Idiot, idiot yes.” Every inch of my body is singing in the afterglow of my orgasms now, and even though he tastes like salt I want nothing more than to drink down the sweetness of his warm cum.

Connifer throws his head back and makes a pained noise, pulling harder on my hair and making me cry out when he sprays jets of his thick white cum in my mouth. He spurts another and another, and I can’t even wrap my mind around how much he’s pumping in to me. There’s so much of it that some of the cum leaks from my lips and drips down my chin, but I swallow all of it that I can.

He takes his cock from my mouth and looks at me with a devilish grin, rubbing the head of his cock against my lips and letting me kiss up on it.

I roll my tongue down his shaft and notice another bead of cum from his tip, so I move back up and suck it up like a good girl, kissing his head again before moving to his balls and taking them in my mouth.

Addicted?

Hopelessly.

AFTER A QUICK CHANGE OF SHEETS we spent a little while laying together in bed, but I get this weird sense that cuddling isn’t the man’s strong suit. It kind of sucks, really, because the sex blew my mind more than I could have ever imagined. Connifer puts his arms behind his head, and shifts his head against his pillow.

I want to cuddle up against him, for some reason, but I can’t find the nerve now. “Got any other skill sets I should know about?”

“Well,” Connifer starts and cocks his head, not looking at me, “there are a few I could tell you about. Some others probably don’t make for the best of post-coital conversation.”

“Such as?” I ask, wondering more about the things that he thought he couldn’t tell men, rather than the things that he did.

Connifer turns his head to look at me, “Ever been hypnotized?”

“What? You mean like, put under a spell? That’s just pseudo-science garbage.”

“Then you shouldn’t have a problem with trying it,” Connifer declares.

“Why do you even know hypnosis.”

“My job—“

“Which you still haven’t told me anything about,” I interrupt.

“—Requires a certain skill set,” he lets his eyes hang on mine for a moment, “and I thought it might be… beneficial.”

“Beneficial,” I say.

Connifer nods his head, “Violence isn’t always the answer, ya know.”

“I don’t know much about the mob, but I’m pretty sure that for them, violence is the answer.”

“Well mostly, yeah,” Connifer scoots closer to me, and just that simple act fills me with warmth. “But you know,” he puts a finger to my chin and lifts me up an inch, “some creatures are just more fragile than others.”

I wanted to say that if he was calling me fragile he could pound sand. That’s what I wanted to say. What ends up happening, is that me being around this man makes me feel weird, and all I can do is sit there inviting him in for a long, sensual kiss. His lips press against mine. They’re soft, but they have a hard and needing rhythm to their every movement.

I’d say he’s already doing a heck of a job hypnotizing me. Pretty much nothing else required, here.

I break from our kiss, “Are you serious?”

“Hardly ever,” Connifer says with a smug, snake of a smile.

“No,” I huff, “I mean about the whole…”

“Let me try it on you tonight,” he suggests, “if you like it, which since it’s from me, I know you will, then I’ll give you something really special here.” Connifer dips a hand to my crotch and cups my pussy like he’s the owner of it. He growls with deviant anticipation, “still wet. Good.”

Okay, considering the way my body is practically melting for him right now. Fine. I’ll do it. “Later tonight then,” I agree, but I grab his hand and force it away from my dripping pussy. “I still need time to… recover.”

Connifer smiles with sinister pride, “I can be gentle, lass.”

A shudder rolls through me at the thought of feeling his tongue on my pussy against. Just the idea of it makes me tighten up, and it makes my clit ache with the need; the need of feeling his mouth suck on it. “I know you can,” I purr, and then move my lips to the corner, “I bet you call the ones before me that, too.”

For some reason that stings.

Connifer’s brows come down and his face sinks. He cocks his head, “Flower of my life. Don’t call anyone else that,” he says with what seems like bona-fide sincerity. Does he really mean that? Or is this just him being devil-may-care.

For some reason though, I find that strangely beautiful, and it touches me in a good way. But I don’t know what we are. What this is.

He took my virginity.

And even though I barely know him, it feels like I’ve known him for longer than I’ve even been alive. I’d never believed in that nonsense, but this tryst? It feels paramount.

“What’s ah matter?” He asks, cupping the side of my face and stroking affectionately. Just when I feel he can’t be any more distant, he keeps giving me these glimpses of light.

I swallow the pebble lodged in my throat, “You had me in a way that a man’s never, never had me before. You tried to embarrass me the day we met, and you came across as a jerk—“

“Guilty,” he says.

“—And, and you work for the mob. I quit you, and you just show up like I’m your property that got lost.”

There’s a serious glimmer in Connifer’s eyes now. This was the conversation that we should have had in the car, the conversation that has been burning beneath my skin, just waiting to erupt. “You didn’t quit me,” Connifer says and my jaw drops an inch. “Before I met you I promised myself that enough was enough, that I wouldn’t just harass the next girl I meet. Look,” Connifer tightens his lips together and growls, “I’m addicted to feelin’ a woman explode over my cock. With the way I’m built, it just happens. But you? I couldn’t help myself. Like. Really couldn’t.”

Chains rope around my heart, and I feel an enigmatic force pull them in most painful ways. Fire twists up my spine, and a pool of heat fills the space in the back of my skull. “So I am nothing more than a piece of rear to you. You were thinking with your toe.” Feeling the pain start to sting at my eyes, I promptly turn away from Connifer, and begin to make my way off of the bed.

His hand grabs my arm hard, “Whoa whoa, wait!” He forces me to look at him, and just as I’m ready to unload more on to him, he says: “Ya didn’t let me finish. I couldn’t help myself in a different way. Usually you’re right. The whiskey or my cock does all the thinking, but it was—“

Now he looks petrified almost, like he only suddenly was able to realize that he might say something he can’t take back.

“—For once it felt like, well, it felt like my heart was having a say in things.”

We sit there on the bed on our knees, locked both physically together and in the way that we look into each other’s souls.

Whatever this is, there’s going to be no middle ground. I think that if I’m oil. He’s fire.

Connifer is first to end the private waltz of silence, “I don’t know where this is going. But I sure as idiot know that you didn’t quit me that night. Because I can’t quit you either.” Somehow I feel that, as good as this is, there’s still more that needs to be done. This whole relationship is way too much for me right now, but it’s also exactly what I need.

Before I have the chance to say anything, my body and heart come to the same conclusion that Connifer’s must have – because where I slowly approach his lips for a comforting, passionate kiss; Connifer moves in a little faster, a little harder. His hands slip across my skin and down my back all the way to my rear, and he squeezes me tight.

I let my silken tongue enter his mouth, let it begin that raw and spontaneous dance of lust. It’s like each kiss that we make stitches together the bleeding cuts of our hearts. Desperate to mend. Desperate to heal. Ravenous to know every small detail of his mouth.

I run my hands along his hard and sculpted abs. He feels so strong and powerful beneath the tips of my fingers, like I’m getting close to a demon that shouldn’t be touched. When my hands trail down the toned muscles of his legs, I can already feel the heat from his cock; still solid and ready to take me as it was before. My pussy clenches with the need to be filled by it. To cling along his shaft, and though I know we couldn’t do it, a part of me was completely seduced by the fantasy of feeling him spray his hot cum inside of me.

Before things get any hotter – and hell if they weren’t already blazing – I abruptly pull back from our embrace. “I can’t do this.” I can see just how hard Connifer is trying not to seduce me further. How he’s restricting that tide of lust and passion to press me against the bed and screw me prison style. “I need to know if I’m going to be safe,” I continue, “I need to know more about what you do. Who you are.”

Connifer brings his fingertips to his beard and strokes thoughtfully.

Before he can formulate what he’s going to say to me, a ringing fills the air. That’s not my cell phone, that’s for sure.

“Incredible,” Connifer says and I think that he says beneath his breath: Brenaise. “Big boss is callin’.”

If it’d been any other line of work, I might’ve demanded that he not take it.

But I’m pretty sure they’d tie concrete blocks to his feet and dump him in a body of water if he doesn’t pick that up. Imagine that’s not the best way to go.

“We’ll talk when I get back,” he clips irritated.

 

CHAPTER 12

CONNIFER

JUST WHAT IN THE HIGHEST OF HELLS is wrong with me? I’m mad at having my moment interrupted with Vivian. For some reason, being pulled away from her, it just doesn’t feel right.

Still, this life, this work. It’s all that I have.

All that I’ll ever have.

I trust that she’ll be okay and take care of the littlest lass. The babe did seem to take a good liking to her. 

Never been one for talking. Personally at least. Why the heck does that scare me so much? I’ve never felt like this for a woman before.

Afraid.

The drive over to Leonardo’s doesn’t take too long. Least, when you’re me that is. Back in Dublin, boosting cars was a past-time more so than a crime; when I was just a kid, no more than thirteen, I was in and out of jail every other week for joyriding with my old crew. Those were better memories, even if they were a life of petty crime.

Parking at The Riz I make my way to the grand front doors, push them open, nod my head at Theodore Greenstone when he greets me and calls out my name. Theo’s a middle aged man, one of the Ligotti empire’s trusted people. Works as a service boy at the front, but he’s ripped like a gym rat. Leo’s father helped the guy when his own father passed when he was younger some ten years back.

I practically glide to the elevator and tap the button with my balled fist. Can’t seem to shake the scent of her from me, can’t erase the image of her hazel eyes from my mind. Heavy, that’s how I would describe it: My soul. What am I doing with this girl? She may be a brat, but she’s sweet and clean from the ruthless underworld I have to keep in order. 

The elevator door opens and I step inside, turning to tap the button that will take me to the top most floor. The people at this fancy hotel say both in house, and on paper, that the floor I’m going to say is under construction. This construction, however, goes on in perpetuity. Think of it as a hush-hush place for all things illicit and people in need of a private space for engaging or planning any such activities.

Reaching the floor, the elevator dings and the doors open once more. The hallway is long and black doors flank either side of me. Walking past all of them, I make my way to the end of the tight and still somewhat foreboding hall, where Leo’s room awaits. Knocking on the door, I cross my arms over one another and wait; Leonardo messes with the chain just behind the door, and after a second the door swings open.

Leonardo looks at me with an amused smile, his green eyes dancing with determination. “About time you showed up.”

I keep my arms crossed and don’t enter the room just yet. “You sound more and more like a woman every day.”

He rolls his head back and then looks at me, “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“I like anything more when it’s got something warm and persuasive between it’s legs,” I jest.

“Get your rear in here you misogynistic skull thumper.”

I slip through the doorway and say to Leo as I pass him, “Says more about you than it does me. We’re practically blood.”

“Not practically,” Leonardo proclaims.

The penthouse is gorgeous by my old standards. The standards I had back when I was growing up in Dublin. Floor to ceiling windows giving you a wonderful view of the city, atmospheric lights that come from the ceilings and walls – able to change to any color that you want. Right now they’re off, letting only the burning neon of the outside world and the moon to keep the room lit.

I turn around and bring my arms back down, “Come again?”

“We’re not practically blood,” Leonardo continues, stepping towards me with that characteristic bravado he’d had since as long as I’d known him. “We are blood, far as I’m concerned.”

We share an understanding smirk, and then we move over towards the windows that overlook the sleepless city. 

“I’ll get us some drinks,” Leo whispers, leaving and returning a moment later, passing me a partially filled tumbler of whiskey and ice.

We don’t have to dream no more. All that power and money, all those girls and goals we used to chase, all the charities that we funded and all the vengeance we got. We reached that pinnacle that looked so far away when we were just beginning to work for Leonardo’s father.

“You mentioned the Brenaise,” I say, bringing the glass up to my lips and taking a sip of the robustly flavored liquor.

“Yeah,” Leonardo replies, not drinking from his glass. “There’s been movement by the Big Six,” he continues, “they finally caught wind that they won’t be meeting with Killaine anymore. So they’re pulling funding, which isn’t so bad…” the Big Six are high-rollers that Leonardo’s deceased father made numerous deals with. Nobody officially knows their names, and it’s assumed that all the business that we do with them is done through very specific lackeys, so that they can be far removed from the dirty work. “But now they’re gonna take their money,” Leo turns his head to face me, “and they’re going to go with who they trust.”

“Francorin ‘Fletch’ Brenaise,” I answer for him.

Leonardo nods his head and then drinks all of his whiskey in one go, shaking his head afterwards and voicing his displeasure. He drops his glass purposefully, and it explodes into a couple dozen shards, “They dropped us like I haven’t done a blasted thing for them.” Leonardo reveals his teeth, upturning the one side of his lips and snarling low, looking away from me. “I’m going to hurt them, Con.”

I bring my gaze back up to Leo, and I polish off my glass, “Believe that’s my job. But the more the merrier.”

“You’re misunderstanding,” Leo responds. “They don’t care about pain,” he says, “they don’t care about their families, or their loved ones. These six only care about their bottom lines. And we’re going to pull the rug out from under them.” Leonardo pushes out a breath and he turns his head away for a second.

“What?” I ask, noting how bizarre that little tic was.

He doesn’t do anything for a moment, and I can feel my heart tapping in my chest with the slightest hint of nervousness. Why is he hiding something from me? A beat later and he looks back to me, “There’s one other problem with them. With you.”

I grab between my legs for effect, “Yeah, well, they come on to me. Shouldn’t be anything new.”

Leo cracks a smirk, “No. Not that. There was some guy that you ruffed up, not sure when, but the Brenaise? They were setting him up as a fall guy. He was going to eat a murder rap, and because it was an officer of the law… it’s not something they’re getting off of. Period.”

“Goodness Leo,” I start, trying to think back on all the people I’ve stabbed, smacked, brawled with, or broken fingers in the recent past. “I barely remember the faces of the things I idiot, ya think I’m gonna remember this dudes name?”

“James Bermenskies.”

My jaw dips open and my brows rise. I turn my head to the side, “Incredible.”

“Yeah. And a lot of it now,” Leo adds. “So you did a number on this tool?”

“Yes,” I answer curtly, “he was always having me come after him for something. But that night he, he beat one of our girls I think. I wasn’t sober.”

“What else is new.”

“So what happened to him? Last I recall he was napping in his own blood, but he wasn’t dead by my doing or nothing.”

“He skipped town,” Leo says, “skipped the country probably. Can’t be found. Now one of their own is eating that murder charge,” he shakes a finger at me, “I talked with Fletch over the phone, but you and I both know how this goes. He’s putting on a front. And they will look for a way to hurt you.”

“Incredible.”

“It’s not, Con.”

“They’re going to start a war because I brought down the hammer on some piece of trash patsy? It’s not smart.”

“It’s not smart,” Leo agrees. “But it’s what they want. And with the Big Six behind them now, it’s a reason, no matter how thin, to stoke the flames of war. They’re tired of being number two.”

I feel a surge of heat move through me, and I shake my head, “We earned this. Your father worked every hour of his life to get us all here.”

“I know,” Leo murmurs with melancholy, “but they don’t respect us. They respected him. Now they’re going to swing for the fences, so I’m warning you. Watch. Your. Back.”

“Heard,” I say, and then thrust two fingers at Leo, “now you make sure you tell ‘em. They come at me, they best not miss. Don’t take kindly to that level of unprofessionalism.”

Leonardo smirks and laughs, “I understand. Your team ready to go for the gig? I’m gonna make a lot of noise for you, you know.”

“Absolutely. You be the bait, and we’ll be the hammer.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Leonardo says, and I can see the glint of greed and ambition in his eye.

 

CHAPTER 13

VIVIAN

THE BABY HADN’T BEEN A PROBLEM at all today, In fact, she seemed happy for some reason. After putting her to sleep, I make my way into the kitchen and search through the pantry for some snacks since I’m starving.

Right as I bring my hand up to the black handle of the cupboards above me, I hear the sound of the front door being unlocked. I turn my head to look at the noise, and my stomach grumbles with great displeasure.

Inconvenient timing.

Walking over to the front door, I call out, “Connifer?”

The door opens and Connifer walks through with those big, broad shoulders that make my heart melt. He looks at me with hungry eyes, eyes that look like they’ve been starved for something for an eternity – and I as the way to sate that insatiable hunger.

I’ve never been looked at like that before, and it sends fiery signals all throughout my body. I can feel my pussy clenching with excitement, and my heart fluttering with sweet anticipation.

He has me pinioned where I stand, frozen just by that desiring look on his face.

Connifer closes the distance between us, and right as he moves to me, he puts his hands on my hips and he picks me up effortlessly. He pulls me in against him, and I wrap my legs automatically around his person, feeling the tautness of his ripped muscles. Our lips come together in an animalistic embrace. This kiss tells me truths that I’ve never since discovered; it tells me that even being away for a brief time is somehow too long, no matter how twisted that desire must be for a person that I hardly know.

Tells me that this is something that I should hold a great deal of fear for.

Nobody should have this much power over me.

His lips crash against mine, and he sucks me and he slips his tongue inside of my mouth. It’s silky smooth, but he forces it along my mouth, and he commands me with such ease. Every part of my body is lighting up just by embracing him; feeling him like this makes me never want to be without him, and I know that’s not right. How could it be? How could it be right to want someone like air or water.

He finally breaks the kiss and places me back on the ground, still holding onto my waist with his big strong hands and looking at me with those intense lake blue eyes. “I was thinking about that the whole time I was gone,” he admits in that husky, panting melting voice that could make me cum with just the slightest bit of his salacious encouraging.

I bring my hands down to his rear and grab him hard, feeling the firmness of his butt against my fingers – loving the way he feels against my touch, loving the way that I know he’s getting hard just from kissing me.

From the way he’s been thinking of me all this time.

“Don’t think that we’re not going to talk,” I whisper, my voice heavy with raw, sexual need. Just looking at his mountain of a chest, of which I felt the need to scale personally every time that I saw him, that was enough to make my entire person wind up with infectious desire.

“If it means I get to have you,” he growls, inching closer to me and looking down into my eyes, “then we’ll talk. How’s Morgana?”

“Sleeping soundly.”

Connifer wags his head towards the master bedroom, “Let’s go.” He picks me up immediately afterward and carries me in his arms, taking us to the bedroom and plopping me down on to the bed.

He sheds his purple coat and reveals his dark blue and stylish button-up shirt. The sleeves of that shirt are rolled up to his elbow, giving me a wonderful look of his forearms. “Tell me what you want to know, sweetheart,” Connifer’s wearing blue slacks that are so dark they’re almost black, and he puts a knee on the bed, climbing on to it.

“Everything.”

“Everything’s a lot to go over,” he explains, slowly approaching me on the bed with those eyes that look like they wish to devour me whole.

“I’ve got time.”

“Really?” He asks, getting on top of me and pressing me against the bed with his mere presence. “You might have a hard time focusing while I’m you into complete submission.”

Delightful tightness grips at my chest, and my eyes dip down to those perfect blade-like lips. “I’m a very good listener when the subject at hand…” I bring my hand down to Connifer’s crotch and feel how raging hard is he for my body; our lips come together briefly in a teasing, warming kiss. “…Is interesting to me.”

“Good,” he says. But even though he’s burning up my body with just those simples acts, I have this worrisome need to know what happened while he was gone.

“Can we do this later?” I ask, “I mean… I really want to.”

His eyes tell me that he’s hungry for this pussy. “Why?”

“Because I’m,” I look down and away from him, “I’m still sore,” I admit. “And I really want to know what happened while you were gone.”

Connifer looks like he can only barely accept the fact that he can’t idiot me right this second. “Later,” he says, “and you’re mine again tonight. Twice.”

I gulp, “As long as you take it easier than you did last time.” I slide next to him on the bed, trying to get some physical closeness, or cuddles. But he doesn’t seem so keen on reciprocating closeness outside of the bedroom, at least not consistently. “So… what happened?”

Again seems not so keen on reciprocating affections, and for some reason this makes me uncomfortable, even though we’re not exactly defined. But he slings an arm around me after a moment. “I went out and talked with the big boss, nothing too unusual.”

“What about?”

“It’s not something that I can exactly discuss,” he says.

“Well, give me something to work with here, at least.”

Connifer pushes out a breath, “There’s a rival family. They’re… unhappy with us over something, but it’s nothing that we can’t handle. Supposedly something that I did personally, it didn’t sit well with them. Course, most of the work I do to people is… upsetting.”

“Does that mean,” I swallow, “that they’re going to come after you personally?”

Connifer smirks, “If they’ve a death wish, who am I to turn them down?”

The hairs on my body bristle, “You speak so casually of it,” it concerns me what’s going on with him. Concerns me for my own safety, for the baby’s safety – but even stranger, for the man himself’s safety.

“Threats are cheap,” Connifer announces, “action is what really costs. I’m used to it. Leo’s used to it. If they’re stupid enough to go beyond a simple threat, that’s their prerogative.”

Something invisible and hot brushes against my heart, “But you’re going to be okay, right?”

Connifer’s face tightens into serious lines, “Yeah,” he says, nodding his head, “yeah I’m going to be okay. You don’t have anything to worry about,” he pulls me in closer against his person, and moves in to place a kiss on my lips. A moment later and he pulls back, “now you have to tell me about you. People don’t just end up here for no reason.”

“How’re you sure I wasn’t born here.”

“I can tell,” he says smugly.

“Why’s that?”

“Because you’re not a total jerk,” he explains.

“Ah,” I respond, “wait. So you’re saying that I’m… some of a jerk?”

“Now you’re twistin’ my words.”

I smile at him and put my leg on his thigh, feeling his taut muscle and hair, “I can twist something else, rather unpleasantly too under the right circumstances.”

“Mercy,” he begs.

“I ran away from home,” I blurt.

Connifer tilts his head curious, “Why?”

“I just got fed up with going nowhere,” I tell him, and it’s like my body moves away from itself as I speak. “I was ungrateful,” I admit, “I was stupid and foolish and I didn’t like who I was. Maybe I still don’t like who I am even now,” I continue, taking in a breath, trying my hardest not to feel the pain of thinking about my dad and how I left him that day. Even if the circumstances weren’t exactly ideal. “I was tired of not knowing what happened to my mother, and I was exhausted from my father drinking to cope with everything. I’m surprised that I didn’t turn to it.”

“To drinking?” He asks with genuine concern.

“Yes,” I reply, and then I remember the incident at work, and how I’d stupidly caused all of this trash to happen in the first place. That’s when the knives of guilt come out, and they stab me repeatedly. Over and over they enter me, sliding inside and filling me with biting warmth. “I embarrassed myself at work, too. I was jealous, I get that now. I understand that now,” I can feel something wet form behind my eyes, “this girl she wasn’t my friend at the time exactly, but she had been when we were younger. She had… she had a beautiful voice, and everyone just seemed to love her. But whenever I did anything bad—whenever I did something wrong—it was like the whole world was always watching me; I could feel the weight of everyone looking.” I push out an unsteady breath, and I find myself just wanting to sink away into forever.

“I told my dad that I was going to off myself and I haven’t spoken to him since.”

“How long has it been?” Connifer asks in the most friendly, nonjudgmental tone that I could ever imagine.

“Too long,” I confess.

“You should call him,” he suggests, “call him and tell him that you’re okay. Not that I know what it’s like to be a father,” he turns his head then, and he looks over to the room that the baby is sleeping in. Maybe a part of him wants to be one. Maybe he’d be great as a father, I could see it in him. Definitely.

“I don’t know if I’m ready,” I confide.

“Well,” Connifer starts, and brings his head back to look at me, “you better get ready. Forgiveness isn’t something that waits around. Most of the time, it slips away.”

“You’re right,” I agree, but I came here for a reason. And it wasn’t to meet this man, no matter how much life seems to be telling me otherwise. I don’t want to ask him for help in finding my mom; because I don’t want to make it seem like I’m using him for his money or his resources. I want to do this on my own.

I have to.

“What got you into…”

“The Life?” Connifer answers for me and smiles, making my heart melt inside of my chest.

“Yeah,” I say with a goofy little laugh, brushing back some of my black strands of hair.

“Long story, too boring,” he claims with that same smile, showing me all of his white teeth. He leans his head in closer to me, and for a moment I wonder if he’s going in for another kiss. “Instead of that, I could just—“ he snaps his fingers, “put you under my spell.”

I think you’ve already done that. “No,” I tell him, “that can wait. Besides, I don’t even think that it will work.”

“If it doesn’t work,” he raises his brows and wiggles his head, “then I’ll be your personal slave for a whole weekend.” His face becomes grave and very serious then, “of course, you wouldn’t be allowed. To tell. Anyone.”

“No way. You wouldn’t let me do something like that,” I briefly consider all of the various uses I could have for making him my errand boy.

Or my mafia sex slave.

“Oh no, I will,” he says all coy, clearly something is up. “But if I win—“

“If you win.”

“—If I win. If it does work, then I get to flog your rear until it turns nice and pink,”  he says, and suddenly I can feel a rush of heat moving up to my face. “Just like your cheeks are doing right now.”

“They are not!” I pointlessly insist. “Fine, I’ll do it. But only if you tell me more about your life. You can’t be so secretive forever.”

Connifer dips his head down and to the side, “Alright, but you can’t say that I didn’t warn you. Picture if ya can the slums of Dublin. It’s damp and there’s beggars on the streets. The hungry looking for something to put in their bellies. That was a feeling me and my sister were very familiar with.”

“You’ve a sister?”

He gives me a wry look. “I’m getting there so listen more and ask less. Anyway, my father was a man just like anyone else. Had his faults. Liked to gamble away the meager earnings that he made from building ships; I’ll give him that and only that, ships he could build.” Connifer clears his throat, “so my father would take his earnings and he’d bet them all away. Doesn’t matter if he was sober or drunk, he’d win and win some more until he lost it all. Liked to bet on hounds, but never got into breeding them. Well one night in Winter, when he couldn’t find the money that I’d stashed away from working on the docks – when I wouldn’t let him beat it out of me – he’d decided that enough was enough. Started to default on his debts.”

I lean in a little closer as Connifer continues: “Now this was bad as you can imagine. Started with bruises, ended up with broken fingers. But the real trouble with him started when he got in bed with the IRA. You heard of them?”

I shake my head no.

“Real nasty men, people that you don’t want to be involved with. When my father owed them assets, he got scared. You know what it feels like to wake up in the middle of the night against the cold hard floor to the sound of you and your sister’s door being kicked in? I was thirteen at the time and I nearly pissed myself from the shock of it. It was the loudest thing that I’d ever heard, and hell, if I think back on it I can still hear the way that the hinges exploded from the force.” There’s an anger in his eyes now, and a sadness too, I think. “My heart was racing and Phedre couldn’t help but scream. Four big men rushed into our room with balaclava, which is like a black ski mask. Two of ‘em had old war rifles that I couldn’t distinguish in the dark, and the other two men they came at us before I could even scramble to my feet.” He stops for a moment and closes his eyes briefly. “I’ve only ever told this to one person before, by the way. When I saw them take my sister, I just lost it. I screamed and I cried until the snot dripped down my face. Tried to hit them or get away, begged them just to take me – because she was my sister. I begged them, Viv. They took us both away, stuffed us in a real beater of a car that smelled like piss and gasoline.”

“Goodness,” I whisper.

“They told us that our father skipped over to America and left us as collateral. I spent years trying to work off our father’s debts, trying to make enough to let them send Phedre free – and eventually I did. I did finally make enough acting as their spy, as their gunman and fall guy.” His voice becomes strained now, “and I was a day late and a dollar short. Phedre, rest her sweet heart, she was pimped out and treated horribly. Like she was just a piece of meat. Well, about a week before I could clear her, no matter how much I begged not to let them keep putting her out there, they sent her anyway. She would be gone for days at a time, but this time she hadn’t come back.” Connifer’s Adam’s apple bobs. “They wouldn’t tell me nothing, they just let me panic over what happened to her, over where she was. When they got tired of my complaining, they finally up and told me that she… that she was suffocated. One of their clients ended up choking her to death, and I just wept that whole night.”

My heart aches for him and I want to say something, but it feels like nothing could possibly lift that terrible weight from his soul.

“At some point I was smart enough to realize they were never going to let us leave, especially not me, they could see the way I hated them. But I was patient, very patient,” the coldness in his voice makes the hairs on my neck bristle. “I learned everything I could about my captors; what they read, what they ate, who they messed, when they slept, who was lazy and who was vigilant. For two years I tunneled through my cell, smuggling in anything and everything that I could to chip away at the foundations of the place. When I finally found my freedom at the age of seventeen, I fled to America.”

Connifer brushes a hand through his hair, and his eyes lock with mine, seemingly considering if he should continue any further. “Took me a long time, but when I got work as a bouncer in Chaos, and I met Leonardo Ligotti’s father, I became fast friends with the both of ‘em. With their resources, I found that my father was hiding up in a private estate in Seattle deep in the woods.”

I can feel the hesitation in his voice, so I grab his hand and squeeze it gently. “It’s okay, you don’t have to go any further if you don’t want to.”

“No,” he says, “no. There was this knife that I used back when the IRA had me as their puppet, I carried it with me the night that I broke into my father’s place at night. And he knew, Viv, I could see it in his eyes just how terrified of me he was. I’ll never forget the way that I beat him senseless, the way that I hung him up and let him bleed out… left him to rot. Told him that he got his daughter killed. You ever hear of a Glasgow Kiss?” I shake my head, and a grim frown colors his face. “The local authorities found his body some six weeks later, with his face cut on each side from mouth to ear.” He looks away from me now, is he ashamed? “I think that’s enough for one day.”

I bring his hand up to my mouth and press my lips against his knuckles, kissing softly. “Thank you for that.”

His blue eyes meet with mine once more, and he cracks a faint smile. “Your turn.”

“THAT’S IT, LAY DOWN just like that,” Connifer instructs before getting off of the bed and moving towards the door, giving me a fantastic shot of his pert rear.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“I have to get something,” he calls back without looking at me. Just like that, he disappears from my sight.

Not a second later, and he returns. He has something in his hand. It has a silver chain, but his hand is closed so I can’t make out precisely what it is.

“What’s that?” I ask curious.

“This is a Focus.”

“A focus,” I repeat.

“It’s what your eyes are going to look at, and what your mind is going to consciously focus on,” Connifer explains, moving to the bed and climbing back on it.

“Right now my eyes are very much not focused on that,” I feel my lips upturn as I try and catch a couple of more glimpses of Connifer’s impressive package.

He closes the remaining distance between us, sending an invisible punch to my gut filled with excitement. “For just having your pussy taken for the first time, you know, you’ve got a dirty mouth. I like that.” Connifer has this look in his eyes, like he wants to give me some kind of affection – but he restrains himself, and I don’t know why.

For some reason, this plants a seed in my mind and in my heart.

This is the first time I’ve ever felt like this for someone. The first time that I’ve seriously slept with anyone, like, had sex.

What if gets bored of me? What if this doesn’t mean the same to him as it does to me?

“Now,” he says, opening the fist that was balled earlier. This reveals a silver pocket watch, the watch itself being no larger than a golf ball. “This is what I want you to focus on, it’s very simple now lass. You watch,” he instructs in that soothing and deep voice. He stands on his knees and picks up his hand to chest level, letting the silver watch pendulum back and forth at a slow, steady pace.

“I watch the watch,” I smirk, “you should really watch what you say.”

“Careful or I’ll reprogram the humor right out of your pretty little head,” he jokingly threatens and we share a quick chuckle.

Following the watch is easy enough. Left to right, right to left, left to right.

“Now,” he says, “I want you to focus on the sound of my voice.” How can I not? “Let yourself relax and slip away. Keep your eyes on the watch. Let the steady rhythm of it spirit you away. I’m going to count backwards from ten, and when I get to three, I want you to close your eyes and imagine the focus in your head.”

“Alright,” I say, still skeptical of this whole thing working.

“Ten, you feel your worries escape you.” The silver watch turns and turns, almost calling me to watch it’s movements. “Nine, you’re in a safe place where nothing can hurt you, Vivian. And at any time if you need to leave, I want you to latch onto my voice.” Okay, I think I can do that. When Connifer gets down to five, this peculiar sense of relief blooms through my body, and I feel myself sink deeper into the bed. Deeper than should be possible.

“Three. Now close your eyes and imagine the focus.” Darkness overcomes my vision, and a dull current, not invaise or anything, just a faded sort of sensation roots itself in my bones. “Two, you are going to let your mind wander and explore – nothing can harm you – you are in control of both body and mind.” That dull current starts to turn into a heavy weight, and I feel my breathing begin to slow. “One. Remember this mantra now. Body asleep. Mind awake.”

Body asleep.

Mind awake.

Body asleep.

Mind awake.

It feels like the room has expanded to twice it’s size, and the sound of Connifer’s voice has drifted from my ears – filling my body with a sense of sweet sleep. “Stop thinking of the watch,” I hear a distant voice instruct, and the silvery implement dissolves from my mind’s eye. Body asleep, mind awake. “Search the corridors of your mind.” Black mist swirls and dances like ink on a white blank page. The vision of my Mother begins to crystallize in my mind, and I see her face, her long and curly black hair from the photo’s that Dad used to show me. Body asleep, mind awake. The mantra skitters across my brain and takes me over, and everything becomes more and more clear. “Let your heart be free,” a voice I can’t even recognize suggests, and I feel compelled to trust and listen to it. A red curtain rolls over the image of my mother, and the sights of Belle when we were kids sleeping over at her house fill the chamber of my mind. Butterflies of memory glide through the picture, and in their wings I can see all the smiles that we shared, and it hurts. It hurts so bad to have shrugged off something that was once so important.

“Tell me what you see,” the voice sounds like my own internal monologue now.

“Memories,” I breathe, feeling a bizarre mix of hot and cold ribbons crawling beneath my stomach, bubbling up past my neck and climaxing in the back of my skull. “So many,” I add. “I see Mom and Dad, and Belle, and I’m back at school. They’re swirling together so fast.” The thought of my Dad teaching me how to ride a bike slips into my vision, and how he’d spent so many nights teaching me how to read when I struggled at a young age.

But this brooding sensation sinks it’s fangs into me.

Cool waters touch my skin, but they soon turn to ice.

My heart quickens and I let out a tremulous breath through my nose. Suddenly, I feel my head plunge into a lake of icy cold water, and I want to scream. There’s a burning in my throat and I have to scream: But I can’t.

“You need to be clean,” a dark voice calls, and I want to curl up and fade away.

“Vivian,” another voice calls, and I try and cling to it – only vaguely perceptive of how my body’s tossing and turning on the bed. “Vivian,” it repeats more sternly.

What did he say to do? It feels like I’m drowning and I can’t breathe. Oh goodness.

I remember how the focus that Connifer was talking about looked like, and I draw it in my mind trying to remember every little detail.

“Vivian you need to listen to me,” I think that’s Con.

“Pure,” that dark voice sings.

It feels like I’m going to die, and I try and remain focused on the silver watch in my head, to the sound of Connifer’s voice cutting through.

Everything comes back in a hot rush, and my eyes pop open. The first thing I do is take in a huge breath, a breath that I never thought I’d be able to take again, and it tastes so sweet.

“What the heck was that?” I say panicked, quickly regaining control of my faculties, scrambling to sit up on the bed because I don’t want to lay there anymore. Because I don’t want to somehow drift back into that scary place. “Goodness.”

Connifer closes the distance between us and pulls my head against his chest, “It’s okay Vivian, you’re okay.” He holds me tighter and I can’t stop freaking out internally. “What did you see?”

“Lots of memories, I don’t know,” I tell him, “it was all hazy and really scary at the end. I was drowning all over again and it was so, so much worse than my nightmares.”

“That must be something you repressed… your mind doesn’t want to think about it, but it’s still there beneath the surface. We’ll stop there that really seemed to rattle you.”

“Thanks, I’m amazed at how well that worked though – it always seemed like trash to me.”

Connifer gives me a crooked smile, “Told you.”

I FEEL CONNIFER SLIP OUT of bed in the morning, and even against the sleep thick in my eyes, I manage to open them and catch his hard and rippling with muscle back. He’s sitting there on the edge contemplating something. Bringing my hand up to my face, I pick at the sleep in my eyes and pull them off my face, making whining morning noises that I can’t help. Waking up shouldn’t be so hard, but, I suppose I should be happy I was able to sleep as well as I did last night. Sleeping next to someone, sleeping next to Connifer, really seemed to help me with that.

And even if that bizarre therapy session last night was, well, bizarre. It was therapeutic in a sense. I hadn’t even dreamed of anything at all last night, which was infinitely better than being trapped in a nightmare with no way out.

Connifer cranes his head over his shoulder to look at me. For some reason it surprises me that he can look like he just woke up; it wasn’t that I had the impression that he was some super human entity or something, but at times, with all of his beauty and intimidation and the whole ‘I work for the Mob’ thing… it was humanizing to see him struggling to wake up just like me. “Mornin’ sunshine,” he groans like it took all of his energy and concentration just to say those two simple words. His eyes are practically slits, and he’s wavering almost imperceptibly as he sits on the edge of the bed.

“Hey,” I respond quickly, clearly still wanting to collapse back into bed and sleep another hour.

“Didn’t mean to wake you up,” he says. “I’m gonna hit the showers.”

“Great I’ll come and join you,” I try and thumb the remaining sleep from my eyes, yawning.

“Oh, it's okay," he says, "I'll let you go first."

He'll let me go first? What? I pick myself up from the bed and crawl over to Connifer's side. Thorns of hurt press against my chest, for some reason it does not sit well with me that he doesn't want to shower together. Is it really that big of a deal?

"What's wrong?" He asks, and scratches around his armpit.

"Nothing," I reply without even thinking, but I can already tell that my tone of voice was too short. Much too short.

There's a smile that forms on his lips then, "Now to me, nothing, typically isn't just nothing."

I look over to him and internally debate for a second as to if I should actually approach him about this. But, seriously? "Why don't you want me showering with you?"

Connifer looks right back at me with those lake blue eyes, and he doesn't say anything for a beat of time. "It's not that I don't want to shower with you," he replies groggy.

"So..." I turn my head away and to his master bathroom, and then bring my gaze back to him, “you do want to?”

The look on his face told me that he was truly lost for words, “It’s not something that I’ve done before.”

I inch closer to him on the bed, so that I’m feeling the touch of his perfect skin against mine; the heat of his body is unreal, was he powering some small town that I’m not aware of? “It’s only fair that I get to take your shower virginity.”

Connifer laughs, but it comes across as forced. “Go on lass,” he points with his head towards the bathroom before scooting further back on to the bed. “I’ll catch in some more rest while you’re in there.”

“No it’s okay,” I tell him with electric lines forming along my shoulders and running up my spine. “Get all the sleep that you need,” I stand up from the bed, “I’ll be back when it’s time for Morgana to be watched.”

“Vivian…” Connifer reaches out a hand.

I start putting on my clothes and give him the finger.

 

CHAPTER 14

CONNIFER

AFTER SHE GIVES ME THE FINGER and puts her clothes on, I spring up from bed and follow her as she moves out of my bedroom. Idiot, I really said the wrong thing there. “Vivian, “ I call out louder than the last time that I’d said it. Why is this such a big deal to her? I get that she’s young but it’s just a stupid shower.

“I don’t want to talk to you right now, Con,” she says we move through the kitchen and in to the living room.

“Viv I don’t understand—“ I move faster than her, get in front of her and block the front door. “Stop and talk to me,” I snarl like I’m talking to one of my underlings.

“Either get out of my way,” she says with a deadly calm, “or tell me why you won’t go and so that simple thing with me. Tell me why.”

“Because it’s not something that I do,” I say with a much louder voice than I needed to use. It’s true though, “none of this is what I do, Vivian. Why do you think I waited so long to sleep with you?”

“You waited the equivalent of five seconds in guy time,” she yells back.

“And that’s an eternity for me,” I try and explain calmly, but I know it’s coming out differently. “I waited as long as I did because you’re different, because you’re not like them. All of this is new to me – I takes lives Viv. I don’t live them.”

She gives me this cold and terrible look, “If I’m not one of them to you. Then you need to stop treating me like I am.” The words that spill from her stab at me, and I’m stunned with the truth of it.

I step aside to let her get by, and I watch her as she leaves.

Idiot if it wasn’t so hard to convince myself that I can have a normal life. Or at least, normal-ish. I want to punch something, anything, preferably one of those Brenaise jerks. Since there’s no such luck at doing that, I fore go my old ways of getting intimate with the walls and my fist, and I shut and lock the door behind Vivian. Maybe it’s the pride in my blood, but I can’t seem to find the will to say that I’m wrong. To acknowledge that I’ve just got to change.

I’ll have to leave a key and a note because I have to get ready for that score tonight.

 

CHAPTER 15

VIVIAN

STUPID, STUPID MAN. Stupid me. It feels like I’ve wrapped myself in brambles, every step that I take down the sidewalk only irritating and hurting me further. That wasn’t something I should have been mad at him over, just because he didn’t want to… I don’t want to be treated the way that he’s treated every other woman in his life.

Because I… because I want to be everything to him. Like he’s become everything to me. He’s infected my mind with his dark poison, and he’s ruined my heart with his perfect touch.

Feeling the morning sun beat on my back, I pass by a local Starbucks and stop in my tracks. Maybe something bad for me will bring me back down from the sky.

Opening the see-through front door, I step inside to the sound of someone’s Spotify clearly hooked up to the speakers. They’re playing some pop song from the top one hundred. My punk rock instincts immediately deem this place unfit. It’s a corporate establishment. Therefore, it is part of ‘the man’.

When my mouth begins to water at the thought of drinking a nice ice cold caramel Frappe, I make a fitting argument with my punk sensibilities and declare that ‘the man’ happens to sell bottled deliciousness.

For some reason it feels like every customer in the room is staring at me. With that in mind, I move over to the line and wait behind two other customers. 

AFTER I SCORE that bottled deliciousness I was thinking about earlier, I push the glass front door and step outside. Taking a sip from my drink, I get a nice cold taste of perfectly roasted coffee, refreshingly cool milk, delightful bursts of sugar and tantalizing caramel.

See but I’m so enamored with what I’m drinking, I walk straight into something big and hard. Promptly after, I jerk back and nearly fall, causing my drink to spill all over the man that I’ve just carelessly bumped into.

Oh shoot, I got the whole drink on him too. And he’s wearing a really expensive looking Italian suit. “I’m so sorry,” I blurt out, and instantly my head takes me back to the day that I skipped town. That’s when I realize it’s the guy. It’s that guy who I kept seeing when I went for coffee and tea deliciousness. Wow I can’t believe this, God this is so embarrassing.

“Idiot,” the man says in a frustrated tone, not even looking at me just yet. He’s just horrified at what I’ve done to his black and pink striped suit, “do you have any idea how much this—“ he looks over to me, and he tightens up his face to restrain the obvious anger. Something shifts in his small green eyes when he recognizes me.

We stand apart from one another, the seconds awkwardly ticking by as citizens move around us.

“Sorry miss,” he says, completely changing his tone of voice when he notices I have a pair of belly. How unusual.

“No no,” I reply, “it’s not your fault – I’m sorry I really should have been paying more attention. I can’t really,” I point at his suit and cock my head to the side, “I mean that, it’s just, that looks really expensive I could give you a few bucks but…”

“No,” he waves a hand, closing his eyes for a moment, “no it’s just a suit. I don’t do what I do to make ‘clean my suits’ money. I have ‘buy new suits’ money,” the man explains with the hint of an accent. I mean he’s wearing Italian, and he looks sort of Italian, but it’s not like I know a lot of Italians. I’d feel really dumb if I assumed where he was from and got it blatantly wrong. He does look impressively handsome, but there’s something about the way his nose is crooked and his green eyes are small. Small and dishonest; like they’re hiding something that I shouldn’t be picking up on. “You know I’ve seen you around here quite a bit. If you want,” he starts, “you could make it up to me. I just need a change of clothes and I could buy us both something to drink,” he points to my empty cup, “seeing as how you’re going to need more anyway.”

“Um,” I vocalize like it’s taking time deciding on this. I may have been angry with Connifer, but I had zero intention of being disloyal to him. He was the only good thing in my life right now, and maybe that’s why it’s all so scary for me right now, thinking about a future with him, a future without him.

Was I even supposed to be loyal to him though? What if that was it. What if those were the last stupid words that we spoke to each other, and he doesn’t want me back? “Sorry,” I pull myself out of my reverie, “but I’ve actually got a boyfriend and he probably wouldn’t like it if we did that. Even if it’s just coffee.” He does seem like the possessive type, and this guy’s given me eyes before.

“Tch,” he sounds and tilts his head, leering at me with those lifeless green eyes. “And? You’ve got someone who sticks their toe in you – you don’t think I have three different girls that I’m right now? I’ve seen the way you at look at me.” His tone of voice grows darker, menacing. “I think you owe me.” He sweeps a hand through his short, pushed back blonde hair. There’s a golden ring on his pinky finger, and a heartbeat later he steps towards me, “come on, baby. I can show you a better time than any other boy out here. Let’s have some fun.”

I may have always craved attention, and maybe before I got here I would have fallen for a douche bag like this. But not now. Not ever. “Not happening, jerk. I was being nice okay? I wouldn’t touch your pencil toe if it ended world hunger.” I turn on my heel and start walking away, briefly considering going the other way and heading to Connifer’s just to be safe.

Blondie grabs my wrist from behind and yanks me right back to him. Pain blossoms at the spot where he grabs me, and I twist to face him, ready to claw his eyes out at this point. He looks at me with this childish sneer, “Friendly warning sweetcheeks. Talk like that around these parts, it’ll get you killed.” The way that he says it is unnerving. Before I can protest further, surprisingly, he lets me go, and I nearly stumble backwards. There’s heat in my heart, and I want to smack this creep, but I fight back against that impulse. Some people continue to walk by us like nothing’s happening, so much for chivalry these days. “Go on,” Creep says, running a thumb over his nose, “before I change my mind. Whore.”

It takes all of my strength to not say anything more. As I leave, the only thought that goes through my mind is that I should have spat on him.

CHAPTER 16

VIVIAN

AFTER TAKING A BUS and getting home, I had to take a shower to wash the filth of that creep off of me.  I’d spent some time napping and hoping to hear from Connifer, but he never got back to me. After trying to get ahold of both Slim and Waingro, and getting neither, I made my way to Ryker’s skate park in hopes of finding Slim in person.

I’m wearing more of the thrifty clothes that I’d picked up from one of the local homeless services. Maroon pleather leggings which, miraculously, had pockets. White bra and panties, and a Liz Claiborne tank top that I managed to find; it’s got a nice blue floral pattern against a white base, and maybe I’m goofy or something but it feels like it compliments the leggings well.

The park itself isn’t so busy today. Some kids, no older than eight or nine maybe, practice how to grind on one of the straight and narrow rails that are close to the ground. They’re fully protected in their various colored gear; some blue, some red, and two of the girls are wearing pink. Aside from that, just the usual riff raff of teens and people in their twenties.

It doesn’t take me long to find Slim Charles, who is sitting at one of the stone benches facing an eight foot deep bowl. The curious thing about it, is that it seems to be abandoned. There’s graffiti that covers it around the rim, but the bowl itself is filled with broken skateboards, old and ratty shirts, deadwood, blackened glass and other things. Probably some of which are drug related.

Right when I walk up to Slim, “Hey,” I call out, raising my hand.

But he doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t acknowledge me in the slightest.

So I sit beside him. He’s wearing a blue denim jacket that is open, over a plain white tee, and he’s wearing baggy dark stonewash jeans.

Finally, for some reason, he turns his head to look at me. “Let me guess,” he says, “you want somethin?”

“What’d I do?” I ask completely baffled.

“Besides not a thing for me the whole time you’ve been here?” He tilts his head, “you didn’t listen, neither. That’s what you did, so I dunno what you could want from me.”

“Look, I’m sorry for whatever I did or didn’t do,” I start off, “but I’m looking for Waingro—“

Charles turns his head from me, and then shakes his head, “Guess you don’t check the papers,” he says without looking at me, “saw him as John Doe #2.”

Nausea worms it’s way through my stomach and up my chest, then through my throat. “You mean… he’s dead?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t understand,” I press my brows down instinctively, “what happened?”

“Idiot got high,” Charles ejaculates, turning his head to look at me for emphasis, “how else? You think he just went to cracktown and asked for a rock cuz people be likin him?” Charles’s nostrils flare, and lines crease on his forehead, “no. How much were you payin’ him?”

I swallow, but the rock stays lodged in my throat, “Incredible,” I murmur to myself.

“Yeah,” Charles says bitter. “Incredible,” he continues. “I ain’t got no love for the man, V. But I told you to keep away, and you go and do the opposite. If I speak, and you pretend to listen, what’s the point?”

I turn my head away from Charles and focus on the spot between my legs. Mentally running through all the motions to try and come up with how much money I’ve been giving that man, and when. This is all my fault. I should have listened. I know I should have.

Now he’s dead. Now he’s dead and it’s my fault and I’m back to square one for finding my mom.

I didn’t want to have to involve Connifer. Didn’t want it to have to come down to using his status in the mob… I screwed up. “I think,” I wiggle my head, trying not to cry out in public. I sniff in a short burst of humid air, “I think I gave him sixty the last time I saw him? It’s hard to remember…” I swallow again and I bring my gaze back to Charles’s heavy copper eyes. “Did I do that?” I ask in a wavering voice

Charles nods his head.

“He said that he knew my mom,” I say aloud, more to myself than to him.

“That’s what they do,” Charles says, “they lie. They lie and they get they fix. He ever help you? Or he just talk about helping you.”

I don’t answer the question purely out of embarrassment.

“S’what I thought,” Charles nods his head to himself. “He didn’t know about your moms, nobody does. What makes you so sure she even came here?” He asks like he’s hunting game, and I’m the corner prey.

“I guess, I guess I don’t know that. I don’t know,” I admit, clutching my hands into tight fists against my knees. I’d never even thought of that for some reason, that it could all be a lie and she never even moved here. Somehow that hurt me more, because that means I’ve never even been close; I’ve never even had an inkling of truth in my life.

“Look,” Charles says with some sympathy in his voice, “I’m not saying you didn’t make a mistake, doing what you did,” feeding an addicts overdosing habit and enabling him to kill himself? Mistake sounds like understatement from where I’m sitting. “But you can’t let guilt get to you. Okay?” He affirms as guilt cloaks itself around me in that familiar dysphoria. “He pulled the trigger, you feel. He pulled that trigger.”

I just gave him the gun. “Right,” I croak out.

“I’ll keep looking,” he leans forward to meet my gaze, “for your moms. But I’ve got my own people to take care of, V. My own trash. Every day I’m out here is another day I could be busted. Keep your head up.”

I stand up with the grace of a newly passed ghost. Without saying a word, I shamble back to my truck and sit back in it’s seat. I sit there for quite a while before I break from that spell, and I stuff my keys into the ignition. I’m just going to drive for a while, but I think I know where I’ll go.

IT’S EMPTY IN HERE. But that’s not unusual. This secret place feels like it’s my home away from home… away from home. Moving down the broken aisle of the abandoned chapel, my eyes fall on the busted pews on either side of me. Some of them broken and caved in only on the one end, others are totally decimated. Near to the still standing alter, on one of the pews to my right, are a set of wooden beams that come down on the pews – the beams themselves splintered towards their ends. Everything in here reminds me of Con. Makes my heart hurt at the thought of us not working anymore.

Stepping over the occasional piece of broken glass, I make my way to the rising steps that lead up to the altar. Turning on my heel, I slowly sit my butt down on one of the steps, and I curl myself into a tight ball, letting my head dip forward so that I’m looking at the darkened floor. The only light that moves into the building comes from the stained glass windows, that somehow went undamaged, and the hole in the roof where the beams come down.

I spend a good ten to fifteen minutes sitting there rather uncomfortably; wrapped up in the thoughts of my own guilt and disappointment. When, from nowhere, I feel a strange sense of dread.  A familiar one too. The rush of water around me in my mind, I can’t see anything but black. From that, I hear the sound of bubbles; the sound of a girl struggling to survive.

I’m being drowned.

It feels so real.

My throat constricts and breathing becomes a challenge. I can hear a womans voice now, a girl’s, calling out for help. Mommy! Mommy please!

The words sear my mind and I start to see it how it was.

I remember now, like cutting through a thicket of old vines that were meant to seal some mysterious place from me. The way that I was drowned when I was so young; that’s why I only half remembered, I was just a little girl.

And my Mother was the one that drowned me.

 

CHAPTER 17

CONNIFER

PRACTICING ON THE DRAW of my .45 revolver and six inch Hauntzer steel blade is the only thing that keeps me sane. Keeps me from thinking too much on the way that I let Vivian out the door and out of my life, no matter how brief, my heart doesn’t want to take it. I’ll have a silenced pistol for the heist, but I never do a score without my trusted revolver.

There’s a knock on the door suddenly, and I crane my head in response. Bringing my head back, I look over to Morgana whose sleeping in her crib, and I walk over to check on her. She’s still there alright, dreaming in her purple blanket with her pacifier practically glued to her mouth. “Don’t worry little lass,” I whisper, “I won’t let ‘em disturb your dreams.”

Making my way to the front door, another set of knocks come and my heart jolts at the thought of it being Vivian. If it’s anyone but her, I swear I’ll get at least one good exercise in before this score goes down. I stuff away my knife and gun in the back of my pants, and when I undo the latch on the door and announce that I’m on my way, I grab the door’s handle and swing it open.

Helena.

Idiot, what’re you doing here already? “Helena,” I say stiffly, an undercurrent of anger evident in my voice from all the knocking. This can’t be good. I thought that I’d have more time with the baby, thought that Helena wouldn’t be out so soon. Is she truly clean?

“Connifer,” she smiles coyly at me. “I got out on good behavior and testing clean. Can I see her?”

“Are you going to be taking her back?”

She looks at me confused, “Well, yeah. I mean I’m out, Con.”

I pull in a slow breath. She’s not going to take kindly to this. “Helena you know I’ve got love for you, or I wouldn’t have done this in the first place. And I’m okay with you seeing her.”

“Right,” she says and bobs her head, “but it’s my kid. She’s mine. What are you getting at? That I can… that I can see my kid but I can’t take her back?”

“I think that’d be best for ‘er. Honestly.” I straighten out my back, letting her know that I mean business. “You just got out, you’re happy, you’re feeling great. But there’s going to be a world of temptation all around you…”

“Listen jerk, you can’t just tell me no.”

“I just did, Hel. I’ll let you see her plenty, hell you can sleep over if you really want. But I think you need to prove to yourself—“

“To you, you mean. It’s always about you, Con.”

“No,” I tell her sternly. “No it’s, it’s not about me. It’s about the girl. Keep yourself clean for a few weeks out in the real world? That’s when I’ll give her back to you. You dropped her on me, she’s my charge now. And I’ll be darned if you idiot things up for this little girl.”

“Forget you Connifer.” She puts her hands on my chest and tries to push me, but I don’t budge. “What the heck makes you any better? Huh?” Her words slither beneath my skin. “You’re a killer. A thug. You’ll never be anything more than a binge drinking trash like your father.”

“Kiss my door and come back when you’ve got some sense.” I slam the door on her and lock it shut, listening to her curse me out. I just want to bash my head against the door ‘till trash makes sense again in my messed up world.

 

Chapter 18

VIVIAN

I TRIED TO GET AHOLD of my dad, but for some reason he just won’t pick up the phone. I park on the side of the road just outside of Connifer’s place.

No wonder dad couldn’t tell me anything about mom. He wanted to protect me from that horrible truth. Moving over to Connifer’s front door, I bring my fist up to knock on it’s face. But I notice a yellow note on the door entitled ‘Vivian’, and I remove it from the door’s face.

Vivian … key underneath the plant … will talk when I’m back.

-C

I crumple up the note and put it in my pocket. After that, I lift up the potted plant to find a golden house key; unlocking the door, I close it and lock it behind me. “Connifer?” I call just in case he’s still here.

Nothing.

The glorious apartment is near total darkness, aside from the blue night-light dancing across the corridor where Morgana should be. I creep through the living room softly, this strange sense of dread cloaking me as I tiptoe through the place like a lost ghost.

“Con?” I say once more to no reply.

Carefully maneuvering past the couch, I put my hands out to feel around for any objects I might be missing. I make my way to the hallway with the night light splashing against it’s wall, and I put my hand there. Heat beating faster, I step forward one foot after the other and peek inside Morgana’s room. The room is dark and only illuminated by the teal night light.

I think that whole encounter with Blondie and that revelation about my Mom has put me on edge.

I let out a sigh of relief and saunter over to Morgana’s crib, and I find her there rustling in her blanket, just beginning to whine from me waking her up.

Shoot.

 

CHAPTER 19

CONNIFER

DRIVING THROUGH THE the streets, dusk passed only fifteen minutes ago, and I still can’t shake the anger throbbing throughout my body. The Victoria and Baxter Exhibit For Arts is closed for renovations for the next two nights, just like we’d planned it all for. It’s strictly a painting gallery, but they’ve got some of the most sought after goods in the whole west coast of America. Their bookings for entry stay maxed out for months at a time, and they only let the highest of rollers and players in Chaos have special access for the right price.

Adjusting the Blue tooth headset in my right ear, I call out to Myra our sniper and lookout while I park on the side of 49th street just behind the gallery. “Where are we at, Fox,” that’s her call sign.

“Whiskey,” she replies, “six Blackwatch guards on rotation for the night shift. Workers are all cleared out for the day. Get into position on Lion’s mark.”

“Heard,” I reply, looking over my shoulder in the rented out SUV to Jace and Dennis. “Six guards, Blackwatch just like we expected. We get in silent, we get out silent. Keep yourselves strapped if things get hot.”

Jace, a pensive made man of the Ligotti empire simply nods, nervously twirling at his head of long dark hair.

Dennis, the hot head of my three man crew, smirks. “You think the boss’ll put on a good show?” His hair is sandy blonde and short, full of curls. If he wasn’t such a loyal work horse, I might have considered someone else for the score.

“He better,” I clip. “This heist will rub the high rollers the wrong way, and we’ll have real heat on our hands if that happens.” Bringing my head back, I lean forward and pull out an Ipad from beneath the driver’s seat, quickly connecting to one of the many local but quick on the ball news streams.

After a couple of minutes, the two news anchors Killian Hemlocke and Susannah Thornrose start getting fed the latest info on what’s going down at Wolfinger Bank; which is one of the three biggest banks in all of Chaos. Claimed to be impregnable.

In my line of experience. Nothing’s safe forever. Money’s got no owners. Only spenders.

The screen shows me a ground view of the scene. Hundreds of people have gathered on both ends of the streets, most fans that our social media wizards Riley and Niss have summoned, some protesters and others nothing more than curious onlookers. No doubt a few pickpockets in there too. A line of local police have sectioned off the both ends of people, and in the middle, just outside the steps of the Wolfinger Bank, sits Leonardo.

I smirk at seeing him. That theatric mongrel. He’s sitting on a wooden throne in his three piece suit smoking a Cuban cigar, holding across his lap his favorite modified Thompson machine gun.

Standing in a professional formation, more like a wall, are a row of decked out Blackwatch soldiers from one end of the front of the bank, to the very other end. All of them armed with AR-15’s and side holstered pistols, ready to kill Leo or anyone dumb enough to step on their private property.

The crowd themselves flanking Leo are holding up signs. Some crude and offensive, others simply trying to troll. A good number of them are furious with the big players in Chaos privatizing their wealth and leaving the economy for the common man bone dry.

Something I’ve personally related with for most of my life, I’ll admit.

A few of the other signs are from the much younger crowd, the women obsessed with Leonardo’s image and the life that he and by extension, myself and associates, live. Most of them mean well, and I can’t quite put my finger as to why they seem to do this with the wayward types, but ultimately I think it’s something that they grow out of. Or at least, I hope they do. Blood and vengeance isn’t the way to live forever.

Isn’t the life I want when I’ve Vivian in my arms.

Dang I messed up with her.

Eventually a reporter makes it through the massive sea of people and police, a woman with long platinum hair known as Jane Chatworth.

She steps up with microphone in hand to Leo, and her camera crew waits just behind her.

“Mr. Ligotti,” she starts, “what exactly is this?” She asks in both an inquisitive and authoritative tone.

Leonardo smirks and remains calm as ever on his throne of deception. “What’s it look like, baby? I’m throwing down the gauntlet for this city.”

“That really accurately answers my question,” she says.

“Oh you’ve some bite to you,” Leo growls, adjusting his tie. He gets up from his chair and the crowd begins to move to try and better see what’s going on, the police in turn taking out their guns and pointing it at him. The Blackwatch soldiers ready themselves to open up fire if there’s even the slightest misstep. Leonardo tilts his head at the girl, glances at the solider, and then carefully snatches away her microphone. “See how I took that from you?” He asks rhetorically. “That’s power, and babe, I’m the one with the most.”

She places her hands on her hips and straightens out her back, giving Leo and indignant look. “You’re just as much the narcissist I’ve heard that you are.”

“This is a threat, love.” He says with the microphone inches from his lips, “and I make good on my threats. Tonight, you’ve all gathered to see what I’m going to do to this bank. I told you, and the whole dang world for that matter, that I plan to take every last penny from that place.” He points towards the Wolfinger Bank with the microphone, keeping his Thompson pointed towards the ground at his side. “Every pocket from every corrupt weasel they’ve got peddling those loans? Every nickel and dime that’s gotten lost in that building. Every dollar of every account. I want it all. Every last dang dollar redistributed.”

“That’s absurd,” Jane insists. “Those people, and that bank, are entitled to their money. You’re insane and your ideals offend me, and many others, on a truly basic level.”

“Is that right?” He asks, amused. “Six people control that bank, and two others. Six people that peddle more drugs, more slaves, and more guns to blood thirsty murderers than you can even hope to imagine. All of that money is protected by the bank, and exploited for private use by a very, very select few. And for those listening tonight, you know who you are. I will find you, and I will crush you. I’ll strip this bank and everyone associated with it to the bone.” He’s becoming more and more incensed, and I know that soon everyone’s going to be in a feeding frenzy from all the riling up. “You have until midnight to start pulling out your funds and start donating to the good charities of Chaos. Cut a check to every struggling neighborhood, and don’t piss on me with you not knowing which ones they are – because I see your pushers. I see your hotshots on the streets, and I see the girls that you kidnap. Strip yourselves of all your gluttony, and renounce all that greed you’ve committed to. If not? I’ll begin with publicly naming and shaming you. Then, I’ll turn your men against you on the West Coast, because you should fear to know: Money only goes so far. Good men, bad men. It doesn’t matter. Lines in the sand are being drawn right here, right now. And you’re either with me and the people, or you’re against us all.”

I smile and turn to my boys, “Roll out.”

 

CHAPTER 20

VIVIAN

“STAY UP THERE,” I warn, hoping that my inflection might encourage the baby to sit peacefully on the couch and watching her Spongebob Squarepants.

Funny, I wouldn’t imagine a person from the Mafia would ever have Spongebob playing on their flat screen TV. Still, she seems to be entranced by it enough.

I’m trying to fry up an egg with a little bit of peanut oil, and some salt from one of Connifer’s shakers.

There’s a knock on the door, and I instantly check over my shoulder, then check the black modern-style clock on the wall.

It’s getting late.

When I bring my head back to the stove, and I reach over to the stove’s gas knob to turn it off, but another knock comes at the door, harder this time.

This makes me flinch. Alright, jerk. I’m coming.

I angrily turn on my heel and stalk to the living room. The baby’s looking at me now with wide, needing eyes. She begins to wave her arms and start the beginnings of a fuss for attention.

Sorry, just give me a second.

Closing the distance between myself and the front door, I peer into the peep hole and push out a frustrated breath.

Pulse quickening, instantly I’m sure I’ve seen this guy somewhere before.

He’s wearing a limousine driver’s attire with a name tag that reads ‘Harold’. In his mouth is the white stick of a lollipop and he’s got thick aviator shades on that block out my view of his eyes. But I remember his face, and I remember the way that his jaw juts out like it does. The way he has just a hint of blonde stubble, and his crooked nose.

My heart beats faster in my chest and I take a step back, a sense of dread digs it’s claws into my skin.

This can’t be good. Why would he be here? Why is he dressed like that. Too many questions, and I don’t like any of the answers. Without Connifer being here, there’s not a chance I’m opening that door. Maybe, maybe I’m overreacting. I turn my head to the baby who is still fussing lightly. I only just saw him earlier today there’s no way that’s some coincidence.

What if I just pretend that nobody’s home. The TV being on might not necessarily give things away…

Morgana fusses louder for attention.

Incredible. I turn my head to the door, and another set of knocks come. His voice sends chills through my spine, “Mr. Morgenstern if you’re in there Charles Higby is wanting to speak with you,” I can hear him take the lollipop out of his mouth, and his tone becomes clearer, “I’m with Black Jay transportation. Still got a lot of rides to do tonight…”

I bring my head back to Morgana and she’s becoming more and more incensed with the situation.

I shake my head, and I follow my gut.

Padding as fast as I possibly can to Morgana, I pick her up and quietly shush her. She quiets down just a little, but grabs at my shoulder and whines. “Seriously you’ve got to be quiet for me okay?” I ask as I carry her into the master bedroom. He’ll know surely that someone’s home by now since I stopped her fussing.

Scanning the room quickly, my breathing quickens and I swiftly consider calling the police. No, no, that would be bad for Connifer. But… maybe I should risk it.

I wish I knew where he kept his guns. The sound of the TV from the living room continues to fill the air, but there is nothing I hear from that man.

Breaking from my train of thought, I happen upon the master bedroom’s closet and the pieces connect in my mind. Taking the upset babe over towards the door, I open it up and bring her to the furthest part of the closet; finding a corner to place her down at, I hold her tiny face between my fingers, pressing against her rosy cheeks, “It’s going to be okay,” I promise her, hoping against hope that I’m all wrong about this situation.

Hoping against hope that Connifer will return like the breaking dawn.

Morgana cries harder when I leave her in the darkness of the closet, shutting it’s door as I hurriedly move through the hall and back into the kitchen; the TV cuts to commercials and my heart pumps a thick, hot sludge through my veins. Smoke rises from the pan I’d left on the burner, the fire steadily growing taller and taller by the second.

“Shoot!” I whisper and fetch the can of salt from the counter, dumping as much of it as I can on the fire. It snuffs out and I drop the can to the floor, more salt spilling from it’s silver spout. Stumbling on the salt, I nearly trip, partially moving and partially sliding towards the end of the kitchen counter that the knife from earlier lays upon.

Brushing my elbow painfully against the granite top of the counter, I wince in pain and hear the sound of a drill behind me. Picking up the knife, I turn around to look at the door with dread deep in my chest.

Starting to step forward and move over to the door, the top lock pops off of the door and I can make out some of the man’s dark blue clothes. Instead of going up and trying to stab at him, I freeze momentarily, waves of anxiety washing over like terribly hot pinpricks.

I’m going to get myself killed if I go up there.

Turning my head to the sound of Morgana’s crying, I look back to the door and notice the knob begin to shake.

Coming up with an idea, I stuff the black handle of the blade in the back of my pleather pants and head fast through the hallway and into Connifer’s bedroom. Flicking off the lights, I hide at the side of the dresser. It’s not far from the closet in which I moved Morgana.

Garbage. I can’t stop shaking. And she won’t stop fussing. My heart tugs for her, but I hope that this can work for us.

Sending my hand to my back, I feel the edge of the knife press against my skin – threatening to slice me open just for having brushed it, and I grab it’s handle, removing it.

I can hear him messing with the door. Can hear the sound of my own heart rapping against the bones of my breast.

There’s a taste in the back of my mouth, something that I’ve never quite had before in my life.

It’s metallic.

Sucking in a hard breath, I try and steady myself when I hear the noises from the TV come to a halt. Goodness, I’ve… I’ve never had to hurt someone before.

How am I supposed to do this?

How the idiot am I supposed to do this?

Morgana’s crying and fussing wanes, but I’m certain she’ll pick up again in no time. She’s tiring herself out, and she’s bound to be more afraid than I am. Where are you, Con? You’ll kill me if this guy lays a hand on your girl. Gripping the blade tighter, I can already feel how my knuckles must be turning white. Now’s not the time to be paralyzed from fear.

Something in the room feels off, and I see the silhouette of that man. Of Blondie. I hold my breath and time feels like it’s betraying me with every heartbeat that passes. The lights flick on and a ball of tightness drops from my throat and into my gut. He steps forward into the room and Morgana picks up her crying, bless her.

But Blondie turns his attention to her in the closet.

Fear licks over me like fire when I see the grey colored pistol in his hand.

He’s not looking my way, I should move. I should move right now while he isn’t seeing me.

Incredible, rubbish trash trash trash rubbish. Rising up but still keeping myself pressed against the side of the dressing cabinet, I feel like every inch that I move and every mote of air I breathe might make him turn and notice me. He steps once closer to the door, and I feel my body turn to terrified lead as I match his movements, taking a cautious step of my own, just barely coming from out of my hiding place.

Blondie stops mid stride to the closet door, and I stop as well, both wanting to charge at him and plunge the blade into his back, and wanting to go back and hide.

Be still. Stay still, he can’t know you’re behind him. I keep my breath held tight, but the pain of it swells in my lungs, like I’m being torn up. Please, please just put your hand on the door. Just find the will to lunge. Suddenly he starts to turn, and I throw myself hard against the wall; up against the dresser.

He saw me.

He must have seen me. He must have.

Lifting my head up high, I finally push out as carefully as I can the breath that I was holding in.

Nothing. No sound of gunfire, no creeping or padding of footsteps.

Just tense silence between the baby’s frustration. Risking everything, I find the nerve to peek around the corner, and he’s quietly moved to the closet door now, with his hand on it. Creeping out and adjusting my grip on the blade, I know that this is my only chance, and I just need to do it.

I start to lunge at him.

Halfway before I get there, he turns, and I can see the flicker of surprise in that instant he recognizes me. The features of his face twist into anger when he registers the blade in my hand as I come at him, and right when I try and plunge the blade into him, he moves to deflect me with his arm; in that same moment, Blondie awkwardly brings the silenced pistol up to shoot me, but the way that I crash into and off of him, causes us both to lose our respective weapons.

The silenced gun goes off just before it flies into the air, and it shoots a hole somewhere in the white ceiling.

I fall straight on my rear and feel pain shoot up from my tail bone. 

Instinctively, I look for the knife, or even better, the gun.

But I don’t see the gun on my first pass around the room, just the blade sitting up on the bed. It’s tempting to go for it. Panic crawls through my skin. Dang, maybe the gun slid underneath the bed?

Before I have a chance to look any further, Blondie forces himself on me and pins me down against the floor. I can feel the whole weight of his body crushing against me, and when the shades fall off of his face, they drop off of mine and I’m forced to look into those hideous, killing green eyes.

“Heard he might have a squeeze here,” Blondie says with an undercurrent of anger in his voice, his whole arm pressing down against my neck, making it very, very hard to breathe. “Funny how life works like that,” he continues, pressing harder now and making me cry out in a stifled scream. Nothing funny about you, you piece of trash. Think I know what to do here. “Life’s just full of delicious coincidence,” he growls with a sadistic smile on his repulsive face.

“You talk too much,” I seethe, using all of my power to squirm my way into position, and then kneeing him as hard as I can in his balls.

He instantly throws his head back and howls in abject pain, almost falling over on top of me. While he screams a litany of curses, I pull myself from beneath him with two good thrusts of my hands against the floor and push him down with my foot. Feeling my heart pump blood hot and thick through me, I look beneath the bed and see the gun. Knowing that I need to go for it, I get up to my feet and dash to the foot of the bed, hop over it’s corner, and move to the head of the mattress. Canceling out all the noise in my mind, and all the sounds in my ear, I drop to the floor and start crawling inch by inch quickly to the gun. I glance over at Blondie, who probably just off of his sheer anger, has recovered himself for the most part.

Recognizing that he realizes what I’m doing, I reach out my hand and stretch my arm as far as it will go, the pain of me going against my own body flooding up my whole arm. The tips of my finger brush against the handle of the gun, and I curse beneath my breath, “Come on.”

I worm myself closer, and get a hold of the killing instrument. Out of the corner of my eye, I see that Blondie’s getting up, and in that brief moment I consider trying to shoot at his legs – but I know that’s not going to cut it. So I hastily move backwards and pop to my feet.

He rushes at me, and just before he crashes into me, I squeeze the trigger and open a hole of red in Blondie’s hip. “Idiot!” He curses. It’s only just a grazing wound.

Blondie then grabs the wrist of my gun hand and points it up into the air. I can feel him shaking slightly, and more importantly I can feel the way that my body is quivering from the mix of adrenaline and fear; still, I’m pushing as hard as I can against him, and we dance momentarily across the room. I manage to fire off another couple of rounds, mostly because of the way we’re struggling. His other hand balls into a fist once he gets me against the wall, and he strikes against my stomach.

The pain threatens to swallow me whole, and instantly I want to drop the gun.

“Stupid jerk,” Blondie huffs, “I’m going to teach you how to die the slow way for what you did. Now drop it.”

“Forget you,” I croak from the pain, coming up with a better solution than giving him the gun.

I fire off as many bullets as I can, as fast as I can, and when it clicks from being empty, he throws another hay maker straight at me.

Before he gets another word in, feeling the anger and the desperation pounding through me, I slam my head as hard as I can against his nose.

He shoves me hard against the wall before stepping back and stumbling his rear onto the bed, covering his bloody nose.

I bring my hands to the place on my stomach where he hit me, and I’m finally able to catch a real breath – though even that feels like someone coated my lungs with needles. I hadn’t been hit like that since grade school.

When I start to move forward to go for the knife, Blondie, with his nose bleeding and his hand and hip bloody, launches at me. I stand my ground and try to defend myself. He barrels into me, lifting me up off of the ground and forcing me into the bathroom; I feel the cold and hard kiss of the bathtub as we both fall into it – and for a moment I see these blue streaks in my vision, these stars as pain rolls through me.

“You shot me,” he seethes and slaps my face with the back of his hand. “And you broke my nose,” I can barely feel the spit that lands on me my body’s hurting so bad.

The lights turn on, and Blondie turns around and stalks  back over to me. He turns on the hot water of the bath, and I try and climb out of the tub as the waters pour from the spicket. When I manage to get my stomach up on the railing of the bath, Blondie grabs a fistful of my hair and yanks me hard towards the spicket, making me shriek from the agony.

“Let go!” I plead, but the man only snickers as he moves my face to the spicket.

“Drink up,” he says, and I feel the scalding hot water blast against my face. I rage against him wildly, and even though I try not to breathe I can feel the burning water going into my nostrils; how sweetly I want to take a breath, but the pain of it wrecks me. Flashes of that terrible, repressed memory, come in waves. “Yeah you like that? You just had to buck, didn’t you,” Blondie whispers as I smack at his body and search for the place where I shot him. “Where’s your meal ticket huh baby?” He says it with evil sincerity, my screams and coughs no doubt pleasing the sick idiot. “Don’t worry your boyfriend’ll be joining you soon.”

Right after he says that, a small spark of hope blooms in my chest when I find the wet bullet hole, and I dig my finger in as deep as I can.

Blondie wails like a demon and lets go of me just long enough, so that I can free myself and throw myself at him like an animal.

Every instinct in my body is to hurt this man.

To live. To see Con again, and to keep Morgana safe.

All that pain doesn’t seem to hurt so much when I drive my fist into Blondie’s face while I’m on top of him. I feel his knee crush into my back, and he kicks me off of him, causing me to bumble forward; I spit on him before I get to my feet, and run over to the bed where the knife rests on top of it. I scoop it off the bed and turn to face Blondie, whose made it a foot before the doorway from the bathroom. My hand and the blade both quiver. 

Blondie stops dead in his tracks, and looks at me with his bloody, scrunched up face.

I point the blade at him, and I want to hurt him. But something in the back of my mind pulls me against charging at him, against taking his life.

Blondie picks up on my hesitation, and he starts to creep forward. “You’re no killer.”

I hear the sound of Morgana still crying in that closet, and so I turn around and deftly move to it, opening the closet and turning on the lights. I see her there red faced and tear stained in that same corner, and I hustle over to her, blocking the assassin’s way to her.

Turning my head briefly to the left and to the wall of the closet, I snap back when Blondie opens the door and looks at me, amusement dancing in his eyes that I’m not so eager to pull the trigger on taking his life. No matter how vile he is.

“Stay back,” I warn, holding the knife a little higher.

He steps forward, “Make me.”

With shaking legs I turn the phrase over and over in my head: You must do this.

I pull in a deep breath as Blondie comes forward, as Morgana cries behind me.

And then there’s red. 

The bang of a gun, and a hole that I really try not to look at in Blondie’s face. Waves of relief struggle against horrible nerves in my chest and my throat and my stomach; I look away as he collapses lifeless to the floor.

“Viv!” Connifer’s voice rings out like a light in the darkness.

 

CHAPTER 21

CONNIFER

“CON!” VIVIAN CRIES, dropping the knife and moving over to me, wrapping her lithe arms tightly around my body. She presses her head against my chest, and I hold her as greatly as my strength will permit, trying to catch a look at the piece of trash that broke into my home. Threatened my family.

Yeah.

My family.

“I’m sorry,” she says with her voice breaking up a bit. She looks up at me, and I just search her sad eyes for a moment before kissing her long and deep.

“What are you apologizing for?” I ask her, holding her close to me and running my fingers through her delicate shoulder length black hair. “What happened, Viv.”

She shakes her head and sniffs against a congested nose. “That guy,” she turns her head, then brings it back, “I recognized him from this place. This coffee shop. I saw him this morning and he was a real prick. So when I saw him at the front door I got really suspicious,” her throat moves as she swallows, “really afraid.”

“You were good, Viv,” I tell her, caressing her more, “so good. Just one second,” I tell her before breaking away from her and stepping past the corpse. I holster my weapon.

Morgana’s face is red when I pick her up in my arms and hold her against me, “It’s okay little lass,” I tell her, shushing her and repeating that it’s all okay now.

“We need to move, Viv. Not going to be safe to stay here tonight.”

**

LEO HADN’T MADE IT BACK to HQ yet. Probably still busy fencing all of that loot in the back of the SUV that I rented out.

Can’t believe those Brenaise mongrels were actually willing to go as far as they did. Now there’s only one thing on my mind. Revenge. Can’t let that sort of thing stand. Attacking me? That’s one thing. Coming after what’s mine? Not a chance.

Leading Vivian into one of the guest rooms, I open up the door for her and follow in behind her. Had Matthew and Richard go and watch over the baby, and I had to make a couple of phone calls to our cleaners of course. Sometime in the afternoon they’ll be done, and I’ve got to make sure I’ve got a couple of the boys outside at all times now.

The room is simple. Single bed with blue sheets and a darker blue blanket, big enough to fit one person. Nightstand with a digital alarm, small wooden desk with an office chair and an adequately sized dresser along the wall in the center of the place. Floor’s made of concrete, but this whole place was added on about six years ago for times of war anyway – it wasn’t meant exactly for comfort. Vivian sidles over to the bed and sits down, looking like she just wants to collapse, and honestly, I just want to steal that tiredness from her.

I wish I could take away the pain of what she had to endure, but I sure won’t let it go without a response.

Striding over to Vivian, I stand in front of her and left her chin up with two fingers, and have her look at me with those gut-punching sad eyes. “I’ve got you now babe,” I tell her, feeling my jaw tighten at the thought of losing her, “I’m sorry that I let this happen to you. Are you okay?”

Water forms in her eyes, and it looks like they want to escape. She swallows, and I watch her delicate neck move with this effortless beauty, “I know.” It feels like that’s not what she was going to say, that she wanted to be angry at me – perditions'she knew better than me. “I’ll be alright… my head and my rear are killing me, and my stomach’s sore. But I’ll live.”

“You were right, Viv. I was wrong,” I admit, moving my head from left to right, “I was wrong, Viv. And I’m sorry, but I’m telling you now,” I bring my voice to sotto, “I will never let you be put in that kind of situation again.” My chest tightens at even thinking about saying those words I never thought that I’d say. Have I forgotten how to say them? The way that my throat tightens makes me think so, and I can see it in her eyes that she’s waiting for me to spit it out. “I love you, Viv,” I finally say. “I’m in love with you,” I close my eyes and take a breath, “and if I never had the chance to tell you that. If I lost you tonight? I’d have ended up like my father. Boozing and whoring and gambling to an early grave; lose my will and become a spinless coward.” Anger runs up my spine at the thought of him, and when I open my eyes, Vivian’s standing there with me, her hands on my hips. “I just know it, Viv. You saved me,” I confess from the deepest parts of my soul. She holds me tighter, and my heart pulls with warmth. “If it weren’t for you, Vivian Blackwoode, I’d never be a better man.”

I press my head against hers, so that our noses are touching, and I let out the heaviest breath of my life – the one that I’ve been carrying with me since birth. After a moment, she kisses my lips and moves her hands to my back, “I love you too, Connifer Morgenstern, but you’re wrong.” I narrow my eyes at her. “You wouldn’t end up like you dad,” she says it with such certainty my heart skips a beat, “you’re already a good man. Start owning it.”

My lips curl into a grin and I crush my lips against her, taking in all of the warmth and passion of her beauty – hoping to steal it forever, to nurture and care for it; to house it within me ‘till my bones are old and gone and there’s nothing left of me. I press her down against the bed and bite against her lip, my cock getting harder and harder by the second as it presses firmly against my black jeans. And in that instant, I know that I’ll carry her love with me from this life into the next. She moans our my name, and in turn, I growl out her own, hurriedly stripping of her clothes: Idiot I need to rip them off of her at this point. When she’s down to just her panties and her beautiful belly are there for me to drink in, I kiss down her neck, sucking and biting and marking her as mine. “You’re mine,” I whisper between the kisses, running my lips along her shoulder bones that frame her perfect body.

“Your’s,” she husks, pushing her head back against the pillow and letting me eat her out to my hearts content after such a stressful night. Dang right I’m going to make my baby girl cum.

“THIS IS THE PART WHERE I say that was the best orgasm of my life, right?” Vivian jests, turning in bed so that she’s resting on her side, her chin sitting in the palm of her hand.

“Just wait,” I tell her, “cause that gold medal is going to get taken away pretty fast,” I smile at her and move to my side as well.

Viv laughs, “Looking forward to it.” She works her lips in a subtle tic, “so.”

“Oh no,” I reply, “nothing good has ever started with so.”

She looks at me for a moment, completely quiet, “You remember that session you did on me?” I nod my head. “Yesterday when I was pissed? Which, you know, I’m sorry about, by the way. I was just… being emotional and stupid. I went down to that chapel you showed me, and I can’t say why for sure, but something clicked in my mind.”

“Interesting,” I muse aloud, “that does happen from time to time. What clicked?”

“I remembered something about my mother, back when I was just a kid,” she pauses for a while, and I can tell this is deeply personal, whatever it was she experienced. “I’ve had these dreams, these nightmares, for a long, long time. And I could never understand why.” Vivian brushes back some of her hair, “my mom drowned me in a bathtub. I guess it was repressed memories or some trash, like you said, because I never… never once thought about that.”

“Goodness. I’m sorry, Viv.” I sling an arm over her back and pull her in closer to me, so that she can bury her face against my chest. “At least you’ve some peace.”

“Not yet,” she admits softly, “I think there’s something that I have to do first.”

“Cryptic.”

She looks up at me and smiles, “You’ll be coming with me.”

“Oh will I?”

Viv nods very sure of herself.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” I whisper.

ONCE VIV FALLS ASLEEP and I get a little more time with her, I quietly slip out of bed and creep over to the door so that I don’t wake her. Later, when Leo’s back from doing his part of the job, I’m waiting for him just outside HQ at the front door, leaning up against the old and red brick wall. The compound itself has been around for nearly eighty years, and it’s tucked away between several packing facilities and residential buildings. The surrounding perimeter is gated with barbed wire, and a number of cars are scattered in the parking lot, some within the painted white lines, others stupidly parked wherever.

The two men watching the front gate entrance wheel it open for Leonardo, and he struts his way to me in his white three piece suit. “Ah,” he vocalizes loudly. “You got that look in your face, Con.”

I step over to him, my arms folded over one another, “I do.”

Leo smirks to show me his pearly white teeth, his head of dark green colored hair a royal mess, “Well if you care at all, our bait and switch was a wild success. But please,” he cocks his head, “by all means. Ruin my night with bad news. It’s on the rise I hear, for us.”

“Some cheap, back-alley stain that made it into the world came by while I was out,” I start to explain—

“Incredible,” Leo’s face loses all glimmer of fun.

“Yeah. The Brenaise moved against us. Against me, and they roughed up Vivian pretty bad… they were going to kill her, Leo. They didn’t give a hoot.” Leo’s hands find his pockets, and his line of sight dips to the ground’s pavement. “Thank my quite frankly way-bigger-than-yours sack that I got there in time, and that the lass was foxy enough to keep cool,” I clench my teeth and feel my jaw set, “look. I need your permission for this. We can’t just let them get away with that.”

“No,” his answer comes so fast it physically hurts in my chest.

Lurching my jaw forward, my mouth makes a small o, “What?”

Leo brings his gaze to level with me, “I said no, Con.”

My nostrils flare and pins dance across the length of my spine; in my head I’m saying something calm and cool and measured, “Why the heck not,” is what comes out instead.

“The bloodshed has to be calculated,” he says with deadly, no argument permitted calm. “This isn’t something you decide with your toe.”

“I’m deciding with my heart,” I say far more loudly than I know I should have. But I don’t stop there, I close the last distance between us and I get in Leo’s face so that our noses nearly touch. “Tell me no,” I encourage, the malice dripping from my tone and the rage pumping thick and hot in my heart. “Tell me no, and pretend for two seconds of your life that you give a hoot. Pretend that it was Tabitha, go on. What wouldn’t you do for that girl?”

“You’re on a Hotstreak, Con,” he roars, not backing down an inch. “You know what happens to a man when he hits it big like that? You got a girl going for you – a girl that I know you care about—“

“That I love.” The word resonates throughout my whole body, and for once in my life I’m not afraid to say it out loud.

“That may be,” Leonardo growls, “but you’ve got a girl, and you’ve got a kid, and you just helped me pull off a score that’s going to bring us a lot of good. That’s goin’ to do the people a lot of good.”

“What are you getting at, why can’t you just work with me on this?”

“Because it all matters. Because that’s what a Hotstreak is, didn’t you ever hear pops talk about that? You get hot hands in basketball, you keep shooting and you keep scoring – but it doesn’t last forever.” Leo pushes out a hard breath through his nose. “You think that it does, you think that, that nothing can stop you. But things don’t last forever. Every shot that you make you hold the chance to miss, and when you do? That blow-back is going to get everyone in danger. When the time is right? That’s when I’ll say yes, brother. That’s when we’ll make them pay. Now find your zen.” Leo walks forward and bumps my shoulder with his own, walking right past me and into the compound.

God dang it. The anger seethes just beneath my skin, and I close my eyes tight wanting nothing more than to make those mongrels pay for what they put her through.

I have to accept this. I have to.

Idiot.

 

CHAPTER 22

CONNIFER

IT’S NEARING THREE PM when I hear a loud series of knocks on the door of my apartment. Vivian’s face down and rear bare having passed out for another nap; good thing our guys work quick or I’d be having a real bad time explaining why I had a dead man in my closet.

The knocks come again and send more jolts through me, and honestly they’re beginning to piss me off, since now they’re stirring Viv awake.

“What’s going on?” She groans half asleep.

“Nothing, lass, you just stay right there and think happy thoughts. I’ll give ‘em the boot.” I put on my black underwear and rub my hand over my face, trying to chase the remaining sleep away before heading off to the front door of the apartment. Just after I undo the locks, I take a look through the peep hole and curse beneath my breath.

She does not need to be here. Matthew and Richard must have had to stand down because of the muscle.

Still, I open the door to the sight of Helena and her three suited cronies, along with a smarmy looking lawyer type whose glasses are just a bit too big for his face.  They’re Made Men from the Brenaise criminal empire. Just looking at them makes my gut twist with the need to make them hurt for what they put Viv and Morgana through; but after what Leo said, and knowing that taking lives isn’t what hurts the higher-ups, I manage to still that anger.

Helena steps to me, “Don’t make this hard for me, Connifer.”

I put my hands on either side of the door frame, and lean my face in closer to her, “Or what? You’ll have”—I scan between the three quiet Brenaise men—“these goons come at me?” A huff escapes my nose, “right. I could put the three of you down with one arm and fingerharass the girls you think adore you before the night’s done. Won’t even remember you thugs, I promise you that.”

The man in the middle of the three brandishes the pistol hidden beneath the jacket of his suit, “Let’s keep this clean for the lady’s sake.”

“God dang it,” Helena says, shaking her head, “I just want my kid back. I’m out, Connifer. I’m clean.”

“Incredible,” I call, gripping the frames of the door harder. “I had a bad night last night.” I glare at the middle Made Man, and then bring my gaze back to Helena. “So if you’d kindly idiot off and give me a day of peace, I’d really appreciate it. If you want your kid back, prove it—“

“I have the papers to prove it. I’m clean, and I want her back. Look, I’m glad that you helped—“

“I saved her, Hel. If you want her back… I’ll give her to you. But I want proof. Keep yourself clean for sixty days, we’re family, but we’ve got to do what’s right for her.”

That smarmy looking lawyer adjusts his glasses and moves closer to me, and I know that he’s going to say something, so I jut myself forward suddenly – making him flinch back. “A-actually,” he starts.

I feel a hand on my back suddenly, and I look over my shoulder to see Vivian’s worried eyes.

“What’s going on?” Vivian asks.

My first reply in my head is that I want to say nothing, go back to sleep. “These mongrels want to take my little girl.”

The Lawyer continues, “Miss Forsycthe is well within her rights to uhm, procure her daughter mister Morgenstern.”

Helena gives me that smug smirk, “It’s time to quit acting tough, don’t make my help do this.” As if she forgot something she adds, “please.”

It’s too much. I can’t do this. I can’t just let her go like this. Her and Vivian are the closest things I’ve ever had in my life to a family, and I’m supposed to be the one that cares for them – aren’t I? Vivian tugs at my waist, and after a stubborn moment I go with her pulling, and move away from the front door to turn to her. I plead with her silently, secretly begging that she’ll have any answer except the one that I don’t want to listen to. “What do I do, Viv…”

“You have to let her go, Con,” she says it with such heartbreak in her voice that I feel a knife rip through my chest. “Look, I have a friend – my roommate actually – and, if it’s meant to be… we can get her back. You did your part and you did it better than anyone could have asked for… but you’ve got to swallow your pride for now. We’ll figure this out.”

Shaking my head, I still just don’t want to accept it, but I know that she’s right. “They’re both my family, but I just can’t trust her right now. The little lass needs someone that gives a trash.”

“And right now that can’t be you,” Viv holds my waist tighter, “if you’re right, the second she screws up we’ll do something about it. You’re going to be a great father one day, regardless.”

“I don’t want to wait for a mistake I know that’s coming,” I whisper, and behind me Helena and her lawyer step inside my home. It feels like a perversion of the safety my home’s supposed to bring, similar to what happened last night. “But… you’re right, Viv.” Saying those words takes all the strength from me, and I pull her in close to me so that I can hug her: So that I can be held by her.

When Helena and the Lawyer come back around with Morgana snuggly tucked away in her blanket, she’s fussing a bit but she seems happy to see her mom. She comes over to me with the baby, and I stand next to Vivian, keeping my one arm hooked around her delicate waist. “Thanks again,” Helena says, rocking the baby a bit, “you always were a good man, Connifer.”

I get a last look at the baby, and instead of telling Helena to just hurry the heck up and leave, I opt to say nothing.

Just silently get that final look at one of the lights in my life.

 

CHAPTER 23

CONNIFER

ONE WEEK LATER

PEOPLE ARE ALWAYS SURPRISED when they wake up in the morning and find their trash’s been taken after a quick break in through the window; but that’s what happens when you don’t have some kind of security system. Wasn’t surprised that Helena couldn’t afford one in the dilapidated house she’s renting out. Creeping around the place in the dead of night, I push in the button on my micro flashlight. The kind that gets issued to the police.

Just looking at all the various junk scattered around the living room is pissing me off. Dirty laundry all over the place, cockroaches skittering across the floor, unwashed plates of food hanging around on the torn up couch, cigarette butts making small piles below the coffee table where Helena got too lazy to leave them in the ash tray. 

I stalk through the place quiet as the night, dressed in my dark grey Henley and black military cargo pants. My black boots touch the carpet as I move to what I presume to be Helena’s bedroom. Opening the door quietly, I shine my light just at the foot of the mattress that’s laying on the floor, spotting a sleeping Helena wrapped up in a series of nasty cigarette stained blankets.

I scan the flashlight around the room looking for Morgana, and I find her wrapped in that same blanket that I bought for her, just sitting there on the floor beside her mother. Goodness she doesn’t even have a crib for her, I’m amazed the poor thing’s managed to fall into slumber.

Taking a step forward, I feel something crunch beneath my boot, and I lift up my foot to shine the light down there.

Used syringe.

Heat rises up from my feet and straight to my head. That just confirms all my worst fears. Digging through the pocket of my pants, I pull out the cocktail of tranqs that I’d prepared before coming out tonight, a small syringe filled with clear liquid. I sneak to the side opposite of where Morgana’s sleeping on the floor, positioning right next to the no doubt spaced out on heroin Helena.

Family’s family, and I won’t stand idly by while she gets her daughter killed from all this drugged out negligence.

I take the filled syringe in my hand and push the needle into Helena’s arm, injecting her with my own personal mixture of tranquilizers.

Her eyes pop open and she gasps, “What the heck”—

“Don’t talk,” I command. “I don’t care if I have to find a home for the girl, Helena, but she’s not staying here. Not with you.”

She looks like she wants to say something while she weakly pushes at me with her small hands; she’s realizing of course how quickly this is hitting her whole system. “You’re a killer,” she says, “and a criminal.”

“I’m a son first, and a father second. You lost your chance,” I growl, picking myself up to my feet and stepping over to Morgana. Picking the little babe up and cradling her against me, she stirs with some surprise, so I make sure to whisper sweet assurances. Then I bring my gaze back to Helena, “don’t think about using your little connection to hurt me,” I tell her and move towards the ajar bedroom door, “I’ve got something that I care about. Don’t think I won’t use everything that I have to destroy either of you.”

 

CHAPTER 24

VIVIAN

ONE MONTH LATER

I DECIDED TO PLAY NAVIGATOR and let Connifer drive us in his dodge charger to Dad’s place in Pointe Place, Wisconsin. It was a long trip but we made the road our private adventure all along the way; stopping and checking out clubs, movies, meeting some of his distant friends both in and outside of his line of work, playing pool, or rather, sucking rear at pool. Shooting darts, and stopping him from getting into fights we both know that he could win. Our getaway adventure.

“This the place?” Connifer asks as we pull up to my home. My home where the memories still linger in my head and my heart.

“Yeah, this is it.”

“Consider yourself lucky. Sure beats the slums I crawled out of.”

I smile at him and playfully punch his shoulder, “It’s not a contest.”

“But if it was…”

“Still not a contest.”

Connifer sets the car into park and kills the engine, giving me a sly grin that communicates succinctly: Still a better home than I’d ever had. “So,” he begins, turning his head to face me, “do you think he’ll just be really happy to see you and kind of let it slide that I’m sleeping with you?” His brows raise up, “or is he going to kick me out of his place in the most reckless fashion possible?”

I shrug, “Dad’s a complicated man. I think most fathers are.”

“Pedestals are bad for a reason, Viv.”

“Say one more word and I’ll push you off of one.”

Connifer chuckles, undoes his belt, and opens his car door, “If that’s how I go out my good name as Fixer around Chaos won’t last past my funeral.”

I mirror his movements, getting out of the car, “The only thing good about your name is…”

“Everything? Viv I don’t choose to melt panties”—

“Alright you’re sticking to one word responses around Dad,” I tell him before we start up the snaking concrete path. Halfway to the door and Connifer takes my hand in his, holding me with tender affection, and a finger of warmth presses against my heart – filling me with a sense of peace and calm, one that makes me feel like this will all work out in time.

When we get to the front door, I knock on it loudly, and after a few moments pass, Connifer and I look at one another. Maybe he’s sleeping or something. I hope that he’s not drinking. When Connifer pounds on the door a few times, my heart jumps in my chest. An anxious excitement fills my body like a well.

That’s when the door opens, and I see my Dad’s face again, and all that anxiety turns effortlessly to joy.

“Vivian,” Dad gasps, and for the first time in as long as I can remember I’m seeing tears well up in his eyes.

What hits me harder is that I feel that familiar sting just behind mine. “Dad.”

For a moment I see his whole carefully constructed wall of emotions come crashing down, and he sobs for a second, and we both come together wrapping our arms around each other. He holds me so tight that I feel like he’s going to crush me. I sink my head into his chest and squeeze him with everything that I have; hoping that I can push all my regret and my missing him into that one hug, to make up for all the times that I never told him how much I loved him. How much I needed him in my life.

How he was both my father and my mother, even if I never fully understood that.

“I thought you were dead,” he says, “I thought you were gone.” His arms somehow squeeze me tighter, and he runs his hand against the back of my head, feeling my hair. “I couldn’t bare it, Viv,” he croaks, “I’m so sorry for what I did – I’m so sorry. Please.”—

“I know, I know,” I feel the tears trailing down my face and everything that isn’t us just vanishes into the wind. “I’m sorry too.”

“You don’t have to forgive me. Just. Goodness, where did you go?” He sniffs hard and tries to compose himself, pulling his head back to glance over at Connifer, who has done a wonderful job at remaining silent; but he’s my rock. The anchor that keeps me from going off the rails. I’m happy that he came.

“I went to look for Mom.”

Dad looks at me dumbfounded, “You were looking for her all this time?”

“Mostly yes. I had a heck of a time getting there, but I drove to Chaos hoping to find her… those dreams that I used to tell you about? I never really stopped getting them.”

“I can’t believe you went all that way,” Dad clears his throat and wipes beneath his eyes with the back of his index finger, “I was so worried for you sweetheart.” He looks over to Con. “I’m sorry,” he starts, “ but whose the lumberjack?”

I hear Connifer chortle behind me, and I answer for him: “It’s a long story, but that’s Connifer, and he’s… he’s been great. He’s my friend—“

Dad’s eyebrows rise, “He’s your boyfriend.”

“What?” I was kind of hoping to ease into that one.

“Look I’m not the brightest man, you know that,” he says, “and I’ve made a lifetime of mistakes. But it’s like a sixth sense in our brains. Come on inside.”

So we all move to the living room and gather around the couch, Dad taking his place on the brown leather recliner.

“So…” Connifer begins, “I feel like I should shake your hand or something.”

“Dad doesn’t really do handshakes, or hugs for that matter.”

Nodding his head, Dad agrees with me, “What you just saw,with me breaking down? That stays between us.”

Connifer smiles, “I’m used to keeping secrets.”

Dad’s eyes narrow at Connifer.

“He means from anyone but me,” I add, jokingly elbowing Connifer. “Anyway, I spent a long time struggling to make it in Chaos, Dad. And I realized a lot of things… I kept taking things out on everyone but myself, and I was sick of not finding my place in the world.” My throat tightens with what I want to tell him next, “I remembered something from those nightmares, from those dreams.”

My Dad’s face goes cold, “I tried to protect you from it, Viv.”

“I know,” I swallow hard, “I’m sure you had your reasons. But I spent a long time thinking about it, and I just wanted to tell you that I’m so happy that you were there for me. That you were my both my mom and my dad. And if it’s okay with you, I’d love to stay around for a little while and make up for all the time that we missed.”

For the first time in forever I see my Dad grin from ear to ear, “You don’t even have to ask. You know… I loved your mother, but she was sick sweetheart.” That grin quickly fades, “and she did love you. I know that she did. I don’t know what ever happened to her, but I’ll always be thankful that I met her because she gave me you.”

Connifer slides his hand over to mine and grips me firmly, “I’m thankful too,” he whispers in my ear.

We talk for what seems like hours, and I fill Dad in on all the points of my adventures in the streets of Chaos. But there’s still one more thing that I want to do before I settle in for my reunion, so I excuse myself and instruct Con and Dad to play nice while I’m gone

HOPPING OUT OF THE CAR I walk up the concrete path to Belle’s house, and I’m flooded with butterflies of memory at the days that I used to spend here when I was still in grade school. There’s still the tire hanging off of the apple tree in the front yard, and it’s like I’m back to when we were having such simple fun. How we used to stay up later than we should have, and how her mother miss Seawater would come in half a dozen times at night telling us to go back to sleep. Even now I can hear that music that I couldn’t stand All The Light by Cameron Silvers. The song that she’d make me listen to every chance that she could.

I think that I let too many feelings of jealousy get in the way of our friendship. And I know now how badly I screwed up letting our friendship slip away; the thought that she had such a wonderful family, that she had a mother who loved her and cared for her and could still talk to her. It ate me up inside. I should have let go of those bad feelings, and I should have just appreciated the fact that her parents were nothing but kind to me. That Belle was the only thing I really had for a long time to keep me sane.

Stepping up to the fancy wooden door of her home, I ring the doorbell.

The door opens and Belle comes into my view, her golden tresses pouring around her shoulders. She’s wearing a pretty, light green sun dress.

“Vivian?” She says, “oh my god where have you been!” She smiles and throws her arms around me like nothing’s wrong with the way that I left things. “Your paw’s been so worried about you!”

I sling my arms around her and I can’t help but laugh from her warmth and worry. “I know, I just spoke with him and we hashed things out.”

She lets go of me and stands there as beautiful as I remember. “Just where were you? What even happened?”

“It’s a long story. But I’ll tell you all about it if you don’t still hate me for how I’ve treated you. And I don’t mean just for the way I snapped at you… I mean for disconnecting… for treating you like a stranger. I’m really sorry that I was always such a nasty, nasty friend to you.”

Belle gives me a crooked smirk and shakes her head, “You’ve never not been welcome here, Viv. And for what it’s worth. I missed you. I forgive you okay? Now come inside Mom’s gonna be happy to have you over for once.”

 

CHAPTER 25

VIVIAN

ONE YEAR LATER

THE STICK TURNS BLUE and I’m flooded with a sense of shock and joy.

I’m going to be a mom.

Incredible. “It’s blue!” I shout from the bathroom and drop the white stick on the bathroom counter of our apartment. I turn on my heel and head through the open doorway into the master bedroom where Connifer’s laying on the black sheet covered bed. He’s already looking at me with that infectious grin on his face, and a gleam of joy in his cool blue eyes. Morgana’s clothed in her pint-sized lilac dress and sitting on her daddy’s stomach, pulling playfully at his beard.

“It’s blue?” Connifer asks with naked joy.

“It’s blue!” I practically squeal before jumping onto the bed and joining them, snuggling up to Connifer and kissing him over and over. I don’t know how many times I repeat it’s blue while my lips are on him, but I’m sure that it’s enough to break some sort of Guinness world record. I slip my hand in Connifer’s and squeeze him tightly, hoping to give him some of the love that’s pumping through me. 

The baby looks to our engagement rings for a moment before throwing her arms around my back and neck, jealous that I’m stealing some of her precious time with Con. “Bwu,” she vocalizes, “mama bwu.”

Connifer laughs, “I think you got her excited, love.”

“That’s because it’s blue,” I giggle, kissing his lips for a good long time, sending my other hand to the back of Morgana’s head and holding her from an awkward position. “She’s going to have a sister.”

“Or a brother.”

My eyes go wide with a mix of excitement and, “Or both.” Now I’m thinking about all the people I’ll have to have over for the baby shower. Ray and his fiancé Charles. Leo and Tabitha. Dad and Belle and Samantha.

“Two boys,” Connifer says with the weight of impending sleep in his tone, kissing my lips again, “two strong boys and their little sister.”

I smile at him, putting my hand on his face, and in that moment the warmth of our soul’s entwine with one another. The love that we share crystallizes in time, like a morning rise of orange against the lush green of nature; joy cloaks itself around the three of us, and I know like a holy truth that our bond is going to carry us from here and into a blissful forever.

THE END.
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1

Jessica

You know your day's going bad when you find yourself having to recklessly speed downtown; I could hear my boss grinding his teeth just waiting for my late rear. 

I'd slept late and though it wasn't like me to hit snooze on the alarm sixteen times; I forced my white 2002 corolla to slow down, taking a sharp right turn against a red light. Yeah, never mind, that sounds like me nearly every dang day. My tires screeched like a banshee in heat and a few people in traffic were kind enough to tell me to go and get myself laid. 

Couldn't disagree with that solid advice. 

I rolled my eyes briefly and sped onward to the Applegate Sun. They were of course, one of the more modestly sized newspaper companies, but a girl's gotta get paid somehow. It wasn't all bad, spending most of my days writing for people that thought less of me than the shoes they would come in to work with.

Alright, well at least the pay was still solid. Mostly.

Some of my co-workers saw me as 'lucky' for having our head writer, Amanda Childes, get a nasty case of bronchitis. Me? I found myself supremely unlucky. Not that that was much different than how things usually were for me. With Amanda benched, my hard-rear and notoriously Machiavellian boss, Franklin Gates, was on the hunt for her temporary replacement. Someone, and I’m not naming names – but it was probably Laura Tankretti, sly as a fox and total office BFF,  had the bright idea to float my name in his ear. Can't say it was my cheery demeanor that caused me to make a good impression on people.

Whatever it was about me, it always seems to get me in the wrong place, at the wrong time. Wrong described my life all too well, and I was starting to get sick of the taste of those bitter ashes in my mouth. People in life always had the mind to mention that hard work and being kind led to good things, that something better is always just right around the corner. Yeah, well, guess Fate didn’t get that notice – seems like nobody above, or below, knows my name.

Flying like a bat out of torture through another red light, I expertly weaved my now going on six years old labor of love through a frantic sea of mechanical beasts, prowling the rough and tumbled streets. I could feel my nerves flaring up; a horrible mix of anticipation, fear, and eerie serenity. Horns wailed, but all I could hear was the cranked up smoothness of my rock ‘n roll; the flow and motion of the car as I turned and threaded the needle, so to speak.

Alright Jessica, get your head in the game - you keep this up, you're going to hurt somebody. Keep cool. Everything around you is just a distraction, just noise. 

Beat the noise. 

The gripping tightness in my gut wound itself tighter when I had to slam on my brakes for the guy ahead of me. The four banshees screamed their displeasure, and my hand found its way quickly to the horn. When I was in my more rebellious youth, I tended to watch a lot of action movies and car chases were my absolute jam.  Dad, when he was around, half expected I’d end up in jail for boosting cars or playing driver to some robbery. I always did have a knack for disappointing him.

 

This fracking guy, what is he doing? He had no reason to stop. I blare my horn again quickly and check my mirror, switching over to the right lane and throwing up my favorite finger at the SUV as I pass him.

***

Rolling to a stop, I arrive in the parking lot at work. Even though I know I'm running late, I give myself a quick once over in the mirror; green eyes, framed by what an ex used to call 'fiery' orange hair, stared back at me. I wrinkled my nose and took a deep breath. You can do this, don't let them smell the fear on you. If Gates knows you’re afraid, he’ll rip you apart.

Getting out of my corolla, I slam the door shut and strut my way through the parking lot. I wasn't wearing anything particularly fancy; I liked to keep things casual and not too serious. Black workpants with a white button-up and my favorite pair of faux-leather lace-up boots.

Finding myself at the door connecting to the Applegate building, I went through and padded down the empty hall. Maybe I didn't want to dress too sharp after what happened, subconsciously I guess. Jerry was, well, a real piece of work. Just thinking about him made it feel like there were spiders crawling all over me, I could feel them. I could feel them and a cold shudder passed through me at the memory of his hands pushing me and shoving me, touching me and probing me.

I felt like I was suffocating all over again, and I knew that I had to reign myself in. Or else.

Don't think about that creep, I thought. He's dead to you now. I pushed the thought from my mind and spent a spell getting through the hornets’ nest of writers, editors, researchers, interns and a potpourri of other various journalistic specialists. The main office room was a series of cubicles, warm electronic lights and natural shafts of sunlight; of which, they poured from the large windows on the wall that faced towards the bustling streets and buildings outside.

There was one employee, my good friend Laura, who had the gall to actually come and notice my late rear. "Finally decided to show up huh?" She asked. She was a rough and tough country girl, probably more used to horses than to men. Laura liked to frequently eschew the normal dress code, even more so than me, and dressed herself in a plaid top. I envied her though, for having a definitive style and managing to make it work for her.

I gave her a quick wave, hurrying myself along, "Yeah, well," I started, "you know. I thought to myself 'why come in today? If I come in, Laura's not going to have to get a blasted thing done'."

She nodded her head sarcastically, "Right. You slept in," she called out matter of fact as I passed her.

"I totally slept in," I turned and admitted, starting to walk backwards, and brought my arms out, giving her a look that said 'idiot me, right?' "I realize sleep isn't what they pay us in, but it'd be nice if they'd let us have some of it every once in a while. You know, just to pretend like we’re normal." I spun on my heel, turning away from Laura and continuing to Mr. Gates’s office.

Before me was the glass behemoth that no man or woman was ever supposed to come out of alive, or so I’d been told often enough. I'd only met the man a handful of times while I've been working the job, but every time I saw him he had a look on his face that told me 'Hey, Jessica, if you could do me a favor and just lay still for me while I rip out your guts and feed it to the peanut gallery, that'd be great'. He had the most intense silvery eyebrows I'd ever seen, like someone had taken a hammer to his face and just forged him to be some pure machine of hate and disappointment. 

I steeled myself for the moment to come and straightened down my clothes, trying to put out wrinkles that weren't there.

I reached for the door handle and turned it. I looked back briefly behind me, and then shut the door. He was sitting there, in his throne of a chair, a quiet rage seething just below his skin. Mr. Gates looked at me with those cold, appraising brown eyes. "Ives," he said simply. He had a receding head of wispy grey hair that was parted to the left, and a strong, historic jaw.

"Sir, I can explain--"

He put up a hand and shook his head. I could feel my heart tapping against my chest. "No need to explain," he let out a breath like he had been practicing since he realized that I was going to be late this morning, as though it were the one thing that gave him joy in his life. "Can't expect the best when you don't have the best."

I smiled, like I usually did when I wanted to rip off someone's head. Hard to expect the best out of your employee's when your boss treats them like garbage.

"Sit," Gates pointedly insisted, steepling his hands together.

Finding my way over to the seat, I sat down and settled in. "I am sorry, sir," I did my best to assuage the man's temper. I was probably wasting my breath, but in the world of politics only two things got you further up the trash ladder: kissing up and faking statistics. And on the truly rare occasion, doing hard, honest work.

He gave a single chuckle, "I don't want sorry, Ives. You know Amanda's sick, everyone does. You're lucky to be sitting here, you know," Gates pulled himself up from the large, red leather chair. "I could have pulled anyone from the pit, so trust me on this, Ives," a throne hand-stitched for jerks. The man slowly crept over towards me. His eyes narrowed and his face darkened, "I will not tolerate failure."

I can hardly tolerate you, "I understand, sir."

He said nothing about that, but instead gave me a concerned look. "I know what's going on with your mother," he said, his tone turning softer, gentler, like he was reconsidering his hard position. "She's good people."

A finger of warmth pressed against my chest, and I found that a pebble had made its home in my throat, "She is."

"Let me cut this down to the brass tacks," Gates backed away from me then, moving over to his giant, rich, cedar wood desk. "If you agree to take this job, and by no means is this going to be easy, mind you. I'm not going to lie to you, kiddo," his eyes told me more than his mouth ever could - it was strange, to have him come across as so cruel, but now so concerned. "You do this, and I'll put you on the clock for every billable hour you can give me, and I'll pay you at double your rate. If you can deliver me a truly substantial piece, I'll throw in a bonus and have you as first in line, come promotional rounds."

Fire went through my flesh freely. All of that for Amanda's assignment? This has got to be huge. Just what am I getting myself into? "Sir, that's very generous of you - but I'm, I'm not in the know," I admitted, confused. The wire of my well-worn bra poked at my breast when I moved in my seat, "what was Amanda tasked for?"

A smile walked along the lines of Mr. Gate's face. "You ever hear of Reapers? Notorious guys, I’ll tell you that much."

I narrowed my brows and tilted my head, I hadn't heard of a hell nor a reaper. "Can't say that I have, sounds pretty grimdark, though." 

He nodded his head, "They're bikers. Gangsters even, to me at least. They style themselves as kings of the underworld, Ives, and what they do? The people need to know. They're out there, and they're bleeding this city for all she's worth." It looked like Mr. Gates needed to have a drag of a cigarette just talking about these people, could they really be that bad? I wasn’t convinced.

"I've literally never heard about them on the news, sir," surely they couldn't all be such terrible people. I honestly thought most of those 'gang' type clubs were for shows, like Sons of Anarchy or something. "Not in the paper; not on SM, radio or anything." SM being paper slang for Social Media. Facebook and twitter, along with reddit and tumblr, even occasionally LiveJournal; they were all strangely reliable sources for people admitting to things they shouldn't. 

"They keep things low key," Gates waved a hand, "but to those who have their ears to the ground, you'll find that they are the biggest, nastiest players in the game. The good book would burn at their feet in repulsion, if they were ever inclined to own one," Gates looked stressed, he shifted along the edge of his massive desk, his custom tailored suit moving along with him. “Drinkers. Smokers. Hitters. Dealers. They’re all of the above, Ives,” he pointed a fatherly kind of finger at me, “there’s a sin, you’ll find it in every corner of their house. They style themselves as a ‘club’ but they’re only a small step above gangbangers.”

Tingles ran through me at the thought of what those men might look like. I used to be all about the cute, bookish types - and I guess, maybe, a part of me still is. But I could never resist the inner, typical fangirl lust in me; the thought of some tatted up, muscular man-with-a-plan made my lady bits ache delightfully. "What do these guys look like? If you don't mind me asking." Please don’t mind.

"Probably how you imagine them," Gates offered. Naked and wet from a fresh shower? Yes please. "My sources tell me the Club President, Brad, has a real gruff beard," check, "and of course, these guys do time, they live it rough. They're all looking like roided out freaks, to me," delicious, so long as they’re ‘cut’ and not ‘roided out’. "And when you live the life, Amanda was telling me, if you're patched in, then you're tatted in as well. Guys wear lots of ink." Sounds like heaven to me.

"Sounds like these are some pretty rough guys, where can I find them?"

"Not a lot is known about their legitimate spots, but there is one location that Ms. Childes had scoped out. Couple of the mid-level players like to hang out at Club Vivid."

"The one down on Evelyn street?" I tried my best to look innocent. I could feel my inner self crossing her arms and giving me a pointed look. Good luck with that, Jess.

Gates gave me a funny look, his brows furrowing, making him look like an owl that wanted to peck my face off. "Yes..." he trailed off, "the one on Evelyn. Amanda theorized that it's probably a legit front."

"You mean like, a place where they clean money? So that the dirty money comes across as if it’s from legitimate business?"

Gates shook his head in acknowledgment. "I want you to infiltrate these guys, I'll give you three, maybe four weeks, to gather what you can - and I'll let you keep a log of your hours spent on this."

"That's very kind of you sir, very kind."

Gates smiled then, "I'm a kind guy, Ives, don't you know?" Your daily yelling and monthly firing of personnel tells me otherwise, sir.

"I do now," I felt a smile stretch out the lines of my face.

"This won't be easy, Ives. I can't give you any advice on how to actually approach this, but I do wish you luck. Gods know you'll be needing it. I need information on the drugs, guns, or whatever else they could be running. Tear these guys to shreds, Ives, they're the scum of this city - and it's going to be our paper that brings them out into the light."

I felt a small laugh escape me, and I threw back my wild hair over my shoulder, “Don’t worry, Boss. Us women have our ways,” men are like dogs. Show them a bone and they’ll scurry to your heel; give them what they want and they’ll tuck tail and run.

Gates looked pleased, “Of that I have no doubt, Ms.  Ives,” he said, “of that, I have no doubt.”
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"There's no way in seven hells this is gonna work, Jess," Sabrina insisted like she hadn’t just got done telling me that same thing a dozen, dozen times before. If hell existed, the devil would have a hard time convincing her where she was – even if the whole dang place was on fire and there were a chorus of pained screams in the distance.

"So make it work," I expressed, "it's not like I'm overflowing with options here, Winters," she hated it when I called her by her last name. That is, she hated it in a playful way. It was too much fun to not poke at her so.

"I'm going to make you look like you just served a john and forgot to clean up, I swear it. You should know better than to mess with a girl holding an eyelash curler." She waved the unbelievably polished curler around my face menacingly.

"Fair enough," I laughed, "better to have you as a friend than an enemy anyway."

Sabrina smirked, "You're as wise as I always thought you were. Look here now," she grabbed my chin and adjusted me, the lights of the mirror were becoming particularly annoying, but I knew that I needed some help on this one. I took pride in doing my own makeup, but I had to look believable as some kind of biker chick. Or something like that.

"I'm looking," I insisted, sounding a bit like a child.

“Heard from He Who Must Not Be Named?”

“Yeah, unfortunately.”

“You know even if it wasn’t rape, as defined by a court of law, it’s still something you could be going to the police about.” I hadn’t told her the real story, and I skirted the details. Shame crawled through my skin, but I somehow felt that if she, or anyone, knew the full extent of it, that I’d never be the same.

“I don’t want to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” I said, “I just want to forget. I just want to put it all behind me. What happens if I fan the flames?” I waited for her to reply, but she never did, “if I drag that jerk, who so unceremoniously boasted to me that he was getting a personal trainer, to court – I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Don’t you think—“

“No!” I practically snapped, and I could feel the white hot kiss of anger flowing through me, playing me like it’s mortal instrument. Sucking in a breath of air through my nose, I apologized to Sabrina, who, by the grace of her own good heart, did not chastise me.

She should yell at you for that. You can’t treat her like trash just because of what happened – no, I…I don’t want to think about it. “I’m sorry,” I repeated, sniffling now.

“It’s okay honey,” she pushed out a long breath through her nose, “I’m sorry too. It’s just, I can't believe you're going to go through with this," Sabrina shook her head, "you know it's crazy, right?" She was always protective of me, even when we were just kids in grade school. She was the big bad wolf, and I was the little lamb. For a time, anyways. She's got a good head on her shoulders, smarter than I could ever hope to be at least. She has a full head of gorgeous black hair that cascades almost to her butt. My favorite thing about her, since the day that I met her, was probably her kind eyes.

"I know," I admitted, "but I have to do it. You know that."

Sabrina didn't say anything. Instead she opted to silently agree.

"So what's going on with you?" I asked, "I haven't heard from you in weeks. That's unlike you," I said in a matter of fact tone. We were always keeping up with one another. She was a constant in my life, and I was a constant in hers. If I was her earth, she was my moon.

"I try to keep you away from guys that I like," she joked, "lest they get the hots for you instead of me. Mama's gotta get hers, you know?" Her lips formed into a sly grin.

A giggle moved through me. Most at the office would be shocked to see me acting so carefree, but Sabrina brought out the best in me. I let my walls down around her, the walls that I spent so much of my life building brick by brick. The serious demeanor, the jests and the focusing on work. I couldn't even comprehend who I was anymore, after what happened with Jerry.

How could you be so stupid?

"I don't know," Sabrina said lazily, putting down the curler and picking up a hair brush. She brought it to the crown of my head and started crafting my hair to perfection. "Jeremiah's…well..."

"He's hot, you can say it. You like hot." I’d be a hypocrite if I said otherwise.

"And you don't?" She gave me the stink eye, "please. I remember years ago when we were at the club, you had some nobody on your shoulder - I felt bad for the kid," she laughed and I could feel the happiness bubbling beneath me then, "goodness. He was like a lost puppy when he saw you drooling at the sight of that hottie. That dragon tattoo you thought was to die for." She took in a breath, “I mean, yeah, that dude was hot – but really? A dragon tattoo? You know that dude’s got problems.”

"Okay okay, I admit it," I put my hands up, "I have my weaknesses. But nobody's perfect."

Sabrina furrowed her brows then, implying that she was somehow different and possibly even above the rest of 'us' mere mortals. She was some of the best people that I'd ever known though, so I only shrugged instead of arguing.

"Well, anyway, you're just about done here. If I could wrap Jeremiah around my finger, I'd have done it by now. But you know, I feel too guilty, I mean she's a skank and all, but I know it's wrong to pine after a guy in a relationship." Sabrina was crushing pretty hard on Jeremiah Gold, basically a prince of the city. Couldn’t say that I blame her, really.

"Yeah but you're a better match for him, Sabrina, and you know that. He's not married or anything, I think you should lay it on thick and let the best woman win. I’m not saying have him cheat, but at least put yourself out there."

"Maybe," she didn't sound so confident. She grabbed a bottle of Vi D’Lune hairspray and gave my hair a squirt, mussing up the strands of my hair, making a fashionable mess of my wavy hair. “How’s that?”

I turned my head from side to side, appraising myself. I looked good, she had a way of things, I’ll give her that much. “I think that you’re a demon and your colleagues must live in fear of your wicked magics.”

Sabrina smiled, “And live in fear they shall,” she whispered darkly in my ear, leaning in close. “I think you look good,” she added, verbally patting herself on the back.

“Do I look trashy enough?”

Sabrina wrinkled her nose, “I don’t know,” she admitted, “was that what we were going for?”

“Trashy, but sexy. Isn’t that what biker girls look like?”

She shrugged her shoulders, “guess you’ll find out for the both of us,” Sabrina grinned, “snap a couple of pictures for me? The shirtless, the better.”

I raised my brow at her at that, turning to better face her, “For what nefarious devices?”

Sabrina moved back and straightened herself, “You’ve got your things,” she waved a hand nonchalantly, “I’ve got mine. Do you, Jess, and I’ll do me.”

I let out a long breath through my nose, she was always so secretive. I think she enjoyed things better that way, making something important out of nothing. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Sabrina nodded her head, “Well let’s get going then. Remember the safe word?”

I pulled myself out of the wooden chair that stood behind Sabrina’s vanity table, “Really?” I asked, “how am I going to forget Fabulous Flamingos? You better pray I text it, or you’re going to lose a best friend to death by embarrassment.”

Sabrina looked legitimately terrified, “Oh my goodness,” she put a hand to her mouth, “that can kill you?”

I stared at her mute and unimpressed with her sense of humor.

 

3

Jessica

When we finally reached club Vivid, my stomach was doing gymnastics. 

I had a bad feeling about this. 

This was unlike anything I'd ever done before, and if the men that Mr. Gates described were even half as brutal as he described, they could seriously hurt me if I make a wrong move.

Sabrina brought the car to a stop in the parking lot. It wasn't ludicrously full, but there were lots of bikes - no doubt some of them being from Reapers. Outside there were plenty of party-goers, night owls, sycophants and other various fiends. Most of them drunk or blitzed out of their minds. Smoke from cigarettes, cigars and what momma used to always refer to as 'those left handed' cigarettes, danced through the night air. Even from here you could hear the dull boom of club tunes; the outside crowd was anything except still, talking and cursing and howling, police sirens occasionally blaring off in the distance.

Focusing on the work, focusing on this moment; it was all I had left. The last fortification of Castle Ives. There was a melancholy then, that soaked itself into my bones, hiding away there were nobody could find it. Maybe Gates only picked me for this because he knew how desperate I'd be for it. Either way, I'm here now. Even if it wasn't like me to back down, I can't abandon her...she's always been there for me.

Sabrina made an offhand comment about how different the place was, how the atmosphere wasn’t so much fun as it was foreboding. We'd been to party scenes before, but nothing like this. "You don't have to do this, Jess," she whispered with genuine concern.

A smirk graced the lines of my face, and I turned to face her. I could feel the excitement and the fear in my bones; my heart was practically beating in my ears. "Relax, Winters," I said ruefully, "it's just a club, you think I'm gonna let some rowdy boys or too-drunk for their panties college girls get the best of me?" I shook my head and raised my brow half an inch, "this is nothing."

Sabrina said nothing, opting only to give me a grave glance, "Just contact me if something goes wrong. Please. And if I don't hear from you by midnight, I'm going to come down here myself and kick so much rear I won't be able to walk right for at least a week."

Laughter escaped me and fingers of joy pressed against my chest, "Yeah, from you? I'd expect nothing less."

"No doubt," Sabrina smirked, "now get out of my car you high-end whore. I’ve got more lady-like things to do than dance with some greased up bike-jocks."

I grabbed the door handle and left Sabrina's SUV, giving her a middle finger, "Frack you, Winters, you made me high-end."

She waved goodbye to me with that dumb, somehow comforting grin.

I'd looked through some of the preliminary work that Amanda had left me. One of the members she had managed to snap a couple pictures of,  which, for that, my lady bits were eternally in Amanda's debt. He looked eerily familiar, but I couldn’t place were from. Broad shoulders, a sly look on his gorgeous twenty something face – definitely on the older side and with some scruff. I was taken aback though, because the guy had tattoos and a hard look to him – but compared to the others he was, well, he looked more like an actor that was brought up in the lifestyle of an outlaw, than just an outlaw.

He had a full head of beautiful, lightly coffee colored hair, cut to a short fade on the sides of his head. With the crown of his head, he had lots of volume to his hair – thick natural strands that were parted to the side; and his swaggering bangs just came out slightly enough to frame his breathtaking face. It gave him a dangerous, but dashingly sensible look.

I worked my way through the parking lot, my heels clacking against the asphalt and a tightness gripping my stomach. I moved past a series of characters, all giving me looks like I was the holy grail of rear - as if they'd never seen a woman before. Catcalls came from behind me, and I gave the intoxicated men a sly, subtle look before moving towards the plush, red double-doors of club Vivid. The sign high above me glows a neon pink, pouring the light down onto the pavement below – bathing me in its light.

"Well well, aren't you a pretty little thing," the guy at the front said. He was tall. Stupidly tall. Muscular and covered in tattoos, his hair spiked up and black with frosted tips. He wore lots of leather, maybe he’s with Reapers?

I smiled, "Nice hair," I complimented the man genuinely.

He nodded in appreciation, bringing the palm of his hand to the tips of his slicked up hair, “Guys gimme trash for treating it right,” he confessed with an amused look. When I tried to move past him, however, he brought out an arm to block my passing. "Whoa, whoa there now, pretty thing," he said it like it was actually my name, much to my chagrin. "I'm gonna need to see your I.D before I let you in there," he had the most intense brown eyes.

"Oh, right," I said, fishing around through the small, functional slit in my yellow ochre dress for my ID. The dress itself was a high-low chiffon skirt, fashioned in the style of a shift; the outfit, though loose, wrapped itself snugly around me to accentuate my curvaceous figure. What nobody else could see, was that I happened to be acting – and consequently feeling – like a spy today; fitted snuggly around my right thigh was a Velcro holster which held my smartphone. I’d had to do my homework for this job.

Grabbing my ID, I handed it to the man.

His eyes scanned the card and glanced between me and the card. I could tell that he thought I didn't notice, but I could see that his eyes were looking at my cleavage from time to time. They were probably my strongest physical asset, and made me hugely popular throughout high school; though there was a time I thought I’d always be known as the flat chested freak. “Jessica Ivesss,” the man said, my name rolling off his tongue, “what d’you do for a living, pretty thing.”

I’d prepared for this question, which I was sure I’d inevitably get. “I’m a singer,” I said without missing a beat, pushing my chest out a bit proudly. Sure it was a lie, but it was a beautiful one. I’d never had the voice for singing, but there was scarcely a night or a day that I wouldn’t go without singing something. So long as I was alone, at least.

“Singer eh?” He looked impressed, “take it’s not anything I’d listen to,” he tilted his head.

“Probably not,” I gave a small chuckle, “you look like the punk rocker type.”

The door man shrugged, “Don’t write me off so easily, pretty thing, I’m a country boy through and through.” Incredible, dressed in leather and spikes and all man and muscle?

“I would have never guessed,” I put on my most polite face and tried once more to go inside the club; his hand brushed against my midsection, and our eyes locked. For a nightclub, it sure was hell getting inside. How’d Amanda put up with this trash?

“What’re you here for?” He asked, a genuine curiosity coloring his voice, though his eyes told the tale better than his mouth.

“Just here for a good time like anyone else, a girl can’t get laid?” I shot him a flirting glance, eyeing him from toe to head. He wasn’t my exact type, but he hit a few good marks. Tatts, muscles, height.

Come on Ives, stay focused here. You’re a professional. I could feel my internal self judging me then, I was anything but professional. I’m just a girl chasing paper for a better life.

The door man nodded his head and moved his arm away from the door, “Be careful in there,” he warned, “they’ll eat you up and spit you out. Animals,” he cursed beneath his breath.

“Thanks for your concern,” I replied, “but I’m used to bringing pups to heel.” The last thing I saw before I passed through the double doors was the man grinning from ear to ear. When I got inside, it was like I was entering a whole new world. Smoke fills the air and dozens upon dozens of party-goers pulse to the beat. I could feel the base running through my bones; the crash of rhythmic cymbals and the thundering boom of kicks. There was a wicked sounding synth that held the beat and a melodious, almost angelic piano that played the lead.

Green lights, purple lights; shafts of gold lit up certain parts of the dance floor. Some of the dancers wore glow sticks on practically every part of their body. Padding my way around the outskirts of the dance floor, I kept my eyes peeled for anyone that might even remotely look associated with the Reapers. Most of the people that I spotted were dressed up in nice shirts and party type skirts. Occasionally though, I could catch a glimpse of people moving through the crowd and hanging out in the darker parts of the club. They'd exchange a few words and cash would pass between their hands.

I wasn't sure exactly what that was supposed to mean, were they purchasing drugs just then? I put that thought on the back burner and carefully moved my way through a throng of people, brushing uncomfortably close to some men.

That was when I felt it. Some pinching sensation on the back of my rear.

I whipped around and stared down the creep who was clearly proud with what he had done. "What you pervert," I shoved him hard on his chest, causing him to stumble backwards roughly into the railings of the area outside the dance floor. I sprang into action after the man, getting up into his face and narrowing my eyes at him.

"Goodness lady," the creep said, his friends slithering up beside him, "take it easy will ya?"

"I'm not your lady," I huffed, "do that again and I'll have you crying your mother's name," I pushed him a final time and glanced over at the creep's posse. I could feel the anger rising through my bones, my heart hammering in my chest - I needed to get away from them before I did something I'd regret.

Departing from the situation, I found myself next to the bar, my hands still a little shaky from the experience. I pulled in a series of breaths and tried to calm myself down.

Don't do it. Not here. I felt the stinging kiss behind my eyes. The urge to pour out my feelings was strong; the need to be tough was stronger. I bit down on the end of my tongue hard, flashes of Jerry with his hands all over me whirling through my head.

I fumbled my way to one of the black stools at the head of the bar. Thankfully the music wasn't quite as loud here.

The bartender slinked over to my end of the table, giving me a look over. He was a short man, maybe 5'4. He had a full head of short brown hair and a full, thick beard. Tattoos of all colors and shapes and sizes covered his arms and what I could see of his chest. His white sleeves were rolled back past his elbows, giving him a cool look. "You alright?" He asked in an icy tone.

I looked up at him, trying to swallow away my nerves, "Yeah," I replied, "you got any Jager?" I inquired.

The Bartender bobbed his head and quickly produced a shot.

I stopped him before he could pour, putting up two fingers, "Make it two," I said with a certain resignation in my voice. Tonight was already going to perdition in a hand basket and I hadn't even made contact with a Reaper.

Get your trash together. Creeps will be creeps, you can't expect to not have to deal with them.

The Bartender tilted his head and went to get a second shot glass, expertly filling the two glasses and placing them down in front of me. "You here on business or pleasure?"

"I like to dabble in both," I brought the glass to my lips and tipped my head back, feeling the liquid courage worm it's way down my throat - a bitter taste burning through me. I shuddered and shook my head for a brief spell, and then grabbed the other shot, knocking it back as well.

“I see," the Bartender said, "this your first time here?"

"Do I make it so obvious?" I asked, a small smile appearing on my face.

The bartender smiled, "Not your fault," he smoothly said, "I know pretty much every face that comes in here. If you're looking for something," he leaned in closer against the counter, his hazel colored eyes gazing into my own, "I can provide."

There's no way he's talking about something illegal so non-chalantly, is there? "Provide...what, exactly?" I leaned in response.

"Whatever you need," the man reaffirmed in that lovely, smooth tone. He probably slept on the cool side of the pillow every night of his adult life. “If it can't be done tonight, then another day,” he cocked his head, “If not the next day, the next week. A step at a time, a call at a time, it'll be done."

I didn't say anything for a moment. Too stunned and still digesting what he was getting at. “You’re telling me that you could just like,” I looked away from the bartender for a moment, shaking my head, “get weed for me, right?”

The man did not say a word. He kept his gaze fixated on me, as if we had both come to some mutual understanding that why yes, I could read people’s minds if I stared hard enough at the creases on their face.

“If you can provide something for me,” I started, wrinkling my nose in suspicion, “tap the desk.”

His knuckle rapped against the black, eloquently polished counter and my heart pulsed in my chest.

“Cocaine?” There was no way this guy was for real.

Again his knuckle tapped two times.

“What if I’ve fallen on some hard times?” I asked, “say that I need a couple thousand dollars to get by, through the month.”

That familiar noise filled my ears. Something sinister slithered through the darkest canals of my mind. The heavy feeling cloaked itself around my person, and I had to look away from the Bartender’s cutting eyes for a moment.

Our eyes met once more, “Could you make someone—“ my voice was unsteady, and a knife of hurt cut cleanly through me, “could you make, someone, you know, vanish?”

The bartender’s face gave nothing away. His eyes moved from me to some approaching customers, and then he tapped the counter again with his knuckles.

"Isn't it a bit brazen to be suggesting such things?" Suggesting wasn’t the right word. He was admitting.

The Bartender cracked a sly smirk and glanced over at a couple sitting down at his bar counter. He looked back over at me, the seductive pumping and pulsing of synths going off in the background, "The people I work for are allowed to be brazen. I, am allowed to be brazen," the way he said it sent a chill up my spine, he looked so sure, so confident.

I swallowed nothing and brushed a strand of my hair back, looking around the bar, feeling more paranoid than I should be. "But, what if--"

“If what?" The man gave a small laugh, looking over to the couple drunkenly hounding him for drinks and putting up two fingers. He glanced back at me, "if you're with the law? A cop? I could throw you out on your rear, if that's what gets your rocks off.”

“I’m not into that kinky stuff,” I didn’t fully believe the words coming out of my mouth, and I got the feeling that he didn’t buy it either.

He snorted out a breath through his nose, “We both know you're not a cop," he shook his head, "Pooh Bear would have smelled your 5-0 rear coming a mile away, and a lesser man would've too. Look around you, killer," I felt a jolt of laughter roll inside of me. Pooh bear. Really? The Bartender made a gesture with his hand, and then slowly began to walk over to the hounding drink callers, "nobody here's on the right side of the law. Heck, most of them that wear blue still aren’t,” he called out.

I watched the Bartender begin to service the rest of the bar, and the only thing that could go through my mind aside from the fact that the people here were absolutely crazy; was that the tough guy door man listens to country and goes by Pooh Bear.

I wouldn't be able to print this trash even if I had camera and a microphone to back me up.

I sat around the bar for a good long while, keeping my eyes and ears open; occasionally the Bartender, who was so gracious enough to give me his nickname after some further shooting of the trash, let me know that he goes by Lex. I tried to get him to open up as to why Pooh Bear was called as such, and if he really did listen to country music - but Lex could only stonewall me with 'some things are better kept secret, plus he's my friend. You don't embarrass your friends. Well, except when you do.'

There was this one guy that caught my attention, much to my displeasure. He reeked of liquor and looked twice as smashed as anyone else in the still buzzing joint; which on closer submersion in the field, wasn’t as packed as it seemed. This drunk man had frazzled dark hair and maybe an inch or two of beard that was unkempt and groomed into the fashion of something that would imply homelessness.

Please, please for the love of god, take a shower. I started to think the poor soul probably never even heard of a wonderful thing called body wash and or shampoo. I moved over a seat, but I noticed his occasional spying towards me. Those looks dug right through my skin - like I could taste the disgusting alcohol of his breath. Like he was hovering over me and smelling me, without actually having to be there.

That was when I felt my phone buzz against my thigh.

Winters. Always having to be kept in the loop. I turned my head to the left and right, making sure that nobody was watching me; discreetly I unhooked the phone from its holster and unlocked my screen. Sure enough it was from Sabrina, checking in.

SABRINA: am I going 2 get old w/o my bestie? Do I need 2 bust down some doors?

I smiled and gave her a quick text reply, letting her know that everything was okay - that I was continuing to scope the place out, but that I hadn't found anything truly solid yet outside of the bartender. I’d have to ask him some more questions later. Putting my phone away, I turned around to face the dance floor and the outer areas, taking careful look for some of the men that I had seen earlier.

Some time passed and sure enough, I’d spot a couple of people going up to one corner of the club and talking to some darkly clothed men, handing them money. After they did that, they’d maneuver through the throngs of dancers, waitresses and the occasional security. From what I could tell, the security – including Pooh Bear – and Lex the bartender, were all likely to be under the umbrella of torture Reapers. Maybe not fully fledged members, but they had the rough and tough look to them.

Those people that met with what I assumed to be dealers, would go to some place in the back – through a hole in the wall that was guarded by two burly men; I had to admit the sight of them was…a feast for the eyes. Muscular, tall, tatted up to perdition and back and good, strong jaws on each of them. The liquor was definitely starting to work through me.

I have to get back there. If they’re dealing drugs, or whatever, they’re doing everything in separations.

Still, haven't got a heck of an idea as to how I'll get back there. I could try and buy from one of them I guess, but what if it's not as easy as Lex makes it sound? What if they grill me back there. No, going in like that is too risky.

Craning my head, I noticed a small group of men in leather and denim that must have just taken up that particular booth. Lights went off in my mind, and I honed in on them. They were definitely MC. When one of the three handsome men turned; or rather, as handsome as one could appear from just the back of one’s head, he glanced over at me for a beat of time. It felt like I had stepped into the ring with Tyson himself.

Holy. Fracking. Incredible. It was the guy. And he was hot as sin itself, just one smoldering, dangerous look my way was enough to make the pebble in my throat become a rock. I felt like a lost little girl, and that everything around me was suddenly a lot less real - that the only thing that mattered was looking into his striking blue eyes.

I went through some mental gymnastics on how to approach him, but for some reason my mind kept defaulting to 'he is way out of your league, please do not approach and make a fool of yourself'. Now that was an unusual line of thinking for me, but here? Seven hells…I thought back to what I had told Mr. Gates. About how we crafty women had our ways. But, dang. This dude was like my womanhood kryptonite.

The dangerously handsome fellow cracked an inviting smile towards me. Like one that a predatory wolf might give to a scared sheep.

I felt the lines of my face stretch involuntarily into a stupid 'I just turned eighteen and oh my god can I get your autograph?' smile. Felt like I was back at that Motley Crue concert with Sabrina, stumbling over the crowd at night trying to get a better look at Vince. No, no! Stop. But of course, my body refused to listen to my head. The smiling became a beaming on my end, and I had to turn away before I went red in the face.

Goodness. After what happened with Jerry, I didn't think I could feel...whatever that was. Find your inner composure, Ives, he's just some guy. You can talk to guys; you've done more than that plenty before.

Some stupidly hot guy, I could practically hear Sabrina whispering in my ear. If she were here, she’d be busy wiping up my drool and waving the guy over.

When I felt a hand on my shoulder, a delightful blossom of heat and excitement worked its way through my chest - and I could feel this, this connecting electricity between my breasts and the tightness between my legs. Garbage, I hadn't even realized what that man had done to my—

Turning to face the man who touched my shoulder, I came to a grim understanding that I should have noticed, by the horrifying stench, that it wasn't HAFG: Hot as idiot guy. It was the drunken, homeless looking creep. He flashed a yellow, toothy grin and stumbled around - using my shoulder as his own personal support.

I snorted out a breath through my nose and shifted in my seat, brushing him off of my person forcefully, "Go home and get some sleep, dude." It took every ounce of my will to not lash out after what happened earlier on the floor.

“Only," his words came out in a terrible drunken mess, "f'you, heh, sleep home with me?" He nearly collapsed against the counter, supremely trashfaced. This guy was gassed.

"Not a chance, you're barking up the wrong tree," I lied, it was usually easier that way to get a guy from hounding at you.

Usually.

"Fffrigging" he gave me a pointed look, his face darkening to an angry shade, "liar," he said abruptly. "You love that toe," he announced to me, as if he had known me his whole life and was simply informing me of my likes and dislikes.

I looked over to Lex, but I couldn't find the man immediately near me. He was off towards the very far end of the bar, engaged in a very animate conversation with some blonde woman. Worry worked through me effortlessly, and I felt like my skin was starting to shed right then and there. I got up off of the bar stool and backed away from the drunken idiot, "Get lost or I'll call the police, don't think I won't you old mongrel."

He laughed at that, a drunken, stupid laugh, "You-u-u won't call," he slurred out, sort of clambering towards me. He grabbed his crotch then, "you want this too much, yeah-h-h baby, you want this toe!"

In that moment, my muscles started to seize up. I’d already been drained from my previous encounter, how many men could I be expected to shove off in one night?

“There a problem here?” A deep, hard voice called out. It did these funny, peculiarly wonderful things to my stomach. I craned my head over to look at the man. 

To my joy, it was HAFG.

The drunken man slowly turned over to face the leather wearing man. He looked like a god in comparison. I could see it in the creep's eyes that he was afraid. The man was built like a mountain; broad shoulders, two heads taller than the drunk - it looked like his muscles could only barely be contained by those clothes. I imagined his solid biceps beneath his bomber jacket, and his no doubt wash-board abs hidden beneath his gray shirt. "N-no..." the drunken man slurred, "not a problem at all boss, no." He clearly recognized that HAFG was someone not to mess with.

The man in leather narrowed his eyes and stepped closer to the drunk, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and hoisting him up, so that the drunk would have to look down at him. He wriggled around like some kind of desperate worm, trying to break free from the handsome man's grip. "Seems to me like the lady doesn't want to be disturbed," his voice was threatening. Cutting. He looked over to me then, and I felt my heart tap hard against my breastbone. His presence felt like it covered the entire bar, suffocating anyone in his radius, "Am I understanding that right, lady?" I was taken aback by his manners – his rough voice hardly sounded like it was fit for conversation. It sounded like it was made for only two simple things: Fighting and.

Couldn’t say I wasn’t inclined to find out.

I gulped for a breath, "He's just - uh, drunk is...all," I felt like I was a blasted teenager, having to settle my mind down for a few seconds just to spit out words. "I mean, you know. That." I shrugged, my mouth betraying me.

Great now he probably thinks you don’t even know how to talk right. Really showing your superpowers of screwing things up today.

The striking blue eyes of the man locked on mine, and beautiful electricity seemed to flow between us - if only for a split second. But, me being me, I quickly filed the feeling away as just wishful thinking and hormones. The man nodded his head and then turned back to face the drunk. If this guy was with the Reapers though, why didn’t he have a patch?

Lex sauntered on over finally, but opted not to say anything - only exchanging a look with the jacket man.

The drunk squirmed again, practically yelling now, "Come on!" He protested, "let me go! I didn’t do anything. She came on to me."

"Not yet," the deep voiced man said, hauling the drunk over his shoulder and through the club. Everyone got out of this person's way, like he was parting the sea or something. People really seemed to know him, and perhaps even more so, fear him. 

For whatever reason, Amanda had pictures of him the most – one way or another, I’ll have to talk with him.

I turned over to Lex, catching a final glimpse of the drunk protesting as the hot dude moved closer still to the front of the club. "Who's that guy?" I inquired.

Lex grabbed an empty glass, and started wiping it down to a fine polish, "Him? Don't get any funny ideas," Lex started, "he ain't no hero. That's just Hunter, and he does for himself. Everyone around here knows that, you stick around,” Lex spied me pensively, “for whatever reason, you’ll come to know that too.”

The name rang through my head and caressed my skin like a heavenly breeze. Warmth sank deep into my bones and little pinpricks of excitement washed over my body; my inner self was nodding in appreciation of all the man's features, the image of him still fresh in my mind. "He ride?" I asked. “I mean, he looks like the type.”

"Sure as trash does," Lex confirmed, “course most of us here do. Can’t see why that’d matter to you,” he said more to himself than to me; he brought over that glass he cleaned to a beer tap, filling it to the brim. He placed the glass down before me, "for your troubles, can't keep all the rabble out all the time - you know?"

I sat back down at my seat and nodded quietly, "Yeah," I said, "thanks." The golden brew had bubbles that danced freely throughout the pint glass, it's head coming to a glorious foamy top - I could smell the hoppy delights of it already, with hints of clove and a kiss of orange citrus. "If you don't mind me asking, who're they?" I made a motion with my elbow, pointing towards the table that Hunter was sitting at before he came to my rescue.

"Them?" Lex asked, looking over to the table, "you're pretty nosy for a first timer," Lex noted, "one on the right is Reyes, the other's Jameson."

"Like the drink?"

"Like the drink," Lex affirmed, "those three are tight as..." he trailed off mid-sentence, "they're tight," he snorted through his nose, and could plainly not hide the smile that started to creep up on his face.

His smile made me grin in return, "You can be straight with me," I confessed, shrugging, "I'm a dirty girl. I freely admit and embrace it. Used to be the only one at the dinner table that cursed like a sailor, when I was younger."

"Yeah," Lex glanced over at the blonde woman who he had served previously. She looked like a dancer of sorts, but I didn't see any stripping poles. "Sorry but I try to keep myself right when I'm in the presence of a lady, sailor or not. Man's gotta have a code."

"Indeed," I wondered then, what Hunter's code was. I turned back to face the dance floor, and spotted Hunter working his way back towards me. Just like that my heart rate picked up again, and I felt like I had to hide. God it was the weirdest thing, this unbearable urge to dive beneath the bar counter.

Maybe Lex would let me do that.

There was a woman then, who came along. She looked somehow familiar, with her blonde hair and skimpy outfit. She practically pranced over to Hunter, and whispered something that I couldn’t make out in his ear. A terrible feeling sliced through me; a twinge, a pull, of something that I couldn't put my finger on. The two spoke for a brief moment; Hunter laughing and nodding his head. Whatever it was they were discussing, one thing was clear - the two were close and comfortable around one another.

Her hand brushed along Hunter's waist, and then she walked away.

Probably his girlfriend. Guys like that don't just cruise through life without a partner. She's his. Right then, Hunter stalked back over to me and took a seat beside my person.

Lex stepped over, "What'd you do with the guy?"

I could see the pearly white of Hunter's teeth, seeing him close, I pinned him as being maybe late twenties, "Where else would trash end up, Lex."

Lex chuckled darkly to himself, “He better be out of there before morning.”

"Grab me a glass, and another for the lady here - for her troubles," Hunter instructed.

I flipped my hair back over my shoulder, "Oh it's okay," I said, kind of squeaking like some sort of mouse. I felt small, for some reason, "I mean - I've already got a drink. Lex here took care of me - and uh, thanks, by the way. You, you didn't need to do that," Goodness Ives, come on, "I've had my share before. Of having to deal with that, I mean."

Hunter shook his head in acknowledgement, a thin smile gracing the lines of his face, "I'm sure you have," his blue eyes appraised me from toe, to crown. "Have another on me," the man pursued.

“If you insist.” I made a gesture towards Hunter's jacket, "Lex tells me you ride." Just then Lex sat down two more glasses of beer.

There was a glint in Hunter's eyes. He looked me over again - this time making sure to get a good, long look at my cleavage, "I do. But from where I'm sittin' - I'm trying to figure if you do or not."

Like to ride, hmn? Wouldn't you like to know. I could ride with the best of them, but I've never known myself to do that for just any man. "Never have," I admitted the truth, in one respect at least.

"I can change that," Hunter offered and then sipped from his beer, "haven't seen you around here before, you know. That's usual for me." There was this unseen pull, this force that I could not ignore – a part of me hated it, and a greater part of me loved it.

"You make an effort to get to know every girl that walks in here? I had a feeling that I shouldn't be flattered," I put my elbow on the counter and rested my chin against the palm of my hand, trying to look unimpressed.

"My business to know people at the club," Hunter said, "especially people like you."

I felt a smile tug at my lips, "And just what kind of people am I?"

"The dangerous kind," Hunter looked me dead in the eyes and a weakness shot straight to my legs.

I shifted in my seat, trying to take my eyes off of his body - I was failing at this horribly. "You're not a great judge of character,” I informed him, “dangerous is the word I would least use to describe me."

Hunter nodded his head and then slammed his beer back like it was nothing, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and then brushing back the thick strands of his beautiful coffee hair. "Yeah, you're right - dangerous isn't the right word for you,” he paused, “I'm thinking the word for you is...take."

"Take?"

"As in you'd take everything, if someone would let you close." I didn't know how to feel about that - I sort of felt it was the other way around; that I'd let someone take everything from me. Hunter smirked, "as in, I'd take you outside the front and take you right there, for everyone to see."

Oh.

My throat felt constricted, and I could only imagine the look on my face was completely awestruck. A wonderful, delectable ache formed between my legs and I was suddenly becoming more and more aware of my nipples. Here he was just a second ago being the mix of perfect gentlemen, perfect kicker of all drunken-and-disturbing the peace rear. "Yeah right," I said in disbelief, trying to laugh it off, "good one."

But the way he looked at me, it was like he was seeing through me. It did funny things to my stomach, and every breath that I took in felt electric. "Darling, you can doubt the rich boys and addicts and drunks that chase you," he leaned in a little closer to me, so close now that I could feel some of his body heat mingling with my own - so close that everything that wasn't us seemed to fade away. "But don't doubt me," he breathed, as though he were confessing some universal truth that he had deigned me worthy enough to be told.

I put a hand on Hunter's shoulder and got equally close to him, "You ever hear of Aerosmith?" I could tell that he thought it a strange question to ask, he said nothing but his body language gave it all away - he bobbed his head. "They wrote a song for you," I said, "Dream On."

He backed away slowly, a grin forming on his face and then a laugh, "Wow."

"Yep."

“That's a good one," he shook two fingers at me and then moved back into my personal space. For some reason, I didn't feel repulsed by him being so close - for some reason...it felt good. "I'd still do it in a heartbeat," he said matter of factly, "half the fun's getting you to realize you want to say yes."

"You’ll find my vocabulary limited in the respect of agreeing, but overflowing in being stubborn," the words came out playful from my mouth, even though I had not intended them to be. Heat, such delightful and gripping heat overtook me. I couldn't take my eyes off of him.

Dang it Ives. You're supposed to be a semiprofessional. Kind of. Tonight, you're supposed to be...frack. I could feel Sabrina judging me from the comfort of her bed, as she was undoubtedly laying there reading one of her mystery books.

"We'll see about that," Hunter promised in that rumbly voice of his, "I could take you out, later tonight, if you want to go for a ride. Course, we'll have to dance first. You do like to party, don’t you, mystery girl?"

I raised a brow and made some space between the two of us, for I feared that if I remained too close to the man, I might find myself professionally slobbering over him and ruining his jacket. "I'm a terrible dancer," I was telling the truth, every time anyone got me to dance - I would spend half the time stepping on my partner's feet and the other half tripping over myself. If God or nature, or whatever, intended for me to dance - I would have been given a second set of feet specifically for the cause.

Hunter moved his head from side to side, his deep blue’s studying my face carefully, “Not that kind of dance gorgeous,” his hand found my thigh, and moved upwards along it slowly. Such simple, base ecstasy rolled through me; my body waking up and almost kind of pulsing at his meticulously exploring hand. “Your name,” he said quietly, his eyes and his hand and the heat of his person seemed to mesmerize me. “I’ve been wanting it since I saw you walk through the door.”

"Keep wanting," I teased in a breathy voice, opening my legs almost automatically, just an inch or two at the most. If my body was a lock, then his touch was my key.

Hunter didn't say anything to that. He just looked at me, "There's something...off about you," he softly announced, his fingers venturing dangerously close to the heat between my legs. Did he know how it ached for his touch?

He couldn’t know that. He couldn’t possibly. “Something I can't place my finger on,” Hunter continued, his wicked smile widening.

No more. I grabbed the man’s wrist and pushed his hand from me. It was like I had woken up from the most tantalizing of slumbers, “You’re right about that much,” my voice had more bite to it than I had intended.

Hunter’s jaw jumped, it was clear that being told to pump the brakes wasn’t something he was told often. Or likely even ever. “Alright firecracker,” Hunter got up out of his seat, his jacket creaking against the muscles of his body, “if you won’t tell me your name, I have to ask. What are you doing here?”

Me? Oh, you know. Here to spy and gather information for a newspaper that would love nothing more than to rip your beautiful face and club to little shreds; hell I could see Mr. Gates and all of the senior staff dancing on your graves right now. All of them in their suits and ties. The sky would be clear and the sun would be shining down through the trees; there would be excited clapping from the junior staff, much hurrah and whooping – glasses of champagne for everybody, bottles of the bubbly would be popping off and spraying wildly.

I smiled, “I’m here to have a good time,” I responded, grabbing the beer that Lex had given me earlier and keeping my eyes steady on the handsome devil of a man. My fingers wrapped around the frosty glass and I downed it like a champion. I could see on the lines of Hunter’s face that he was clearly impressed. I moved in close to his ear and whispered, “are you going to give it to me?”

Hunter darkly chuckled, and our smiles became infectious to one another. “Lex,” he called out, and then craned his head to look for the bartender, “two sets of four shots. Tequila.” Hunter turned his head back to me, “I know you’re hiding something from me, but that’s okay.”

“Am I?” I gave him as innocent a look as I could muster; it wasn’t a look that I practiced often.

“Hide all you want,” Hunter nodded his head, picking me up from my bar stool and bringing me to my feet, his hands on my hips. “Do whatever it is that you feel,” he said, “just know this.”

“I’m listening,” the man’s intoxicating scent kissed at my nose; some wondrous mixture of man, gasoline and splendid cedar. I wasn’t lying either, he had my full attention – every fiber of my being was being pulled towards him.

“I get what I want,” the words rolled from his mouth like liquid silver. Seducing me, enchanting me. “I get who I want,” he continued, his one hand going to the small of my back and pulling me closer against his body, so near that my chest was almost touching him. I felt my pulse quicken and my stomach twist with butterflies, “I idiot what I want.” My breath hitched in my throat.

“Maybe I should leave then,” I said softly, “I wouldn’t want to ruin your perfect record, or embarrass you in front of your crew…Hunter.”

His brows rose at the mention of his name, and he looked over to Lex. He wasn’t dumb by any means, that much radiated from his being – there was no mistake that he made the connection, that Lex informed me of his name. Hunter turned back his head to face me, “Alright firecracker,” he gave a little laugh, and for some reason I found myself wanting to be lost in a sea of that laugh; I wanted to drown in that smile, wanted to feel his hand go further down my back – even though it stayed firmly planted above my rear. “You’ve got game,” oh indeed. Lex came back over with the shots, set up on a small platter, and set it on the counter. “Tonight you’re gonna hang with me and mine,” he pulled away from me then and whistled over at the table where his boys were sitting.

And then he slung an arm over the back of my neck, pulling me tightly against his person. Squishing me even. Never in my life was I big on public displays of affection, or even touching  for that matter. Call me weird, or whatever, but it was what it was – and after…well, after what happened, I wasn’t comfortable with being comfortable.

Hunter glanced over at me, that look making me feel weak and like my heart might float right out of my body. He looked over to the two men that were walking towards us, the men whose names I’d already forgotten.

“Reyes,” Hunter called out. The man was built almost equally as impressive as Hunter. He had dominating shoulders, and was maybe only a head smaller in height than Hunter. His skin was toned darker, like he had been baking in the sun for quite some time. Besides his slicked back dark, auburn hair, his most prominent feature was his displeased scowl. “Play nice with my lady friend here, you can call her Firecracker,” Hunter glanced at me, “less she tells you otherwise.”

Reyes’s light gray eyes sized me up for a moment of time, and then he stepped closer, bringing his hand out in a clasping motion. Stitched onto his jacket was a peculiar white piece that read ‘Sergeant-at-Arms’.

I awkwardly reached out at the angle that Hunter was forcing me to come from, meeting his hand with mine.

“Good to meet you,” he practically growled the words, and his eyes shifted over to Hunter – speaking something subtle; what exactly, I could not be sure.

I pulled myself away from Hunter’s embrace, “Who pissed in your cheerios?” I asked sincerely.

The man to Reyes’s right spit out a laugh.

Hunter scoffed, “Jameson, try to show this beautiful creature some of our honest grace and hospitality.”

Jameson was maybe an inch smaller in height than Hunter, and his pinecone brown hair was done in an attractive man bun – even if it wasn’t my thing, I could respect him for rocking it. He reached his hand out towards me and gave a warm smile, “Elated,” he said, shaking his head from side to side, “positively elated, miss.”

I returned the smile and finished shaking his hand, “At least one of you has manners,” I announced, spying on his jacket a patch that read Vice President. 

Jackpot.
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The four of us spent a lot of time downing shots and going out into the dance floor and doing what I do worst. But after I made a fool out of myself, the boys made sure to help me with it. There was a small period when I had to pretend to go to the bathroom, when I felt Sabrina buzz my phone. I caught her up to speed, and let her know that I’d call a cab and find my way home just fine.

When I got back to the dance floor, Hunter went to talk to the DJ, and had the guy put on some of the easier songs to follow along to. They all seemed impossible to me. He got in close to me and put his hands on my hips; guided me to the motions and the beats of the song - pointed me towards how others were doing it. They made it look easy, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“You just gotta relax, Firecracker," he whispered in my ear, his hands lavishing me with seductive attention, "move like this," he insisted, rocking my body in a particular motion to the pulsing synths and blaring kicks. The seductive vibrations caressed the whole of my being, but I could only seem to partially get the hang of things.

"I told you," I replied, the buzz from the alcohol playing at my mind and heart, "I'm no good at this," I practically whined those words out. That was strange. Whining, at least out loud, was unlike me. It felt surreal, I could hardly believe that I was getting to hang out with a sexy outlaw. Sabrina’s going to be so jealous.

"You're doing great," Hunter assured, "you'll get the hang of it, I promise you," he gave that warm laugh that I wanted to lose myself in. "Just keep to the beat, don't worry about everyone watching you—"

"People are watching me?!" I turned my head, a twinge of heat coursing through my blood.

"I'm sure they are, beautiful," he whispered, "any man in here would be looking at your tight rear, if they had even half a brain - or any balls at all."

"So that's what you've been looking at, is it?"

"I confess to everything," Hunter practically growled the words, "and to nothing."

I hummed something low from my chest in response, turning to face him then and dancing with him. We got close, so close I feared I might drown in his eyes; that I could smell the mint of his breath – I’m sure he snuck away to freshen up at some point. Clever. As we danced, I felt this invisible tug. I felt like putty in his hands, but I was alive.

Alive was good. Beat the heck out of misery.

The hours passed and the four of us trolled the club. We smoked herb in the tiny, fenced in courtyard at the club’s side. They had me meet a host of usual suspects, older men that didn’t ride – like Ricky Twelvefingers, of whom I never learned exactly why he was called that. I suspected from their seeming embarrassment, which I thought bikers would be incapable of, that it was something related to sex.

The uproarious night went on and the three marched me towards the dart section, having me miserably toss the sharp bad-boys. I lost every match that I played, but when I got a few points they would cheer and when Hunter would show me how to play, the boys would whistle their approval.

Sometime later (most of us had stopped drinking) in the night, surely just hours before the sun would peek over the skyline, when the four of us were worn out from moving our bodies; we adjourned ourselves back to the table where I had originally seen the bikers. At this point, I was having too much fun acting like a blasted fool.

You're here for a reason, I reminded myself. You've got to stay on point. My eyes met Hunter's gaze for just a spell, and those thoughts and feelings of having to act professional. Of having a purpose here, to research and look and report - it all washed away.

Heat sank itself deep into my core, and a delicious, teasing ache formed against my clit.

The ever grumpy Reyes sat himself beside me, which was pretty disappointing, as I would have preferred Hunter - or even Jameson, at my side. He looked over at me for a moment and then turned his gaze elsewhere.

He definitely doesn't like me.

Hunter leaned forward in his side of the booth, "Come on now, beautiful," he said, "it's about time you gave us a little something."

"What do you mean?" I raised a brow.

Jameson brought the beer to his lips and dipped his head back, and then cradled the bottle in his hand between his fingers

Hunter’s gaze seemed to look right through me, "I mean we've been buying you drinks and keeping your fine rear happy," Hunter explained, "told you what we do. Now it's time you open up a bit," he instructed. It was true, they had told me some about themselves; though I learned next to nothing about Reyes.

Jameson was a mechanic at their shop down on Caulhoon, the head mechanic of the place.

Hunter, who I had expected would also be a mechanic, informed me that he actually worked as a personal trainer as his main source of legit income - working at the Caulhoon shop as a mechanic was only something he put a small number of hours into.

Reyes was...well, he was a ghost, to me at least. When Jameson and Hunter were explaining what they did for a living, Reyes had told me that he, in so many words, 'did work that others didn't want to do'. Yeah, not exactly the most gripping of stories behind that one. If I couldn’t find anything on the man, he’ll easily be the one I cut from the piece.

"Well," I started, "what do you boys want to know about me?"

Jameson spoke up then, giving a sly look my way, “What don’t we want to know about you.”

I could hear Reyes’ resenting exhalation of breath.

Hunter glanced at Jameson and then over to me, “Tell me what you do,” he raised his chin at me.

“I’m a professional singer,” I told him, “…of sorts.”

“Really?” Hunter’s dimples appeared, but he seemed a tad incredulous.

“Do I not look the type?” I asked.

“Sing us something,” he encouraged genuinely, but as if he could already sense my protests, he said, “come on. We want to hear you sing,” he looked towards the other two. Only Jameson joined in on the pressuring.

“Oh, no, no,” I insisted putting my hands up. Rubbish maybe this wasn’t the best lie to spin. “I really couldn’t.”

“Why not?” Hunter asked.

"Because, I mean, I just - I can't?" That came out wrong, "I can't, it's too..." I drifted off, biting down on my lower lip nervously.

"You're too shy, eh?" Hunter realized, "come on beautiful, ain't none of us gonna judge you. You're in good company, or have we not been hospitable enough?"

"Y-you've been great, really," I insisted, "I just, I only do studio work." This lie was definitely a mistake that was paying terrible dividends now. Please, don't make me do it - my heart'll come right out of my fracking chest.

The man seemed to be discouraged then, "Alright," he finally conceded, "so you sing. But not for an audience. I can respect that," his icy blue eyes looked me over and I felt my stomach churn in delight. "So why Vivid? You really don't seem like the type."

"My friend, Sabrina, told me that I wasn't being adventurous enough," I said, "that I needed to get out more and live life to the fullest."

"You came to the right place for that," Hunter smirked, "you sure that's all, though?" His earlier suspicions clearly weren't assuaged.

"I'm just a simple girl," I shook my head slightly, "just trying to have fun and get to know some people. And, I mean," I bit my lip again, feeling the fire flow fiercely between my legs, "I was wondering...one little thing."

Hunter gave me a 'you were wondering?...' look.

"If you'd be able to give me a ride," I said, and Jameson nearly spat out his beer in a whoop, "I-I mean, on your bike, to my apartment. I've always wanted to try one. You did say that you would."

Hunter looked devilishly pleased, "Course babe," he said, "of course. But you know," he said, making a sucking noise through his teeth, "we kind of have a rule. See, me and the boys here, we're part of an enthusiast club."

My senses perked up at his mentioning of this. “Oh? I was wondering, guess those things on your chest mean something,” I pointed with a nod of my chin at Hunter’s chest, where his patch would be if he had one.

“Girls? Only ride if they show their belly,” my heart shot up into my throat when he said that, “just how it is, gorgeous.”

I sat there stunned, my body locking up and refusing to do much of anything.

Jameson and Hunter could only look at me from across the table, Reyes didn’t seem particularly interested either way.

“Here?” I asked, sure that my face was going red.

“Here,” Hunter confirmed.

Nervousness and excitement both pricked away at my chest mercilessly. He was going to make me expose myself here, in front of his brothers and anyone else attentive enough to get a good look.

Well, I’ll have to give him a crash course in how I barter. You expect me to give? Best expect I’ll take, too. “I’ve got my own rules too,” I countered.

“Oh?” Hunter said and then laughed, “like what?”

“Yeah, such as, you show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”

And then something strange happened. I felt a rumble of laughter at my side, Reyes moving along the bench, a wide smile forming on his face as he looked over to Hunter.

Hunter himself showed nothing outside of a peculiar, aggravating if not attractive, cockiness.

Incredible. He’s gonna whip it out, isn’t he?

Sure enough, as if he could hear the fracking thoughts percolating in my head, Hunter got up from his seat and unbuttoned his tight, faded and torn, blue jeans. Heat curled against my chest, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to some curious tingling between my legs. The man stripped his jeans down, just enough for the outline of his sublime member to be seen pressing against his underwear.

Reyes and Jameson turned away, making their own noises of protest. But me? Well let’s just say I was pleased that I had the restraint not to jump around all giddy.

Hunter peeled his underwear down, struggling to move it past the full and hard muscles of his thigh. He revealed the first few inches of his manhood, just the base of the shaft – and hell that was enough to wake my body up for sure. I was firing on all cylinders, and was certain that if I wasn’t red in the face, I was definitely looking like a deer caught in the headlights. 

Years ago I used to be crazy about Charlie Hunnam; a couple of girls, and even Sabrina, used to watch that show SoA. I’d have sucked that man off in a heartbeat and with a blasted smile on my face. Hunter? Call me a whore, or call me whatever you will – but that man was built right. I could feel the delightful tension consuming me; if I’d been cursed (or blessed with the right guy) to suck only one more man in my life, I could die a happy, happy woman with my lips wrapped around that stick.

All of that delightful tension twirling inside of me, driving my clit mad with a need for attention, came to a head when his…well when his head sprang free. His rather thick cock stood there at half mast, Hunter’s underwear tightly hugging the muscles of his thigh.

Reyes cleared his throat, “Come on bro.”

Jameson hugged the wall of the booth for dear life, “If you could be so kind as to put that away,” he trailed off. Hunter kept his eyes locked on me with a satisfied smile, his hand moving over to Jameson’s beer and taking it from his hand. “Oh, sure,” Jameson said, “by all means, take what’s mine. Put it away,” he protested, “nobody wants to see that.”

I put up two fingers in open rebellion to the men’s opinion, “Just,” I said, “a few more seconds,” I say.

Reyes buried his head in his hands, “He’ll keep it out there ‘till someone calls the cops.”

Hunter brought the bottle of his beer to his lips and dipped his head back, and then set the bottle back down on the table, cocking his head to the side, “Belly,” he said, “let’s go. Unless you don’t got the cojones, firecracker. I’m thinkin’ that they’re pink, puffy, and as I love all nipples to be, pointy.”

You’ve got steel balls for that, I’ll give you that much. “Fair’s fair,” I shrugged, a little part of me screaming at me – demanding that I try and squeeze a few more seconds out of this delightful sight. To my disappointment, Hunter put everything back where it belonged and sunk back into the booth.

I slid down the top of my dress enough to reveal my favorite hot pink, Ambrielle push-up bra. It was the only one that didn’t consistently prick at my chest. The whistles came immediately from the boys. God boys were so simple, throw them even the sight of a bone and they come to heel. I even caught Reyes looking my way now.

Hunter perked up and leaned forward slightly into the table, his eyes awash with appreciation and dark lust.

I’ve got you right where I want you now. I felt a smile walk along the lines of my face and I craned my head to check behind me, from side to side – then bringing my playful gaze back to Hunter.  Butterflies of excitement worked their way through me as I brought my bra down slightly and grabbed my boobs, freeing them from their actually comfortable prison.

My nipples were firm buds after witnessing that magnificent display, and the fact was not lost on any of the men – least not Hunter. I pulled in a deep breath, crossing my arms just under my breasts and feeling them rise with my expanding chest. It felt kinky to be doing something so exhibitionist, but I couldn’t deny that it was also turning me on in all the right places. Wetness pooled at the base of my panties, and that need to be filled – which I wasn’t sure when or if I’d ever feel again – crashed against me like dark, seducing tides.

After a moment of time, I brought my bra and dress back up. “Satisfied?”

“Not nearly,” Hunter replied.

“Too bad. You good to drive?”

“Yeah, come on,” Hunter got up from his seat; I could see plain as day that he must have been in a lot of pain, judging by the bulge of his crotch. “Let’s bounce. I’ll see you boys later,” he brought a hand to the back of Jameson’s head and mussed the man’s hair playfully.

Jameson moved his head away from Hunter’s hand, “Do not break the woman’s heart,” he opined, giving Hunter a peculiar, almost knowing look.

I got up from the firm leather cushioning and glanced at Hunter, trying to discern what those words could have precisely meant.

Hunter put up his hands, “Come on now,” he said defensively, “I’m not that much of a player. Not anymore, at least.” 

Yeah, somehow I doubt that.
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The bestial, roaring engine of Hunter’s hard, pristinely kept motorcycle came to life and I felt a thorn of heat prick at my chest. Goodness I’ve never had the pleasure of riding one of these, I better not get myself killed over this hot—I mean, over this job.

Hunter craned his head over his shoulder, spying me with a wicked look on his face, “Still haven’t gotten your name.”

“My belly weren’t enough?” I called out, a couple of paces behind his motorcycle.

“Guess I’m just old fashioned, but I like to know the name of my conquests.”

“If that’s all I am to you, then you can forget getting my name,” I replied, sauntering over to his side and staring daggers at him. I would never let myself be just a piece of rear to any man. Especially not one as cocky as Hunter. Of course, the mongrel did have a way of making my stomach and head feel out of place – the closer I got to him, the higher I felt; the higher I felt, the closer I wanted to be to him.

Was this what junkies went through?

“Hop on, Firecracker, or I’ll have you walk home,” he smirked then.

Now you’re really acting like a toe, “Maybe I will, jerk.”

“You won’t,” his intense blue eyes locked with mine, and then he clicked his teeth, chuckling to himself, “I’m sorry,” he said, “if it makes a difference, I can’t help the trash that I say.”

“Uh-huh,” I stepped closer, keeping eye contact with the man, dark waves of pleasure lapping at my womanhood.

“Come on,” he urged, “I know you’re dying to go for a ride.”

“You don’t know even know the half of it, hotshot.”

Hunter brought his hand out to mine and pulled me closer, so dangerously close that if I moved even just an inch wrong, my lips might find his. The spot on my hand that he was holding came alive with electricity, and strangely beautiful euphoria pricked my skin. Gooseflesh.

He doesn’t have power over you, he’s just some guy. He’s your target, your mark; dance with him, but don’t give in…

"Sit," he growled, giving me a sexy look.

I looked him over one last time before bringing my leg over the bike and planting my rear on the seat. I was close to him and I wrapped my arms around his midsection tightly, feeling the leather of his jacket - touching some of the hard muscles of his abs.

The rumble of Hunter’s steel beast was exciting. Feeling it's constant purr between my legs made me ache to be touched down there, but I quickly banished the thought from my mind. I had to remain focused.

I'll invite him in for coffee - surely even sexy outlaws such as Hunter at least drink coffee, right? I laughed quietly to myself at the idea of the man sipping some of my various teas; there was no way I could see him indulging in that.

"You good?" He asked above the din of the bike.

"Show me what she can do."

I could feel the rumble through Hunter's chest when he chuckled, "I'd hate for you to ruin your panties." Little did he know he'd ruined them earlier when I got to see that wonderful piece of work.

“Less talking, more riding," I said and then explained to him where my apartment, a rented out house, was located. And so we took off  like two birds in the night - our wings spread and a sense of adventure thick in the air; the wind screaming at us like we were something unholy and from the pits of torture. The pavement was our clear sky, untouchable, and speed was our always present God. And our God? She was a bat-out-of-hell, certifiably insane. He rode like he looked. Hard and dangerous. Every turn he made, every lane change was smooth and done in total confidence; weaving through traffic seemed to come as easy to him as breathing.

Me? I hung on for dear life. I clutched his midsection so hard I was sure I had to be hurting him, but Hunter never said anything - he'd only look to me when we stopped at the red lights to make sure that I was okay.

What little time there was left in the night passed in a quickness; my muscles tensing up as we sped like demons blazing a trail of brimstone behind us. With heart pounding in chest, and skin tingling with a dangerous euphoria, I realized something: the danger of it all was exciting. I enjoyed riding. Maybe one day I'll put my rear in the driver's seat.

Hunter's ride came to a slow when we neared my studio apartment. It came to a stop and he killed the engine. "This it?"

"Yeah"

An arrogant smirk appeared on the man’s face, the light stubble of his visage moving along with it, "How'd you like it?"

"The ride? Uhm," I was embarrassed at how much I liked it, in a woman's sense, as much as I enjoyed it in a riding sense, "it was awesome."

Hunter laughed lightly, "You uh – you kind of sound embarrassed there, Firecracker."

"I'm not," I tried to argue, but I could tell by the look on his face that he wasn't convinced. I raised my leg off of the bike and padded forward a couple of paces before turning on my heel and looking over at Hunter. “Thanks for the ride.”

He got off of his bike and approached me, looking at me with those intense, striking blue eyes. “You going to invite me in?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Hunter stepped closer still, the gap between us becoming nothing more than a hand’s length. He looked down at me, standing several heads taller than I could ever dream to be. I felt small in his presence – but in a good way, in a way that I felt safe. In a way that I felt some base, near animalistic desire. “You going to give me your name?”

A shudder rolled through me effortlessly, “Still unsure on that—“

He tilted his head and moved in closer and the heat between us became unbearable. The world could have sat in total stillness then for all I cared; the sun and the moon themselves could have been swallowed up by the dead of night before the coming morn, and I still wouldn’t have given a rats rear.

Mr. Gates himself could have fired me on the spot for the feelings that swirled within me like a tumultuous sea. But idiot, if I didn’t care.

I wanted to hang on to that feeling as his lips neared mine – that glorious, uncertain, wondrous vibration somewhere between fear and, I didn’t want to dare think, of love. I straddled the fences of lust and madness. Would he kiss me? Was he toying with me? Should I tell him my name? A hundred thoughts barreled through me like an unspeakable storm; if I was the lighthouse that stood proud, he was the churning, tempestuous sea that humbled me before his constant grace.

But he didn’t.

He didn’t kiss me, and a part of me was glad – a sliver of my shadow self was thankful, because being me was perdition. Being me was constant trouble, after what transpired between me and that prick.

Hunter brushed right past my lips and went toward my ear, his breath licking warm across my neck – giving me needles of euphoria. “Invite me in,” he said in a truly humble request, “I know it’s corny and blunt,” he continued, “but I don’t want our time to end just yet.”

I swallowed and the lump in my throat did not find itself yet dislodged, “It’s Jessica,” I confessed, and then stepped back a couple of feet.

That was when I saw the warmest smile off of the man the entire night, he tilted his head towards the door of my apartment and grabbed my hand.

With a mountain of trepidation looking over me and a coursing current of equal parts enchantment, equal parts uncertainty – I went headlong into the belly of the beast.
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“I don’t seem to specifically recall inviting you inside,” I kicked off my heels and my feet thanked me with little waves of relief. “I gave you my name, not an open invitation.”

“You’re not stopping me,” Hunter pointed out, practically gliding across the wooden panel flooring of my living room and plopping onto the midnight blue couch. “Nice place you got here, makes mine look like a bit of a dump,” he kicked his black boots up and on to the coffee table, like he already owned the place.

Alas, I’d have to abandon both couch and table for the cause. There was always a price to pay in war.

That was when my old man, Barristan, came racing through the hall to come and greet me, barking up a storm at the intrusion. “Easy now, old man,” I called out and reached my arms out to greet him, kneeling down closer to the floor.

He was a long-haired retriever that had silvery curls. Barristan shot through the opening below Hunter’s legs and went over to me.

Hunter brought his feet down and turned in his seat, looking over at me and the dog.

“He doesn’t bite,” I informed him as Barristan ran into me and proceeded to lick me like I was some giant dog treat. “Ew!” I squealed and desperately tried to bring my face away from the licking monstrosity I had raised for so long, “Barristan!”

“He sure licks,” Hunter remarked.

“Yeah well,” I pushed Barry away, “he loves his mama. And actually,” I got up to my feet and ran my hand along Barry’s head, making sure to give him scratches behind his floppy ear. “I should be clear, that he doesn’t bite jerks.” He was the one constant source of joy in my life – and no matter how broke I ended up becoming, I always made sure he had good food.

Hunter clicked his tongue, “Best keep’m away from me, then.”

I looked down at Barristan and smiled, “You need to go outside, don’t ya?”

Barristan sat on his hind legs, his tail wagging as if he were trying to clean the floor with it, and woofed with a great vigor.

Hunter laughed to himself, “I don’t speak dog, but I think that’s a yes.”

“Oh that’s definitely a pretty please with sugar on top,” I remarked, petting the dog’s face one more time before beating feet to get his leash. When I returned, I placed the lock on his collar ring, which clicked into place.

“I’ll come with,” Hunter offered, getting up to his feet and sauntering over towards me and Barry. I felt a twist of heat between my breasts. Just watching him walk was enchanting.

I brushed back a strand of my hair, “Okay,” I said with a small smile. “But seeing as how you so rudely put your feet on my coffee table—“

“Hey I didn’t see a sign saying I couldn’t.”

“You’re going to be on poop duty.”

Hunter’s shoulders rose up when he shrugged, “I’m used to cleaning up people’s trash.”

“Why’s that?”

“People make mistakes,” Hunter brought his hand to Barristan’s head and gave him a series of affectionate pets, “I’m the guy who has to deal with the blowback. In the club, that is,” there was sadness in his eyes, a melancholy in the surrounding air that was somehow palpable.

Some fleeting feeling tugged at my heart, and a vague idea scratched at the surface of my brain. I wanted to ask him something then, but instead I looked away from him and tugged at Barristan’s leash. “Alright,” I said, “let’s get this over with.”

***

Eventually we returned. I shut the door behind me and unhooked Barry from his leash, and he pattered off into his little bed in the corner of the living room.  “Do you want some coffee? Can’t figure you’re going to sleep with the sun coming up soon.”

“I’m good thanks,” Hunter replied, “I can’t stay too much longer – there’s something I have to do in the morning. I’ll take tea if you’ve got any, though.”

I froze in place and wanted to spin on my heel just to shoot him a look; there was a noise that wanted to leave my throat, but it just couldn’t. So instead I soldiered on into the kitchen and started rummaging through my cabinets, “What kind?”

“Green’s fine.” Good taste, maybe the man wasn’t such a bad person after all. As far as I could gather, Reaper’s were only exporting small time drugs through the nightclub Vivid. My only point of further concerns presently was the bartender Lex.

Of course, even Lex seemed nice enough. Then again, monsters came in all shapes and sizes – and they were promising disguises. When the image of Jerry zipped through my mind, I found my eyes shutting tight and my hand balling into a fist.

I swallowed the darkness that dwelt within my head and heart, just like I always did. “Green it is,” I said with a sad smile, grabbing chamomile for myself. Before she was ill, my mother used to swear by it – tea was her religion, her book and her church. I guess it was inevitable that it rubbed off on me, even though I used to hate the taste of it when I was a child.

So I set the tea, made sure to text Sabrina one last time even though I was sure that she was in bed –  and worked my way back to that hot as sin man casually resting there on my couch. I sat down at the very end of the couch, about as far away as I could stand to be from him.

He picked up on my being far and away from him immediately, a grin forming on his face, “I didn’t realize that you had your own island over there,” he gestured with two fingers.

I scooted a couple of inches closer, “Satisfied?”

He hooked a long arm around my waist and pinioned me against the side of his person. I was so close to him now that I could smell him, could feel the delightful heat emanate from him – and God I smoldered helplessly beneath it.

There was no way I was going to easily get this paper done.  

But I thought about my mother, and I knew that I had to continue. No matter what.

“I am now,” he said in that smooth, low voice of his.

“You’re a bit of a toe, you know that?”

“Was always told it was a good thing, besides, if I’m going to be a toe,” he tilted his head, casting a look my way, “better to be the biggest than the smallest.”

“There’s more to a man’s greatest weakness than size,” I pointed out.

“Oh do tell,” Hunter said.

“Maybe for our second date.”

“Ah, we’re dating now are we? I haven’t even wined and dined you yet,” it was hard to ignore his hand on my waist, but somehow the man remained respectful of my space – or as much as he could, given his nature.

“I- I didn’t say that.”

“Sure you didn’t,” he replied.

“Oh screw you and the leather factory you crawled out of,” I crossed my arms over my chest; Goodness the man had an infuriating way about pushing my buttons.

Hunter laughed and casted a look my way, but all I could do was peek at him from the corner of my eye. I was too nervous, that I might end up losing myself in him, if I looked for too long. “Hey you’re pretty cute when you get all flustered, you know your nose sort’a moves?” he said

“It does not,” I turned my head just an inch to the left in defiance, concentrating as hard as humanly possible on my nose.

“Why don’t you sing something for me – seeing as we’re alone.”

“Oh, no, I couldn’t,” I tried to wheedle my way out of having to perform for something that I never do outside of my shower. Soon the tea would be going off, anyway.

“Come on, of course you could,” he pursued. “If your voice is any indication, I’m sure you sound great.”

The lines of my face turned something hard, but fingers of warmth pressed at my chest – melting away at the cold that I kept there. “What would you have me sing?”

He shrugged, “Anything. Whatever you sing best? Whatever you would like.”

“Okay…” I said, butterflies fluttering through me, “but, you have to look,” I brought my hands up to Hunter’s face and smiled as I turned him away from me, “this way.”

The man chuckled at that, “Okay.”

“You can’t look,” I said, making a gesture as though I were scolding a dog. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

I didn’t do anything for a moment, I wasn’t even sure what I was going to sing. So I sat there like a fool, looking over to my dog and wishing that he could save me.

Standing up, I wrestled with the internal beast that told me I should try and make up some excuse, that I should either kick Hunter to the curb or pretend I was a narcoleptic. No, no that definitely wouldn’t work – hell I’d probably hurt myself trying to pull that off, and then he’d just think I’m some crazy klutz.

Dang. I have to go through with this.

Going through a mental list of potential songs, I settled on one that was close to my heart. “Don’t laugh,” I cleared my throat, “I have a friend that would love to show you the quickest way down a set of stairs.”

“I swear,” Hunter said, “I won’t incur your or their wrath.”

I cleared my throat a second time and did my best to remember how the melodies and lyrics went, taking in a deep breath.

“Love is a burning thing. And it makes a fiery ring. Bound by wild desire. I fell into a ring of fire. I fell into a burning ring of fire. I went down, down, down. And the flames went higher. And it burns, burns, burns. The ring of fire, the ring of fire.”

Liquid fire ran freely through me, and I turned to glance at Hunter who’d taken all of ten seconds to break his promise. “I told you not to—“

“Keep going,” he husked, watching me from his seat on the couch.

I sucked in a breath through my nose, pushing back the anxious butterflies and nodding my head. “I fell into a burning ring of fire. I went down, down, down. And the flames went higher. And it burns, burns, burns. The ring of fire, the ring of fire.”

Hunter went to his feet, keeping his gaze locked on mine.

“The taste of love is sweet,” I sang, feeling ripples of joy fill me.

“When hearts like ours meet,” Hunter came in, singing a smoky, octave lower harmony.

My smile turned twice as bright and I pushed at his chest, moving him back a step and a half. “You’re stealing my spotlight.”

“I’m not sorry,” Hunter closed the gap between us, his blue eyes drinking me in.

“I fell for you like a child.”

“Oh, but the fire went wild,” his voice was seductive, intoxicating. Hunter placed his hands on my hips, and my fires did indeed, go wild. What’s wrong with me? I feel so strange. I searched Hunter’s face, rendered completely helpless at the sight of him. His coffee colored hair, his strong, historic cheek bones. I never noticed the dimples that appeared when he smiled – I wanted to feel his light, hard stubble press against me as we embraced.

He tilted his head, and his hands that were on my hips brought me closer to him – a bolt of lightning from the blue hitting me as we drew closer and closer to glorious embrace.  I felt my breath hitch in my throat, and we were so deliciously close – so delightfully woven against one another, that nothing else but us mattered.

Hunter’s lips brushed against mine, and when they did, something warm and tingling and ecstatic blossomed against the crown of my head. It was a small taste of what we both clearly wanted. What we needed.  In that moment, it was like I had known the man for years – and yet, I was still completely enraptured with the idea of getting to know him.

Except our kiss never came to be. Like petals turning to dust in the wind.

He backed his head away, slowly, “Sorry,” he told me, stepping back a couple of feet and shaking his head solemnly.

I stood there dumbfounded. Never once had I been rejected, if that was even the word for what just happened, like that. So I said the first thing that managed to come out of my mouth, in hopes that I might get him to come back and finish what he started – I had half a mind to yank him back here myself, “But what about the tea?”

“Next time, gorgeous.” He sauntered over to my front door and Barristan perked his head up to follow Hunter’s movements. I would be lying if I said that I didn’t watch his tight rear work those denim jeans. He craned his head to look at me one last time, a playful smirk tugging at his lips, “I’ve got clients to meet at Victoria’s Park tomorrow, come and find me if you can. Let that be our second date,” he had the audacity to wink at me.

And just like that he left me in a whirlwind of confusion, excitement, lust and a most peculiar aching of the chest.

After locking the door behind him, I sank down into the couch and Barristan lazily walked over to me, nudging at my hand for attention. “What a jerk, right buddy?” He didn’t even have the courtesy of telling me when he’d be there. Was that his plan? For me to quietly hold disdain for him?

The old dog gave a rumbly woof without opening his mouth.

“Glad someone agrees,” I looked over to the bathroom door and eyed it for a good long while. There was a pit within me, one that could never seem to be filled. But I got to my feet and moved past Barristan, padding over to the frame of the bathroom door.  I sucked in a breath and crossed over, closing the door behind me even though I knew that I was alone.

I crept over to the shower and stripped my clothes off one by one, letting them pool at my feet. I hated it. I hated that I knew, to be normal, to be clean, I had to do it. The memories of the incident came flooding back to me, as they always did – and it was like I was there all over again, crying out my father’s name.

He sat there in his yellow lawn chair, dressed in his drab wife-beater and looking like mad. He just sipped his beer like nothing was going on at all. He didn’t stay awake for long though, if he had, maybe his drunk rear would have done something. Maybe that was just wishful thinking. He didn’t use to always be terrible.

The pain shot through me and I felt that horrible urge to punch something again; but I was older now, wiser. You get tired of damaging your hand and having people ask questions, the only person I’d ever even think about talking about it with was Sabrina and of course my Mom. Still, I kept most of it in my head. I stood there for several minutes, holding myself and telling myself that it was okay – that it was just a shower, that I didn’t have to live in fear – that there wasn’t any danger.

After a while I hopped inside and let the scalding warm waters wash everything away, my heart still strangely ablaze from earlier.
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Morning rolled around and I seriously considered first degree murder of my nightstand clock, but instead opted only to bludgeon the wailing beast. 

There goes my best chances at getting some action. I was having the nicest, hottest dream that I’d had in what seemed like forever. I dipped a hand down to my wet crevice, feeling just how much I had been enjoying the dream after all.

Not even real sex with past men had gotten me soaked like this. I had a blasted hard time getting the picture of Hunter’s magnificent…piece, out of my head. That was a bonding experience, no doubt.

The buds of my breasts stiffened ever so slightly, tingling with a resplendent fire at the thought of going down and making a mess of that man’s—

Shoot! If I was only paid by how much I fantasized on the job, I’d probably never have to worry about making paper ever again. No falling for this guy, curse you. He’s not that good looking. Or romantic. Or beautiful sounding and makes my tummy feel all…

I buried my head beneath the coolness of my pillows and wanted to scream in frustration.

After several minutes of flopping around and protesting my own thoughts in my bed; groaning to nobody in particular, Barristan jumped up to greet me, resting on his hind legs by my feet like the loyal, watchful guardian he had always been. I exhaled a sharp breath, moving the strand of fiery hair out of my eyes and got my naked rear out of bed, calling the dog over and giving him his morning loving.

***

I’d whipped up a quick breakfast of a bagel with strawberry cream cheese and a small, dainty glass of orange juice. As I jotted down my notes, I found my mind drifting back to the curious thing I saw while rummaging through my poorly kept fridge. The half-gallon of 2% milk that I had bought only a couple of days ago was maybe 3/4ths of the way full.

I don’t remember opening said milk. And yet, here it was, open and partially consumed. Sometimes I wondered if my mind was slipping. How could that be? I cut down the thought as I finished up my notes, making certain to call Mr. Gates and inform him of how some of the night went.

The boss man cleared his throat and whispered something I couldn’t make out to his assistant, “Excellent to hear, Ives, keep at it now – I’ve let HR know to start depositing your checks weekly, as a temporary deal, you should get the first one on Sunday and each after that. You push out this article, I’ll cut you a hefty sum, so keep at it. If you need an extension, we can talk about it.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied, “but uhm, I do have to ask. Are they really such bad people? I mean I spent some time with a few of them last night, they were really friendly.”

“They’re trash, miss Ives,” Gates opined with a sense of vitriol in his voice. “Don’t let whatever trash shined appearance they put on fool you, they’re beneath people like you and I.”

Nobody should have to be beneath anybody, “Right,” I said, finishing up our conversation quickly and swiping my phone to an end. I closed my black and white journal, and lazily padded my way back to the bedroom, tossing the notebook onto my medium sized dresser table. There were more to these guys than just living in the darker parts of the world; more to Hunter. 

There had to be.

Switching on the pot of coffee, I whistled for Barristan and grabbed his leash – fastening it to his collar and letting him outside. 

I checked my phone for text messages, ignoring the one that Jerry sent me – this time from a new number, as I blocked his other ones. This was a tiring and annoying process, and I ended up reading what he had to say most of the time anyway – much to my constant frustration.

But, for now, I ignored it, and instead looked over the ones from Sabrina and Laura, giving them a quick reply

By the time that I came back and finished walking the dog, the smell of bold, fresh roasted coffee was plainly wafting throughout the air; the dark, rich notes prickling at my nose, sending a punch of need straight to my gut and a salivating desire in my mouth. I was nothing if not a caffeine addict. Helpless and always willing to consume coffee, I’d probably bleed a good roast if you stuck me.

After having my afternoon fix, I scooped up my car keys and jumped into the corolla. It was time to get cracking on the case.

***

I wasn’t sure what time that I should be at Victoria Park, so I arrived a little after one, having done some light grocery shopping beforehand. I had kicked my shoes off in the car earlier, and found myself walking with bare feet against the great swath of grass, the warm thousand blades crunching soft beneath my feet.

There were a good number of people out and about today. Couples and plenty of college aged students, a few older lovers that could be seen holding hands on a bench. It made my heart swell to see such love, and it made me hurt to know I’d never have it. I spent the better part of an hour out in the sweltering sun looking for that man. Beneath the burning blue, with soldiers of white that swept across the sky, which hung so joyously still. I could smell the fresh tones of nature, could breathe in the scent of fresh cut grass and the neighboring wood of pines.

But without finding Hunter, the air could only reek of disappointment and failure.

I was ready to give in. Ready to give up.

Some red Frisbee made its way over to me and a man called out to me, “Hey there,” the man said in a delighted tone; the man himself wore a red shirt, likely a college student. Some distance apart from the Red Shirt, was his friend – decidedly less attractive, in a white shirt.

I picked up the Frisbee between my fingers and looked over to Red Shirt. “You’ve got a good arm,” I said, crouching at a slight angle and winding my arm back, cocking my wrist and flinging the disk to Red Shirt with some degree of finesse.

Red Shirt jumped high into the air and caught it, his cleats landing back onto the grass. He walked over to me, along with his buddy White Shirt. “Thanks,” Red Shirt said, eying me up and down, “you’ve got a great body.”

I snorted, “Sorry but my panties don’t drop that easily.”

White Shirt snickered and Red Shirt fiddled with the Frisbee, “Hey I just call ‘em like I see ‘em.”

“Fair enough,” I replied. The Red Shirt was good looking, don’t get me wrong – but he was a boy compared to the men that I was hanging out with last night. I was rightfully pissed that I couldn’t find Hunter, and I cared even less for the guessing game that he was having me play. At this point my hair was getting damp with sweat, and I was starting to feel exhausted from the heat.

"So what're you doing out here?" Red shirt asked, "just enjoying the sun?"

"I guess I ended up doing that yeah," I said, "I was looking for someone, but I'm getting tired of that now,” I shrugged.

"Well hey if you want in on this," he waved the Frisbee around in a gesture, "you're welcome to it."

"Yeah," the White Shirt commented.

I smiled politely for the two, "I guess I could play, seeing as I'm already here and sweating my rear off."

"Ehy, that's the spirit," Red Shirt proclaimed.

“Jessica!” I heard a voice call out behind me, from afar. Speak of the devil.

I turned around to see Hunter, not dressed in his club leathers, but instead in black and green Xersion basketball shorts. To my utter delight, my inner self doing a happy jig, he was shirtless. His body was slick and glistening with sweat, giving him a sexy sort of sheen. He approached me with a bright smile on his face – his cute dimples showing. He had a light smattering of chest hair that worked its way lazily down to his navel.

His chiseled like a mighty rock chest was riddled with various colorful tattoos, some of demons and fire, others of ornate names and motorcycles. 

There was one tattoo that went down the center of his rippled body, a sprawling dragon that breathed black fire all the way down to his waist; I could imagine that it went beyond that, and down to his no doubt glorious Adonis belt. 

It seemed strangely familiar.

Hunter closed the distance between us, invading my space and looking between me and the two other men. It was subtle, but it was definitely there - the prick had certainly shown up at the perfect moment for himself. Maybe it was his plan all along. He cinched an arm around my waist and pinioned me against his person; I could smell the scent of him, all earth and salt and strangely attractive musk.

Hunter raised his chin at the men, "You boys look a little lost," he said in that cold, powerful voice of his, "what's up?"

"Nah man," Red Shirt replied, "we were just seeing if the girl here wanted in on our game You know her?"

Hunter removed his strong arm from my waist and stepped a foot closer to the two men, putting his hands on his hips in a relaxed, but dominating kind of manner. "I do," he said coolly, "in fact, we're about to have a private conversation," Hunter looked off into the distance and to his right, "why don't you boys go play over there. If she still wants to join you, she'll come over after we're done."

White Shirt looked like a frightened lamb, while Red Shirt himself looked agitated as all perdition.

Meanwhile I stood there with inexpiable rivulets of joy running through my stomach. If I didn't know any better, I'd say that these boys were arguing over me.

"Don't be such a toe," Red Shirt growled, "I ain't no boy, and I don't see any ring on that finger. Maybe let the lady decide for herself?"

Hunter straightened his posture, his magnificently hard and sweat glistening muscles rolling along with him. "I've already decided for her," he shot a fierce look at my face, and I felt my stomach tighten. Who was he to speak for me? He looked back over at the two men, "I know what she wants, and a hundred of you aimless, chain-smoking, stoner losers couldn't measure up on your best dang day," Hunter's jaw jumped, his Adam's apple bobbing, "move along," he snarled, "now."

The White Shirt whispered something to his friend, and the two slunk away like helpless puppies. Red Shirt mumbling ‘whatever, man’.

I crossed my arms over my chest, ignoring the urge to bite down on my lip. In my head, I imagined myself tackling the hunkalicious man, dressed up as an Amazonian princess and riding him while people watched beautifully mortified. 

So much for keeping my fantasies under control. “So nice of you to show up and scare those nice boys away, I’m sure you could learn a thing or two from them, if you weren’t such a stubborn rear,” the sass in me was dripping from my tongue now.

Hunter ran a hand through his wet hair, taking in a series of deep breaths. “Yeah, well, here I am,” he exhaled a hard breath, chuckling. “‘Sides, you didn’t really want to spend time with those kids, did you?” His wondrous blue eyes cut right through me, and he moved in closer, like a king in his jungle of sun and grass, hunting his prey. “They wouldn’t know how to handle a woman like yourself.”

“And you would?”

“Wouldn’t you like to find out,” the man said coy.

I turned my head the other way, “I’m not keen on guys who play games.”

“You showed up,” he husked, stepping closer once again, so that he was nearly touching me now. “That mean’s something.”

“You were the jerk that didn’t tell me when to be here!” I snapped, feeling the anger sing through my bones, “you know how long I trekked these very under equipped for serious walking legs across this place?” My brows furrowed, and I imagined myself looking something like an owl. “It’s like, a hundred degree’s hotter than Satan’s left nut and I’m expected to find you out in this pithole?”

Hunter smirked and I found myself getting even angrier.

“What?” I asked, “what is so dang amusing that you have to, that you have to do that,” I announce, pointing with my chin at his facetious smile.

“I should make you upset more often,” Hunter remarked, “it does wonders for your chest, seeing as how you heave them out for me.”

“I’m not heaving rubbish out for you,” I insisted and suddenly became very self-conscious of what I was doing and what I was wearing.

“Look, I just wanted to make sure you were the real deal – that’s all.”

“This real enough for you?” I shoved the man at his hard chest, sending him fumbling back a half step. I promptly wiped the sweat from my hands.

“You know for such a little thing you pack quite a punch, Jessica.”

I did a jack-in-the-box motion and unwound my middle finger for him, giving him a crooked smile and turning on my heel, starting to walk away.

“Whoa there,” Hunter shot his hand out to catch mine, pulling me back to him easily, “what’s the rush?”

I looked up at the man as he brought me within an inch of his person, fluttering of joy coursing through me. “Hey,” I whined, “you smell disgusting, let me go!” I secretly didn’t mind his smell that much, liked it even.

“Going somewhere? Hmn?” He loosened his grip on me. He was playing with me, toying with me. I squirmed against him. “Settle down or I’ll use you as my sweat rag.”

“Not a chance you will,” I snorted derisively, “don’t…don’t get your gross man sweat all over me.”

“Well come on then,” Hunter insisted, taking me by the hand and leading me through the park, “I’m still with a client, so I’ve got to finish up with him real quick – then we’ll see what you can do.”

“What I can do?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

Hunter only grinned devilishly.

After a short trek, we reached a lone, great Laurel Oak tree that casted a swallowing swath of shade beneath its grace. It stood as some behemoth, ancient looking thing; otherworldly in its size compared to its far and away kin. Its canopy of lush green stretched upwards and outwards dozens of feet, as though it were hoping one day the branches themselves might dance with the clouds. I let out a sigh of relief as I stood beneath the comforting shade, finally getting a good reprieve from the punishing light.

Hunter let go of my hand and called out to the man on the other side of the great tree, whose back was turned to me – he was partially obscured from my vision, but the familiarity of his body hung in the air, caressing me with burning thoughts.

The Obscured Man spun on his heel, his arms folded against his chest with an impatient, agitated look on his face.

Pinpricks of fear skittered across my skin like spiders searching; my beating heart lurched awkwardly into my throat and rooted itself there, the muscles of my body betraying me next – threatening to tighten up and become next to useless.

It’s my dang ex.
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Jessica

"What's wrong?" Hunter asked, his brow rising in question.

I looked over to Hunter and found my stomach doing gymnastics. The tightness in my throat was becoming difficult to withstand.

Say something. Anything. I could only keep my eyes locked on the blue mat that my ex was standing on.

In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to be struck down and washed away like ash in the wind, to save myself from the embarrassment; to pluck myself from the shame and the guilt and the horrible, clutching fear.

"Jessica?" He asked, as Jerry stood there wooden and stiff and drinking me in with those cockroach brown eyes that I loathed.

"What?" I asked, there was harshness to my tone.

"...Are you alright?" Not even remotely.

"Yes," I replied curtly, shifting my look between the two men, "why wouldn't I be?" He can't know, he can't find out - nobody can know.

"You just seem, I don't know—"

"I said I'm fine," fire ran freely through my veins and as much as I couldn't stand the water I felt like now more than ever, the urge to scrub my skin clean – the maddening urge to cleanse myself of the filth that I had to endure, just by being near Jerry. I shot him a cold look, not caring for what Hunter made of it, "why don't you finish up with your client, and I'll go wait over there," I said through gritted teeth and motioned towards a canopied concrete square; it had a green table with benches flanked on either side of it.

Hunter shook his head, "No, no," he said, "Mr. Stanopolis here," god even his last name sent shivers of repulsion through me. I had to look away, "was about to be on his way, we'll cut it short and pick up the same time next Tuesday. Sound good?"

Jerry swept a hand through what remained of his receding brown hair, "Yeah," there was something shaky and off in his voice, "that works for me, thanks again S." Jerry walked by me then, giving me a cursory look over that lasted nothing more than a second. He seemed afraid, nervous even, to be looking at me.

I watched the man walk away towards the parking lot, his white t-shirt drenched with sweat and his long grey basketball shorts clinging to his pasty, pathetic skin.

I craned my head to look at Hunter, "Did he just call you S?"

"It's my last name."

"That's a pretty bland last name."

"I like to call my clients by their last name," Hunter shrugged, his corded muscles rolling along with him, "he just likes to call me S – as in Sin."

"S I N? You’re kidding, right?"

"S y n n," he explained, "I'm not gonna get my hopes up and presume you'll give me your last name. That would be just too much."

"You're very perceptive, Hunter Synn."

He flashed the white of his teeth, "And you're about to be hilariously sore."

"Uh?" Whatever he meant by that, I wanted absolutely zero part in it. Mostly…

Hunter sauntered over beside the blue mat that was lying across the grass. He dropped to the floor and took up a push-up position, his deliciously exquisite body on display for me; his hard rear popped up in the air at an angle. "You're gonna do push-ups with me."

"Oh like perdition I am," I crossed my arms together as Hunter began exercising, slowly dropping and rising from the ground, his muscles tightening with his every exertion.

"Don't be a stick in the mud," he grunted, pushing out a breath, "you've got the best rear I've never had the pleasure of seeing naked," he announced boldly, threading an arrow through my heart, "but you gotta take care of number one. Just because perfection isn't reachable, doesn't mean you shouldn't pursue."

"Sounds like a lot of work," I padded closer to the man, my eyes keenly raking over his body, spying numerous looks at his hind end. I had to remind myself not to drool.

"It is," Hunter grunted, doing another set, the sweat dripping down from his chin. He paused on the return dip, tilting his head to look at me, "but there's beauty in working together. Plus I want to see your body in action," he confessed, his piercing blue eyes raking over me.

I looked down at the blue mat with disdain. That man was using that thing. There was no way that I would use it too. I picked it up and tossed it closer to the great tree, and then planted myself down, forcing my lips into the corner of my mouth, "I'll do a few, but only because I'm already here and I already look like I've spent the past hour being body productive."

Hunter smiled, giving me another look at those dimples, "Great."

"There's beauty in suffering together, I'd say," I ruminated on what the man had mentioned, dipping down to the ground and pushing myself back up.

Frack. I really wasn't in the best of shape. My hair spilled down and past my eyes, annoying the garbage out of me.

"There you go," Hunter commented, "get it girl."

I laughed, "Shut up," I managed to do another.

"Oh yeah," Hunter slowly pumped up and down, going by my pace now - which was approximately as fast as a turtle which had just snacked on a fat stack of pancakes down at IHOP. "Beast another one out, firecracker."

I did another, my muscles already starting to become sore from the, apparently, humongous effort, "Anyone ever tell you how annoying you are?" I found a smile walking along the lines of my face, and a fluttering of happiness running through me.

Hunter scoffed, "Only every day. If you want to punch me, sweetheart, you'd best take a number - cause it's a heck of a long line."

"Somehow, I don't doubt that."

"Very perceptive, Jess, very perceptive."

"Can you, like," I struggled to do another one, making an overly-girlish grunt / squee kind of noise - I prided myself on being feminine, but only just so. Now I just felt like a wimp. "Not steal my lines? Do you have no originality what-so-ever?"

"C'mon," he encourage, "one more. Give me one more."

"I'm giving!" I replied, feeling the sweat begin to form along my body - my eyes still feasting on the radiant hunk of man that was beside me. Just being next to him was a sort of beautifully suffocating experience all its own. Hunter had this...presence to him. This aura that pulled me towards him, this dark, gravitational come hither that seduced every fiber of my being.

I wanted to punch him. I wanted to kiss him, and lick him and bite him.

I needed to mess him.

My core tightened with a delightful, torturous lust.

"Alright," he announced, "you can stop," Hunter went to his feet, his calves tensing up; he folded his arms over his chest.

I followed his movements in kind, trying to spy some glances at the man's nether most regions. There was a warm, humming sensation kissing between my legs - a lewd wetness pooling at the base of my cotton panties.

"You know how to squat?"

"Huh?" I asked distracted. I wouldn't know how to get anything done if he was hovering over my writing desk at the office, let alone how I'd make it in if he were ever in my bed. "Uh, no? I didn't come equipped with that exact inclination."

Hunter looked at me funny then, "Okay," he said with a lightheartedness to his raw sex like voice; it was like I was getting personally groomed for body fitness by Vin Diesel - and not for nothing or anything, but this one had hair. He stepped closer to me then, that king of the jungle, his eyes locked on me - having to look downwards at me because of the height difference.

I stood there half helplessly enthralled, half afraid - the man was built like a house. If he ever knew what I was tasked to do, it would without a doubt be the end of me.

Hunter padded past me, his broad shoulders escaping my view. He then slunk to my rear, getting in close behind me. I could feel the smoldering heat coming off of him as it clung to my body, a cold shiver of ecstasy trilling up my spine effortlessly. "Here," he said in a low voice, placing his powerful hands on my hips and straightening my form.

His touch ignited me where his hands fell.

Stay cool, stay cool. Ignore those desires, Ives, you're supposed to be detailing and crushing this man's organization - you can't afford to have the hots for him.

But hots I had. Hots in spades.

"Like this?" I asked sheepish.

"Yeah," Hunter rumbled, trailing his hands upwards, his rough fingers tracing my slick skin - sending rivulets of cold fire wherever they touched; he left me burning with a dark desire, a salacious hunger that dully throbbed against my nipples now. I could feel them stiffen. "Now bring your arms out like this," he whispered, his breath licking against my neck and ear; his hands went from my shoulders, to my wrists, and he stretched my arms out forward, putting them at an equal level.

"You're really good at this," I breathed, feeling a heat swirl in my throat and a joyous press against my heart. I wondered just how good Hunter Synn would be at other activities, outsides of bikes and muscles and the like.

"It's what I do," he said unimpressed with himself, "now bend down like you were sitting on a chair, like this," he explained, easing me downwards. I would have been lying if I'd said I didn't enjoy every second of feeling his body so tightly pressed against mine; a horribly dirty thought skirted along the surface of my mind when I felt something in particular press firmly against my butt.

It couldn't be. I tried to get a look of his crotch, but was unable – not without making it super obvious, and I’d rather not die from embarrassment.

"There you go," he encouraged, "now you try it by yourself." 

                                                                                      ***


By the time that we finished with all of the push-ups and squats and jogging, I was a complete wreck of exhaustion, hatred and immense sexual frustration. I was disappointed in that he had put his shirt back on, but enjoying a good vanilla cone along the boardwalk with good company was nothing short of pleasant.

The bustle of the boardwalk itself wasn't so bad, not nearly as much foot traffic as there usually was. For the most part, Hunter and I were by ourselves.

"Still can't believe you're a vanilla kind of girl, didn't peg you as one," Hunter remarked, cursing beneath his breath when a drop of his chocolate, salted caramel and frozen strawberries ice cream fell to his white tee.

"Don't tell me, 'cause I don't want to know," I slid my tongue across the icy goodness, my mouth salivating for every taste.

“I figured you’d go for orange sherbet.”

I let out a genuine, albeit stiff laugh, “Wow. Really?”

“The hair,” he smirked. “Do the dra—“

“No,” I insisted over his voice, “no no no, you’re not asking me that.”

The cool winds buffeted us, granting a small reprieve from the bombastic heat. “So about last night,” Hunter said as we walked off the boardwalk and up the ancient wooden steps, steps that creaked with our every footing, “you shouldn’t be so embarrassed.”

I’m always embarrassed, “About what?” I asked. The sound of our footfalls touching my ear as we walked down the sullen pier.

“Of your voice, it’s the nearly prettiest thing I’ve ever heard, Jessica.”

I nipped at the ends of my cone, “It’s nothing special,” I decried, “you’re only saying that because you want to get in my pants.” We took several more steps before reaching the end of the pier.

“If I wanted to be inside of you,” Hunter swiveled to face me, his soulful eyes raking over me, “I would have taken you last night,” he straightened out his posture, before his lips curled into a thin smile; he ate some of his ice cream casually. “Hard.”

Fingers of fire sifted through my insides, and I felt a ball of need grow between my legs, “If you had, I would have turned you down.”

“Liar,” he called me out in quick response, eating at the cone of his ice cream now, leaning coolly against the end of the pier – his arm rested against the dark wooden beam. “I could smell it on you, you wanted it just as bad as I did – I just chose not to.”

“Yeah?” I stepped closer in challenge, “were you afraid, is that it?”

“I’m not afraid,” Hunter said between his teeth, placing his cone down on the wooden beam and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Spoken like a coward,” I japed.

Hunter matched my previous step, getting in dangerously close now. He brought a hand up to my chin, his fingers just touching me – but I smacked him away. This only seemed to raise the man’s ire, and he redoubled his efforts; pulling me against him and taking what little remained of my cone away from me, setting it down beside his. He brought his hand back to the spot on my chin.

All I could do was look up into those eyes that ensnared me, giving in to that golden heat that roared around us in a circle; I submitted to the electricity of our connection.

Seagulls above sung their songs, and waves thundered as they crashed against the helpless shore.

“Test me,” Hunter snarled, “and I’ll bend you over right here. I have my reasons for everything that I do,” he said, “but you?”

I searched his face as he stole the breath from my lungs. The shores were dark; I the drifting boat among the sea, and he the mighty house that shot from the drowning stones I could not see – his light pulling me to harbor. Hunter exhaled a breath, “you’re an enigma. You show up at the club and I can’t keep my eyes off of you. You say you sing for a living, but you’re nervous and shy and sullen; and so many kinds of gorgeous I find everything about you has to be some kind of red flag – but harass ‘em.”

I found my voice, that was locked somewhere deep within, “We’re all puzzles wanting, wishing, hoping to be solved,” I confessed, my chest heaving with my breath. I knew that the two of us, even despite how much of an attraction there was, could never be. “That doesn’t mean that we can be,” I continued, “I’m not even sure, if we’re born with all the pieces anyhow.”

Hunter loosened his grip on me, lowering his hand and stepping backwards, “Yeah?” He asked, “well let’s make some.”
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Jessica

I'd followed Hunter's red 87 Charger to a place down the way, a dinghy bar called Alister's. I pulled into the parking lot, which was mostly empty – save for the rows of immaculate motorcycles, all beast and unpleasant engine and chrome. Stepping out of my car, I slammed down the door and checked the lock - my baby had a case of being particularly stubborn with keeping itself locked.

Walking around the side of the building, I moved against the cracked pavement. It looked as though some barely pubescent kids had come around and started taking hammers to the concrete; ants nestled between both the natural dips and the yawning crevices – a veritable hodgepodge of weeds were sprouted upwards, reaching for whatever they could.

Sirens went off in the distance, and what would better pass as rolling death coffins of barely held together scrap rather than real vehicles, sputtered along the roadways. Corner kids dressed in raggedy white tees and baggy denim quietly eyed me like judges passing their mute sentence.

The side of Alister's bar was a darkly colored set of bricks, but whereas the neighboring buildings and sidewalks were a mix of poorly done graffiti and other tagging, the bar remained pristine in its appearance – aside from the signs of natural building age. I rounded the corner then, and made my way to the front. There were extravagant, oak double doors that held a series of intricately woven patterns on their face. It looked decidedly decadent in comparison to the rest of the more rustic look of the outside.

Pushing on through, I went inside.

All eyes were fixated on me, like I had intruded upon some holy ground - some sacrosanct place that I wasn't fit for. Couldn't say that I disagreed, what with half the patrons being dressed in black and leathers or wearing a colorful motley of tattoos – most had all of the above. The lights shone down amber, spilling across the bar and the tables – giving it the feel of walking into some rich man's private chambers where he would smoke and drink the days away.

The floor was a bright and fresh set of wood; the bar itself looking more like the double doors, being a rich, dark oak. Behind it was a vast collection of various liquors, wine bottles and other glasses – a plethora of colors to behold. 

There at the head of the bar sat Hunter. He turned around to face me, jumped up from his seat and strode over to me. "Did I lose you?" He inquired.

"Yeah I just took a wrong turn is all," I replied.

"I want you to meet my people," he said, slinging an arm around my waist and escorting me through; there were some faces that I recognized. Jameson, with his pinecone colored manbun. Reyes, his auburn hair still slicked permanently back - he had a cynical scowl etched on his hard face. Lastly, there was the blonde haired woman - for some reason she was staring daggers at me. "Everyone, this is Jessica. She's good people, so let's treat her right. And Tommy?"

Some wild looking creature of a man, with short, chocolate brown hair peeking through the blue of his bandana, craned his head to look at Hunter. The man had wild green eyes and a goofy, sort of aloof smile that had a curious energy behind it. This Tommy character looked more of a glam rocker than a biker, or perhaps a peculiar mix of the two. “Yeah boss?” Tommy asked.

“Don’t, for the love of god, get crazy and show her your rear.”

A dumb, giddy kind of snigger rolled out of Tommy’s throat, “Can’t promise that, you know me too well H!”

“Yeah,” Hunter exhaled a hard breath, “unfortunately we all know you a little too intimately.”

The bartender, some ten feet away from me, stoically glanced my way as he polished up a pint glass. He was a short, maybe 5'5, portly bald headed man with green eyes, and a black bow-tie. He looked closer to 35, whereas the others looked surely no older than 28.

"That's Mozz," Hunter explained, “yes like the cheese.”

As Hunter hurried me along and I passed them; Jameson flashed me a pleasant and bright smile, where Reyes gave me a hard and biting look, his smoky grey eyes assessing me just as they had the night we met.

"You do remember those two jerks, yeah?" Hunter's lips curled into a playful smile.

"How could I forget," I shot a forced smile at Reyes.

"This is Brad," Hunter stepped away from me, "he's the President of our little club," pride was thick in his voice. Brad stood before me with a pearly-white grin, looking like a proper patriarch of the palatial bar.

"I've always heard that you guys were a gang," I announced, reaching my hand out to Brad. He was a tall guy, older than anyone else in the room - maybe nearing fifty. He had salt for a beard, which was thickly groomed and hadn’t been shaved in years. The man had short, taut curls of silver for a head of hair.

Brad extended his giant bear paw of a hand to me, shaking hands with me, "A gang is a pack of scum suckers," his voice boomed with authority, and it had an almost dad like quality to it. Friendly, but not too friendly - intimidating, but only enough to send a shiver through my belly. "A club?" He said, gripping my hand a little tighter than I was comfortable with, "that's a sacred bond."

Jameson chimed in, a somberness to his tone, "A true brotherhood."

Reyes's word came out in a deep rumble, "Family."

Brad's lips curled into a smile then, "Family," he affirmed. Brad had a fatherly face, and kind light brown eyes. He had a bullish nose, a thick neck and a set of broad shoulders - and from my vantage point I could see the beginnings of some ink beneath his cloudy grey Henley.

"Well I'd try and convince them otherwise," I laughed nervously, "but they'd never listen to me anyway."

Brad gave me a pensive look, "Right," he said. Incredible, my motor-mouth's getting me into waters I shouldn't be wading. "Well if Hunter says you're legit," he smiled wide, a gleam of pride in his eye, "I'd be a fool not to trust him."

Mozz whistled high, "Hey!" He called out to me, "wha'd'you drink? Stout? Pale? You look like a stout kind'ah girl."

I let go of Brad's hand and swiveled around to face Mozz, "Uh, dealers choice."

"Nah," Hunter said, "trust me, Jess, you don't want that. All he drinks is piss and bitter thoughts."

Most of the bar went up in a fit of light laughter, a couple of jacketed men on the far end snorting beneath their cups.

Mozz shook his head, "You piss ant," he announced, "I'll treat the lady right, but I worry 'bout the girls you bring in," he pointed two stubby fingers at Hunter. What did he mean by that, exactly? "Half of 'em, when you got the decency to bring 'em in, stumble 'round my bar half naked and sounding like they came straight outta the valley."

"C'mon Mozz," Hunter rolled his eyes, "the one time I bring in a honest to goodness, bona-fide babe of a woman; somethin' your pencil toe's never gonna know, you gotta bring up that shade?" He shook his head, but I could see the playfulness on the lines of his face - this was no doubt a common, every week kind of banter between two friends. "Shut up and get her to cut loose," Hunter reached into his pocket, pulling out an old, black leather wallet - spreading the opening with his fingers. "Actually," he produced maybe five or so twenties, "I'm buying a round."

The whole place fired up in a roar of cheers and hollers; whistles and claps.

Brad slapped Hunter on the back, "That's my golden boy."

Reyes got up from his booth and passed Hunter. "Thanks," he said low in passing.

Mozz made a come hither motion for me and I raised my brows; shrugged, and let out a deep breath, "It's a good thing I don't have anything planned for today. I'm going to get messed up, aren't I?"

The bartender howled, "That's what we do, sweetheart. Break each otha' down, build 'em back up - we're out there in the ocean, but you know what? We're together," he said with a smile, filling up a pint glass of golden ale. "And we keep on paddlin'."

Mozz sat the glass down on the counter for me, and it stood there like a fountain of some sparkling lost fortune. He then grabbed a shot glass and poured some richly colored, dark whiskey into it – picking up the shot and dropping it in the pint glass; some of the beer foam spilling over the rim of the glass.

I sent a tentative hand towards the beverage. Its frozen bite chilled my fingers, but the look of it invited me, pulled me onwards to drink it long and deep.

Hunter walked by me and put a hand on my shoulder, "I'll be back in a sec," he whispered.

"Alright," I lifted the drink to my lips and drank it down; the smell and taste of cold wheat, with hints of ginger and the burning bite of whiskey coating my throat. I tipped the glass back further, bending back my head and gulping the whole thing down in one go.

Mozz whistled with appreciation.

I slammed the glass back down on the bar counter and immediately professed my simultaneous love and loathe for the icy beverage, smacking my lips and gritting my face. "I could do for another, without the whiskey."

The man shrugged, "Suit yourself," he poured me another fresh round.

From the corner of my eye, I could spot the blonde haired woman coming my way. She sat down beside me and we shared a mutual, curious look. "Hi," I offered simply, though what I really wanted to ask - and I was sure that my face showed it - was 'why are you trying to mess me with your eyes?'

"I don't know exactly who you are," the woman started, "but Hunter's been speaking about you. At least, you look like her," she pointed at my head, “with that hair and all.”

Fingers of warmth rapped impatiently across my breastbone, "W-what?" He was talking to her about me?

"Yeah," the woman said, looking over to Mozz and motioning with her knuckles - ordering the man to get a drink no doubt. Mozz went quickly to work. She glanced at me again, and I found myself intimidated by those cat-like emerald eyes. "He wouldn't shut up about you this morning," the girl continued, a mischievous smirk on her lips.

Mozz came back around and sat down her glass of darkest amber, it's head frothing around the rim. I was certain that I could smell the roasted notes of coffee wafting from it. "Don't you got work tonight, Holls?"

"No," the woman, Holly, I presumed from the nickname, replied, "that jerk Vernon keeps cutting my hours because a couple of guys keep coming in and stirring trash over me. This one egregious, gaping, stinking maw of a jerk likes to heat up pennies with a lighter," she chewed on her pink lips, annoyed with even recalling the subject. She stuck her thumb out, imitating a lighter, “gets the mongrels nice and hot and chucks them at me.”

Mozz glanced over to his side when one of the nameless, jacketed men called out for his services. He gave Holly a nod and a short, stiff laugh, "That's tough, you should get one of the boys to take care of ‘em," he offered before leaving.

Holly sipped at her beer and then scrunched up her face at me.

"What'd he say?" I asked.

"Who?"

"Hunt—"

“Oh," she said, "right. He just, you know - kept going on and on and on about how great you seemed." My stomach tightened at her words, "I kept telling him to just, let it go, because he'll talk your ear off if you let him; had to threaten that I'd cut him just to get him to stop going on."

I felt the fire go out of my face, and was certain that I looked quite pale.

Holly sipped her beer, "Rubbish kid," she gave a soft laugh, "I didn't mean it literally."

"I wasn't sure..."

"So I heard Reyes and Jameson were there, I mean I saw them that night; but wasn’t so sure how much they were around you," she went on, straightening herself out in her bar stool. She was a truly gorgeous figure, although her shoulders weren't quite so feminine - they were broad where mine were more petite. "Wanted to see what they had to say about you, since Hunter kept gabbing like a school girl gushing at getting asked to prom. VP was polite."

"VP?" I asked.

"The Vice, girl," she shook her head, "Vice President. But that's not unusual for him, he's always got a kind word to put in for the pretty little things such as yourself."

It felt good to be complimented, but I sensed an air of something - was it jealousy?

"Reyes? Well, he's not the open fist type, so to speak. But he's getting the same vibe that I'm getting."

"I'd hope that I don't put out any particular vibe. Or a bad one, at least."

"Well you do," Holly insisted, "I saw you last night, a couple of times. You've got trouble written all in black on that forehead of yours - Reyes thinks the exact same."

Incredible, those two really seem to see through me. But, I felt like I was being honest with them. I was enjoying myself, I liked Hunter, even.

Frack. Maybe it was more than just that, even.

Holly brought the pint to her lips and tilted her head back, downing most of the drink, "I'm not thinking you're quite as shady as Reyes would have me believe," Holly admitted, "like to give people the benefit of the doubt."

"How kind of you," I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

"Watch your tone, or I'll reconsider that kindness," Holly warned. "I'm going to tell you this much," she narrowed her gaze at me, "if you hurt Hunter? If you hurt that good man; if you even think about ruining the one good thing about him, his heart? I. Will. Ruin you."

Fire sprouted in every direction from my chest like a bad seed, vines of fear cording themselves around my person - worry pooling in my tight throat. I wanted to say something, wanted to confirm what I feared beneath the surface; that perhaps, she was a once lover?

But she saw that Hunter was coming back, and took that as her cue to take her leave. "Remember," she said low, grabbing her beer by the rim, "remember what I said, Jessica Ives."

The air left me in a quickness and it felt like the ceiling was coming down over me and me alone. I had the horrible panicky urge to look around the bar, as if a hundred eyes were watching me and raking along my skin - as though they could all hear my thoughts.

How does she know my full name? This was not good. This was NFG.

Not.. Good.

Hunter sidled over to my side and sat down, giving me a pointed look, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I replied, pushing back a strand of my hair, “that woman over there, do you know her?”

Hunter peeked around me, “Yeah, that’s my ex Holly.”

Jolts of heat ran through me. I knew she had to be. “Isn’t it, I don’t know, difficult? To be around your ex like that?”

“It was for a while, yeah,” Hunter acknowledged, scratching at the scruff of his gorgeous stubble. “But we’d known each other for a long time, and she’s part of the MC at the end of the day – so it’s not like I can just up and ignore her. We used to have something,” his haunting eyes fell on mine, “but that’s in the past now. We just weren’t right for each other, you know?”

“I can relate to that,” I said through bared teeth.

“Not everything’s gotta end up in flames; we never argued, never got out of control – I guess, in a weird way, that was all a part of it. There was nothing to burn up or not much at least. So me and Holly are still friends.”

“Friends that used to be inside of one another,” I pointed out, that invisible knife digging itself against my breast.

Hunter’s face screwed up in amusement, “How else am I going to get people to like me?” He displayed his jawline to me in a mocking manner, “I can’t just get by on being ridiculously handsome, Jessica.”

“Let’s go with just handsome,” there was a playful barb to my tone, I had to admit I was enjoying myself much more now – Hunter seemed to have that effect on me. Making me feel at ease, making me feel safe. Both of which my ex never made me feel. “And I’m sure you could resort to physical violence, if you really wanted to impress people,” I brought my pale hand over to Hunter’s bicep and squeezed it. It was tight and hard, and my inner self hand to back handedly clean up her slobber.

Hunter flexed, making his muscles move against my hand, “That’s not the only thing I can get to attention.”

I laughed lightly as I ran my hand all along the length of his corded muscles; I was simply fascinated, and admittedly turned on some, by just how strong he was. “You say that like it’s something to be proud of. Most men can do what you’re boasting, jerk.” Imagining Hunter picking me up in those great arms sent delightful pinpricks along the base of my spine.

Hunter exhaled a hard breath through his nose, that soul weakening smile cutting through and filling me with warmth, “Jerk,” he said beneath his breath, sniggering and in a small fit of laughter now, “d-did you mean to make that pun?”

I smirked, “That’s actually my moonlighting job. Pun master and High Lady of the Pun Council.”

Hunter rested his elbows on the counter of the bar and put a hand over his mouth, looking away from me seemed to be the only thing that he could do to calm himself – his face beginning to redden. “Mozz!” He called out, in an unusually higher pitched voice – not sexy, but very cute. “Drinks,” Hunter brought his hand away from his smiling mouth only to speak, “please.”

And drink we did. 

The hours crawled by and we relished in each other’s company. Hunter practically continued to parade me around the bar when others from the MC showed up. Every once in a while, someone not from the Reapers would come in – regulars of the bar; tourists just passing through, truckers that parked no doubt at a nearby Wal-Mart. Even the slimiest looking of guests were nothing short of polite, if not talkative.

Jameson; Reyes, Hunter, Lex who had snuck in while we were drinking, Brad and a few others got together and played darts. We laughed and we played and the boys teased me relentlessly – for every word of trash they gave me, I gave it right back. Even if I did end up losing. Though, I did better than the night before, much to my joy.

Wings and fries were brought in by the increasingly talented Mozz. Their life expectancy was a terribly short one, and even though I tried to keep up – it shocked me the iron bellies that some of these men had; Hunter in particular ate up a genuine storm of those Sriracha and honey glazed wings.

When the night began to roll down a bit, everyone except for Brad – who had slipped away on business – went outside to smoke a joint. I put the sad excuse for a joint that I rolled to my lips, it wasn’t the greatest, but it was still mine. I looked to my right at Jameson and gestured with my thumb if he could give me a light. The smell of Marijuana filled the night as the rest of the guys lit up. 

The rogue strands near the back of Jameson’s unruly manbun spilled over his shoulder when he looked to me and pulled out an engraved zippo lighter. It was artfully done, with an inscription of roses and a black skull at its cap. He flicked the lighter open, and I started to shuffle myself over to him.

I felt a pair of strong hands on me and blossoms of anxious heat attacked me. One arm sweeping at the back of my knees and another at my back; I couldn’t help the half squeal, half giggle that rolled from my throat – hearing the sound of Hunter growling with a great deal of exaggeration. “Let me go!” I mewled with joy, my preciously rolled joint nearly falling from my mouth.

Hunter cradled me in his powerful arms and playfully spun me around, “Nope,” he said in that gravely tone, “I’ve got you now. I’m never letting go.”

Jameson quietly smiled.

“Put me down you jerk,” I couldn’t hide how much I was enjoying myself, even though the darkness of what happened still plagued me – it felt like Hunter was casting down this light, this light that warmed me to the bone; it made me think that maybe, just maybe I wouldn’t live in this darkness forever.

Hunter gave me the biggest grin I’d ever seen from him. All tooth and dimple and just plain dang happiness, he was clearly pleased with himself and pleased with teasing me. An arrow of sadness plunged through me.

This all couldn’t last.

Jameson crept over beside me, towering above me from his position. He flicked the zippo to life and a quarter sized flame appeared. He lit the end of my joint, saying nothing before moving back to his spot.

I brought my hand to the joint and pulled deep from it, letting the smoke coat my lungs – the burn filling inside of me. I blew the smoke up at Hunter’s face, “You gonna let me down now? Your arms will get tired after a while, superman.”

“Nah,” Hunter replied coolly, “I got a better spot for you,” he said and then brought me back to the ground, before promptly ducking between my legs and shooting me upwards onto his back.

“Whoa,” I planted my legs firmly against Hunter’s firm chest and shot my hands to his shoulders. “I can get used to this,” I admitted, “you make a good throne.”
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Hunter

I couldn’t stand feeling that thorn in my chest any longer; she was a bona-fide babe, and a sweet girl in every respect. The moment I saw her at the nightclub, I knew that she was trouble – knew that nobody could ever steal my breath like she did.

I loved Holly. But I wasn’t in love with her. I wasn’t ready to think that I was feeling that way about Jessica, but dang if it wasn’t something.

This? This scared the trash out of me, and I’d lived long enough to know the pain of having a gun jammed against my skull, some banger on the other end just itching to pull that trigger. The sweat, and the thundering heart; the fear of that invisible noose just tightening around you until there’s nothing left.

It was nothing. 

Nothing compared to the simple radiance of her smile; the lightness in her laugh that sent shivers through my spine – the pull that her lips had on my eyes, the tantalizing allure of her skin and her freckles. My cock stiffened just at the thought of seeing her breasts on display. She was an angel come to this earth, that much I knew. But I was just a demon, cursed to walk the earth and idiot every chance I’ve ever had up.

Jessica gave me that pretty little laugh of hers. “You know I thought last night was crazy.” We were just sharing what remained of a bottle of Jack behind the counter of the bar, leaning up against its wall. If Mozz knew the things I wanted to do to this girl on his turf, he’d probably ruin his pants.

“Last night was crazy,” I reminded her. For her it was, at least – for me? Just another night of partying. I hated to admit it, but I was getting too old for doing it every night. I was getting too old for wasting my time on people that hurt me. Wasting my time…a girl this good? I’ll just ruin her, like I ruin everything else.

S’why my folks abandoned me. Hell I can still feel the pain in my knuckles from all those years ago where I’d punch the drywall so hard it’d scare the animals; anger just had a way of creeping into my veins, making the temples of my head pound with a need to hit something. Except the pounding need, the drums that moved my body? They weren’t so loud around her. It wasn’t so chaotic in my wrongly wired brain.

It was quiet around her. Tranquil, f’that’s even the word I’m looking for.

“Yeah,” Jessica giggled and put a hand to her mouth, trying to stifle what rolled out of it. I wished she wouldn’t do that, there’d never be a moment were I wouldn’t want to watch her lips move. “I don’t normally do that kind of stuff,” she admitted, I just kept my eyes fixed on those luscious, plump, pink lips. “This stuff, I should say. I mean, I used to—” she still had her hand covering her gorgeous face, hiding away the drunken, red blush of her cheeks.

I brought my hand to hers, the one that was pissing me off. I pulled her hand away from her mouth, and she just looked at me funny. “Why did you do that?”

“You were hiding,” I told her, “I don’t want you to hide anything from me. Especially not that face.”

Jessica’s almost feline green eyes rounded slightly

Electricity danced between us, a heat like I’ve never felt before drilling through me where our hands met. She shifted slightly, leaning towards me.

I moved closer to Jessica and hooked my free arm around her from behind, pulling her into my embrace. She rested her head there on my shoulder, and I thought for a fleeting moment, that maybe one day I’ll drink her pain and her suffering and bottle it up, so that she’ll never have to hurt ever again. I could see it in her eyes, could feel it when I touched her that we were kindred souls – hurt and wandering the world without.

“Can I ask you something, Hunter?” She looked up at me, her dark forest of lashes resting there just asking for me to admire them.

I’d let you cut me open and spill out all of my secrets, if it would give me another hour with you. “Sure.”

“Are you as bad as everyone tells me you are?” She asked, her eyes drinking in the lines of my face, “you and your club, I mean. I’ve only heard bad things.”

It wasn’t a good idea to open up to her about this, even if we could be brazen in the way that we did things – I’d only just met her. Only just introduced her to the guys. I pushed a hard breath through my nose, “What stories did you hear?”

“Just, you know. Things.”

“Things. That’s brilliantly vague, sweetheart.”

She jabbed a finger against my side, and I let out what I would hope passed as a manly yelp.

“Just,” she paused, trying to find the right words, “tell me you’re not all that bad. Tell me that I’m not crazy, and that I can believe you guys are as cool as I think you are – that you’re not all criminals.”

“I’d be lying if I told you we were all good. Myself? I’m not saint.”

“So, what do you all do, then?” She swallowed and I felt her hand grip me tighter, like if she squeezed hard enough it might change my answer.

“We’re not as bad as most,” was it the truth? Or was I just trying to fool myself. “But, someone’s got to play the part of being the bad guys. Drugs? Yeah. Guns? Limited. We do plenty of straight work with acting as muscle, helping out charities and offering up small no-kidding loans; and you know, we work our bar and nightclub, and a shop on Caulhoon. Also where our club is.”

Her nose twitched and the lines of her face evened out. I could tell that she wasn’t liking what she was hearing.

Guess she’ll need more to come around.  “Alright, listen here. When I was fourteen, I knew this kid. Timothy Eldridge. Real sweet kid, always wanted to help someone if they were in need – wish some of his attitude would have rubbed off on me,” I grinned and took a breath. “Anyway, I lived in Oklahoma at the time – was there for a good couple of years, probably some of the best of my life.”

“Did your family move around a lot? My parents always fought about where we’d stay,” she said.

“Nah, it wasn’t like that,” it wasn’t something that I liked talking about; something that I got used to closing up on and shutting people out of. But Jessica, she just…did something to me, with the way she would look at me. “I never even knew my parents,” I admitted, and the invisible weight that I seemed to always carry lifted from my shoulders, like the cool of the rain soaking away my pain.

“That’s horrible,” Jessica whispered, a genuine concern in her inflection.

“It wasn’t so bad,” I lied.

“Points for trying,” she teased, “but nobody comes out from an absence of something totally alright.”

I didn’t say anything for a moment, just tightened my embrace of this beautiful goddess of a woman. “Yeah,” I felt the burn rise like a slow smoke through my throat, “I guess not.”

There was a noise, some shuffling type sound directly below us. Jessica immediately noticed it and looked down at the floor, and then her gaze slid over to me, “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” I asked, trying to steer her away from the noise. No need for her to know about him.

“You seriously didn’t…” she looked back down and her face scrunched up all cute like. “Never mind, I guess. Must be losing it,” she laughed lightly to herself, “first missing milk, now noises. What happened with the kid?”

I sucked in a breath. “He broke his leg one day when we were out playing like a bunch of fools in the woods. Nasty trash. Bone all jutting out of his person and such, slick with red but you can still make out the white – his screams terrified me back then. Still do, when I think back on them. He was just wailing and wailing, begging to me to help, crying the same thing over and over: My leg, my leg! Oh goodness. And of course, he cursed plenty too.” I took a breath, trying to banish the bloody image of Tim’s shinbone sticking out like it had.

“They gave him meds, treated him right in the hospital – but you know, just because you fix something doesn’t mean that you didn’t break something else in the process. He wasn’t the same after that, Jess. He loved our walks; loved being with his dog, loved beating feet on the phone at night with his girlfriend at the time.” A cold shudder ran through me, and I felt a pinching sensation just behind my eyes.

Jessica brought her hand to my face, stroking my cheek with that lovely hand.

It hurt my throat to talk for some reason, like there was bits of glass that I couldn’t get out. “He became real depressed. Bedridden and broken, lost this huge part of himself – he wouldn’t believe me when I told him I still wanted to hang, wouldn’t take my calls when I rang and only saw me when I walked the three miles to see him, because I’d go to his house and dang well barge in there.” I pulled in some air through my nose, catching the scent of angels – my nose flaring, the taste of cinnamon and her natural beauty filling my lungs. “He started doing powder. His pupils were out of this world and he talked faster than he’d ever did since I knew the kid.”

She knew what was coming next.

“Well,” I said, “I warned him. I did the dance that anybody would do, for the people that we love. I tried; or at least, I convinced myself that I did. Begged him to quit, nearly got on my knees and hung my head and cried to the point of snot leaking from my nose.” The bar seemed colder, “the dealer he was getting his high from got greedy,” rivulets of anger flowed through me, and I smiled and I shook my head. “That’s all,” I said, “it wasn’t that this guy needed the money. Not that his supplier was threatening his life. Just greed, pure and simple. Tired that he didn’t have enough and life, tired of being poor,” I bobbed my head and tried to swallow away the lumps. “Cut it up with rat poisoning,” the air cracked with a fury as my fingers snapped together, “dead. Gone. Just like that.”

For a spell of time, Jessica didn’t say anything. I just watched her chest rise and fall. Like she was afraid to breathe the same air as me, that the pain which ate at me might swallow her whole. “I’m really sorry…”

Attempting to blink the heat and the sting from my eyes away, I mumbled to her my thanks. “Nobody should have to die because of a few greedy men. Life does enough bad.”

Jessica got up and crawled into my lap, her arms snaking around my back and her head sinking into my neck. Her hair, red and entrancing as the ember of hades, cascaded against my chest – and she squeezed, squeezed so tight that it felt like everything might be alright. “It’s not your fault,” she whispered.

“I know,” I replied in a low tone, “I know but my heart can’t help but think that it is.” I brought my hand to her shoulder and pushed her back a few inches, so that I could have her look up at me, so that I could see those lips that called out to me in our silence.

I’d denied myself the night before. That wasn’t like me. It was never like me to feel like this. Promised myself that I’d take it slow, that I should be careful ‘cause I’m nothing but bad news.

But her lips spoke heavenly lyrics to the ears of my heart.

Her eyes held sonnets and her hair glimmered and even her skin was something pure, something untouchable. Our breath’s and our heart’s came together in unison, and a consuming heat blossomed throughout my body. I drank in the beauty of her emerald eyes as our hands carefully found one another. As they entwined in perfect harmony.

I leaned in as fast as my frantic heart would allow, every fiber of my being singing with beautiful electricity as Jessica slowly met my approach.

When we came together, when our lips first brushed, it was like every mistake I’d ever made in this unpleasant life had served as a painful stepping stone to this one crystal moment. Our lips touched and she tasted divine, the softness of her was sweet as summer and wondrous as winter.

Our mouths crashed together like water, I the sea, and she the shore. The dulcet tones of her approving noises rolled from her chest, and my hand moved up to her cheek – stroking it before moving onwards to the back of her head, feeling through the silk of her fiery hair and pressing into her scalp. I wanted to hold her tightly against me for as long as I could, wanted to memorize her taste forever.

After a moment, we pulled apart and our bright smiles mirrored one another. But the heat between us was real, and the desire stirring inside of me couldn’t be ignored. I was starving for her like an animal, like a lion that’d had the taste of its kill – stopping wasn’t an option. I needed to feel her, needed to consume all that she was and tell her that it’d all be alright, that I’d keep her safe and good and well.

Her chest rose in a breath, “I’ve never…”

“Never what?” I susurrated, fingers of heat raking against my chest.

“I just, I’ve never felt like this before,” she confessed in a sultry whisper, our faces coming close together again, “I’ve never had a kiss move me like that.”

I wanted to confess that I felt the same, that I’d never expected to be struck by lightning in my life – there was nothing as exhilarating as kissing her. Instead, I smashed my lips against hers and let our tongues come together in their own private symphony of desire.

The night came alive with the music of our lust, each hard and fast breath a note – each smacking of our lips and sucking a chorus to my ears. I brought my hands to her lithe little waist and maneuvered myself to my feet, bringing her upwards with me. I pressed my feet forward and pushed Jessica along, knocking over the bottle of Jack Daniels, a few drops of the near empty bottle spilling to the ground. Her rear bumped against the long wooden counter of the bar.

She let out sweet little moans of approval.

I pulled on the length of her sunset hair, making her suck in a pained breath as I exposed her gorgeous neck. To me, her skin was delicate as porcelain and it held a private glimmer that only mine eyes could glimpse; like a shimmering moon rippling against midnight blue. “You taste like the sweetest wine,” I panted in confession, my lips brushing along the first few inches of her revealed chest – the tantalizing absence of what lay beyond only caressing me onwards.

“Then drink me,” Jessica whispered, her voice thick with lust and wrought with white-hot need.

“I’ll become drunk with you,” I said, pressing my lips against her neck and devouring all that she was, relishing every ounce of her being. “Dine on your body,” I groaned, “drink you long and deep between your thighs.” I felt her body quiver and my hand found its way to her rear, squeezing her perfectly tight rump.

“Hunter,” she called out breathily.

I ran my lips along her chin and her jaw, arrows of need shooting through my chest – the scarlet rod of yearning impaling me with absolute ease. Our mouths crashed against one another again, bodies melting into one another – heartbeats synchronizing without having to try. “Upstairs,” I snarled, frightening myself with how badly I wanted this girl.

“Upstairs?” She seemed to still have the lucidity to ask through our mortal entanglement.

“I rent the upstairs room from Brad.”

Jessica hopped up to me and coiled her legs around me, just above my rear. She held on to me tightly and looked at me with those enchanting eyes and our lips came together in a flurry of affection. I moved us along from the bar, in a series of stumbles, my boots thumping against the wooden floor. Stopping at the mouth of the staircase, I readjusted Jessica in my grip and loosed some guttural sound from my chest with every step upwards.

***

I threw a giggling Jessica down onto my bed, her cute figure landing against the green of my duvet – the darker green blanket just touching her feet at the end of the bed. I stripped off my shirt and tossed it to the side, crawling onto the bed and over to her, rivulets of warmth skittering across my flesh – each beat of my heart thundering against my chest.

She threw her hands around my neck and pulled me in as I crashed against her, our teeth and tongue and mouths meeting together in a passionate flurry; I could feel her nails digging hard into my skin, raking against me – as though she wanted to mark me as her own.

It got my cock rock hard.

I slid my hands beneath her top, letting my fingers explore the smoothness of her pale skin. Moving up to her bra and pressing against it, pressing against her glorious double D breasts. “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered as I kissed her lips, feeling her hand pine for the bulge in my denim pants.

“I need it,” she mewled, her eyes glazed over with lust, “I want you inside of me, Hunter.”

“Don’t know if you can handle me, baby,” I half teased, lifting off her top and casting it aside – my eyes raking over the brilliant canvas that was her body. Smooth valleys and perfect skin, powerful dips and just the right point to the bones of her wide hips – she had an hourglass figure that most men would go to war for.

She was my Helen of Troy. And I’d lay my heart on the line for her in a heartbeat.

“I’ve known bigger dicks than you,” Jessica crooned, her hands flicking off the button of my pants and unzipping my fly. She quickly shimmied the jeans off of my person, the denim struggling to move past the hard muscles of my legs. They eventually succumbed to her persistence.

 “Incredible,” she more mouthed than said aloud. She’d seen me flaccid, but now I was hard.

“Yeah,” I simply acknowledged.

Jessica’s eyes darted between me and the passion she’d stirred between my legs. She bit down on her lip and her hand worked at the outline of my shaft, wanting to know and feel every last inch of me. Jess brought her fingers to the top of my boxer-briefs, peeling them off of me methodically.

Those beautiful eyes rounded to the size of quarters and a hitched breath escaped her when she revealed my cock.

She cursed beneath her breath and shifted on her knees, the bed grumbling in protest. I could feel the heat and tightness right in the core of my balls, at how badly I needed to take her pussy; but my chest expanded outwards in a breath and I let the girl take her time with me. She moved her head in closer to the thickness of my sex, bringing herself down to my balls and letting her warm breath whisper against me – her eyes never left mine.

“Hurry and get yourself adjusted,” I warned her, “because before long, I’ll lose my patience. It’s taking every ounce of strength right now, to not rip what remains on you and get nose deep in that pussy.”

A huge grin spread on her lips and some guttural noise rolled from her chest. She was clearly pleased, and I felt a finger press at my heart. Jessica moved her lips to my balls and opened her mouth wide, taking one of me in and rolling her tongue against me – moaning as she sucked, her hands rising up my calves.

Dang, a brain and a mouth to go with it? What didn’t this woman have. I tilted my head back and micro-shudders played me like a fiddle.

She moved to the other ball and paid attention to it as well, removing herself after a moment and then running her tongue along my sac – shaking her head from one side to the other rapidly and loosing sultry noises. Jessica took my balls in her mouth one more time and, from what I could manage to make out, said: “Idiot me, please.”

A hard breath left my mouth, and she released herself from me – trails of saliva bridging themselves between her mouth and my crotch. She moved herself up to the root of my shaft, gliding her heavenly tongue all over it playfully – each sensation driving my body wild with pleasure; hell I could feel my toes beggin’ to curl. I brought my hand to the back of her head and made a fist of her hair, forcing her upwards and onto the head of my cock.

Her warm inviting lips wrapped tightly around me, the ambrosial dampness of her mouth – so slick and intoxicating – greeted me. She moved down a couple of inches, and I pressed her onwards, giving her ample encouragement.

Jessica’s head plunged, with the help of my hand, to the base of my cock, taking all of me inside of her – going back into her throat. She immediately unsheathed herself from me and pulled back, those lewd, clear ropes dangling from her plump pink lips. She coughed and pressed the back of her hand against her lips, wiping away some of the spit. “Sorry,” she offered, “I’m, I’m not used to – my last,” there was a strange hesitation to her then, “the guy I was with before you. He didn’t uh.”

I gave her a curious, pointed look. My hands going to the sides of her face and petting her with my thumbs.

She laughed lightly then and bobbed her head almost imperceptibly. “He’d never let me give him head, said that he didn’t like it.”

…No way.

“Yeah,” she pushed a hard breath through her nose.

“I literally don’t even know what to say to something like that,” I cleared my throat, “It’s okay,” I told her, “you’ll just have to have lots of practice, is all – are you telling me you’ve never…”

“Twice and both times were terrible,” she admitted. “Neither lasted longer than a bad commercial.”

My chest rumbled with pitiful laughter, and I bundled up my pants and underwear, dropping them beside the bed.

“Yeah,” Jessica said.

I leaned in closer to her and artfully removed her bra, disposing of it and letting my eyes crawl over the display of Jessica’s luscious belly. They were perfect in such a natural way. I pushed her back down onto the bed, her head hitting the pillows and her breath licking against my face. My hand moved over and cupped at the weight of her breast, set within her like a taut jewel.

She brought her hand to my rear and rubbed along the firmness of my cheek.

I kissed at her lips and sucked on the lobe of her ear, fire running freely through me. “You’re so beautiful, Jess,” I confessed it like a holy truth. My hand pawed at her breasts, cock twitching at just the simple touch and basic exhilaration of exploring such a splendorous creature’s beauty. I pinched at the cute and admittedly small pink of her nipples, her areolas being nothing more than dimes.

Jessica moaned my name and pulled me harder against her, saying in hushed, private tones that she needed to feel me inside of her – and I swore that in that moment, I could feel the heat in the air change at the promise of taking her.

But as much as it pained me, I resisted.

I continued to pull and paw and tease and torture both her breasts, and her nipples. Driving her mad with lust, mad with need.

When I thought that she couldn’t take it anymore; I brought my hands to her pants and unbuttoned them, stripping them from her – revealing the pink cotton of her revealing panties. Even without having touched them I could see the outlines of that delicious pussy in all its glory; the wetness of her sex having made her panties damp with desire. The lips of her yearning mound were like two pristine petals only just barely parted, guarding the nectar that was her love.

“Dang,” I said beneath bated breath. “Spread your legs.”

She did just that, and the petals of her pussy grew further apart. I could feel my toe twitching, a heat surging through me and a ball of need forming right below the root of my cock. Every part of me was screaming to get inside of her. I’d never felt my heart beat so quick for a woman, never felt such a blasted gravitational pull.

But I resisted that basic instinct.

Instead, I brought my nose to her sex, brushing against her – only that sheer material between me and her garden of pleasure. I breathed her in, delighting in that sexual musk, letting it charge my every deviant desire. “Idiot baby,” I growled, “I’ve got to taste you.”

Removing her damp panties, I brought my mouth to her sex and drank deep between her thighs.

“Oh!” She whimpered, her hands shooting to the back of my head and grabbing at me, “oh shoot.”

I kissed at her delicious slit, sucked her hard and long and rolled my tongue against the silk that was her sex. Every inch of her was dang heaven, my cock standing at full attention for every moment I flicked my tongue against that pussy.

“Idiot,” she whispered, and then whispered as such again and again, the word becoming her mantra. Becoming her God.

I didn’t plan on stopping when she started to quiver. Didn’t plan on stopping when she called my name out in the hottest moan I’d ever heard leave the lips of a woman before.

“I want to taste your cum on my tongue, Jessica,” I admitted brazenly before diving back in, pushing my tongue as far inside of her as I was able, my thumb finding her clit and stroking at it ever so lightly.

“G—od. I’m close,” she breathed. “Oh I’m so close nobody’s ever—idiot.”

I groaned against her soaked pussy, eating her out like she were the world’s most delectable fruit. My thumb circling her beautiful little clit faster and harder.

When I felt that wonderful shudder against me, her hands pushing me so hard into her I was certain she was trying to suffocate me, I knew she was there. At the precipice of bliss.

I shoved her off of that cliff, thumbing her clit like she was my instrument that I’d known my whole life. Like our bodies knew one another before we’d ever even met, I just knew exactly how to drive her wild. I gave her a last juicy round of drinking and called out her name as best I could; feelings those legs tighten around my head – feeling her body shake and her throat wail as she shattered into a million pieces against me.

She tasted sublime, and in that moment I knew that my jaw and soon my neck would be dripping with the clear nectar of her honeyed flower.

I’d never been happier to make a woman finish.
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Jessica

Everything that I was felt lighter; my bones felt content, a subtle tingle dancing across my skin and a pleasure radiated from my core between my legs. All I could do was bathe in the delightful afterglow, sinking deep into Hunter’s bed. “That was amazing,” I susurrated, my heart still fluttering and my inner self doing a little fist pump of happiness.

Hunter smiled and crawled over to my side, grabbing me and pulling me against him – letting me lay my head on his chest. He made for a fine pillow; made me feel safe and content and like everything might just go right with the world. My eyes crawled over his lower body, landing firmly on the hardness of his cock.

He kissed the crown of my head, “Man never treat you right before?” He asked.

“I’ve been more intimate with vegetables,” my tone was thick with contempt.

“Those are some unlucky men, and some very lucky vegetables,” his hand glided past my chest, just running past my stiff nipple – the tiniest flow of electricity surging through me.

I loosed a light laugh, “I suppose.”

He looked at me with those soulful eyes, like if he looked long and hard enough at me, that he could chip away at all the misery that grew around my bones like moss. His hand smoothed itself along my skin, reaching beyond my navel now and dipping ever closer to the embarrassing mess that was my soaked pussy.

Air and pleased tones rolled from deep within my chest, and I brought my lips tightly together to try and still myself. I had to end up biting down on my lip; in that moment, I was nothing if not his. I shot my hand out and grabbed his before it could get any closer to my pleasure gorged clit. There was a pang of sadness that raked me, the misery moss of my bones weighting me down all over again – I’d just been given the best orgasm of my life, from a man who was fire to my ice, and even though I could still feel the liquor in me…

I knew it was all finite. I wanted to scold myself, wanted to hate myself – how could you let this happen?

He said, “What’s wrong?” I’m sure my face was an open book, but I steeled myself and shook my head.

“Nothing,” I whispered, afraid that the universe might hear the pleas of my soul. You’ve fallen for a man you can’t have; your whole task is to rip him from the people that he loves, and for that he’d end you.

He’ll end you.

The pain rippled through me again, “I just want to try again,” I said, my eyes drifting down to Hunter’s magnificence; it was even bigger than I remembered it from the night before at the club. I climbed on top of him, so that I was straddling him – letting the heat of my pussy and the warmth of his cock mingle in their closeness.

“Try what again?” He breathed, his chest rising and his adam’s apple bobbing.

Try to love again, is what my heart demanded that I say. “To take you inside of me.”

Hunter’s eyes searched mine, some part of him probably unconvinced of my answer, but a smirk gracing his beautiful face all the same. “By all means, firecracker.”

I leaned down to Hunter’s lips and smashed mine against them, tasting all that he was – my tongue exploring this newly found land and claiming it for my own. He tasted divine. I pulled myself from his lips and whispered, “I don’t want you to forget me,” my hand playing with his cock, his breath hitching in his throat.

“Never.”

A sad smile walked along the lines of my face and I planted a trail of kisses down his chest and past his navel, sucking and worshipping the godliness that was his body – a temple of muscle and flesh and man. I found my way to the head of his cock and slipped my lips around it, tasting the salt of his person and savoring it – every scent and note a new delight for me to relish.

I’d make certain that he wouldn’t forget me; I’ll bury myself so deep in his heart, that he’ll bleed me out a drop at a time, for every beat of his heart. I sank down deeply on his thick shaft, my warm and wet mouth surrounding him completely – sheathing him inside of me as I moaned what I could given his gorgeous length.
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Jessica

We’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms, but I could see the first shafts of orange light peeking intrusively through the window of Hunter’s upstairs room. There was a dull ache that pounded against the side of my head, and I felt a scratchy kind of thirst at my throat – my lips plainly chapped. I’d a little too much to drink last night, but even as I shifted around in Hunter’s bed, his arms still wrapped tightly around me and his blanket covering the both of us with ease; I could still feel the magic of last night.

It wasn’t magic, it was just simple, basic hormones. Just a need for physical intimacy. My body shuddered in remembrance and I felt a tug at the strings of my heart when my eyes crawled over Hunter’s peaceful face, his eyes closed and deep with slumber.

It wasn’t what you think. My eyes stung and I blinked a few times to try and banish the feelings.

Spiriting myself carefully away from the man’s powerful arms, I broke free from my, admittedly awesome, cuddle prison. Standing naked just beside his bed, I watched as the man stirred in his sleep – grumbling out some noises and his hands searching for where my body once was.

I’m sorry, Hunter. An arrow of hurt threaded itself through me. 

I shouldn’t have let this happen.

The cool morning air licked across my bare skin and I cloaked myself with my hands, trying to stave off the cold for a moment – spying our clothes sprawled out against the wooden floor. I quietly moved to pick them up, putting on my stained panties and all of my other clothes. After that, I looked over my shoulder to see if Hunter was still yet to wake. Somewhat comfortable, and more so curious than anything, I decided it was okay to snoop just for a moment.

It was my job. My job that I was quickly beginning to wrack myself with hate for. I padded around the room quiet as a mouse, ignoring the thought as the familiar stabs of guilt washed over me – the thought of my mother wilting away in the hospital.

Hunter had posters on the wall of rock ‘n roll bands, heavy metal and even a few glam; I wasn’t too big on any of them, but it was clear that, at least at one time, he had a real love for music. A few were even signed. The room itself had seemed bigger last night, but even though it wasn’t much, the place itself still had plenty of character. I ran my hand along the broad wooden desk, his rather small dresser resting parallel to it on the other side of the room. The surface was smooth and I saw a number of hand written letters to recipients I couldn’t possibly know.

One note in particular had black ink scrawled across its face; it was folded up neatly, pristinely even. It was an oddity in comparison to the rest of the letters, which were lazily strewn about and not sealed in the slightest.

The particular note held in all black on it’s face: Dad.

I couldn’t bring myself to invade his privacy in that regard. Had he found his dad? Shifting focus from that, I sneakily opened the drawer of the desk. There wasn’t much of note, aside from what looked like a pipe used to smoke weed, a few bills that he probably kept as a proof of residence and a letter opener.

Satisfied with my investigation, I sauntered over to the door and gave Hunter one last look. It felt wrong to be sneaking off without saying goodbye, but I had to put some kind of distance between us.

I didn’t have enough for the report yet, but I couldn’t get enough of him – and I couldn’t afford to feel that way.
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Jessica

It was already midday and I still hadn’t finished my stack of work that had been accumulating at the office. Even though I was given a special assignment by Gates himself, he wanted me to come in at least once a week to keep touch on my other projects.

In retrospect, I preferred my dalliances with the rowdy group of misfits and hot bodies infinitely more than the repetitious droning of my clacking keyboard at normal work.

Perky and full of life Laura pranced her way over to my cubicle, folding her arms over the little grey wall that separated me from the empty neighboring workstations. She gave me that overly cutesy smile I’d grown to know over the many days of slogging through articles together with her. “So,” she said.

I perked my eyebrows up at her, only kind of casually glancing in her direction as I highlighted a few words on the document.

“How’s the super secret job going? Amanda’s going to be pissed if this gets you leverage with Gates you know.”

“It’s going,” I shrugged.

“Such a deep and insightful answer,” she mused in a mocking tone, laying her head against her hands on the small wall.

“We all can’t be philosophers like you,” I said, a smirk walking along the lines of my face. “It’s going great, actually. Almost too well.”

“Too well is a problem?”

You don’t know the half of it. “Of course,” I boasted, “I live for the thrill. For the challenge and the chase of a hard won task.”

Laura tittered to herself, “Yeah, that’s why you had to fall into this gig instead of being given it.”

“I have my lazy streaks.”

“Truth,” she agreed. “Word around the office,” Laura started, burying most of her face in her hands, so that only her nose and eyes peeked out at me, like she were a scared little rabbit, “is that you’re digging up dirt on some gangsters.”

My chest prickled with heat and I straightened out my back in my black office chair, “They’re not gangsters,” I ardently defended. “They’re a band of brothers and sisters, a motley crue of well-intentioned extremists doing the dirt that the public fears to do, so that we don’t have to.”

“How romantic,” Laura teased, “sounds like you’re getting caught up in this story you’re weaving. Is it true? Or are you just wanting it to be? You know you should take off those rose colored—“

“It’s the truth,” I said sharply and dashed my yellow marker through another word, “it’s what I’ve observed.”

“In two nights? Come on, Jess, you sure you believe that?” The sound of neighboring telephones going off punctuated the air.

“If you’d spent any time with them at all, you wouldn’t be so quick to judge.”

Laura rolled her shoulders, “Maybe, still seems pretty sketchy.”

“Your face seems sketchy,” I japed.

“Cruel,” Laura replied, “cruel and unusual punishment of a concerned and loyal friend.”

We shared a small laugh between us and I felt my phone buzz. I dipped into the pocket of my pants and produced it, seeing that it was Sabrina trying to call me. I looked over to Laura, “Sorry. Gotta take this.”

“Who is it?” She nosily asked.

“Doctor none of,” I sassed, “you know, none of your business? It’s just Sabrina.”

“I see where your allegiances are,” Laura made a funny, screwed up face, “better sleep with one eye open, Ives.”

“I’m quivering,” I responded, bringing my thumb to the green icon of my screen, “you just can’t see is all.”

Laura took her leave and I answered the phone.

Sabrina was using her low, husky Ghostface from Scream voice, a common prank of hers: “What’s your favorite scary movie.”

“The one where you never stop calling me.”

Sabrina had what could only be described as a case of verbal diarrhea, “You know, I try really hard to keep you cheery.”

I snorted, “You do a good job, for it not being your professional career.”

“Imagine if it was,” she chuckled. “How’s things? Incredible, are you at work right now?”

“Yep,” I looked over my shoulder, feeling eyes on me but noticing nothing unusual. “So I have something to tell you, but you cannot tell a soul, seriously Sabrina.”

“Well now you have to tell me. Don’t give me blue bits.”

“I spent the night with one of Reapers. I, uhm,” I rested my chin on my fingers, a wave of heat licking at my chest, “I kind of spent the night. You know.”

There was what could only be described as a giddy silence before the storm known as Hurricane Winters. “You, you slept with this dude? No. Way. You slept with him?!” She was so seemingly stunned she had to ask twice, her mouth racing with a dozen different thoughts and assaulting my ear with each and every one.

“Y-yes would you just—“

“Goodness on a cracker Jessica! You just met these dudes, I don’t want to have to award you the blue slutty ribbon award, but I think you’re kind of a major contender right now – you could go national if you tried my girl. I’m a weird mix of proud, intrigued, jealous and slightly dubious of your conquest; you never jump a boys bones like that.”

Just listening to her flurry had a draining effect on me. But it was a love hate kind of relationship that I had with her way of dissecting and commentating my life choices. “Yeah,” I said simply, “well the big leagues for professional courtesan can wait, I’m not doing it again. It was a huge, huge mistake.”

I had to pull the phone away from my ear when Sabrina howled. “In what way? You know you liked it. Oh goodness, you loved it, didn’t you? I can hear it in your voice,” she gasped, “you have feelings—“

“I do not have feelings!” I protested so loudly and stupidly that I saw Robert, who was a good twenty feet away, poke his head up above the cubicle of his workspace. He was a good and kind man, though quite bookish; he had coke-bottle sized glasses and a thinning comb over of black hair.

Sabrina chuckled, “Excuse me while I fan myself off at being so right it physically pains me to feel this way.”

“Okay, okay. Maybe… maybe I have some feelings—“

“Oh yes, oh yes, oh hell yes you do. We’re meeting this week at my place, no is not an answer and yes you have to bring the wine this time,” Sabrina was no doubt driving her place of work insane at the moment, as I imagined her doing some kind of silly jig. “Get a bottle of that Raven’s Wood Merlot.”

I caught a glimpse of some man in the distance, moving from desk to desk and cubicle to cubicle. He was carrying a rather large bouquet of red roses; which were my personal favorite. It was impossible to make out just who it was though, as the person’s face and most of their top half was obscured.

“Jess?” I heard Sabrina call out, “hello-o-o.” 

There was a pit that began to form in my stomach, “Still here.”

“Seriously get that wine, this is happening, we’re doing this,” she went on but my eyes were fixed on the man now, who was approaching me. He looked familiar, and my heart began to tap quicker and quicker still against my breast.

“Okay,” I responded flatly, “I’m gonna let you go my boss is looking right at me,” I lied and promptly hung up the call. I caught a couple more glimpses of the man and right before he got to me, I knew that it was him.

Jerry huffed as he set down the bouquet of roses on the neighboring empty desk beside mine. He looked proud and pleased, and it looked like he had even bothered to preen himself – not including the least of which seemed to be a shower.

It was then and only then that I remembered the foul stink of the man as he had invaded me. I could feel the roaches of fear and guilt and shame skittering all over my flesh.

His disgusting eyes crawled over me and he flashed his pearly white teeth in a smile, “I know you said you never wanted to see me again,” he started, “but when I saw you at the park, when you came—“

“I need you to leave,” I blurted with a rage twisting inside of me, “right now. Right. Now Jerry.” I don’t even know how he got past the front desk, I’d specifically let Alyssa and our security know about him.

He shook his head and the lines of his face twisted into confusion, his brows dropping and his eyes narrowing, “I don’t understand?”

I leaned forward slightly in my chair, my tone becoming a harsh whisper, “Clearly you do not. What part of ‘I never want to see you ever again’ did you not comprehend?”  I was never one to pray, but I found myself hoping beyond hope that nobody was watching us.

I never wanted to be seen near the man. Never wanted to be near him ever again.

“But wasn’t it fate?” Jerry asked rhetorically, his face scrunching into something twisted and angry; how dare I question what brought us together again? I questioned everything after a vulnerable mistake of my heart brought us into the same dang room, when we first met. I’d never been so sure of a moment I wanted to cut from my life than that one. “How else do you explain it, Jess?” He went on, he was always the creepy type – I just mistook it for something that it wasn’t originally.

“Explain what Jerry?” Even his name made my mouth sick, made my guts want to leave me. “Were you delusional enough to think I was there to see you?”

“We—“

“Let me make this clear to you,” I spat, the rage crawling up my spine like twin fiery snakes. I shot up out of my chair, sending it rolling backwards a couple of steps – my fingers dancing with electricity, the soles of my feet feeling as though they were kissed by coals. “I never loved you,” the venom dripped from my tongue, “how could I? How could anyone? Do you know what I hate about you?” I asked, feeling so weightless as I approached him. “Everything. There isn’t a singular redeemable quality about you as a person or human being.” I could see that people were looking now, I hadn’t realize how loud I had gotten.

Jerry swallowed, and looked as though he wished to step back.

I would not let him. I pinioned him under my gaze and brought my tone to a deadly susurration. “I trusted you, I trusted you enough to tell you what happened to me when I was just a little girl.” I felt the tears threatening to swell up, but I pushed them back. “And like the coward you are, like the slime you wish you could aspire to be; when I’d gotten sick of all of your lies and your trash and your constant cheating, your, your belittlement of me—“

“Jessica—“

“No!” I shouted it so loud that my bones flashed with heat and I couldn’t even recognize my voice. All the memories flooded back into me, all the times I had told him ‘no’ and all the times I had fantasized about going to the police; all of the times that I blocked his number, the countless times I’d been polite enough – the numerous chances I gave him.

Everything swirled within my mind and plucked at my breast.

Robert called out to me, “Hey do you need security?”

“I do not,” I announced confidently. “I want you gone, Jerry,” I pushed a hard breath through my nose, “you made everything so much worse for me. I can’t even shower anymore without having a panic attack. The next time I see you, I will put the restraining order to use. When I say this, I hope that you’re sincerely listening through that thick skull – die away from me.”

There was a stillness to this storm. His nostrils flared and I could see the color had long since left his face, his cheek twitching for just an instant. Jerry looked all around, taking in his surroundings and making note of my co-workers that were watching him; a small gathering of people having stopped their daily routines to gaze like animals at the circus of drama. He sucked in a breath and became taut as a bowstring, his eyes looking over me, as though he expected me to get on my knees and apologize for embarrassing him.

Jerry moved over to the table where he had put the flourish of roses, sweeping a hand hard across the table and spilling them over the floor – grunting in a rage and stomping on them madly. Every press of his shoe was accented by the dramatic, piss boy whining that I’d come to know him for – petulant and resentful and completely full of himself.

He went for the chair next and shot it across the room, whipping his head back to me – the lines of his face becoming hard, the blue of his veins showing. “Spiteful jerk,” he shouted at the top of his lungs, his head thrusting at me and his eyes rounding like he’d just gotten high for the first time in his life.

If there was one thing that I could always count on, it was for him to be a coward – a man of truly rare action. All bark and little bite. Jerry quickly turned on his heel and walked as quickly as his stupid feet would take him, his screaming not coming to a stop when people looked at him; he made sure to give them their own personal dosage of misery before leaving the office.

I let loose a palpable sigh of relief, trying to ignore the shaking in my legs and the hurt in my heart.
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Hunter

It was turning into midday already and I still couldn’t get her out of my mind. Still couldn’t remove the glow she’d put on me; like I’d been blessed by the lips of some angel that I’d ripped from heaven’s charge.

I just couldn’t believe that she left without saying a word. It made the anger boil in my knuckles and a hurt slash at my chest.

Reyes and Jameson were guarding on the inside of the rented out shack of an apartment, along with a prospect we’d picked up. He went by the name of Chris Easy, always down to help, always slow to temper and always quick to bed a woman. He was a good kid at heart, reminded me of myself a little bit – or how I used to see myself at least; I’d always been kind of the opposite. Quick to anger, quick to mess and quicker still to speak my mind.

The years with the Reapers had calmed me though, had served to put a leash on that inner beast that dwelled within me. The one that I thought Jessica could tame. Of course, now I started to doubt that – I’d thought we had a real connection. Was I just some toe to blow off after a good lay? I couldn’t accept that. No.

The thought of still not being officially patched ate away at me. It was a highly unusual case, but Brad assured me that when everyone came around to the vote, that I would be in. Impatience and hurt gnawed at my chest all the same, though.

I found myself grinding my teeth ever so slightly at the prospect of being used. I hated it. And I hated it even more for the fact that I dang—well, it ripped me up inside too much to dwell on. But I felt something for that girl; and I’d made sure to check her place after I’d managed to wake up and get my morning routine settled. She wasn’t to be found. Reyes had told me that he didn’t trust her, and I’d told him to go idiot himself, not that it was much different from what I normally told him.

Still, the crazy mongrel had always had the club’s interests at the core of his heart. He was truly devoted. Maybe even more than me.

I lit my cigarette, making the end of it cherry red and pulled deep from the stick of ash and pleasure, bringing in a precious flow of smoke and exhaling it in a long, singular breath through my nose and mouth – from anyone else’s perspective I’d surely look like a bull. Still nothing out on the streets, ‘sides a lot of empty noise and passing cars. I was on lookout for the Niners, bunch of rag-tag jerks that kept getting a hit on our re-supply zones, specifically this apartment on River and Franklin. For the most part we could handle those bangers, they were nothing more than the lowest level of black in town – but they did a lot of muscle work for Asher Faux. 

Now there was a man’s man; dark as coal and sculpted like half a god, the man ensured absolute perfection by entrusting himself to the best council that money could buy. Asher was what the dudes from the Niners wanted to be – heck, every two-bit crook in the city wished they could be like him. Suave, smart and powerful.

Money’d never been my motive, but even I held a couple of pangs of envy for the man.

So, I was stuck up on guard duty, wishing I was lookin’ for the girl that stole my breath away – wishin’ that I’d get some answers from the heaven that was her precious lips. Still, if our re-supply got hit again, it’d be the third time this month. Once? Alright, rubbish happens. Twice? Suspicious as all perdition, but three times? That’d only mean one simple thing. Somewhere out there, there was a snitch.

The club did not take kindly to snitching, be it to the law or to anyone outside the club. The brothers and sisters and those pledged to Reapers were your blood, even above family – because in a way, we were all each other’s family.

They were certainly all that I had left anymore after a lifetime of mistakes, idiots and trusting in the wrong people. At least Jessica, even for all the questions I still had simmering in the back of my head, at least she was a light at the end of this never ending tunnel. My one ladder in the gaping maw that was the cesspool in which we Reapers constantly swam through, struggling and fighting and raging against that terrible tide.

I sucked deep at the cigarette hanging off of my lips, my elbows resting on my knees as I sat down on the stoop of some brownstone. Even with some of the shade that I was lucky enough to have, it wasn’t enough to keep me fully shielded from the sun. The day was becoming long and mindlessly boring, worse still, the gnawing at my chest wouldn’t go away no matter how much I smoked or tried to distract my mind.

Flashes of Jessica slammed into my mind and I pulled on that cigarette even harder. 

I exhaled another line of smoke and then flicked the cigarette off to the side, pushing myself from my relaxed position on the stoop. Craning my head around, I looked both ways for cars and then walked across the quiet street, making my way to the sidewalk. Narrowly avoiding a few cracks in the pavement, I worked my aching muscles and tired bones – bringing my knees up and ascending the small set of stone steps.

Looking back behind my person, I made certain that there weren’t any figures watching me, making sure that it was all good to play my hand. My gut was what I trusted more than my eyes, and even though I couldn’t be right every time – the recent attacks had all happened in the morning, and the day was proving uneventful enough.

Bringing my fist to the face of the door, I knocked four times at a medium paced tempo – our specific signal that it was one of us and everything was good. Five knocks was to indicate that something was amiss. “It’s Hunter,” I called out, waiting for the boys to get to the door.

After a long moment, of which I hoped they weren’t considering sudden but inevitable betrayal, Reyes unlocked the door and opened it enough to peek his rugged face out. His eyes scanned across the area and then did me over a couple of times.

I shifted in my spot and leaned an arm against the wall of the apartment, “You going to let me in, chief?”

“We don’t change shifts for another hour,” Reyes pointed out. For an American badass, he really was a stickler for rules. Always with a rigidity to him.

“I’m losing my mind out here,” I groaned, looking back behind my person and then turning back to Reyes. “Can you smell the ash on me?” I asked, pushing out an exaggerated breath at his face. “Think I went through a pack of Newports; you know I counted how many people walked by today?”

To me, Reyes was like a grizzly bear. He grumbled something deep from his chest, and the hard lines of his face – which I’m sure he practiced in a mirror every morning of his life – softened just enough to remind me there was a man inside of that façade of hardass. “I know brother,” he said with some sympathy, “I didn’t like it either, but it’s two inside, one out. That’s what Brad said,” Reyes nodded more to himself than to me, “it’s what he said.”

I sighed, “I know what he said. I know what’s been going on, but this isn’t even part of the pattern,” I argued, “I’m itchin’ to go man.”

Reyes held his position as loyal and true guardian of the drug door. I wondered when the wedding would be. “You’re itching to see that girl,” Reyes crowed. “How long ‘till you screw her and toss her aside? Days at best, I’d say. For your own good, too.”

Rivulets of fire moved through me and I leaned in closer to Reyes, bringing my tone down from conversational level to a private whisper, “First of all, I don’t know why you guys keep saying that—“

“Because it’s what you do,” Reyes matched my tone immediately, full and harsh and thick from years of smoking and hounding at the booze. “Same as most of us do, ‘cept you’re usually worse with it.”

“I don’t see a woman at your hip,” I barbed at a spot that I knew would hurt the man, couldn’t say why I did it – couldn’t say why it felt good to say it; I loved the man, so why did it bring me even the smallest bit of pleasure to hurt him?

The cascades of guilt and shame quickly followed in wake of what I’d said.

“Don’t believe in love,” Reyes said cold as arctic night, “only thing that any of us should believe in, is this right here,” he pounded at his chest, “the club’s all I’ve got. I still haven’t seen enough dedication from you,” he spoke the words like I was some child to scold. He looked around me and muttered that he didn’t like having to keep the door open.

The electricity snaked up my spine. “You’re holding back the vote,” I said with crystal clear realization, some kind of hurt constricting at my throat.

Reyes didn’t say anything with his lips, but his gleaming gray eyes told me the tale. “You’ll get patched in,” he said, “when you’re ready.”

I felt the anger flowing through me, but I stepped back and away from Reyes. “I’m out,” I announced, “get someone else to take my spot.”

“You’re the best spotter we’ve got,” he argued, sticking his head further out of the door, “you can’t do this. We need you, and you know that.”

I turned around and descended the steps calling out to him as I walked away, “Not my problem to make everything my problem. Let someone else learn how to handle that trash, I’ve got my own trash to worry about,” I looked over my shoulder at Reyes, “’sides I’m not ready.”

I didn’t know if I was doing the completely wrong thing or not, but I couldn’t be expected to handle everything for the club even as the so called golden boy. 

They’d just have to find someone else for today, I’d got better things on my mind.
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“Hey, I’m here to see Beatrice Ives,” I smiled and told Carl Hemlocke at the front desk of Mercy Hospital. The hospital had a cold and lifeless look to it, one that was a kind of clinical fixedness to its existence. Every light was hung perfectly and made the utmost sense in its location for performing a function, bathing the whole place in a white light. The windows beside the waiting area sat there like tall glass soldiers guarding the hospital from nightfall, each one of them tightly knit next to the other and reaching almost to the ceiling.

Normally they kept my mother in room 34A, but for whatever reason every couple of weeks they would bounce her to other rooms.

“Haven’t seen your pretty face in a while,” Carl confessed, rolling a couple of feet to the left in his beige desk chair. The P.A above droned on about a doctor LeMarchand; the sound of people waiting to be seen in the waiting area also filled the air. What with their coughing and sneezing and their high-toned explaining, to what I presumed to be family members on their phones.

“It’s not always easy to break away from the doldrums of the day-to-day,” I replied, leaning up against the bland, massive desk, folding my arms over one another. “I’m sure you know plenty about that,” I felt my lips twist into a broader smirk.

“Hap-solutely,” Carl waved a hand quickly in a gesture before bringing them to the keyboard of the computer. Carl did not used to always be a man, and in fact, still was not – which was not always easy for me to mentally remember. They preferred a neutral term, and though Carl was much closer to the masculine side – still, they held a hint of femininity, though more so in the way they moved and spoke than in the way they fashioned themselves.

Carl typed up a storm on the keyboard, occasionally stopping to click something on the monitor of the screen. “Just one sec my girl,” they assured. Carl had a thick crop of rich neon-green hair that stood up in a proud sort of fluff, a few stray bangs of their hair managing to lazily frame their face. If there was one thing that I learned about them, it was that they were perfectly suited to fit the needs of a hospital receptionist – always without a temper, constantly up to date on things that they shouldn’t even have to be aware of. Cordial, comforting and respective of all things.

The world sorely lacked in Carls.

“No rush,” I affirmed, even though I was tired and stressed from the events earlier in the day. I couldn’t believe that Jerry came to me like that at the office, everyone and their mother must have heard me shout at him. And of course because of that I had to field looks and whispers and go into damage control ‘till my shift ended.

I hated myself for wanting to be held by Hunter. For wanting to be in that bed again, naked and exposed and under his warm gaze, his big strong arms wrapped tightly around me – my head on his chest and listening for that beautiful heartbeat. Closing my eyes, the images of my mind inked over to the thought of him – his perfectly sculpted face and the playful smirk that graced his lips.

I can still smell you if I try. How long, I wondered, would it take for me to forget the smell of him? To forget the scent of our bodies mingled together.

The answer punched into me like a knife: too long.

“Ah here she is,” Carl announced, bringing a hand to their chin and then swiveling over to me, “your mother’s in room thirty-seven A. Tell her I said hello,” Carl blessed me with a warm smile.

“Of course,” I replied, “I will. And thank you. Next time burn me a CD and I’ll check out your band.”

“Oh pft, you wouldn’t like the garbage I sing. ‘Sides, I only do the vocals cause our guitarist had food poisoning.”

“Nonsense, I’m sure you’ve got a beautiful singing voice if you’re speaking one’s already so great.” I could see the blush beginning to form in their face.

“Next time,” Carl said defeated, “now go hug your momma.”

I nodded and made my way through the first floor of the hospital and to the stairs. Stairs would keep me busy, stairs would keep me fit. And a busy me, was a me that wasn’t thinking about the man I’d so callously left at the break of dawn.

I lifted a leg up the first stair and cursed beneath my breath. So much for the stairs serving as a distraction.

After a spell of time, I’d worked my way to the third floor. The fourth floor was where I knew my mom to be located, and I’d hoped beyond hope that she was still feeling well enough to talk – it was getting harder and harder for her to find the strength to carry out casual conversation. Reaching the plain white door to the fourth floor, I pushed it open and followed along the guiding lines – taking note of each room number as I neared my mom’s spot.

You can’t be with Hunter. There’s just no way that it could work. Some invisible hand clutched at my heart, cursing me with some hurt that I just couldn’t shake. Perhaps if I wrote the article about Reapers in such a way, that they didn’t have to be portrayed as criminals, maybe that would work. I chewed on the thought

32…33. No, that’s not what Gates wants I’m sure of it. He’d never go for an angle that didn’t appeal to the story that he wanted to tell, if what I wrote was anything less than condemning for them – he would surely have me fall on the sword.

I can’t afford to lose my job. Can’t afford to not write this paper.

I finally reached my mother’s room and I peeked inside to see her laying down in her bed, covered up and reading one of her favorite books The Picture of Dorian Gray. Opening the door and stepping inside, I smiled at her, “Hey mom.” I could make out the steady rhythm of beeps coming from her machine, the IV hooked up to her arm.

Mom whipped her head over to look at me and her lips curled tightly with happiness, “Jessica,” she drawled. “I’m so glad to see you, my Blue Jay.” It was still painful to see her without her hair that she loved so much, where once was tangles of wild orange, only the baldness of her head remained.

“I missed you,” I confessed in a low tone as the door shut behind me and I stepped over to her bedside. “Still reading it eh?” I pointed with my chin at her book.

She looked down almost as if she had forgotten what was there, “Oh, Dorian? Yes,” she chuckled, “you know me, stubborn and always going back to the one’s that I love. I never could get into those books that you tried to persuade me into reading.”

“Couldn’t convince you the sky was blue even if I pulled it down on top of you,” I grabbed a chair and scooted it over, planting my butt down. “Guess I don’t get my stubborn streak from dad, huh?” Better still that I didn’t inherit his alcoholism.

“Not even a little, my sweet Blue Jay,” her smile melted me at my core. Every bone in my body lit up with this great mix of pain and joy, my heart swelling just being around her. She’d called me Blue Jay ever since I was just a young thing; used to talk to the birds when we went on our camping trips in Tallulah, Georgia. Used to always without failure spot those perfect creatures that I’d swear, when I was a kid at least, were called ‘boo jay’. Guess it was something she couldn’t forget either.

Momma Beatrice cleared her throat, “I hate to ask you this—“

“No no,” I insisted, “you don’t have to hate to ask me anything. Uh besides, when I push something from my womb I fully expect you to be the grandma that backs me on having them be my exclusive and eternal minion,” I grinned.

Mom shook her head, but I could tell she liked the idea of being a grandma. “Could you fetch me a glass of water?”

“Of course mom,” I lifted myself from the chair, grabbed her foam cup and carried myself all the way to the water fountain, taking from it a nice, cold sip and making my way back. The door closed behind me again and I handed her the cup.

“Thank you,” she said, always one for manners. Taking the cup from me, her leathery hands shook just a tad. She took a sip of her water, “yes your father really was the patient one of the family,” she set the cup on her nightstand. “Always, always putting up with the things that I would do and say. You know I tried to make sure you never heard me curse,” she gave me a wry look, those crinkled golden eyes full of pride and yet, so too of shame. “Cursed enough for the both of us, I suppose.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said, “and yes, you did your best. You always did your best. But I had ears, mom. I heard your sailor of a mouth. Dad had one too.”

She laughed at that. What she didn’t know was that these ears of mine, so long accustomed to her tones, picked up on so much more than what she wanted me to see and hear. I could hear the pain in her voice, could make out the fear that gripped her; the regret that hung around her neck like a special burden that only she could hold witness to.

My eyebrows went up when I remembered some of the other things that I’d heard throughout the years of living in the household of Ives.

“What?” She asked.

“Nothing,” I replied.

“Oh, Jessica,” she said, “nothing is always the furthest thing from it.”

“It’s just,” I started, and then chuckled to myself, balling my hands up against my thighs. “I remember hearing a lot of things. Like how you guys used to fight.”

She grumbled something low and nodded. “We did. Couples fight, sweetheart. You can fit together in every way and still want to rip each other’s throat clean off. Your dad mostly just did it to my clothes,” she shrugged.

“Oh, mom,” I closed my eyes and shook my head, wanting to throw my head into a bucket of bleach. “I don’t want to hear that.”

“Oh please,” she said, “like you said. You were a kid but you had ears!”

“Yeah well I can also choose not to listen!”

“Shoot!” She argued, and we found each other wrapped up in our own apparent joy.

I didn’t want to lose her. Didn’t want these to be the last conversations that we would ever have. The anger found me again, the sorrow biting at my chest and sucking the energy right from my bones. I couldn’t let this be any longer, what kind of daughter am I? Unable to keep my mother in this world, the one that brought me into it.

“Jessica?” She asked, noticing that something was wrong. It was just too hard to come to terms with what’d happened to her. I remembered how she was; how she and dad were back in the day. Wearing her milk-white shorts with her hands firmly planted on her hip – the sun striking her hair in a way that made it look like captured fire.

“Sorry, just dozing off or somethin’ I guess.” But I wasn’t. I could feel the strings of my soul tightening, being pulled taut.

“Oh and now I’m boring?” She pretended to be hugely offended.

“Did Bernstein get back to you?” I asked.

She gestured no.

“Curse him, how many times did you call?”

“Tried six times at least the past few days. He won’t pick up.”

“This is such trash that they won’t cover you all the way. You’ve never missed a payment and you’ve never been goodness. Dang. SICK.” The last word came out in a rage and I threw my arms out in anger.

“Jessica—“

“No!” I shot out of my chair and immediately felt overcome with a dizzy sensation, a sickly warm feeling spreading through my body like an unstoppable disease.

I couldn’t even pretend to imagine how she felt. “It’s not right, mom.”

“I’m not saying it is but you need to keep your voice down.”

“I know,” I sighed, rubbing at the temples of my head now – I almost didn’t notice the stinging as I pinched away a warm tear. I sniffled and drew in as big a breath as I could. “I’m just tired of it,” I wasn’t looking at her anymore, maybe it was too painful to do so. “I’m tired of it, I’m so tired of it. I just can’t do this anymore – I just can’t have you here dying and wasting away.” Pacing became my newest friend. “Even at only twenty percent of the final bill, it’s more than I could make in years of work, even with what I’m doing now; it only might be just enough to have them start your treatment. And probably only towards the end of the year.”

Beatrice froze in her sick bed. We’d been fighters all of our lives, but fighting something you couldn’t touch or see or smell? Fighting something inside of you, there was nothing more impossible. She swallowed hard, “What are you doing?” She asked weakly and I swore that I could hear the smallest ray of hope. “It’s nothing I wouldn’t want you doing…is it?”

“No,” I snorted, “it’s nothing bad per se. I was offered a special project at the paper.”

“I always told you that you had talent, Jessica.”

“It’s not that,” I tried to brush the compliment off. I’d written a lot in college and DJ’d on the side, though in those days I was more about partying than worrying about earning a serious income. “The girl that was assigned the case got strep or something,” I said, “and I think my boss picked me because I’m a bit of a wild card, more so than for my actual writing merit.” I didn’t want to tell her that the status of her health definitely had a role to play in it.

“I see. What is it?”

I sidled back to my chair and sat down, trying to push away the draining moss that wrapped itself around me. “I’m tasked with the great duty of having to investigate a gang,” a club, I mentally corrected, “of bikers. Supposed to go into detail about how they’re dealing drugs and killing people and whatever other kind of dirt they might be into. I’m only certain that they’re pushing drugs right now,” I blabbed. “The pay’s really, really good though,” and the men are walking and breathing sex incarnate, of course.

“That sounds dangerous, Blue Jay. How’re you going to stay safe?” Her voice was thick with concern.

“Please mom,” I whined, “you know I can handle myself. Do you think I just walked up to these guys and announced I was here to screw them over?” That’s what I was doing, too. They’d fall if I kept digging and writing.

That vicious and cruel knife of hurt plunged itself deeper.

“You shouldn’t underestimate them,” Mom said, and then cleared her throat. She picked up her cup and drank deeply from it. “Sorry,” she needlessly apologize – I gestured that it wasn’t a problem. “People that break the law like you’re suggesting they do, they’re a different breed honey.” Mom sat the cup back down and clutched at her blanket, the book she was reading tumbling to her side. “It’s not worth getting hurt over, or worse.”

“It is,” I argued through grit teeth. “For you it always will be.”

“I’m not going to bury my daughter,” she whispered, her lip trembling almost imperceptibly. “Even if I wouldn’t be able to. I’m not going to bury you.”

“You won’t, momma,” I pleaded, getting up from my chair and moving over to her, leaning in and hugging her tightly.

She locked her arms around me and buried her face against my shoulder and neck. I’d do anything to take her pain away.

Even if it cost me the man that made my heart soar.
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Opening up the fresh bag of dog food, I poured the content of the stupidly heavy bag into my large plastic bin that I’d gotten years ago from a yard sale. Barristan sat patiently on his hind end beside me, his tail wagging up a little storm; a thoughtful rumble rolling from the dog’s chest. He always tended to do that. Kind of just grumble without opening his maw.

But I found it cute, and it was very much decidedly his thing. It helped to make him, him. “Okay buddy,” I said in sing-song, “it’s dinner time.” I grabbed the red scooper and plunged it into the sea of wood colored pellets, and then brought it over to his metallic bowl, which loosed a hundred tiny rings for every drop of food.

Barristan swaggered his way over to the dish and dutifully looked up towards me with those thankful brown eyes; they still reminded me of when he was just a puppy. The long-haired retriever dipped his head down to the bowl and started chowing down, his tail wagging dying down considerably – though it still thwacked my leg.

I gave the boy a couple of pats and strokes against the length of his back before heading over to the fridge, my sore and impatient muscles flaring up in pain once again. Pain was a strange thing like that. You get used to it, comfortable with it almost – but when you rest and find peace, when you stop thinking about it for long enough, it all comes roaring back at the slightest remembrance.

Staring at the handle of the fridge, I must have stood there for several minutes just spacing out. Focusing on my breathing, focusing on the constricting pains in my legs and the hurt dwelling deep in my heart – fighting off the crawling repulsion that the tiniest flicker of Jerry brought me.

Be strong. You are strong. I pushed out a long breath through my nostrils and then opened the fridge, grabbing the half gallon of milk and unscrewing the cap. I brought it to my nose and sniffed for cautions sake, even though I knew that I’d just bought it less than a week ago.

Good thing there was nobody around to judge. I brought the mouth of the opening to my lips and tilted my head back, spending a few seconds drinking it right out of the container.

After having my fill I wiped my mouth with a paper towel and discarded it into the trash, moving past Barristan who was still going to town on that late dinner. I brought my feet up to the wall and started undoing the laces, taking off my boots and tossing them with one hand sloppily towards the door.

One knock, from my boot hitting the wall. Then a second.

…And then a third. My eyebrows furrowed hard and I craned my head towards where I tossed the boots, and when I heard the knocking sound again – I honed in on my door. Just who was that and why did they have the audacity to provoke me before I had the chance to plant my rear down and rest? I huffed to myself and announced aloud that I was going to the door.

The knocks just came louder, and the pulsing pain flanking either side of my head pounded in rhythm with it. “I said I’m coming!” I repeated myself and practically glided to the door, taking a peek through the seeing hole.

My heart stilled and the hair on the back of my neck stiffly bristled. Hunter was at my door and he looked to be bringing heck with him. I froze up and a dozen thoughts raced through the mental maze of my mind, I wanted to let him in and I wanted to tell him to go away – I wanted to rip off his clothes and I wanted to ignore him completely.

“It’s Hunter,” he called out in that gruff, if not impatient, voice.

Barristan loped over to my side and looked between myself and the door as if to ask: aren’t you going to let my new favorite friend in? If only things were as simple as you made them out to be, Barry.

“I can’t let you inside,” I croaked, the shame cloaking itself over me. What are you doing? You have to let him in, he’s your connection to the club.

“What?” He sounded confused, “why not? Are you alright?” His voice thick with concern, “you left without a word this morning…I mean you already know that, but still.”

“I know,” I replied, spying the chain lock on my door. I have to do this, I scolded. I have to do this for mom, for her treatments – for her bills. Even if it feels so wrong. I’m lying to this man, I’m pretending that I – that we can be together even through the absurdity of it all.

“Jessica,” his voice smoldered with anger and curiosity and hurt. “Please,” he said, “let me in?”

I considered it for a terribly long moment, feeling my heart tap against my breastbone as Barristan looked up to me with that adorable face. I turned my head back over to the door, “Alright,” I conceded, pushing out a breath through my nose and undoing the lock on the door, opening it for the man.

He stood there in all his glory, his pale blue eyes cutting me down without so much as a blink. Hunter was dressed up in his leather jacket, a gray shirt beneath it and a torn up pair of faded blue denim for pants. “What happened?” He asked as he purposefully strode inside of my apartment.

I shut the door behind him as Barristan sniffed at the man’s dark boots, “I just…I had to get out of there. What happened shouldn’t have happened,” the words came out in a tangled mess.

“That’s not how you felt last night,” Hunter reminded. He wasn’t wrong.

I turned to face him, “I was drunk,” I tried to brush it all off.

“Not the whole dang night,” he said, “not to the point of blacking out. You did plenty of consenting to this so called mistake,” he made little air quotes before puffing out his chest.

“Yes, but it’s not a so called mistake,” I mirrored his gesture, “it was a mistake,” I stepped closer to the man, my eyes hanging on his lips.

“So that’s how you wanted to leave things? That’s it, huh? You just gonna throw it all away?” He raised his voice to the point of which it practically boomed across my petite household. Barristan laid down dutifully between the two of us. 

“There’s nothing to throw away. We had fun. That’s all.”

“Bull. Incredible. I’ve had plenty of fun in my time, and what we had last night was not fun. We had something special, and I’m not just talking about the sex – and you what, never intended to see me again? Is that what you hoped, Jessica? I’m not so easy to toss out,” he spat with a caustic venom, “not just some toy. Trust me on that.”

“I—“ dang it all to perdition, “no. I did want to see you again,” I admitted, a flourish of heat sprouting within me, “I loved everything about that perfect night.”

Hunter drifted closer automatically, his eyes pinioning me in my place.

“There are things about me that you don’t know, that you shouldn’t know,” I thought for a moment of my mother, “things that nobody should have to know.”

“I want to know those things,” Hunter lowered his voice, “all of it,” he said. “I want to know everything that I can about you.”

“Why?” I asked and it sounded so stupid when the word left my mouth, I sounded completely dumbfounded like I couldn’t even fathom how the man had anything more than a cursory interest in my existence. I rubbed my index and thumb together in a nervous tic.

“Why? Because, well,” for once Hunter was the one cursed with a tying of tongues. “It’s pathetic,” he announced quietly, cutting himself down before he even began.

“No,” I said. “It’s not.”

His eyes rounded slightly and he looked away for a moment, over towards the dog, and then back to me. “The time we’ve spent together? Some of the best moment’s I’ve ever been lucky enough to have – and I don’t want them to end here because you’re feeling uncertain,” Hunter was nearly against me now, save for the maybe two feet at best that separated our bodies. “I want you, and I want you to be certain that you want me – and I’ll pay any price to earn that sweet smile I could drink in for a lifetime and never tire of.”

I brought the tips of my fingers to my mouth, resting the elbow of that arm against the arm that I draped just below my chest. Every inch of my body glowed in this man’s presence, and that’s precisely the moment that I knew: I was in too deep. “I want to be certain too,” I admitted in a cowardly tone, “you make me a puddle of just about nearly everything. But, I don’t, I don’t normally do that, what I did – what we did. Not with just any man.”

Hunter closed the last gap between us and brought a hand to my waist, pulling me into him – the gravity of his character seducing every fiber of my being. “I am not just any man,” he husked, his blue eyes searching mine for a brief moment.

And then his lips crashed hard and hot against my own, and everything that I ever thought that I knew about love flew out the window.
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We stumbled across the room in a clumsy frenzy of kissing and explorative touching and gasps, making a symphony of desire all our own. I did my best to guide us toward the bedroom, but all we could seem to do was end up running into walls.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you, baby,” Hunter husked, barely managing to pull himself from me. He grabbed me by the neckline of my shirt and pushed me firmly against the wall, pressing his hard body  against mine.

“You haunted me all day,” I whispered, finding his lips once more and embracing him long and deep, our smacking sounds filling the air. A great rush of warmth flooded my core, and a tight golf-ball sized hole of need made itself known. Even just his lips were enough to waken up my nipples; they were tingling with awesome delight and stiffening for every beat of my heart.

“Good,” he crooned and then a deep, joyous laugh vibrated from his broad chest.

The laughter was infectious, “If you stop acting like a randy teenager that just discovered tits for two seconds…”

He pawed at my breasts again, this time with a renewed vigor.

I loosed a moan and stepped away from him, grabbing his wrist and tugging him towards the bedroom, “This way,” I said whimsically.

If the door to my bedroom had feelings and we were in some alternate universe, we’d have probably made it want to rest on the couch and sob into a beach bucket of Rocky Road for the way we treated it; crashing past it and collapsing onto my wonderful bed. Hunter pinioned me against the soft white blanket and pristinely kept sheets, the foam of the mattress taking in my shape and forming lines around me. His hands swept through my hair as he assaulted me with kisses and whispers of sweet affections.

My hand found the bulge against his pants, rubbing it up and down and causing my lady parts to get further and further excited. I frantically worked at the stupid button of his jeans, the silent protector that was getting in the way between me and satisfaction so glorious I’d expect angels to shine a light and blow trumpets.

Hunter moved his face from mine and chuckled, clearly noticing my frustrations.

“Condom,” I breathed, looking up into his eyes – feeling my nose flare just a tad, “now.”

“You’re bossy when you need it,” he noted, planting another hard kiss on my lips, devouring all that I was and stealing my breath from me. He kissed all down my jaw and neck, straddling me after a moment and undoing his jeans, stripping himself of all his clothes. What remained was a pure, toned body of muscle and tattooed flesh – his erect cock pulsing in attention.

“I’m bossy because I need this,” I whined, grabbing ahold of his thick shaft and stroking at it – an almost dizzy kind of lightheadedness overcoming me. “I need you,” I bit down on my lip so hard I feared that I might draw blood, my clit fully alive with ever ripening desire. Even the slightest movement against my panties, against the bed, was enough to send chills up the back of my neck.

Hunter smirked and pushed my hand away, removing my clothes in a right quickness – leaving my naked body exposed and ready for the taking. “Goodness, I could never get enough of seeing you naked.”

I could feel the blush spreading in my cheeks. The feeling is highly, highly mutual.

Hunter spread my legs wide and brought his face level with my pussy, inspecting me closely for a good long while, some deep noises of approval escaping his chest. “Goodness you’re dripping,” he said astounded, bringing a finger to the lips of my honeyed rose, brushing ever so softly against them. This sent a flash of heat through me, a tingling sensation of pleasure kissing at my wet pussy. When hunter brought his fingers up to my line of sight, I felt my chest delightfully tighten at seeing the partially clouded white of my own pre-cum.

“I can’t help myself,” I breathed, bringing my hands over to my greedy breasts and playing with the stiffened buds that my nipples had so easily become. “Please, Hunter,” I moaned, pulling on my nipples nice and hard – trying to give him as erotic a view as I could, “I need it. I need your cock,” I couldn’t believe how sultry my voice had gotten.

Hunter rubbed just above my clit and all across my navel, lavishing me with playful and curious attention to each and every dip and curve of my body. “Don’t stop, baby,” he husked, “every fantasy,” he said, “I want to hear every little perverted thought that pops up in your head.”

I cried out his name again when he rubbed at the mouth of my moist pussy. His fingers were sweeter than heaven, and yet hotter than all of the raging fires of torture.

Satisfied with himself, Hunter brought his two fingers up to his mouth and sucked them clean – that Mephistophelean smirk gracing his playful lips. He moved from the end of the bed to where he’d tossed his jeans, fishing around in the pocket of them and pulling out his wallet, producing a rubber packet and promptly opening it. Hunter then crawled back onto the bed and on top of me, running a hungering hand along my flesh – making sure to squeeze and tease my breasts, his mouth sucking and biting and nipping away for every inch that his hand happened to touch.

Writhing around the bed, I fought against the dark crashing tides of pleasure; my nipples were sensitive as all heck with him touching and sucking so fervently. Every part of my body yearned for him, for his touch and for his thick manhood. I had to feel him inside of me. Had to feel him ravage what was rightfully his.

Hunter flashed the yellow roll of rubber in my face and then slipped it to my lips, “Put it on me,” he ordered, picking me up so that I was sitting on my rear. I’d never had the pleasure of putting on a man’s condom with my mouth before, but I didn’t want him to know that – in my head, despite all my raging hormones and pulsing warmth, I internally cringed at the thought of accidentally choking to death.

God, I hated being trapped in my own head sometimes, I swear. Hunter asked, “What’s wrong?”

“N-nothing,” I mumbled, the roll of rubber moving along with the ends of my lips. I positioned myself directly in front of his erection and through a bit of fumbling, managed to cover it’s cute head – pushing the condom all the way down his shaft afterwards.

Hunter groaned with approval, his fingers massaging against my scalp, “Yeah baby, that’s my good girl.”

My heart jumped with strange approval and joy.

“Bend over,” he growled, petting my face with the pad of his affectionate thumb. He then slid his hands down my body to my waist and forced me into position, so that my rear was high in the air and ready to receive him.

When I felt the length of his hard cock poke at my greedy entrance, I wiggled my butt so that I could help to tease the both of us, my slick pussy wetting the tip of his sex. Something deep inside of me rolled from my throat and I clutched hard the sheets of my bed. The world beneath me crumbled away into total nothingness when I felt that first resplendent inch of Hunter’s cock push its way inside of me; when I felt that explosion of warmth and that expansion of my insides, loving the way the walls of my sopping wet pussy hungrily clung to his head. “Oh, Hunter,” I cried out, I looked back at him, wishing that I could witness my pussy devouring his sex.

The bed itself creaked and moaned as Hunter thrust his hips forward, giving me the full length of his person – his cock hitting me at the perfect angle, scraping against the ceiling of my mound. He pumped himself in and out of me, the sound of his balls slapping against my rear kissed my ears – and idiot if it wasn’t one of the hottest noises ever. Each slap of them against me pushed me closer and closer to that precarious edge. I cried out his name for every stroke of his cock inside of me, picturing my hot and tight sex milking him for all he was worth, trying to imagine how his warm seed might feel inside of me.

Our breaths became ragged and I could feel my toes threatening to curl as Hunter bucked into me harder and harder still. He fit into me perfectly, like our bodies were always made for one another, we just hadn’t known it. Pretty much every sexual experience I’d ever been cursed with was one of disappointment; always the giver and never the receiver.

Who knew sex could feel so amazing?

Our bodies came together in a final pitched frenzy of sweat and moans, each pump of his cock inside of me stirring around my lady bits to orgasmic delight. Our hearts coming together in perfect unison, guiding our physical forms into a perfect and natural rhythm – I felt my world shatter around me and I came harder than I ever thought possible, creaming myself around that man’s beautifully thick shaft.

“Jessica!” Hunter cried in a last push. I could feel his cock twitching deep inside of me, pulsing and rubbing up against my sensitive g-spot, as he experienced a perfect euphoria.

***

Bathing in the afterglow of my own draining climax, I buried my head against Hunter’s firm chest, escaping briefly into another world – free of stress and pain and anxiety. At ease with all. For that brief little nap, I found myself in an earthly heaven; the sound of his heartbeat tapping against my ear, the steady cadence of his breath and the soothing touch of his petting thumb. There was also the surprising liveliness of his manly parts, which still occasionally twitched whenever I would cuddle too aggressively.

My fiery hair was draped over most of his chest, and I drank in the smell of him – never wanting to forget his scent, never wanting to lose that earthly delight. He was my demon, my Lucifer. All brimstone and leather and fire.

When we were finally able to rouse one another from our probably no more than half hour nap, I guided him, still incredibly naked and giddy, throughout the household and over to the washroom.

He flicked his wrist and the showerhead spurted to life, spraying out in a hiss with streams of hot water. Hunter looked over to me, a lazy and content sort of smile drawn on his face. He held out a curious hand.

But I did not take it. No. Instead I stood there just outside the bathroom, still wrought with the embers of our tryst – a phantom feeling of him inside of me teasing my senses.

I’d never been messed with such force and caring and passion. I wanted to cry with happiness and sob in pity for what I’d thought sex was supposed to be all of these years.

“Jessica?” He called out, “you going to join me?”

I said nothing. Just stared blankly at the water of the showerhead.

Hunter stood mute, and the tiniest hand of laughter pushed at my breast when I noticed his manhood beginning to harden to half-mast.

“It’s okay,” I could feel the jagged rocks in my throat, “you go first.”

“What?” He was plainly baffled. “Shower with me, gorgeous,” he pursued.

I shook my head and looked towards the white tile floor. I couldn’t stand to look at him, the horrible moss of my bones finding me once more.

“Baby,” he called out, closing the distance between us and putting his fingers to my chin, raising it up so that I had to look at him. “Something is not right,” he said it so softly, his brows furrowing and his eyes trying to decipher the lines of my face. He brought a hand to my rear and rubbed a cheek briefly before sliding his hand upwards and to the small of my back, bringing me even closer to his person. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want,” he started, kissing the crown of my head. I felt a pang of sorrow at that, “but know that I want to know.”

It hit me suddenly and without mercy. I let go of all my strength and collapsed into his cradling arms, burying my head in his chest and sobbing until I was completely drained. The shower hissed and the water pattered hard against the bathtub as Hunter stroked me; held me and whispered sweet nothings.

After what felt like an eternity, when I was too weak and my brain too spent to fear – Hunter convinced me to step into the shower with him. I asked him to clean me, and he said that he’d happily oblige.

He was nothing short of perfect, and for the first time in my life, I had to wonder if the universe was playing this cruel game on me for a reason – I ruminated on the idea of it all being a dream, a cold, cruel dream.
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Hunter

There was nothing that I could discern about what it felt like, no window in which I could peer through to see the pains of her soul.

And that killed me. Every bone in my body dully ached with need, to know what was going on in her head and her heart.

I’d long since washed her breathtaking body clean, and even though I hurt bad for her, to know she was in some pain that I couldn’t comprehend, I felt like the luckiest guy on earth for her to trust me with being near her. For her to give me the honor of being able to clean and to comfort her, to care for her in what ways I could. To me, there was no higher calling than that – it was all love.

Nothing scared me more. I’d been shot at and have had best friends perish, never to know the love of my real parents – never to know the familial affections of even my foster parents; I could only hold on to the barest details of the ones that I liked the most. I never blamed them for how I turned out, heck, I caused them way more trouble than I was ever worth.

But what I had with Jessica? It put the fear of death in me.

We were laying down in the tub now with the showerhead spraying water down at us. I’d suggested we turn it into a bath, but she adamantly refused. So I held her there after I’d gotten her nice and clean, the two of us just kind of pruning there in the relative and moody darkness of the bathroom. I pulled some of her thick, wet hair back and kissed just below her ear, “Are you feeling any better?”

She nodded weakly, “Little bit. Thanks.”

“Of course, baby,” I whispered, planting another series of kisses, having her try to lose herself against my, in comparison to her, massive body. I’d long since stopped trying to pry my way in, she wasn’t budging on telling me what was demonizing her when I asked.

Guess something finally clicked together inside of her when her hand found mine and she spoke up, “Hunter?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you,” she said.

“You already thanked me plenty.”

“You can never be thanked enough,” she insisted, gripping my hand tighter, impressing me with the strength in which she held on to me. For such a small little thing she really did pack a punch, I’d hate to eat a hook from her good hand. Mental note: never piss this bona-fide babe off. That’d definitely make for an embarrassing gravestone. “What are you thinking?” She asked, as if she had somehow managed to learn to read my mind in the time it took for me to think up those things.

“Uh, nothing,” I chuckled.

She probably didn’t buy it, but she gave me no indication of which way her opinion on my lie was leaning. I silently thanked the Gods that I couldn’t ever bring myself to believe in. ‘Course, I found myself with a greater spiritual appreciation for the universe now, what were the odds that I’d meet a beautiful woman like Jessica? Kind, funny, caring. It just wasn’t something that I was ever used to in life, one of the big four, sure – but all of them in one package?

Was it any wonder that Reyes and Holly were speaking trash about her?

Jessica placed a couple of kisses along my wrist, “Hey.”

“Hey yourself sexy,” I replied.

“Am I…” the pain in her voice gutted me, “a bad person?”

“What?” It made my bones heat just to think that she’d even consider such a thing. “No, Jess. Not even a little.”

“Don’t lie,” she said weakly, “we’re all a little bad. That’s what makes us human, isn’t it?”

“What makes us human,” I started, working my hands all along her body – massaging and feeling up her breasts, trying to physically knead out some of the hurt that clung to her. “Is our compassion,” I said, “our stubborn need to forgive and fight on…even in the face of absurdity.”

She made an acknowledging little sound, “You believe that?”

“With all that remains of my heart,” what she didn’t know was that every moment I spent with her was a miracle. Every moment it felt like I got a piece of me back, glass that’d long since been shattered – stuff that I’d thought was lost forever, it all came roaring back to me.

Life was worth living, sometimes all it takes is meeting the right people, at the right place, at the right time – no matter how wrong you’re living your life. No matter how wrong the world is, a single person can roll the cosmic dice and change it all.

 “I don’t sing,” Jessica confessed, “professionally I mean,” I wasn’t incredibly surprised. “I don’t work in music at all.”

“You should,” I ran my fingers against her scalp, loving the feel of her hair between my fingers. “Your voice is a gift.”

“Shut up,” she teased, not willing to accept a simple and true compliment. “I work for a newspaper,” she said, and my whole body perked up in attention.

That I hadn’t expected. “Which one?” I asked, enraptured in total curiosity now. I knew she was hiding something.

“Applegate Sun.” I swallowed. Should I be worried?

“Good paper,” I remarked, “you an editor or something? Can’t say I know too much about that trash.”

She shook her head, “I do a bit of everything, I’m a junior level employee. Picked me up right out of college, sadly had to leave my exciting world of DJ’ing behind.”

I laughed, “You were a disk jock? I’m having a hard time imagining.”

“Well have a harder time,” she teased, wriggling her bottom against my cock and sending waves of euphoria through me. Saucy minx. “Cause it was my thing for a good long time. I have this special project that my boss, at Applegate, entrusted me with.” This pit formed in my gut, but I cut it down shortly after.

“I’ve been listening,” I assured her.

“Just making sure, I know how easily you men can be distracted with a pretty girl in your lap.”

“Naked lap,” I corrected, “and I’d argue most pretty.”

“In the city?”

“In the whole dang world.”

“You just want to get up in this again is all,” Jessica couldn’t seem to help but giggle, and my heart melted all over again.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said dryly.

She pouted at that.

“I’m kidding. You are and forever will be, the most pretty girl in all the lands, I swear. This project at work, it have to do with your uh, mood?”

“Well,” she started, “kind of,” she sighed. “It’s a lot of things, and it’s been a long, long day. I’m sorry, Hunter,” she turned around in my lap to face me, giving me those doe eyes of green. “About this morning.”

“Don’t you ever stain those wonderful eyes,” I whispered, cupping her face in my hands, letting her sink into my touch, “you’ve got nothing to apologize for. If you want, I could stay the night – make sure you’re okay.”

“I’d like that,” she said and then moved close to my ear, “also you’re going to foot my water bill.”

“Dang and here I was hoping you were just going to tell me you were horny.”

Jessica’s lips curled into a bright smile, the light returning to her once again. She lifted herself up and turned off the shower, sat back down against me and kissed along my chest.

And she never stopped, until she reached exactly what she wanted to kiss.
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Jessica

I’d done a stupid thing coming out to Hunter like that about my job. I think it hurt me even more with how implicitly he trusted me, how even if the world around him found me suspicious – he continued to give me the benefit of the doubt.

Unworthy was the only word that managed to bounce around in the dark of my head when I started to feel sad. Liar, cheat, cruel jerk – they all came and went and dug their nails in deep into the flesh of my soul. My problem was that I’d never been so happy. The sun was getting ready to say it’s goodbyes, casting a pink hue all across the skyline. I was getting finished with my dog’s walk when he loped over to my side, stick in mouth. “What’s that buddy,” I teased, grabbing at the stick and play wrestling with him for a spell.

Sleep was something I had a great difficulty with, thought it was a fluke at how well I’d drifted off when I was with Hunter the first time. But last night was much the same, if not even better. When I was around him, I felt safe. Felt protected, even somehow from myself. Sleep finally came fast and easy, and if I could just find a way to sell that in pill form – all of the world’s problems, mine especially, I was sure could be fixed.

Playing with Barristan for a few moments longer, as the sun bled across the sky, we made our way on back to the apartment. I undid his leash and padded off to the kitchen for a quick glass of water and to wipe down the sweat that stuck itself to my forehead. There was this feeling, this kind of animalistic nervousness and excitement about tonight. I’d told Sabrina that I would stop by her place for a little bit, with the wine she requested of course, I did enjoy keeping my head. But after that, I was all Hunter’s for the rest of the night.

And he had made a promise that there was going to be something really exciting for me to do. I’d tried to pry the information out of him, but he said it’d come to him while we were laying in my bed and drifting to sleep – I swear that jerk was tighter lipped than a rebellious boy with a broomstick firmly planted in his backside.

Grabbing the bottle of Raven’s Wood merlot, I snatched my keys from the basket on my small hanging shelf, said my goodbyes to the pup, locked the door and made my way to the car.

***

“Ooh,” I couldn’t tell which Sabrina was more excited about; the wine or myself? “You look nice,” she said, closing the door of her much fancier place. Guess there were perks to having an actual high paying job right out of college.

I didn’t want to be envious of her. She’d worked hard for all that she did, and never once complained unless it was to me – and of course, what else were friends for if not being therapists that you occasionally paid in wine and hugs and laughter?

I buried the darkness in my heart where it belonged and tried to convince myself that invasive thoughts, and unwanted feelings, were just a part of being alive.

That was when it came to me. I hadn’t felt so alive in years. The time that I’d spent with Hunter in the shower last night; how could a human be so caring? Did all the men that I’d been with just have some core malfunction in their being. Some update that they never got to their human persona.

I flashed Sabrina a small smile, “Thanks, not all of us can roll out of bed perfect in the morning.”

She walked in line with me towards the living room of her posh quarters, “Oh please,” she waved a hand, “we’re both equal tens. Would you just take the compliment without back handing me?”

“Fetch us a glass and when the red starts to pour I’ll let you get to intimately know the back of my hand.”

“Threaten me with a good time,” she said, a small laugh rumbling from her, “go on. Do it,” she continued, turning on her heel and walking over to the kitchen. She was wearing a pink tee and shorts today, guess she was in one of those feel like a princess type moods.

I plopped down onto the royal blue couch and fingers of happiness pressed against my heart, and a stupid smile overcame me no matter how hard I tried to push it down. For once, I had a prince. For once, I felt like a princess.

Sabrina padded back with two glasses in hand and a bottle opener in the other, “How long ‘till you have to leave?”

“I can stay for probably an hour, but not much later than that. Can’t drink too much, either. Maybe half a glass.”

“All the more for me,” she chirped in her sing-song voice, setting the glasses and the opener down before planting her hind end on the edge of the couch.

I spied the remote to her forty something inch plasma TV and flicked it to life, working my way to the guide section and casually browsing through it, hoping to find some decent background noise – or failing that, one of the better music channels. “Isn’t it stupid,” I said, shaking my head slightly.

“Yes,” Sabrina agreed and reached for the bottle opener.

I shot her a heated, if not playful glance, before looking back to the TV. “What happened to MTV, I mean. It’s so dumb.”

“Oh that, right,” Sabrina concurred, “come on Jess,” she teased, “don’t you love watching sixteen and pregnant?” She fiddled with the bottle opener. You’d think for all of the times that we’d sat down and done this that she would be an expert in the field of opening an alcoholic beverage. You of course, would be both severely wrong and disappointed.

“Yes,” I pretend gushed, doing my bestest impression of a mock ‘typical’ valley-girl, “like, I think it’s hotter to get knocked up at fourteen. But, you know,” I made a silly gesture with my hand, “the boys, they just aren’t hot enough for me so I—“

“Oh my goodness-d-d,” Sabrina droned, “shut up and help me get this stupid!”

“Give it here,” I scooted closer and yanked the opener from her, finding myself infinitely more successful and promptly releasing the cork from its home. “There,” I said, “I fear for the wine market when I’m not around to help you get into it.” I finally settled the TV onto a channel of old nickelodeon cartoons.

Sabrina chuckled, pouring two glasses for us, “Stop, you know I’d hate to think about that.”

“Me too,” I admitted, brushing back a strand of my hair and feeling a rush of heat claim me, my mind going back to last night.

Sabrina brought the glass to her lips.

“So uhm,” I started, “we messed again, last night.”

Hell promptly broke loose. Sabrina spat out what little red she had sipped and caught herself from spilling the glass of wine, cursing aloud and setting down the glass – her eyes rounded and she just looked at me. “Okay first of all, incredible, I have to clean that up.” She picked herself up from the couch and headed towards the kitchen, turning around to say something, “second of all I know you did that on purpose.”

I rested my chin on my hand, the tips of my fingers covering my mouth.

“Third of everything,” she spun back around and proceeded into the kitchen, “we didn’t idiot,” she joked. “Fourth and definitely not least,” she had to raise her voice as she undoubtedly rummaged around below the kitchen sink, “you tell me every last dang detail before you leave tonight.”

***

So after Sabrina cleaned up the mess that I’d help to make, and I’d told her of some of the details of the night before that we had did the deed; I moved on to the fine frenzy that was still fresh on my mind and body.

“Mm,” she moaned, “do you have any pictures of this guy? You know, to sate my own personal curiosity.” That was code for give me masturbation material.

“Not on me presently, no.”

“Dang,” she leaned back against the arm of the couch, facing me and taking a swig of  the merlot. “Can you just tell me again how it looked?” A devilish smirk touched her face.

I tittered, “I’ve told you twice now, I’m going to get a sore throat if you keep making me repeat myself.”

Sabrina Winters gave me those sad, puppy dog like eyes and an equally impressive sad smile.

“Not happening,” I smiled.

The mood, and I swore the room itself, both darkened. Sabrina pulled her face to a more considering and uncertain look.

“What’s that face for?”

She didn’t say anything, and it just made me want her to speak even more.

“Winters,” I said hoping to get a rise from her, “I’ve never known you to not have an opinion on something. You have a paper stored away somewhere from when you were thirteen, where you tried to explain why a certain ketchup bottle – which I can’t even remember the what or the why of it – was superior in design to all the rest.” I sucked in a breath, “that was you,” I raised my brows and nodded my head, “I’m glad my brain deleted most of that nonsense because you would not stop talking about it back then.”

Finally the façade cracked and she gave a full-body laugh. After a moment she perked up in her spot and inched a little closer, “I’m just concerned,” she admitted, her eyes looking to her feet. “You’re investigating this guy for your boss,” she said, “and everyone he knows and works with, and I just – I don’t want to be a downer. But how is that going to play out?”

I straightened out on the couch and the depressing feeling sunk itself back into me. She was right to be concerned. “I don’t know,” I admitted.

“That’s not good, Jess.”

“I know,” I must be crazy for getting involved with Hunter. But I couldn’t bring myself to stop now, not that he would let me. “I know, I know,” I repeated like it would actually bring me some modicum of peace.

It didn’t.

“Are you going to go through with it?” She asked, “the article.”

“I have to,” I set what remained of my glass of wine down on the coffee table. When I sucked in a breath, it felt like I’d inhaled a thousand glass particles, and I looked over to Sabrina who was watching me with those sad, pensive eyes, “It’s just—“

“You have feelings for him,” she read what was painfully obvious. “He’s more than just the best lay of your life, honey, and if he’s got you feeling like this? Well, you’re in for a whole lot of trouble.”

“Heartache, you mean,” my tone was harsh and sour.

“I think you’ll figure it out,” Sabrina offered kindly, “there’s more to love than heartache. Love is like the flower you never knew you planted. It’s roots will reach deep and touch everything, and even through the storm it’ll bloom in time.”

“Yeah well call me cynical but I’ve never had a green thumb,” I upturned my thumb as if to say ‘see?’. “I’m a brown thumb, disgusting as that sounds. Everything I plant dies.”

“Takes two to love, Jess,” she opined, “twice as fun to garden when you’ve got someone you love by your side. I’ve got a good feeling about this one, girl.”

I looked to her and smiled, “Thanks. Me too.” So long as I didn’t end up destroying us first.
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Hunter

The place inside was buzzing with noise, and even though I’d called her again and tried to convince her that I should pick her up – Jessica insisted she’d come by herself. Girl had a real independency to her, even if I could tell that she enjoyed having it taken from her, from time to time at least. Jameson and Reyes and a few of the other boys were inside, told them that even though I was sure the crowd would be more than appreciative, it’d be nice to have a couple of warmers in the audience.

Reyes had initially declined, but after enough pestering I did get him to agree to come out. He was still plenty sore about me ditching the other day, but I knew that he’d cool off about it after some time – they’d brought in Pooh Bear in my stead. Thankfully nothing went wrong, but the tensions remained high; we needed to root out who was going against the club, and things were going to get violent in-house if something didn’t crop up.

I kicked up a leg onto the round table just outside The Ybor, a modest bar and grill where they had Karaoke every other night of the week. This was the only fact I mentioned to neglect when luring Jessica into the date, cause if she even had a whiff of it before getting here there’d be no way I could convince her.

When I saw her car slowly roll into the parking lot my heart filled with this simple, powerful feeling and I smiled. Three songs. That’s how many I booked for her, and dang if she didn’t know tonight she’d be singing that sweet rear of hers off.

Might be a dead man walking, I pondered and lifted myself off of the green plastic chair. I wandered over to Jessica’s ride.

She slammed her door shut and checked the lock, turning on her heel and flashing me that gorgeous smile I couldn’t get enough of. “Sorry I’m a little late.”

“All good,” I snaked my arm around her waist and brought my other hand to her chin. She had to stand on her tip-toes as I pressed my lips against her, planting a long, deep kiss. “You excited?”

“I am now,” she said playfully.

I just laughed. She was about to be in for a real treat.

“What?” She asked.

“Nothin’ gorgeous. Nothing at all,” I kept my arm hooked along her waist, my eyes raking over her breasts as we walked through the parking lot.

“I’m kind of doubting that,” she was incredulous, “and stop staring at my belly you caveman.”

“I am not a caveman,” I continued to stare until she struck my side. I gave her a fake little ‘ouch that hurt’ motion.

“I hope the place is nice; there’s a lot of cars here, it’s not going to be too packed is it?”

“Uh,” well trash, “it’s a nice joint, hence all the people. Plus you know, Jameson and Reyes are going to be here.”

We approached the entrance to the vestibule. There was a large glass pane that gave us a preview of all the people inside, and a small traffic of guys moving in and out of the vestibule and into the restaurant. I could practically smell the apprehension mixed with the delightful perfume of flowers on Jessica’s neck.

I pushed open the door and let her go ahead of me, making sure to check out her thick rear on that hourglass body. An apple of a bottom if I’d ever seen one. I whistled at her.

Jessica craned her head back to shoot me a look and then, picking up on what I was putting down, she swayed purposefully slow to give me a teasing view. “Take a picture, it’ll last longer.”

I swallowed hard, feeling the fire of my chest drip down to my gut and spill over into my balls, a tight quarter sized feeling strangling me between my legs. As she opened the door, I closed the distance between us and put my hand on the door – keeping it held open as we walked through together. The place was as packed as it looked, it was a full house and there couldn’t have been a more mixed crowd of people. Old; young, jock, blue-collar, white-collar, black-collar, every color under the sun though mostly white. Tonight, my babygirl was going to have an audience – albeit a varying degree of drunk audience members.

When Jessica’s eyes caught the stage, witnessing some random nerd of a guy adjusting the microphone on the black stand, they rounded and she looked at me. “Karaoke? Wow I feel bad for that guy,” her mouth went agape and she laughed, “he’s got some balls getting up there with everyone here.”

It took every inch of my willpower not to snicker. “Yeah, yeah balls for sure. Come on,” I said, pointing with my chin towards the bar, “let’s get some drinks.” We went and ordered a couple of drinks. Long Island for her, and two Coors for myself. Took us a hot minute to find where Jameson and Reyes had sat down at, since we all got here separately, but we found them at a table towards the back with a couple of seats that they’d managed to reserve. Reyes and Jameson had two random chicks cozying up by their side.

Jameson got up and clasped hands with me, “Nice of you to finally show up, brother,” he said.

I tilted my head in the direction of Jessica, “Can’t trust that one. Had to make sure she’d behave herself on the way in.”

A chuckle rolled from Jameson’s throat and he stepped over to Jessica.

She gave me that pissed hellcat look from the comment I’d made, but her and Jameson hugged regardless.

“You’re stealing one of my best men,” Jameson told her before everyone found their seats.

Jessica’s dark eyebrows narrowed, “This guy?” She looked to me, “I hope he’s not your best. He’s a jerk.”

Jameson nodded his head, “Ah, yes. Except he’s our professional 
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The night was going along great and I could feel the liquid courage working it’s magic. I couldn’t believe the iron stomachs these guys had though, it was like they could just eat and eat for days and yet here they were, perfect models of muscle and being fit. How they were able to do it without getting fat was simply beyond me.

I leaned over to Hunter’s side and whispered in his ear, “This shouldn’t come as a surprise,” I started, “but I really want to forget you.” I rubbed along his thigh, making sure not to get too close to his crotch. “I want to throw you down on the bed and ride you,” just the words leaving my lips was enough to send rivulets of fire through my veins.

Hunter exhaled an unsteady breath and I could see that Reyes and Jameson were glancing our way, “Let’s see how you feel after,” he cryptically mentioned.

That was not the answer that I was expecting. The song that the girl on stage was playing came to a close. She was a beautiful little thing, probably only just turned eighteen or nineteen no doubt, her black hair fell past her rear. She thanked the patrons and we gave her a brief round of applause. I had to admit, there were a couple of people up there that actually killed it; and of course, for every one that was good, five were god awful. But hey, I couldn’t rag on them too much – they’d more guts than I did. A small part of me wished that I had the courage to step up there and play something, but a clutch of dread held me tight.

The girl waved one last time and stepped down off of the little stage. Only the guy that was in charge remained, along with his keyboard, electric guitar and computer. He was a short dude, maybe five-three at the max. What little hair he had left was gray and he wore a set of trendy looking glasses, but he had a very friendly smile and aura to him.

If I was going to be drawn up to the slaughter, I’d want it to be done by that guy.

Naturally every dang muscle in my body tightened up with a frighteningly nervous electricity when I heard my name over the speakers.

“Thank you for that, Amy. Seriously thank you. And one of our last acts for tonight, can we get a nice warm round of applause for Jessica number two.” The man’s voice boomed through the speakers as he looked out against the sea of people, hoping to spot this Jessica that he’d never seen. The patrons of the place gave a lighthearted clap.

I immediately shot a look at Hunter. All three of the men were looking at me. “Please,” I said, my guts wanting to fall out of me, “please do not tell me…”

Reyes gave it away the most, with the hard lines of his face forming in such a way that I could just tell he was trying his hardest not to snicker.

Hunter put a hand on my leg, “Baby, don’t hate me—“

“Oh it is way, way too late for that,” I said in a high pitched voice, unable to believe what was unfolding before me. “Did you—I mean, s-seriously? N-no. No, nuh-uh. Nope, no way this is gonna—“

The man on stage spoke up again, his voice sounding out my name characteristically and with extra syllables, “Jess-s-sic-a. We’re dying to hear your lovely voice, so if you could please come on-n-n up. Don’t be shy now.”

Hunter got up out of his chair and I swear my heart stopped right there. I pictured it in my head, my gravestone engraved plainly ‘died from embarrassment’.  His big and strong hands went right to my waist.

Immediately and without thought I protested with no’s and Hunter’s and I looked over to Jameson and Reyes with puppy dog eyes, hoping to score some kind of sympathy.

Hunter whispered in my ear as he started leading me towards the stage, “I know this is scary babe, I know. I’m gonna do the first one with you, okay?”

“I can’t do this,” I exhaled a sharp breath, trying to get the glass out of my system. It wasn’t working. Every step we took was like trying not to step on a bed of hot coals in a factory that was designed to make a ludicrous number—

“Yes you can,” Hunter assured, that soft, beautiful voice chipping away just a small bit of my apprehension.

“No,” I blurted as the guy on stage smiled, “no I don’t think I can.”

The guy on stage said, “There she is!” He waved a hand in my direction, “let’s give our darling dearest another round, yes?”

Everyone applauded and when I looked back I could see Jameson with his goofy smile giving me two big thumbs up. “I hate you all passionately and equally,” I mumbled to Hunter as we ascended the stage.

“And I totally get that,” he said and then gave a short little laugh, “trust me you’re going to blow them all away. You’re going to do three songs.”

“Three?!” I said a little too loudly, getting a funny look from the ringleader of this nightmare.

“Don’t worry,” Hunter put his hands on my shoulders and looked at me with those beautiful blue eyes, “the first one you know, the other two – you can pick whatever you want, pretty much.”

I moved over to the microphone stand and Hunter sidled over to the medium sized Marshall amplifier, which had a mic resting on top of it. “What song?” I asked him.

Hunter picked up the mic and shot me a playful grin before moving next to me, “Oh, you’ll know it when it starts playing.”

The stage lights dimmed and the Ringleader walked passed me. As he did so, he said, “You’ll do fine,” he was clearly picking up on my nerves. “I’m Bob, by the way.”

“Thanks,” I offered, trying to swallow away my nerves. Surprise: that did fracking nothing.

Bob pecked away at the keyboard of his laptop and before I knew it the speakers were playing something. Something very familiar.

I looked over to Hunter and I couldn’t help but smile even against my nerves, exhaling a sharp breath and shaking my head. I brushed at my face, internally fist pumping at the lack of sweat. You can do this, I repeated that like it was a mantra.

Hunter grabbed my hand and cocked his head to the side, a popping noise happening as he did. He looked my way and smiled, assuring me with just his looks that everything would be okay.

I fiddled with the microphone stand, adjusting it as much as I could figure out ‘till I was satisfied. I looked over to the screen and a four beat countdown began, Bob signaling with his fingers just when it was time for us to sing. I tried to block everything out, tried to ignore the veritable sea of faces looking over to me – or most of them were anyway, some of them were eating or talking to others. Still, even the ones that weren’t eying me, it felt like I could feel the pressure of them watching me anyway.

Taking in a large breath, I sung: 

“Love is a burnin’ thing. 

And it makes a fiery ring. 

Bound by wild desire. 

I fell into a ring of fire.”

I focused on Hunter’s hand, and looked to his club brothers for reassurance. Some of the nerves floated away, but I still felt caught between heaven and hell. When the chorus rolled around, Hunter’s voice melded with mine – and we came together in a pretty kick booty harmony.

“I fell into a burnin’ ring of fire.

I went down, down, down.

And the flames went higher.

And it burns, burns, burns.

The ring of fire, the ring of fire.”

Closing up the song, I noticed this particular looking fellow way off in the back who had his arms folded over his chest, looking serious. My ‘audience’ went unexpectedly into this crazy, thunderous applause and I couldn’t for the life of me believe how much noise they were making. I could hardly hear myself think and if my heart wasn’t pounding so hard in my chest, I wouldn’t have been able to hear it, either.

Hunter quietly and gracefully left the stage, mouthing ‘you got this’ to me before making his way back to his seat.

I spoke briefly with Bob and had him set me up with Don’t Stop Believin’ by Journey. When I was halfway through the song, it was the strangest feeling in the world – to be up on stage and wondering what I’d be making for breakfast in the morning, or if I’d go to Hunter’s for the night, or if I’d have him come to my place. I felt weightless.

When I was singing, I felt free. Alive. This surreal surge of power and joy and this want to weep crashed over me mercilessly.

This was what it was like singing in front of an audience. To be so hideously and yet wonderfully exposed at my core. I’d seriously wanted to punch Hunter, and I still kind of do, but with each line that I sang I realized something.

He was giving me a gift. My eyes crawled along the audience and stopped briefly on that serious looking guy. When I finished the song and was met with that same level of appreciation, I wanted to melt away on that stage; I felt my eyes stinging and I had to look away for a moment and brush at the tears that weren’t quite there.

It was tough to believe. But drunk, sober, maybe they were paid to like me? Whatever. They liked me. All those days when I was in school I was always mocked by my girlfriends for my voice. I’d never told anyone that, and it was so long ago. I could still hear them in my head, the way they would snicker and they were so blunt at how bad they thought I was.

I sang Dream On by Aerosmith for my last song, and though I mostly looked to Hunter, there was something about the mysterious person in the back. He wore a decadent black suit and he had a nice patch of unshaven, blonde facial hair. Where his hair should have been, he was bald, save for the sides of his head – they were maybe an inch thick at the most.

I took a final bow and hugged Bob, thanking him way too many times in far too emotional of a tone. He told me that I was truly amazing and hugged me right back.

Getting off of the stage, I walked back to Hunter’s table as Bob called up the next person destined for that yellow microphone – that microphone that I never would have suspected would become such an integral part of my life.

When I went over to Hunter, I hugged him so tight that I was sure I’d be crushing him.

I didn’t want to ever let him go. Not even for a second.
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Many, many hours later, just when I thought the night would be winding down, Hunter insisted he take me to the abandoned Ryker’s district where some race was supposed to be going down. I’d tried to tell him that I wasn’t super comfortable with the idea of breaking the law, though I didn’t have much of a problem with bending it. Of course this only emboldened the man to make it his personal life goal to get me to say yes. Eventually, after saying no so many times that the word began to sound nothing like a word, and my throat began to hurt – though it was probably more from the singing – I caved and agreed under the condition that the drive be a quiet one.

And so of course, there was anything but silence.

He’d wanted to take my baby out for a spin, so I’d let him drive the corolla. In hindsight, this was a huge mistake as he treated her like a sloppy, reckless mongrel. His surprise at me being serious about having him pull over and switching seats was a memory sure to be burned into my mind.

I decided that I would leave those bits out of my article, and when my mind turned to the thought of my job, my heart dipped into my stomach.

Like a masochistic mantra, I told myself that this was all an illusion. It could not last.

When we finally arrived, the place was dark and eerily devoid of life around the neighboring buildings. Three streets worth, a good deal of the outside bend that made up the edge of the city; and the entire shipyard were normally desolate. Never did bother to find out why exactly, but I did know from my days researching the homeless initiatives that even the drifters didn’t bother going here really. Too far from the civilized world to be of any use, not like you can beg or steal from things that aren’t there. Not to mention a lack of life meant no socialization.

Tonight though, the streets were alive with people. After parking parallel with the other cars on the side of the road, we got out and Hunter cinched a hand around my waist, leading me through the dark, poorly lit street. The only lights were from other cars; cell phones, the moon and a few stray barrels that were alit, producing thin, twisting lines of smoke.

“Just act natural,” Hunter offered, tightening his grip against me – his eyes drinking me in with this basic lust that made my core tighten, “you’re with me, so you’ll be safe.”

“Don’t need the likes of you to keep me safe.”

“Well a tall, freakishly handsome, big guy such as myself can’t hurt your chances,” he joked, and I couldn’t help but glow.

“I guess not,” I playfully conceded as we walked past a man with his smartphone. He’d a white cap on turned backwards on his head, and wore saggy blue jeans with an overly large plain white tee. His dark skin danced with orange light against the glowing embers of the flaming barrel that had taken residence beside a broken street light, on the side walk. His eyes flicked over me and he raised his chin in both acknowledgement and no doubt wanting to get into my pants.

Hunter cast a stern look the dude’s way and pulled me along towards the two cars that were beside each other in the street. There was a crowd on either end of the two cars, with neon lights emitting just below the two beasts. One green, the other red. Hunter and I walked on the right side, nearing the edge of the crowd of people that were gathered by the red neon of the car.

My heart fluttered with excitement at seeing so many different people yammering away and stuffing money and various papers into a box. The man who held this box walked all along the edge of the gathering of people, a golden tooth glinting as he encouraged people to give up what paper they had. His hair was dark and shaggy and spilling all over his head in these long curls. I guessed his age to be somewhere in the forties. His brown skin all leathery and worn with lines of age, and a few days old lack of shave could be spotted around his face.

Hunter pointed at him, “Betting man,” he said, and I gave him a pointed look as if to say ‘that is obvious, you toe’ and immediately he put his hands up to me in defense. “Sheesh,” Hunter said, “goes by the name Roll-Em Jones. Also holds a poker game on LaFayette. I know he looks shady, but he’s actually one of the realest people you’d get to meet out on the street,” this was clearly Hunter’s element, I could tell he prided himself on knowing the people of the street.

“I see,” I said in understanding, “he does look shady.”

Hunter raised both of his brows and I graced him with a smile.

“Can we get up closer?” I asked, not really asking as I already stepped in front of Hunter and worked my way past the veritable hodge-podge of onlookers. Upon closer inspection, it was clear to me that the car with red neon was a modified 2002 Subaru Impreza; customized with glossy red rims, a spoiler and dark green tinted windows. Hunter caught up to me as I glided over curiously to the passenger side, crouching down to peek inside the open window.

Ignoring the tatted up, poser of a man resting easy in the driver’s seat, my eyes drank in the beautiful sight of plush dark leathers and pristinely kept interiors. From the corner of my eye, I could see a subwoofer in the back of the car and a surround sound stereo system decorated the inside; each speaker a honeybee yellow and obsidian black.

I saw that on the man’s excellently kept steering wheel, it held paddle shifters. Internally I swooned, but on the outside I tried to make it look like nothing at all.

The driver turned to face me, and for a small instant I held some regret for dismissing him as a poser. He had a gorgeous face, maybe not quite as nice as Hunter’s, but definitely impressive in all of the right places. He had the slightest whisper of pronounced cheekbones, and alluring, deep green eyes that pulled me to his thin lips. The handsome man smiled at me, and my insides did a little happy squirm – he genuinely had one of the greatest, kindest smiles I’d ever seen.

Like a kid in a candy store who’d stolen his parents credit card or something.

Hunter’s hand found my wrist and he tugged me back to reality, “Come on beautiful,” he whispered, having me turn to face him, “think you’re holding up the show.”

“Am I not good enough to be your show?” I teased.

“Never,” Hunter gave his sexy, low purr, and before I knew it, after he pulled me to the edge of the crowd, his lips smashed against my own. His tongue flicked and danced with mine, coming together in this delightful softness – each exploration uncovering another gem of hidden pleasure. Goodness, even his saliva tasted good, like liquid jolly rancher. I felt like an idiot for thinking that way, but in that moment, with my core winding up in dark lust I knew: I couldn’t ever deny those lips.

As if it were true to the movies, a girl with a large red card stepped into the middle of the street and the street audience came alive. We clapped and jeered right along with them. The girl wore a skimpy, gaudy kind of glittering bra for a top. The rest of her skin glistened and her blonde bubblegum hair came down as two French braids.

Bubblegum Girl stood between the two cars as they revved up their engines, igniting the cheers of the people. After doing a set of excited little bobs and wiggles of her hips, Bubblegum Girl flipped the card over and screamed, revealing a bright green.

The music of screams and engines and tires wailing against asphalt filled the night, as the twin demons rocketed off into the distance – screeching as they quickly crossed the drag line. Far away, one could spot a yellow card being held up on the right side of the road and from the commotion, that indicated the Impreza Driver had taken the glory.

Meanwhile, Roll-Em Jones gleefully took his money off of the top and cashed out the winning bets.

An hour of the night passed and Hunter had managed to introduce me to a good number of characters that he’d come to know. Mentioning off handedly that although Hunter himself never raced, he made sure to check them out usually once a month.

Guess I was his exception for a number of things.

Once the night came to winding down, there was one event left that Hunter had been insisting was new. That the organizers had set up a small make-shift, miniature racing track along the shipyard with traffic cones.

I don’t know if it was the high from earlier singing in front of everyone like that, or if it was just an effect Hunter was having on me. But I felt something warm and overpowering grow in my chest, this invisible thorn that I couldn’t pluck.

When what remained of the group moved over to the shipyard, I saw that Impreza Driver was competing again, though this time with an entirely different opponent.

The dark blue, almost pitch black ocean waters lapped against the elevated base of the shipyard – only the bathing of moonlight giving each cutting, rolling wave a silvery glimmer. What remained of the working man’s graveyard were lots of tagged shipping containers of blues and reds and yellows. Littered all around were these bright orange traffic cones. An eerie tone was set to the exciting night by the low crawling mist, it seemed to lazily grab at people’s legs.

I glanced over at Roll-Em Jones, who was conversing with two other guys – each of them a head bigger than him, and way more cut. Flicking my gaze to Hunter, I said, “Don’t freak out, but I’m going to go talk to the driver,” I pointed towards the Impreza with my chin. When I went to leave, I felt Hunter’s familiar hand on my wrist again, and he was giving me a pointed look. Was he jealous?

“Why? What you know that guy or something?”

I forcefully removed myself from his touch and stepped forward, “No, just stand back for once and let me see if I can give you a story to tell like you gave me.” I was being purposefully cryptic and it felt fun. When I found myself beside the Impreza’s driver side window, I leaned down and tapped on it and a moment later, the windows rolled down.

The driver’s arm draped out the window and casually hung there as he leaned his head out, drinking in all that my body had to offer. “Like, you want a ride or something, chick?” He said with that positively radiant smile, a playfulness to his voice. He sounded nothing like Hunter; where his was dark and cool and gravel, the driver’s was warm and inviting and all-american. His dazzling green eyes slid over my body again.

“Something like that,” I teased, leaning in a little closer, “your guy know the course?” I asked, looking towards the car that he was racing.

The Driver shook his head, “Nah. Fresh like virgin snow, baby,” he laughed at his own joke and tilted his head. I’d scarcely seen a man so happy. “Why d’you ask?”

“I’ve got four hundred in cash money,” I explained, a wry smirk dawning on me, “you want to make some money?”

“S’why I’m here,” he chuckled, flashing his white teeth and looking behind his car out of the window, “think it’s kind of why we’re all here.”

“Walk with me to Jones and lets tell him we want to make some money then,” I placed my fingers beneath the man’s chin. Where Hunter was hard, the Driver was soft – save for his barely pronounce cheek-bones. “You’re gonna scoot your rear over and let me drive that beauty.”

His eyes bugged out immediately and he looked away from me in disbelief, and then brought his gaze back. The man neglected to say anything, his jaw drooping and his brows knitting together tightly. Still nothing. Dude was speechless.

“Trust me I’m not like your Barbie girlfriend. I’ve been working and driving cars since she was old enough to hop-scotch.”

“No,” he said in total disbelief, the absurdity of my idea making him shake his head, “I mean, seriously?” His eyes rounded again, and I worried for a moment they might come out, “you’re serious? For serious? You – I just…”

“Hey, it’s your call,” I brought up my hands, “we could turn whatever you make and probably more than triple it, split the profit two ways.”

There was a beat of time, and he said, “Sixty forty. You mess up my baby, like even a scratch or a dent yo – you pay.”

I extended my hand towards him, smiling, “Sixty for me, forty for you.”

“Other way around,” he dropped his head down, still looking at me; his hand hovering close to mine but not grabbing. “If we got a deal? Name’s Jesse.”

“Fine,” I conceded with a hard breath, and we shook. “Jessica.”

Turning on my heel, I sauntered back over to Hunter; he’d already a suspicious look etched on the lines of his face, and his arms were crossed over one another.

“I’m getting the feeling that you’re up to no good.”

“What gave you that impression?” I tried my hardest to feign innocence; Jesse got out of his Impreza and walked towards Roll-Em Jones.

“Definitely not the look on your face. Seriously, Jess, what are you doing?” He gave me a pointed look.

“Making some money,” I stepped forward, matching his intense gaze, “you just sit back and enjoy being a good arm piece for my personal winners circle.”

Hunter brought his hands to my waist and his chest puffed out, his brows knitting together. “I don’t want you getting hurt, baby.”

I slid my hand up his chest and let it crawl to the back of his neck, pressing his lips against mine in a tight and hot embrace. “Relax.”

“Seems like I can do anything but, around you,” Hunter remarked.

***

Getting things squared away with Jones, I adjusted the driver’s seat for my height and sunk myself back into the caressing leathers. There was a nervous excitement rushing through my veins and I looked over to Jesse, who was buckling up in the passenger’s seat. His gaze flicked to me and we shared a moment of mutual understanding.

“You’re crazy,” he said, adjusting his white cap, which was jutting off to the side, perpendicular to his ear. “You know that?”

I revved the engine, letting it’s metallic, thunderous purrs punch the air. “Crazy was letting me get driver side,” I whispered, turning my head directly in view with the makeshift course. “We’re way past crazy now, partner.”

Jesse stiffened in his seat and pushed out a breath, “Just focus on the money,” he told himself and repeated the phrase, quietly. He had previously divulged to only driving on the course once, but that he would instruct me on the turns to the best of his memory.

That Bubblegum Girl from before with her long, spider rear legs, walked on out and got between us and our opponent. She looked at me with a curious face and brought up her big red card.

I mashed the play button on Jesse’s radio, letting the car come alive with tough sounding rap music by some Eminem wannabe.

I’ll roll with it,  I figured, and bobbed my head as every nerve in my body readied itself.

When the card flipped to green, the Impreza kicked to life – and like a screaming bat from hell, we swept through the night. Our faceless, soon to be loser, sped along hard at our side; as far as I could tell they were driving some 00’s Honda Accord. In my rearview mirror I could see Bubblegum Girl prancing away with those long Legs. Jesse called out that a sharp, hairpin turn would be coming up at 500ft to our left – his voice thick with concern as his hand shot up to the handle above his head.

I’d no doubt he was regretting this.

The shipyard’s concrete floor was mostly smooth, and the low hanging mist of the night became easily swept to the side as we raced down the line of abandoned containers. I pumped the brakes and stayed inside of the turn, throwing the steering wheel hard and whipping the car into the violent turn with a hard look on my face. The car beside me wailed as it’s brakes touched the wheels. It was neck and neck with us, but I knew coming out of the turn that I would be able to shave between two to three seconds off of our time versus theirs.

“Nice!” Jesse called out with exuberant relief, his jaw hanging low and white teeth showing in a pleased grin. “Woo!” He called out pumping his fist, and then pointed out towards the dash, “cut his rear off,” he instructed, and we propelled forward, quickly speeding back up to ninety, “cut him off, cut him off, cut him off,” Jesse muttered forcibly, looking nervously between me and the other vehicle. “This next turn’s on the right, yo!”

“Just tell me that next time,” I coolly barked, glimpsing the car trying to catch us. I swerved to the right and prepared myself for the next turn; making certain not to be too in line with our competition, as I didn’t want him to draft my tail.

Artfully weaving around the bend and slowing down, I embraced the weighty caress as we drifted through the turn on our right; flicking the shifters and heading forward for just a brief second, and then spinning the wheel hard to the left. Trails of thin smoke lifted through the air, as the tires of the car strained to hit the turn. Another small forward stretch, and then a circle around a series of containers; Jesse pumped away excitedly at the dash of the car.

My body felt crystalized in perfect rapture as I slid the bad boy of a car through a back-to-back series of long winded, drifting turns – coming out five or six car lengths ahead of the dude behind us. When we hit our last stretch, I slammed the gas and gripped the wheel white-knuckle tight. I didn’t blink, but it felt like I had – and all of a sudden, we crossed the spray painted line of white to a thunderous crowd.

When the ecstasy of my body eased up, and I came back down to reality – I brought the car to a slow cruise and the wheels of the car angrily kicked up smoke; doing doughnuts with Jesse hugging me and yelling in victory. I felt this lightning surge through me and I killed the engine. We shared one more look and got out of the car, sharing a moment in the spotlight. Hunter jogged up to me with a smile on his face, picking me up and spinning me around.

I whispered in his ear to let me sit on his shoulder, and he paraded me through the crowd with Jesse at our side. “Still think you’re the only badass?” I called out across the noise to Hunter, my hand connecting one after the other with the cheering street audience going wild.
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We’d spent last night together back at my place, and all throughout this morning I couldn’t shake the buzz that I’d gotten since. That electric passion that burned through me so effortless and easily, it was like every step that I took was going in the right direction, to the right place, in the right time and rhythm.

The singing and the racing made feel awesome. And with the money that I’d won, I had seriously considered continuing it with Jesse. But when I talked to Hunter about it, he made it clear that those events were at best, a weekly event, and typically they were only twice a month. Plus, if I started to compete regularly, I wouldn’t be able to get such a high payout – the bets would be stacked on me, instead of the usual suspects.

Still, it was a small step towards what Mom needed, and for that, I was eternally grateful to Hunter and Jesse.

Over the course of nearly a week’s time, I came to better know and understand the workings of Reapers. Riding with Hunter on his motorcycle was something out of this world. Feeling the wind in my hair and the sting in my face, every turn and burst of speed was like a new adventure that I couldn’t get enough of. We’d ride throughout the night with Jameson and Reyes at our heel, and we would go all throughout the county, meeting and talking with people.

There was something that I noticed, however, whenever we would tag along at Alister’s bar. That man with the wild green eyes, Tommy, I believe. He kept looking my way, and I knew that Hunter was picking up on it too. He was definitely checking me out for longer than what one would consider acceptable.

Of course, I wasn’t permitted to all information, and I could only discern what I was able to from the bits of conversations that I did overhear. I didn’t push Hunter very hard in terms of questioning, but when I did he answered honestly and patiently.

“Shouldn’t you be in there with them?” I asked, the sky blushing pink.

“Nah, this guy’s cool – they won’t need me. ‘Sides. Reyes and Jameson can handle themselves. Especially Reyes.”

“I see,” we were waiting on the stoop of the front porch, “am I being nosy?” I scrunched up my face.

Hunter craned his head over to me and let his fingers dance across my chin and the cheek of my face, “You’re like a cat.”

“I stick my nails in you and kick at you when you try and rub my belly?”

“Another smart aleck word out of your pretty mouth and I’m gonna throw milk at your face,” Hunter threatened with a tight smirk.

I scooted closer to him and nuzzled up against him, pretending to be the mangy feline he so plainly viewed me as.

Hunter laughed and coiled an arm around my waist, “Alright, alright.”

“Purr-r-r,” I continued to play along. “Seriously though, what are they doing in there?”

He just shook his head. “Negotiating.”

“Very descriptive, I bet you got some high marks in school.”

His brows knitted together and the lines of his face evened out. Had I hurt his feelings? “Price of product goes up and down based on two things,” Hunter explained, bringing up his index finger, “one is supply, the other is demand. Fernando ‘Slick’ over here gets good product, and we like to get good prices, so every season we arrange a special trip. He’s our secondary supplier, used for the more curious, high end clientele.”

I hummed in acknowledgement, and feeling silly, I just barely licked at his face. “I didn’t understand any of that, I’m a cat, remember?”

***

Two more nights passed, and before the evening could paint the sky black, I made certain to visit my mom. I said my hellos to Carl Hemlocke, who was even kind and remembering enough to give me their music demo on a plain, burned CD. Promising to listen to it, I mentally filed the later-to-be-done deed away and carried the CD case with me.

Mom was well, or rather, as well enough as she could be with the cancer that was slowly but inevitably killing her. None of it was fair, and I hated every burning second of knowing that she was suffering and that the hospital wouldn’t budge without her insurance’s help in the matter.

Later in the night, I crawled into bed with Barristan jumping up to my side and pooling himself into a puddle of dog and hair at my feet. Hunter and I were texting one another back and forth every day, and more than I thought two people could or should humanly text. At night before bed, this ritual was so deeply engrained into my skull I didn’t even have to consciously think about messaging him anymore; I simply did it, or responded to him when I felt my phone buzz. It was strange, because it was nothing short of exhilarating every time we spoke – no matter the way in which we communicated. Every time I felt those fingers of warmth press against my chest, and this stupid, almost childish giddiness would overcome me.

***

It was Friday now, and my boss Mr. Gates was hounding me for further updates on the article that I was supposed to be formulating. Things on that front were not good, and even though the money was flowing into my bank account, it still wasn’t nearly what was needed. Still, a completion bonus and the favor that I’d earn by doing this for him would probably earn me a promotion.

Doubt and fear plagued at me though, was this really my out? I was in deep with the Reapers now, and deeper still with Hunter. If I decided to go through with it, there’d be no greater betrayal – and with some of their family and Hunter knowing what they know, I could seriously be at risk here. 

Too deep. Just in too deep.

I was at the club’s bar with Hunter and his friend Holly, who had seemed to sweeten up to me since last we met.

“You’re looking…” Holly put a finger to her lips, pondering for a moment, “glowing.”

I raised a brow as I fidgeted in Hunter’s lap at the booth we were hanging out in, “Is that a good thing?” I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep spinning smoke with the article that I was supposed to write. I had to decide soon if I was going to go through with it or not, even though I knew there was really only one answer at the end of the day.

Hunter answered for Holly, “Hell yeah it is,” he tightened his grip around my waist and kissed at my neck playfully. I couldn’t help but squeal. It hurt something fierce to know that soon, all of this would be ripped away from me.

Holly reached into the pocket of her light sweatshirt and produced a hair band, casually bunching her golden strands into a ponytail. “Would you grab me a beer, Hunter?”

He nodded and patted my back, signaling for me to lift myself from him. He scooted out of the booth and walked towards the bar, trying to flag down a very busy Mozz.

The bar seemed to come to a strange, dream-like quiet, save for the idle background noise of chatter and forks clinking against the occasional plate. Holly leaned in against the table, and I immediately knew that something wasn’t right. “I know you’re up to something,” she accused.

My eyebrows knitted together tightly, “What do you mean?” I mirrored her leaning into the table.

“I know,” Holly repeated, looking over to Hunter and then back to me, “Reyes and D’Angelo have been looking into you.”

I knew that they were suspicious of me. This D’Angelo character I’d never met, however. “So you knew my name from them? I’m not comfortable with you guys poking around in my private life.”

She nodded. “You associate with the club, you no longer have a private life. Not one that the club doesn’t know about at least. Hunter? The brothers here? They accept you as you are, but at the end of the day, a rat’s a rat.”

“Nothing to know,” I countered. She was right about the people of Reapers taking a liking to me, for the most part – that made it all the worse, really. “And you can relax your happy rear,” I tilted my head, “I’m no rat.”

Holly shook her head, “Not from where I’m sitting. We know where it is you work—“

“Hunter already knows wher—“

“Listen,” she interrupted, “I’m not here to rip you apart. Not yet at least,” her eyes narrowed, “but your line of work? I hope Hunter’s not been so stupid as to not even consider what you might be doing. We’re keeping things quiet for now, but I’m thinking that if we did just a little digging. Maybe make a phone call to your boss, ask the right questions – maybe we go down there and start busting heads… we might not like what we see.”

I shrugged, but the nervousness wormed its way through me, “Go ahead, it’s clear to me that you’re just jealous.” I hoped that it would be enough to make her doubt the things swimming in her head. “If you want to know what it is I do, go and read the paper, tell me if you spot any mistakes in the lines. I’m lucky when I get a break from slogging through all that garbage. Work’s the dullest part of my life.” Hunter began to make his way back to us, laughing and talking at some of the various club brothers and associates, two beers in hand.

Holly noticed this, and her eyes shifted back to me, “Consider this a final warning,” she said, “come clean right here, right now. This is for your benefit, not ours.”

I steeled my expression, offering nothing but a frigid glare, “I don’t need your warnings, Holly. So please,” I said, “let it go.”

Hunter sat the glasses of beer down on the table as Holly and I stared one another off, a storm of invisible sparks between us.

***

Setting down the box of Licht chocolates on my mother’s nightstand, I smoothed out the kinks in my blue skirt that weren’t truly there.

“Thanks, Blue Jay,” she said, taking a sip of her water.

“It’s no problem,” I replied, “I always think of you when I see them, so I had to get you some.” She loved the ones filled with caramel and raspberry, so naturally I could never stand the raspberry, because mother daughter reasons, I guess. I sat there in my chair and found my gaze settling on my mom’s white blanket.

“Honey?” She asked.

“Huh?”

“You okay?”

“Yeah…”

“Yeah?” She asked incredulous.

“It’s just, I don’t know,” it was hard to find the words that my heart so desperately wanted to spit out. “There’s this guy, mom.”

For the first time in a long time, I saw something in her change. Something good. Her eyes rounded and she perked up, “So that’s what has gotten into you,” she noted like it was a fact written on my forehead she’d so kindly neglected to mention.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’ve seen the way you act, the way that you’re smiling and you’re distant and the anger that came off of you that night.”

I twisted my nose to the side, my face scrunching up tightly, “I would’ve told you about him sooner, but it’s just so complicated. He had me get up on stage and sing during Karaoke night at this place, and god Mom it was just so freezing. So amazing. He is so amazing.”

A tight smile graced the lines of her face, “I can tell that he must be, with the way you blush like you do.”

I hadn’t even felt the red kiss my cheeks, “So not blushing,” I insisted, pushing out a sigh, “He’s everything I never knew I needed, mom.”

“That’s how it works, kiddo,” she wagged a finger.

The cloak of sadness wrapped itself tightly around me, and I felt like I had dragged a dozen moody clouds with me into her room. “It can’t be though,” it sounded like I was pouting. I just wanted the comfort of my mother’s words.

“Why not?”

“Because, my boss wants me to rip him and his club apart. He’ll hate me, mom. And it just kills me, because he’s so sweet and stupid and, smart and…everything.” I was resigning myself to defeat now, the small lights of hope being snuffed by the encroaching darkness. I whispered, “and it just can’t be.”

“The only boss that you have to listen to is yourself, Jessica,” she reminded, her hand reaching over to me and grabbing at my wrist.

I brought my head up that I’d not even registered had sunk, looking into her eyes. If it was my choice, if I didn’t have so much on the line – if it was anyone else but her. I’d tell Gates to screw himself, in so many ways. “I can’t,” I whispered, the tears stinging at my eyes. “If I decide not to throw him and his club under the bus—“

“His name, dear,” Mom reminded, “tell me his name?”

I smiled, “Hunter.”

“A good name.”

“A better man,” I tried to blink away the pain.

“If you love him,” she said, “then you’ll know what to do. If he loves you, then the both of you will find a way.” It didn’t feel that simple. It made me feel weak to think that I was so madly in love with the man, and to say it aloud felt like it would make me only weaker.

But I felt it all the same. “I do,” I said so softly I wasn’t sure that she heard me, “love him, that is. Can you love someone so quick?”

“Love is much like life, Blue Jay. It’s all made up as we go along, we can only go with what we feel. If you hold love in your heart for him, then yes. If you do not, then no. Either way,” she coughed and then cleared her throat, going for her water and sipping from it. “Either way, don’t you dare beat yourself up for feeling something.”

The dagger found my breast and I shook my head, “It’s not how I feel for him that scares me. I mean it does. But…it’s how I feel for him and the people that I care about, that I love – namely you.”

“Jessica,” she started, her hand finding mine again, “I won’t always be around.”

“But I need you to be,” I sucked in a sharp breath, and it came out all funny and ragged – and a pressure built up in my nose. “I’d do anything for you.”

“Do anything for you,” she insisted, “let me worry about me.”

Everything hurt, and I only found myself stuck further between that terrible rock and a hard place.
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Hunter – One Night Later.

I pulled Jessica’s naked body closer to me, so that she could lay her gorgeous head on my chest. “You gonna tell me what’s on your mind there?” I punctuated my next words with a series of kisses, “my very, very sweet firecracker.” I’d been trying to get her to spill her guts ever since we hooked up tonight, but that girl was like the night river – carrying her burdens down the cool of her stream, beneath the cover of night. For as much as I tried, she would put up those walls and try and change the subject.

“I’m alright,” she insisted, circling my chest with her index finger and placing a few kisses there too. Each motion of her finger, every ounce of her love that she poured into those kisses; it made me feel alive, made me feel strong and good and just dang happy to be around.

“So, you never knew your parents?” She inquired.

My shoulders shifted, “Be lying if I said that I was okay with not knowing them,” it hurt to think about, heck, it hurt even more to talk about it. But with Jessica, I wanted to be clear about everything – I wanted to spill all the secrets that I was. That I’d bottled up over the years, the days that I’d been spending without her. Pain raked across my chest and fire twisted through my veins. I’d never spoken the words out loud, but the thorn of feeling pricking at my heart was starting to make me go insane. You were never supposed to fall for this chick; supposed to be keeping your head up, worrying about the club and getting your patch.

Scolding myself could have been my born profession, had I not met Brad back when I was nineteen.

“You have no idea where they are?” Jessica asked.

“Not a clue,” that was truth, through and through. I’d written a letter for my father a couple of years back, hoping to one day give it to him. Course, that day never came – and most of the time I wasn’t sure if I wanted it to or not anyway. “Most of the time, I’m not sure how badly I want to see them. Other days? It’s all I can think about – or well, it was all that I could think about.”

Jessica’s cute little smirk widened at what I was implying. “I want to tell you something,” she started.

“You can tell me anything, Jess,” I placed the back of my hand along her cheek, stroking with affection. “Seriously, I’m not just saying that.”

“I appreciate that,” she whispered and then cleared her throat, her eyes sliding over and away from me before returning. There was an almost imperceptible field of hesitation that cloaked her. “I don’t talk about it, like, ever. But…my mother’s dying, Hunter.”

My gut twisted and this terrible heat shot up to my throat; felt like the room grew smaller and that my little girl weighed twice as much as she did. The bones in my body wanted to crawl away from me.

“Her insurance representative keeps telling us there’s nothing that can be done, not without ponying up our percent of the bill. Never done a blasted thing wrong in her day, and they won’t move a fat finger to help her.”

I lifted myself onto my elbows and looked down at Jessica, my eyes studying her face, “How much do you guys need?”

She just shook her head, “Too much. They keep telling us that continuing the chemo now would just make things worse, they want to do some kind of break-through nano therapy. Send in little robots to kill the cancerous cells, I don’t know.”

“Tell me how much you need, Jess.”

She swallowed, giving me a look of that haunting neck, “Eighty grand, rounded up.”

“Goodness,” the club was well off, but a figure like that wouldn’t be easy to come up with on the spot – not with our current assets. Things would have to be liquidated, payments weren’t always done on a bi-weekly basis; just the nature of the business. I wanted to promise her that I’d change into my street clothes right now, drop down to the bank and put that money in her hand.

I wanted to. God I did.

But I knew that she could see it in my eyes, that there was no way something like that could happen overnight. Could feel the crushing sadness just radiating off of her, and so I held her tight, letting Jessica bury herself in my chest. “I’m sorry baby,” I offered low and true, “I’m so sorry that you and your mom both have to go through that. It’s not fair. It’s not right.”

“This isn’t how it was supposed to be,” Jessica lightly sobbed, her fingers digging into my lower back, her head pushing hard against me. She sucked in a ragged breath.

“It’s gonna be okay,” I told her, “I got you. Whatever you can come up with, me and the club? We’ll do right by you, we’ll get you where you need to go. Do you hear me?” I stroked my fingers against the scalp of her resplendent head. “Nod if you hear me, baby.”

She nodded, quietly and sullenly as a mouse – I could tell that she wasn’t one to ask for help, wasn’t one to usually need it. I kissed the crown of her head and then rubbed my hand along her exposed back, feeling the smoothness of her silken skin, “We all need help every once in a while,” I told her, “the only time you can be brave, is when you’re ready to admit it.”

“I’m tired of being brave,” she squeezed me tighter than I ever thought possible and broke down right in my arms. Her retriever Barristan hopped up onto the bed and made sure to show his signs of support.

I held and consoled her throughout the next hour until she finally managed to work up the strength to lift herself out of bed. “Thank you,” she said, her hair spilling across her perfect breasts and semi-hard nipples. “I think I’m going to take a shower, been dreading it for the past fifteen. Did you want to join me?”

“Yeah,” I yawned and stretched my arms out across the bed, her dog sidling over to me and pooling into a ball of fur. “I’ll join you in a minute. Feelin’ lazy.”

She smiled, “Okay, don’t fall asleep on me,” her eyes slid between the dog and me.

I brushed my hand against the pup’s head, “This big fur baby here might get the best of me, Jess. I don’t know,” a chuckle rumbled from my throat.

She just rolled her eyes and turned, heading off to bathroom – which was conveniently located in the master bedroom. Jessica didn’t seem quite as apprehensive about it, and she entered through the bathroom door, partially closing it; I could make out the sound of the shower. Didn’t sound like she had moved into it just yet.

The dog rolled on his back to the left, then right; then left again, and right another. Yeah alright, I get the picture, bud. I moved my hand over to his belly and gave him a long series of pets and scratches before lifting myself out of the warm and comfy bed. The bed that smelled so deliciously of that girl.

I couldn’t help but smile. Spying one of Barristan’s toys on the floor, it was some tug-of-war bone made of thick rope. I grabbed it and waved it at the dog, who immediately perked up in attention. Tossing it across the bed, the toy thumped loudly against Jessica’s heavy, wooden, dresser desk.

Barristan woofed excitedly and loped over towards it.

Jessica called out, “What was that?”

“Nothing,” I announced innocently, striding over towards the dog who promptly picked up the toy and sat on his hind end, looking up at me expectantly. “Good boy,” I praised with some thick exaggeration, thinking it kind of funny how we treated animals like everything that they did was as important and groundbreaking as pooping outside instead of in.

On top of Jessica’s desk was an assortment of objects. She had a vanity mirror and some lights attached to it that were off, a couple of neatly stacked papers and some various make-ups. Eyeliner, blush, a bottle of women’s vitamins. There was something on the desk that pulled my eyes though; there was this black and white composition journal with a blank face.

I leaned against the desk with one hand and pulled on Barristan’s toy with the other, listening to his play growls as he tugged against what little force I exerted. Curiosity pricked at the back of my brain, and I looked over to the bathroom door where I could hear the intense pattering of water.

Yanking at Barristan’s toy, I smirked and looked over to him. “You’re pretty strong, boy,” and as the words left my lips, he somehow managed to rip the toy’s end free of my hand – promptly hiding himself beneath Jessica’s bed. “Hey, that’s rude buddy,” a small laugh escaped me and I felt something press at my heart; felt this whimsical heat that trailed itself along my spine.

I wasn’t the typical person to snoop, but I knew so little when I wanted to know so much. I convinced myself that if it was too personal, I’d just close the book. And that I would only look for just a moment, that it was just to sate my lizard-brain nature.

Releasing a deep hum for half a second to myself, I looked one last time to Jessica’s bathroom and then turned the cover of the book open. It quickly became apparent to me that this was a work book for her, and not a diary – was it the ash of disappointment that I tasted? There was a twinge of guilt that ran through me.

Still, I persisted in casually sifting through her book – flipping a page at a time. Most of it was full of notes that she had left herself, complaining about how her co-workers couldn’t spell for trash or that the Joe Everyman of the world was being a jerk towards her when she was out and about researching. Little pricks of happiness assailed me at reading her cute little notes peppered around about investigating a real-estate scandal in Dunmorrow.

Beating feet and researching. Journalist, copy-editor, works at a newspaper. The thoughts somehow dark skittered along the edge of my mind.

My eyes scanned another page, and this strange feeling of lead running through my veins consumed me. I heard Jessica call my name, but I barely registered the sound – hardly noticed my reply to her too.

I turned the page.

Everything tightened. Something struck my gut and it felt like I needed to suck in some air, but my lungs were full and I’d forgotten how. Electric rage danced through me, and the ends of my fingers burned with this pure, and primal anger. Eyes crawling over a list of familiar names and descriptions, my eyebrows knitted tightly together and I felt like I was going to be sick.

There were theories; accurate if not missing some details on a few things, descriptions of peoples roles in the club and club dealings. Tommy, Reyes, Jameson, Brad, Holly, Lex, they were all here – and they were all made.

Stepping backwards, the world around me felt lighter. I fell back against the bed and landed clumsily on my rear, just processing what I’d seen.

Reyes and Holly had warned me about her. Heck, I knew that she had more about her than she was letting on – how could she do this? She even told me what she did for a living, and I was what, too stupid? Too—idiot.

Idiot. That was when it all came rushing out, the anger bonding itself hot to my bones. I felt the wrath of god kissing on the back of my neck, my hairs stiffly bristling – every neuron was firing and leaving me on edge. The pain of what she’d done to me, to us, to my club. It stabbed at my heart. She’d lacerated me without speaking a word, cut down every good feeling that I was delusional enough to trust in.

I grabbed my pants and hastily dressed myself, stomping back over to that horrible item and snatching it from the desk. There was a seduction in the air, to rip the book into a thousand pieces and proceed to break every-frigging-thing I could get my hands on. The bones of my body ached with a need to destroy.

And I hated every inch of me for that.

I stormed my way over to that traitorous jerk’s bathroom door like Lucifer freed from his infernal cage. The door made an all-too-satisfying crack as my boot crashed against it.

Jessica loudly yelped and the dark blue of her shower curtains jumped. “Hunter?! What the heck?”

The dog bolted out from the bed and into the living room, no doubt frightened. “Get. OUT,” I boomed and threw the curtain aside.

She was backed up in the corner of the shower and horrified, her eyes finding the notebook in my hand. “Wai—“

I lurched forward, stepping into the stream of water and grabbed her tight by the wrist. She yelled out as I forcefully pulled on her soaked body, removing her from the shower. She stumbled and nearly fell to the floor as I practically dragged her through the doorway. Fire pricked at my veins and I exhaled a hard breath.

“Hunter, hunter,” she pleaded, her voice thick with fear and laced with desperation. Or was it cowardice? I was too angry to mull on it. “Please,” she said, “please I can explai—“

She crashed hard against the bed, her wild hair splaying.

I clenched the book so tight in my hands that my knuckles turned ghost white, “There’s nothing to explain,” the venom dripped and my eyes locked on her as she tried to physically compose herself. In that terrible moment, that hateful, hurting and black hour – nothing made sense. I was operating purely on instinct.

Tonight there was no me. Only the animal I’d always known since I was a boy. Angry. Violent. Broken.

Jessica bundled herself up in her blankets and backed as far away from me as the bed and the wall would permit her. “Please, Hunter,” she said, “I need you to just calm down.” I could see the glint of tears staining her eyes, the burden of misery on the lines of her face.

“I need to calm down? Jessica, what the idiot,” I exploded, striking the wooden post of her bed with her journal. “You’ve been writing everything down in this book?” I could see that she wanted to speak, but I wasn’t ready to listen. “This why you were at the club?” I raised the book into the air, “hm? To get to me? I trusted you.”

She brought her hand up to cover her trembling lip, and when she spoke, the whip was in her voice, “Stop yelling at me,” she demanded. How dare she. “Yes,” anger and pain dripped from her tone, “I was writing about you, about you and Reapers.” Anger colored her face.

The muscles in my jaw jumped, “You even realize what that would do?” I snarled, “you want to put my family away for good? You disgust me, Jessica. You lied about everything.”

“I had to! I dropped it, okay? I told my boss I couldn’t do it and it messed me,” she’s lying and you know it. Jessica wound back her arm and shot a pillow at me. As it flew over to me, I swatted it with the back of my hand. “You jerk,” she yanked at the blankets on the bed and repositioned herself, her nose flaring. “The money for doing it would have been for her. This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you. I, I didn’t even know how.”

And then I said something that I knew I would regret. One of those dark, invasive thoughts that takes hold of you and when you think them, worse so, when they part your lips, you feel like they’re coming from someone else entirely. “If you really loved me, you would have told me,” I was clenching my teeth so hard, balling my fist so tightly that my hand trembled. I flung the journal at the wall, a sense of twisted satisfaction crashing over me: “I hope you never get to say goodbye to her.”

Jessica went dead on the inside, and screamed at me to get out. I could feel the hurt in her as she wailed, as she called me every name that she could imagine in those terrible moments that didn’t seem real.

None of this was real. Never was.

I threw my weight against the door, swinging it from its partially opened state, and stormed off into the black.
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Jessica

It’d been weeks since that terrible night, and I’d tried to bury myself in the horribly menial work that my boss would give me. He was less than pleased with my refusal to write the article on Reapers; I’d tried suggesting, at the time, that I could put a positive light on their club, that they were more than just the thugs he saw them as.

Sabrina could be heard talking to the guy at the front door, with Barristan not far behind her. We were at her place, but outside of work, I didn’t feel comfortable without taking my dog with me. The pressure of it all was starting to get me, and I knew that I could at least always confide and count on my little guy.

Mr. Gates just wouldn’t have what I was trying to sell, no matter how I tried to make him see it. And I wouldn’t budge on the issue. He said that he couldn’t understand where I was coming from, why I would turn down the money and the prestige of having my name on something real, something that would inflame the public. He hated me for spinning smoke and taking what checks I could get, and promised me that if it wasn’t for what was going on with my mother, he’d have fired me on the spot.

But I didn’t cry then. No. I saved that for when Hunter so coldly lashed out at me, when he filled my head and my heart with utter fear at his reign of terror. I’d never seen him like that before, and it scared me. I cried until I fell asleep that night. The only thing getting me through all of this was Barristan and the understanding of Sabrina. 

I should have told him when I had the chance. Should have listened to what Holly had said. I knew that I was playing with fire, but the fear was in me. The fear of losing something so fleeting and beautiful, something that I didn’t even feel like I was worthy of anymore. I wanted to tell him, I know I did…now all that remained was the bitterness, and the hurt.

Sabrina sashayed back with the Chinese food in hand, Barristan walking by her side. She set it down on the coffee table and found her seat back on the couch. “Try and eat some real food,” she encouraged, squeezing my arm, “or well, as real as takeout food can be I guess.”

I glanced her way as I brought the spoonful of cherry and nuts ice-cream to my lips, lazily feeding myself the cold deliciousness. The spoon clinked audibly against my teeth as my lips devoured it; I said nothing and rigidly repeated the action.

Rolling her eyes, Sabrina went for her container of food. She opened up the white, durable box and the aroma of orange chicken wafted through the apartment. She let out a happy sort of squeal and undid the wrapping to her plastic fork, impaling a gooey morsel that glinted beneath the lightning of the living room. Sabrina popped it in her mouth and chewed, her eyes closing and her body sinking a couple of inches further into the couch – delighted tones escaping her.

I continued to go ham on the pint of ice cream, promising myself that if I kept this up – I’d sit down and google a tutorial on how to make a knight’s armor out of the carton’s brethren. “Sorry,” I offered between bites, “I’ll eat it…eventually.” My hand went for the remote and I turned up the volume on Sabrina’s TV.

Barristan moved beneath my feet and sniffed along the floor, until he found himself the perfect spot beside my foot.

“It’s okay,” Sabrina replied, “I just want to make sure, you know, you actually have something in that tiny stomach of yours. Besides a bowling ball’s worth of frozen dairy product.”

The spoon clinked in my mouth again, “I need to get a second job,” I told her.

“That bad, huh?”

“Yeah, after bailing on that piece – there’s nothing left for me there. I’m being given hours, but there’s not a chance I’ll move up the ladder.”

Sabrina crossed a long leg over the other, “I thought you still had shifts at White Castle.”

“Stopped doing those,” I sat what remained of the pint of ice cream down on the table, “no chance I’m going back, either. The manager wouldn’t stop harassing me. Every week I’m not building towards that sum, my mother’s chances of beating this trash are just going down and down.”

Sabrina brushed back her hair, “My offer still stands from before, you know.”

I gave her a weak smile, “Thank you, seriously. I just wish I was close enough to take you up on it.”

“Have you heard from him at all?” She asked with this odd hopefulness to her voice.

“No,” my tone was curt, but I felt these strings yank at my heart. Just the simple thought of him was enough to make me feel so much.

“I know he didn’t take it well,” Sabrina started and then turned to face me, criss-crossing her legs over one another with the container of chicken resting on her lap. “And I mean, I know you didn’t take it well either – but don’t you think you two should, you know, talk about it? You basically told Gattis—“

“Gates,” I corrected.

“Gates, sorry, to meet a few strangers in the alps,” I had genuinely no idea what she meant by that. “That counts for something. Yeah you should have told him, but I don’t blame you for not doing so. Life’s easy to judge, but living it’s something else.” She ate a few more pieces of her meal. “Now that I’m here and eating, and thinking about it. Are you still having that weird problem?”

“Gee let me spin the wheel of misfortune and try and figure out which one you’re talking about now.”

“Very funny,” Sabrina wrinkled her nose at me, stifling a laugh, “the milk going missing, was it?”

“It didn’t go missing,” I explained, “I must have just drank more than I remembered. And like, I don’t know if I’m losing my mind or what but I swear lately things just aren’t where I remember them. Small stuff. Like plates or my keys, mostly stuff in the kitchen.”

“Do you think someone’s getting into your house?”

“Nah, can’t be. They’d have been caught by now by the only boy I could ever trust.” I brought my legs up and plopped my feet down on the coffee table, trying to sink myself into the couch. I glued my eyes to the screen flashing images of Cops and wondered if I pushed hard enough, that maybe the furniture would swallow me whole and the world would just forget about me forever. “It’s not as simple as talking, you know. To Hunter,” I said it with this dead cadence, I felt like I was watching myself watching TV. 

I hadn’t told Sabrina every detail of that night, and I definitely didn’t tell her what Hunter said about my mother.

Forgiving him for that…felt impossible. Hate me? Yeah, I could see that – I didn’t like it, but I could see it. But going beyond me and attacking the only family I had left?

Sabrina sighed, “Honey, like ninety percent of the time it is that simple. We’re just too stubborn to realize that, usually,” she opined.

“Doesn’t matter,” I droned, “not like I want to see him anyway.”

Sabrina howled at that, nearly spilling her food from her lap.

I shot her a confused and concerned look.

“Sorry,” she said, “but that my friend, is a huge load of B U L L trash.” Barristan perked up his head, the tag of his collar ringing out and his ear stuck itself out suddenly.

“I want nothing to do with him,” I protested, scrunching my face, “he’s a jerk.”

“Maybe,” she said, “never got to meet him myself, so you could be right.”

“I am right.”

“You’re miserable without him, I can tell.”

I exhaled a hard breath through my nose, “Only a little bit. Nothing I can’t get past.”

“Yes, but is it something you really want to get past? All I’m saying, is that I’ve seen you at your low, and I’ve seen you at your high. For the brief while you were ‘with’ this dude, in whatever capacity – you were soaring up there with the angels, babe.”

Invisible fingers pressed against my heart, and a small, sad smile tugged at the corner of my lips. “Soared too high then,” I told her, “now I’m all burned up. Still want me around?”

She waved a hand and popped more orange chicken into her mouth. She then leaned over me and grabbed the controller from my side of the couch, giving Barristan a quick ‘hello’ look. Sabrina casually flicked through the channels and said, “I’ll always want you around. Mopey. Mad. Haven’t showered in the past three days depressed because you got ran over by the mack truck known as love.”

“I showered!” I practically barked, “I mean. Yeah…I showered,” I was saying it far too defensively.

Sabrina just raised her eyebrows.

We shared a brief moment of looking at one another before I stood up, nearly stepping on the poor pup. I grabbed the pint of cherry and nuts ice-cream and sighed, “I’ll go shower now. But I’m eating this in there and you can’t stop me.”

“Atta girl.”
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Hunter

“Ehy, you lookin’ kind-uh distracted dawg,” Franklin Neer openly commented. Some windbreaker suited man in his middle ages walked by us, with a set of ear buds blocking out the world around him, his sneakers tapping against the concrete pavement of the well-kept park.

Images of Jessica swam through my mind, and my inner self roiled in pain. I’d agonized ever since that stupid night, wondering how I could have been such a blasted fool.

“Nah,” I lied, “I’m good. I’m here.” We were in the heart of Whittaker district, meeting at our usual spot in Cassidy Park – some little slice of grass and tree that was flanked on all sides by busy roads and constantly frequented streets. On either end of us were various brownstones and ‘low’ rent hellholes of apartments; this was basically your only place to walk the yapping, manic demons others liked to pretend were dogs.

“A’ight,” Franklin nodded his head. He was a mischievous character, tall and lanky, he stretched up high like a giraffe on the bench. He had a mess of thick, fuzzy brown hair that was all fluffed up; and anytime that you were lucky to catch his surprisingly white teeth, you’d also see that Cheshire smile. Franklin dipped his hand into the pocket of his green cargo pants, producing a cigarette and a lighter.

“I need to know what’s going on with the Niners,” I told him, “any other day I’d shoot the trash, but I got things I’ve got to do.” Some girl and her boyfriend passed us, and her airy laugh made me think of Jess. Think of her wild hair and her sports car like curves. My heart tapped against my breastbone when I remembered what it was like to be inside of her, to feel her clamping around my cock.

I missed her eyes, and her laugh and her everything. Idiot.

Franklin bobbed his head and lit the cigarette, turning the end of it cherry red. He sucked in the smoke deep, and the flame ate away leaving a nub of gray ash. The light from his cigarette illuminated his dark skin, showed the pale milk-white scars across his knuckles on those humongous hands. “Yeah bruh,” he sighed, pushing out all of that smoke and looking to me, “I feel ya.”

I cracked my knuckles, a series of loud pops punctuating the air as I expectantly waited for him to talk. But the man was right, I was only partially here. My other half was caught in the darkness; faded between the breaths I was taking and the words that haunted me from that moment before – looped in a misery that just wouldn’t let go. Small daggers of agony plunged through every major part of my body, like a curious magician was following me around and thoughtfully pushing a knife into me, just to see how I’d react.

Franklin snapped his fingers, “Hey,” he said with the cigarette moving along with his lips, “hey c’mon man, pay the heck some attention,” he sucked on that stick of ash again. “Niners are hitting up a new supply.”

“New supply?” I asked like I’d just woken up from a coma and had spent the last couple of weeks operating a fork in the incorrect manner.

“Yeah,” Franklin rested the elbows of his arms against his knees, “and they havin’ a meet soon. Can’t say f’sure the day yet.”

“They’re switching from Rocko?” I shook my head, “that makes no dang sense. Must be getting the same dope for cheaper, because there’s no way they’re getting a better product. Never been a game in town with a better high than Rocks.” This was excluding Fernando of course, but he wasn’t a bulk dealer.

Franklin shrugged and he moved a hand through his bouncy strands of hair. “Jus’ what I know bruh, you know?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “This a big deal?”

“Oh indeed,” Franklin tittered nervously and grabbed the cigarette from his lips, “f’you thinkin’ what I bet’chu are, tellin’ you now that you’d bess re-think. Mad money yo,” he shook his head in a gesture of warning, his eyes pleading more so than his mouth. “You know wh’happens with the mad money. Mad heat. Madder game.”

“It’s a mad world, Franklin.”

“Is when you dogs go rabid,” he articulated, placing the cigarette back on his thick lips. He sucked in a breath and stretched his arms out against the back of the bench, one hand hovering close to me. “S’a buck fitty for that alone, ‘nother buck for where it happens—“

“And another hundred for when you get any more details, I know, I know.”

Franklin gave me that mischievous, Cheshire smile. “Yeah son, you know the game. You play it smooth. Not like Rey,” some kind of deep, full-body laughter rumbled from Franklin’s chest.

I laughed too, “He’d just beat your happy rear.”

He howled at that and a woman in red that was passing by walking her dog gave us a funny look. Franklin followed her with his eyes, watching her backside before sliding his gaze to me and chuckling. “Since we so tight, I’ll let you get at me with the money later – word is, it’s goin’ down at Rykers in the parkin’ lot.” Rykers? That place has been abandoned for nearly a decade. It’s a dead part of town. Nothing but ghosts and graffiti at that shipping yard, save for a couple of teenagers running wild and the rare homeless hoping for shelter. Even those races weren’t always hosted there.

I sucked in a breath. “Thanks brother, I’ll do right by you,” I lifted myself off of the bench and to my feet, turning to face Franklin. I clasped hands with him and we shared an acknowledging head nod before I departed. As I walked away, I turned my head back to look at him – sitting there relaxed as could be, his head looking up at the black sky as shafts of smoke rolled from his mouth.
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Jessica

My hand felt strange, it felt wet and I couldn’t come to an understanding as to why I could not move. Opening my eyes, with vision blurry, I saw the blackness of my room and felt that weird wet sensation on my hand again. Waking groans rolled from my chest and I tossed and turned in my bed, noticing that the door to my room was ajar. A few heartbeats later and I felt something jump up onto the bed, my heart dropping from my chest.

Barristan whined and rolled his long pink tongue across my slick hand. Ugh, come on buddy, you shouldn’t have to pee so I don’t know why you’re doing this.

That was when it hit me. The door to my room was open.

Why was that?

“Barristan,” I groaned into my pillow, “stop it,” I couldn’t shake this peculiar feeling now. I hadn’t left the door open, had I? I’ve never seen my dog open that door before, or anything outside of his once puppy cage. Moving across the bed with my elbows, I twisted my body and sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

Nervous warmth draped across my body and Barristan continued to nose at my hand with his cold and wet nose.

My vision became clear, the silver light of the moon spilling into the bedroom. 

Something was not right.

I pushed myself out of the bed, dressed only in my black, tight fitting pajamas. Stepping over to the door, I considered for a moment just closing it.

Barristan went over to my side. I stood there at the door, just listening.

No. I definitely didn’t do this. The warmth of anxiety spread deeper inside of me, fiery needles travelling through my veins.

Some barely audible thud came from outside my room, and it felt like a hot hand reached itself inside of my stomach. I sucked in a tight breath of air in a gasp, my body shuddering briefly.

Idiot. What the heck? What was that? My mind began to helplessly race and I grabbed at the end of the door, opening it all of the way and peering into the living room. There was a small light that I could spy coming from the kitchen.

Someone was here, and just like that my knees wanted to give out.

Barristan slipped right by me and loped across the living room.

“Barristan!” I called out in a loud whisper, shooting a hand to cover my mouth immediately. The dog didn’t even look back as he continued on towards the kitchen, turning to face it but staying in my vision, sitting on his hind end.

My mind burned up with the thought of getting my phone, with locking the door – but would Barristan be safe? Incredible, incredible, incredible. The dog craned his neck so that he could look towards me.

There was another noise and my skin crawled with invisible bugs. Barristan turned his head to face the noise, it had sounded like a man’s voice – I think. I looked behind my shoulder and considered what I could use for a possible weapon, going down a mental inventory of extremely ineffective burglar deterrents such as my shoes or maybe a wooden drawer of emptied underwear.

That voice came alive through the air again though, and suddenly all thought left me – all heat drained from me. “Barry,” it whispered at a level just above what I had said previous, and I instantly recognized Jerry’s voice.

The cold touch of dread walked along my spine as though I were a torch amidst a relentless winter storm; it wished and willed and wanted only to suck the warmth from me.

Jerry came into view as I stood there frozen, watching him pet and scratch Barristan. The dog then looked toward me, and he picked up on this – his head moving in my direction. I couldn’t very well make out the features of his face, he was a barely lit shadow in the dark

But I knew: he saw me.

“Jessica,” Jerry called out, shifting in his spot and flicking on the lights to the small dining section of the apartment.

Everything felt like it was in slow motion, all of my senses overloading in this almost fugue-like state. I wished beyond all hope that I was still dreaming, and that I would wake up any moment.

That moment never came and he called out my name again, this time in such a way it seemed as if he were gauging my mental health.

I slammed the door shut and promptly locked it, flicking on the lights, my heart beating a mile a minute. I put my back up against the door and turned my head to look at it, shouting, “I’m calling the police, Jerry. I don’t know what the idiot you’re doing here but you better be gone before they arrive.”

I didn’t have my phone with me, the charger was in the living room. If he stuck around long enough, he would surely find it.

The door rattled as he tried to enter.
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Hunter

The harsh wind of the cool night air bit against my skin; I was riding towards club Vivid to let the boys know. Someone new is backing the Niners, and I dang sure intend to push it up the chain that we hit them and hit them hard.

My beast of steel and chrome roared, it’s growls piercing the air as I sped down the roads – every curve sunk me further into an ecstatic trance. Every smooth motion, and every overtaking of neighboring motorists. This was my world, my escape and my fantasy. But even fantasies, no matter how real, couldn’t take away the pain in my chest. The strange, empty hurt in my heart.

Once I made it to the nightclub, I parked my bike and strutted towards the entrance, raising my chin at the bouncer. Even from outside I could make out this weirdly familiar voice coming from the speakers. Upon entering, and the voice became more clear, I understood that it wasn’t a voice I’d ever heard – it was who it reminded me of though, that was what I was hearing.

Or maybe, it’s only what I wanted to hear. Maneuvering through the crowd of sweating, partying bodies. I tried to block out the synth distorted voice that made my heart jump into my throat; it seemed that no matter what I did or where I went, that I couldn’t get Jessica out of me. 

She was my poison. The unholy trinity of my heart. I missed her, and waves of regret assailed me now more than ever.

Getting over to the back of the floor, I greeted Easy Chris, clasping hands with him. “Any trouble, brother?”

“Nah,” Chris said, “s’all good man. Rubbish has been quiet.”

“Good, good. Let’s keep it that way. I’m gonna head in, the boys are still back there yeah?” I felt like a pussy, having to mask the pain in my voice.

Was I weak? For bleeding my soul, with what I’d done and lost?

“Yeah,” Chris said, as if he could read my internal dialogue, “they’re still hanging back there. Couple of the girls too.”

“Alright, keep trash tight,” I instructed, giving him a half-hearted salute and walking through the red cloth that blocked the VIP room. Inside was a sultry mix of purple and blue interior, with that same mix of neon lighting giving the place a dream-like glow.  There was a miniature private bar off to the side; a stripping pole in the center of room, a couple of posh couches and a pair of black reclining chairs. Finally, there was a rectangular glass table with a couple of coasters and partially filled glasses resting atop them. Reyes, Brad and Jameson were relaxing when their eyes slid over to me. A pair of young, barely passed legal age, brunettes flanked Brad on either side of him.

Reyes gave me the usual cool look, meanwhile Jameson greeted me with a measured smile and I replied in kind.

Brad squeezed the two girls shoulders, “Thanks for keepin’ an old man in good company,” he said, “run along now,” he encouraged, giving the two a small push off of the couch. The two girls walked by me and gave me ‘idiot me’ eyes; I didn’t give them the time of day, after what I had with Jessica – there wasn’t anything that they could offer me.

There was nothing that anyone could offer me.

Brad stretched his legs apart further, “How’d it go GB?” Short for Golden Boy, never did care for that nickname.

I moved over to an empty recliner and sat down, “It went,” I said, shrugging my shoulders, the leather of my jacket creaking in protest. “Owe Franklin a pretty penny, but he did have some good news.”

Jameson was sitting on the other red couch that was opposite Brad, “He is consistently such a great source,” Jameson commented. “And a true pleasure to converse with,” he added in afterthought.

Brad grunted in agreement.

My heart wasn’t in the conversation, and my head was elsewhere completely, “Yeah,” I said, “told me something interesting. Said that the Niners are going with a new supply, cutting Rocko out of the picture and going with some other guy, he didn’t say who – so I don’t know what that means for the product they’re trying to push.”

Jameson’s once light-hearted face darkened, and he crossed his arms. Brad perked up and leaned forward in his couch, “They’re cutting out Rocko? He’s gonna be royally pissed for getting pissed on like that.”

Jameson hummed in agreement, “Exceptionally peculiar.” Reyes contributed nothing, except for the cold of his gray eyes upon me.

“They’re going to meet soon,” I announced, scratching at some of my jaw stubble, “Franklin is going to keep us in the loop on when exactly it goes down. Told me the location is already set. Thing’s happening down at Rykers.”

Finally something caught general hard rears attention. Reyes’ brows furrowed, “You mean?...” his voice was gruff and deep as always.

“Yeah, it’s down at the abandoned shipping place. Said that it will happen in the FUBAR parking lot, and that this is going to be big.”

Brad nodded his head, “No doubt. Haven’t had a hit on our re-ups in some time now. Now that things have cooled off, this is the time we need to make them bleed.”

The rest of the crew murmured in agreement. I moved around in my chair, “We’re going to need a lot of heat. Lot of bodies.”

Jameson agreed, “There can be no room for mistakes.”

Reyes raised his chin, “We’re not bringing anyone we don’t trust,” he said, earning the immediate attention of everyone. “We still haven’t found our rat,” Reyes explained, his gray eyes looking towards me.

Brad was the first to speak, “We’re not even sure that there is one,” he pointed out, “the raids have stopped. Don’t you trust our brothers, Reyes?” Brad’s strength was also his weakness, and even though it was a weakness – it was a quality that I envied. “F’we don’t have trust, then we got nothin’.”

Reyes shook his head, “I trust us,” he said, “in this room? I’d throw my life on the line for any of you. But the people outside of this room…”

“Are solid,” Brad narrowed his eyes at Reyes, “they’ve been nothing but loyal since the day they were brought in. Same as you.”

The room was filling with an uneasy tension. Reyes’ jaw tightened, “You can’t tell me that every prospect works out. Every associate…”

Jameson shook his head, “No, but we keep things compartmentalized for a reason. Any damage they could do would be minimal.”

I wasn’t sure what to think, but I was leaning towards agreeing with Reyes.

“Look,” Reyes put a hand up, “all I’m saying, is that if we’re going to do this. When we do this. And we are doing this?”

Brad bobbed his head, “It’s happening. I’m a man that prefers to sue for peace,” he started, “y’all know that,” he grinned.

Jameson tilted his head, “Power keeps people in line.”

Reyes continued, “You need to sit down and ask yourself, when you bring these guys. Do I trust them with every bone in my body?”

After closing out our little discussion, the crew continued to hang and relax for another twenty minutes or so. When we were all ready to leave, Reyes called my name and requested that I hang back for a moment.

I looked over to Brad and Jameson as they were heading out, “I’ll catch you guys later. Ride safe.”

Brad smirked, “Always, brother. Peace.”

When Jameson and Brad left the room, I turned and stepped over to Reyes, who was staring daggers into my skull.

“You haven’t been acting right,” Reyes padded over to the bar and leaned against it, “something’s wrong.”

“Don’t know what you mean, Rey.”

He snorted, “Where’s your plaything?”

Fire ran freely through my veins, “She wasn’t some toy,” I said through grit teeth. “You know her name,” I added, fire twisting across my chest.

“You’re right,” Reyes said, crossing his arms over his chest, “she wasn’t some toy. She was a rat.” Cold dread replaced the heat that had only just flowed through me. “That’s right,” he said, “me and Holly? We looked into your little whore.”

My jaw tightened and it took every ounce of my strength not to pop Reyes in his dumb mouth, “Don’t talk about her like that,” I warned with a tempestuous rage swirling inside. “I’m only going to tell you that once.”

“You should be thanking me,” Reyes spat, “I mean you must’ve found out for yourself, right? She was stitched to your hip for heaven knows how long. We had D’Angelo hack the girl’s e-mails. Nothing condemning in them, but they told us everything we needed to know. She’s a rat, and she played you. She lives? We’ll all get sentenced, in time. The heat will come, and they’ll throw the book at us. RICO act.” Reyes pushed off of the bar and unfolded his arms, walking over to me with a danger glinting in his eye. “Tell me one good reason we shouldn’t put a bullet in her head, Hunter. Because where I’m standing, you’re protecting someone that’s gonna throw us all down the river.”

“She’s going to sit on what she wrote and what she saw,” I snarled, remembering what Jessica had told me that night in all my rage and hurt. At the time, in that terrible moment, the words had only barely registered. “Told her boss that she wouldn’t do it.” I hadn’t believed her at the time, but nothing seemed to come of it – and somewhere deep inside, below all the pain, I trusted her.

Another short, hard exhalation of his breath, “You would believe that.”

I brought a hand to Reyes’ chest and pushed him back two steps, “You want one good reason?”

Reyes punched away my arm from his chest, the blue of his veins making hard lines; a brotherly sort of hatred dancing between us.

“You’re looking at it,” I susurrated before we came to unpleasant blows.
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Jessica

The door’s handle rattled on the other side and I slid down the face of it, my bottom hitting the floor and my back pressing up firmly against the door. “Seriously,” my voice was shrill and my insides burned with these disgusting, agonizing worms of fear, “this is beyond messed up!”

“Jessica,” Jerry pleaded on the other end, “please, don’t do this. Just let me in,” he rattled the door again, more violently this time.

“Yeah fat chance, you prick,” I knew that I shouldn’t be instigating him, mentally I knew this, but emotionally, I wanted to rip him apart. How could he have gotten in? “You gave me your key, how did you get in?”

Jerry banged on the door once in frustration, and when he spoke next, with that dead, lifeless tone, chills ran up my spine. “I made copies,” he insisted, and he said it so casually like it was nothing at all. Like he had done it after going to the grocery store and getting the night’s dinner.

Dang creep. I breathed in a few rapid breaths and tried to retain my composure, “Why would you do that? That’s not right,” I said, “you’re not right, Jerry. You need help, okay?” I mean the words, for some terrible, stupid reason I meant them. Even now with him in my house, the horror of it all, I wanted to help the person that made my flesh crawl with fear. “I can get you help,” my voice shook, and I cleared my throat, readjusting my person against the door, “look if you don’t leave – if, if you’re not gone, soon. The police, they’re going to be here. They’re going to be here really soon Jerry, and if you don’t leave,” the words came out of me quick and hot.

“They’re not coming,” the words floated through my mind, and the hairs on my neck straightened out. “I know you’re phones out here,” he said, “you haven’t had time to call.” He banged on the door, “I just,” he banged again, “want to talk.”

I cried out at his attempts to enter and fingers of panic raked across my flesh. My mind raced and went toward the once lighthouse that I had, the man that made me feel safe and helped me fly. Thought of Hunter and his smile, and his beautiful blue eyes and the way that he cared about me.

I’d have nothing to fear if he were here. Jerry would be the one afraid and screaming out.

But I have to be brave. I have to be strong.

The door rattled hard once more, “We should be together,” Jerry cried out, “it’s been too long Jess. Don’t you get it? I’m goin’ crazy without you, and you – you met that guy, my trainer, you met him to see me.”

“No!” I yelled, “I did not. I told you that, I told you it was never about you, dang it.”

“You lie,” his voice dripped with venom, “you lie.”

In a rush, it all came to me. If he’d made copies of the house key, maybe this wasn’t his first time being in here at night? That would explain the things that were missing and changed. He’d been in here before. “Jerry, please. Calm down. Have you been in here before?” I scanned the room again for want of a weapon.

There was some degree of silence. A brief pause in the storm. “Yes,” he finally admitted, tinged with shame.

“How many times?”

Again, there was a silence, and then a sigh. “Six.”

Another sickly wave of heat rushed through me. Goodness. Six times and I’d only just now noticed. I sucked in a breath through my nose; my gaze slid over towards the small closet door. There was an old curling iron that I’d stopped using, if I could get to it – maybe that would be enough. If there was one small thing that I had going for me, it was that Jerry’s physique could be accurately compared to that of a slightly menacing tomato. Pasty skin, twigs for bones and pebbles for muscles.

Of course, his mental instability and weight over me was still plenty enough to fret over. “Six times?” I asked in disbelief, “Jerry, what all did you do? I…I noticed some things, some really odd stuff.” I pushed myself off of the ground and slid up the face of the door, trying to be as quiet and collected as possible.

There was some peculiar noise. Was he sobbing? “J—ust,” he was definitely straining to speak now, “I just, did things. I wanted it all to be normal again,” he harped, and then laughed out this dark, bordering on hysterical noise. “Barry was so happy to see me.”

I crept over towards the closet, reminding myself that I could do this. Thinking that I had to be strong, that I had to endure enough in life – that I wouldn’t let some piece of trash bring me down, or hurt me anymore.

He continued to explain himself, no doubt trying to rationalize the madness he’d dragged me into, “I didn’t do anything bad,” of course not, “I would just, stand guard over you at night. You always looked so peaceful when you slept, I wanted to make sure you were breathing.” I placed my hand on the white knob of the closet and carefully slid the door open, trying to ignore the horrifying creepiness of what he was telling me. “And, eh-heh,” he chuckled, and it sounded like he was leaning against the door now, “I’m sorry, about the food. But I don’t make a lot of money, you know, and I’d just…get hungry. I felt bad about it, I really did.”

I clicked on the light and looked over my shoulder, glancing at the door for a second, and then returning back to my search. Really, he felt sorry for that? But not sorry for trying to drown me in the tub? No remorse for forcing himself on me at night when I told him no? The fire was returning to me, pricking at every inch of my skin and building stronger and stronger still in the soles of my feet. The beating of my heart became rampant as I started digging through boxes of old and useless trash; I wanted to cry and yell and melt away all at the same time.

“Jessica?” He called out, breaking out of his little trance confession, “are you okay? I would have heard you,” he rattled the door again, “if you tried the window.”

Idiot. Idiot where is it? Where is it? I could hear him banging on the door and calling my name again, and every time he did it, he was getting wilder. My hands started to tremble as I rummaged my way through to the back of my closet, opening up a big brown box of clothes I’d long outgrown. I sifted through the contents, flinging the old dresses and shirts and busted bra’s that I’d never bothered to throw away. The door boomed as he called out my name, demanding that he let me in, that it wasn’t fair that I was hiding from him. I wasn’t even sure if he was strong enough to break it down.

When my hand found the curling iron, I felt a palpable wave of relief crash against me and I exhaled a breath. But the small joy that I felt was short lived.

Horror ripped through my guts when I heard him threaten, “If I can’t get in, I’ll get you to come out. You love this dog so much? Prove it. If you’re not out here by the time I count to ten.” No, you will not hurt my baby boy. No way in perdition. “I’ll break its neck.”

“Wait!” I yelled as I yanked the curling iron loose from the box.

“One,” he counted and Barristan barked excitedly, “I know boy, I know.”

I practically flew back to the door, clutching the iron in my hand and grabbing the handle of the door with my other. “Jerry,” my voice was cold as ice, “don’t you dare touch him.”

“Two. Three. Four…”

Sucking in a breath, I swallowed back my nerves and tried to push back the strangling heat in my throat. I unlocked the door and pulled it open, ready to assault him on first sight. When he came into view, adrenaline bloomed and I swung the curling iron with all my might, hoping to strike his jaw.

Except he was prepared. He didn’t have any sort of weapon, but he called out my name and rocked his body backwards, moving just out of my reach. The iron cut through the air and Barristan slipped between the both of us, hiding in his favorite spot beneath the bed. I grunted and pressed forward, bashing my shoulder hard into Jerry in an attempt to knock him on his rear.

Jerry groaned as I wailed into him, some of the breath being knocked from him. But he did not fall. No, he wrapped his lanky arms around me, trying to wrestle me and whispering, “What are you gonna do with that? Hm?” He squeezed me tighter.

I squirmed hard against Jerry and tried to separate myself from him, but he was persistent and stuck to me like a boa constrictor. “I’m gonna bust the teeth right out of your head,” I lashed out, shoving all of my weight and strength into him, only just managing to bring us tumbling to the ground. We crashed against the floor and I felt like I needed to throw up by being so close to the man. I screamed in anger and frustration and fear, pushing myself against Jerry’s chest.

“Dang,” Jerry pushed out a hard breath, panting as we struggled against one another, “jerk. Why couldn’t you just stay asleep?” He tried to wrap his feet around the back of my knees and force himself against me, trying to jockey for position to be on top.

There wasn’t a hot chance that was going to happen. “Get. Off,” I growled, the hot embers of anger dancing across my bones. I broke free from his grasp, slipping out of his hands and yanking my foot from Jerry’s hold. I brought my hand that held the iron high into the air, winding up for another attempt to strike him. His face scrunched up, darkening in anger as he began to rise and move his hands to protect himself.

I was quicker than him in that moment, but his hands partially messed with my swing, causing me to only clip at the top of his forehead instead of the temple I’d aimed for. The blow connected and this sickly warmth filled me on contact; this frightening satisfaction at getting the upper hand, at hurting the man that broke me – nobody threatens Barristan. Nobody.

Jerry screeched in pain and when he went for my legs, I struck him again – connecting a solid hit against the crown of his head. This time his scream was louder and more pronounced, and I took my chance to dash from him to the phone on my living room table. I snatched it up and slid my thumb in a square pattern to open the phone, keeping the curling iron pointed at him.

“Get the heck out,” I boomed, keeping my measured gaze on him. My body was shaking with adrenaline.

He groaned and struggled to lift himself onto his hands and knees. The damage that I did must have done something to him, he looked like he was feeling dizzy when he looked up at me with grit teeth and displaced glasses. “You hit me,” he said in disbelief, bringing himself wearily to his feet and stumbling to the side, placing his hand on the wall for balance. “I can’t believe you hit me.”

“You better start, because if you don’t get out right now, you’re going to end up dead or in jail.” Only one of those threats was real, I didn’t want to have to put up with the blowback of getting him arrested – didn’t want to deal with the shame and the guilt that I still somehow felt.

I backed up and away from the door, into the dining section of the apartment, listening to the dog barking in the bedroom.

Jerry gave me a final, cruel and hateful look before slinking off to the front door and slipping out into the night. When the door closed, I rushed over to it and locked it – making sure to put on the chain lock as well, promising myself that I’d never not use it again. I padded over with some haste to my window, brushing back the white curtains and looking outside, watching him get into his beat up van. I could barely make out the engine of it sputtering to life, and he drove away.

My hands were still shaking, and it felt like my heart wouldn’t settle down. I called out for my dog and sank down beside the couch, clutching the old iron in my hand so tight that my knuckles turned ghost white. Barristan booped at my side and tried to offer me his affections, but the pain wouldn’t wash away.

And before this very moment I thought I’d been having trouble sleeping. Now I’ll never feel safe laying my head down.
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Hunter

The anger boiled up inside of me like a disease that I couldn’t remove, rivulets of fire burning up my chest, and like a wingless demon, I shot a strong hook at Reyes. Brother or no, nobody in this world was going to threaten Jessica – she may have broken the trust that I had for her, and hell even if Reyes was right, there was just no way I could bring myself to see her harmed.

When my fist connected against the side of Reyes’s face; when I was at the height of my anger and the pinnacle of my existence, then, and only then, did I come to understand why I felt the way that I did. In a single, scorching moment, clarity ignited down to my soul.

I still loved that angel with every ounce of my broken being. And come death or betrayal or prison, none of it mattered – there wasn’t a single greater consequence than forsaking her love.

Reyes’ head moved along with my punch and he grunted something deep and primal from his chest, his body shifting in that same movement. Immediately he reacted with a great fury, the glint of an angry god danced in his eyes.

In that moment, I knew fear.

His fist came flying at me much faster than I anticipated. I tried to dodge it, but the knuckles of his hand landed square beneath my chin, causing my vision to blur with this dizzying blackness. Pain erupted where his blow landed.

I loved her. That was all that I knew, and I felt like screaming it from the roof tops. I loved her and I messed things up between us, and that too, I wanted to scream from the highest point.

Reyes charged at me as though he were a bull possessed and ready to gore me. He slammed into me with the power of a man twice his size and we crashed to the floor, only narrowly missing the fly a kite from the table.

Pain shot through me hard and quick, and I clenched my jaw as I tried to push Reyes off of me. Flashes of Jessica skittered across the surface of my mind. “That all you got, bro?”

The scowling lines on Reyes’ face only became more pronounced, “Just getting warmed up,” his voice was gravel and smoke, his elbow moving back for the wind up.

Simultaneously, my hand connected with the right of his jaw; and his connected with my nose. The air became alive with the sounds of our brotherly suffering. Me for the love of a woman, and he for the love of a family.

I couldn’t wholly hate him for what he was doing, for what he was feeling. He wasn’t acting out of selfishness.

But I couldn’t let it stand.

With a great upheaval, I threw Reyes from me and onto his side; deftly maneuvering into a dominant position on top of him. He was on the defensive now. I wrestled with his wrists, trying to work him into an easier position to beat the trash out of him. “I won’t let you do it,” I breathed, “I won’t let you.”

“You’re damming the club,” Reyes panted, trying to free himself from my grasp.

My fist landed squarely against his nose, a fleshy sort of crunching noise popping throughout the air. Reyes swatted at me like an animal, his body twisting and writhing trying to slip free from my hold. When I brought my fist back up into the air for another blow, he was ready for it. His hand shot up to catch my attacking arm, and his other hand went straight for my throat – clenching me like a vise grip.

Dark adrenaline pumped through me, and all of my senses reached this beautifully destructive pinnacle – every grunt and sputter; each sound of creaking bone and thudding fist was crystal clear. It’d been a good long while since I’d had a proper fight. I’d scarcely felt so alive.

Reyes brought his head upwards and violently smashed into my chin and my mouth, trying to hit at whatever he was able from his position.

I cried out and cursed, the pain rocking me to my core – a stinging sensation blooming across my lips, and the taste of this metallic note filling my mouth right after. The muscles in my body tightened up and this feeling of weakness rushed through me; I pulled myself away to try and make some space between us, but that moment of surrender was enough for Reyes to shove me hard, so that I spilled off of him and back onto the ground.

“This is stupid,” Reyes snarled like a dog let loose from his leash. “Whatever happened between you two,” he said before quickly crawling on top of me. I tried to fend him off, but found the harder my muscles strained against him – the more I tried to swim against the tides, the more he used my power against me. He pinned me to the floor. “Let,” Reyes brought his fist up, and I went to block, “it go,” his fist came down.

I managed to disrupt the flow of his attack just enough, so that he only grazed the side of my face. “No,” I grunted, spitting out a glob of blood through my red teeth.

He tangled one of his arms against my two, so that he could try and create an opening to hit me. “You’re in love with a traitor,” Reyes slammed his fist downwards, the sheen of sweat clear on his face. The blow connected square against my nose. I could feel the small trickle of blood leak from my nose, more so, I could taste it with every quick breath.

Embracing the surge of fire pumping through my veins, with my heart pounding hard against my chest, I kicked Reyes off of me. Sending him tumbling forward and past my face, I slipped out from under him like a snake and as he was twisting his body to look at me, I threw my fist at him. I could feel the hard resistance of bone, and when he didn’t drop down I sent another blow. Sucking in a tight breath, my eyes kept steady on him as he bumbled and went rear first on the floor, his weariness from the strikes evident with the way his head swayed.

Striking out again, I pounded him with another vicious right hook to the side of his face. This time it was enough to drop him completely to the floor, his body moving in line with the way my blow found it’s mark. I exhaled a hard breath and straightened out my back, standing tall above him as Reyes rubbed along his face against the places that I’d struck. The pain in my nose radiated and my skin danced with heightened electricity; I swept my hands through my hair and looked down at the man. I put my boot against his chest and pinioned him against the floor. “Reyes,” I huffed. “Please…”

His cold, gray eyes, locked with mine.

“I can keep her quiet,” I pleaded more so than I was trying to assert my will over him, at the end of the day, he was still a part of the family. At the end of the day, I was the one endangering the club. “Promise me,” I said, digging the heel of my boot deeper into his chest, listening to him groan. “Promise you won’t hurt her, that you won’t tell anyone else about what you and Holly found out.”

Bringing my boot away from his chest, I watched as his eyes remained steady on me, as he didn’t move from the floor – save for the rising of his chest. The silence after the storm hung in the air for what felt like forever, only our breaths and beating hearts breaking it. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, and then those gray demons searched my eyes. “You still love her,” I could see the smallest of bloody smirks on his lips.

I bent down and brought my hand to him.

His eyes slid over to my extended hand, and he considered before grabbing onto it. “Get her back,” he said, “and I’ll consider it settled. If you can’t do that, then expect Brad and Jameson to know.”

I gave a short, stifled chuckle and helped to pull him up to his feet. “Wish me luck, brother.”

We shared a measured smile, the blood and suffering somehow bonding us.
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Jessica

Barristan had curled up awkwardly against my lap, he was too big to act like the puppy he still saw himself as. But I loved him for it. I ran my fingers through his coat and across his soft head. It helped to calm the turmoil in my bones. All of my worry and intruding thoughts prodded at me, I couldn’t get over the fact that Jerry had been watching me sleep. That he’d been in my place without me even realizing.

I spent the better part of an hour sitting there with Barristan, ignoring the pressing on my bladder – trying to push out the pain in my chest and the hurt that crawled all over my body. Even with my kind of awkward position against the couch, with a fully grown dog in my lap, with everything, I still felt the fingers of sleep caressing me. But I knew it would never truly come, not after what happened.

I dreamed awake of just falling asleep, of having that simple act de-frag my brain. To push the reset button. When my mind ached with the thought of it, I found the image of Hunter swimming into my mind’s eye. Spears of pain impaled me and when my breath hitched unexpectedly, Barristan popped his head up, his wet nose touching mine.

It felt like the air was being sucked right out of me. Stinging just behind my eyes assailed me, and all of my pent up emotions came up in a devastating swirl. I wanted to forget about him too, wanted to erase him like a bad memory. But god, it hurt so much, because he wasn’t, was he? He wasn’t a bad memory at all. He was the good. The good that I knew in my heart of hearts, I would look to for every love I could be so lucky to as experience a month from now, a year from now. Maybe longer.

Then it all clicked.

I’d never been in love with a person before. I’d thought that I had. I had romances, I had terrible excuses for boyfriends – worst of all, I had psychopathic abusers. But until Hunter? I’d never tasted the ambrosial fruit of fiery, passionate love and ever ripening desire. My body had craved him like it was a basic need. The broken heart that I was unfortunate enough to call my own even felt just a little more whole when we were together.

I tried to convince myself that this was all a mistake, that I was only convincing myself of these thoughts and these feelings. Wrapping my arms around Barristan, I snuggled into him and talked to him for a couple of minutes – asking him if he was still my friend, if he still loved me. I knew it was dumb, but he was always there for me, through the good and the bad. I asked him if I had done right, if I had made a mistake, if Hunter really loved me.

All that beautiful boy gave me was licks and curious looks.

Laughter rolled from my throat. Not a strong one, no, not full body. But a laugh was a laugh, and it felt good to feel something other than defeat beneath the constant gaze of hopelessness.

Barristan’s head perked up, and only one of his ears shot up. He turned his head and became motionless.

I felt my brows furrow, “What is it?” I waited for what felt like a good long while, but it couldn’t have been more than a minute at the most. Stillness became me, even my heart had since managed to slow down.

Except when I heard that roaring engine in the distance, my heart began to quicken all over again.

I ran a mental inventory of reasons as to why it couldn’t be who I felt in my chest that it was. There were more motorists out there than just him. How would it make sense? How would he even know that I’d been in such danger?

When my mind flicked to that reeling moment of despair, I felt the bugs skitter across my flesh all over again – the burning worms digging their way through my insides. The heat retching up to my throat and rooting itself there, constantly threatening to make my body do things that I didn’t want them to do.

God, just take away this pain.

I hugged Barristan tighter, trying to cut down those thoughts and feelings I wanted to leave behind me. Was that sound getting closer?

It was.

My heart tapped quicker and quicker still against the bone of my breast. Again, I tried to convince myself that there was no way it could be him.

But I hoped that it would be. And I hated myself for it. I hated that I wanted to see him again.

This forbidden part of me wished to feel his touch against my skin. Wanted to feel his hard muscles; needed to bury my face into his neck and sink against him, to have myself just melt away and to make the pain vanish like smoke.

Sure enough, the sound of a motorcycle’s engine came to a stop just outside my apartment, and my heart clutched with excitement and fear. I tried to focus on my breathing, hoping beyond hope that I might be able to find my peace. There was a hard knock at the door, the one that Hunter always gave me. If I had any doubts, they were all cut from me now.

I did not budge from the spot that I had practically sewed myself to.

His voice came shining through, “Jessica?” He called out, the tone one of desperation and hurt laced hope. I picked up what sounded like footsteps scraping against the concrete just outside, the sound of them coming back to the door seconds later. “Jess,” he called out again, sending waves of hot pinpricks through me.

I didn’t want to answer, but at the same time, I wanted to do nothing else but.

Hunter rapped against my door a second time, somewhat louder this time. Barristan let out a series of barks. “Babe,” he started, “I’m sorry, I need to talk with you,” I could tell that he wasn’t sure if I was awake or not, his voice trailed off some.

Some part of me prayed for him to go away. My inner self was at war, and Hunter pulled all the strings.

I made sure to hold Barristan tighter, so that he wouldn’t leap from my lap. A moment of time passed, and as I listened intently, I could make out the sound of Hunter moving along from the front door towards the living room window. Turning my head, I glanced over at the pane and could somewhat make out his shadowy figure through the curtain. There wasn’t a chance that he could see me, less likely that he could even hear me – but I made sure to hold my breath all the same.

But the pain was just building up. I didn’t really want to be alone tonight. I didn’t want to hurt.

Hunter peered through the looking glass, his shadowy outline moving as he did. Heartbeats passed, and he tapped against the window, saying nothing. When there was no response from myself, he tapped again – Barristan woofed in response for each tap, a low sort of noise where he didn’t bother to open his mouth. When something less than a minute passed and he tried one last time, Hunter moved away from the window and I presumed him to be going to my bedroom next.

Barristan tried to wriggle free but I stopped him. “No,” I whispered, “stay here, Barristan. Stay.” I didn’t want him to get up, not even for a second. I heard another set of knuckles rapping against the window, each time he did so a jolt ran through me. Listening, the sound of my name filled the night – and when that too failed, Hunter came back around to the living room window.

Fingers of warmth pressed at my chest and a painful mist kissed at my eyes.

Hunter cleared his throat, “Jessica, I see your car out here. I hear your dog inside. I can’t stand things not being straight with us, it’s killin’ me. If you’re awake,” he sighed, sucking in a breath. There was a warmth and a great sincerity to his voice. “I just want you to know, that I was wrong to act the way that I did – or if I wasn’t, I still feel terrible about it. Want you to know, that I’m so, so sorry for what I said,” his voice caught in his throat, and something squeezed my heart. “You probably can’t hear a blasted word,” he pressed his hands against the pane of the window, a strained laugh coloring his tone. “But I need you to know that I’m sorry. I need you to know that I love you. I understand why you didn’t tell me…I’m sorry.”

I sucked in a hard breath, the heat rippling through my throat. The pain blossoming in my eyes. Finally, I gave in, even though I did not trust my voice – it wavered like the sea. “I can hear you,” the words came out, but I almost didn’t recognize them, with all of the hurt and against my own foolish sobbing.

“Let me in,” fresh concern filled his velvet tones, “please sweetheart. Please.”

Automatically, like I was watching myself from afar, I got up and shambled to the door more ghost than girl, and looked at my own wobbling hand as I undid the locks. They clicked free and the chain rattled off against the inside face of the door, my heart pounding in my chest and my bones screaming with a torrent of emotion.

I stepped back and the door opened, silver from the moon spilling inside and Hunter coming in with it.

Immediately our bodies came together like they were two halves split and being made whole once more. When we touched, this static field of pressure formed between us and an inferno rippled through me, my head seeking refuge against his chest. Hunter’s arms clenched tightly around me, as though another second without touching me would kill him.

Forgetting it all for just a second, I let myself give in to the weakness and wept into the strength of his chest. I think that I squeaked out his name, but in that gripping instant I couldn’t be sure.

His voice cut through all of the pain and his warm embrace only tightened all the more, “I’ve got you,” he susurrated. He said it with such caring and intensity, and said it more, as if the words could scrub clean all the agony that I felt. For every time that he whispered those sweet nothings to me, I only cried all the more. Every breath felt like pins and needles, each fresh taking of air another stab; another hitch against the glass.

Barristan loped over to us, his tail wagging softly.

I just breathed Hunter’s name over and over against his chest, letting the nails of my fingers dig into his skin against his clothes. I realized then, that it was less that I was standing up, and more that he was keeping me propped up against him.

“Baby?” He asked, pulling me back as gently as possible from him, so that he could look into my wet eyes. His intense blue eyes searched mine, crawling over me with concern and love and worry. His hand swept against my forehead and through my hair, and he dabbed at the slick little things that fell from the hoods of my eyes – his other hand rubbing and circling my back. “What’s wrong? Were you sitting here in the dark?”

“No—I,” my body felt like it was breaking, and my vision was blurry from all the hurt.

“Jess,” he husked, brushing the pad of his thumb against my face and pulling me against his muscular body. “Talk to me,” he said, “I love you. I need to make you ok. I need to make things whole, I can’t stand it. Being without you.”

He’d said it earlier, but it hadn’t registered. This time when I heard him say it; it felt like wings were spreading from me, like the whole world just became a little more easier to live in under the pressure of it all. I looked up into those big, beautiful eyes that held so much sadness and regret and fire in them, and I whispered back: “I love you too.” Some maverick thought embedded in the depths of my mind came to the surface. I was tasting something metallic with my lips pressed to his. What was that?

Our heart’s confession ignited the air and the draw that we always seemed to feel intensified. My lips crashed against his, and they twisted together in a tight, wet embrace. In that crystal moment, I could feel his every need to make things right; felt every ounce of his caring for me, and I knew that he was both my sun to rise in the morning – and my moon to protect me in the night.

After our own little slice of eternity, bodies still tightly knit together, I dipped my head back, “Why are you here?” I asked, “how did you know?” I couldn’t hide the hurt in my voice from the last question. I noticed then, too, that he had a cut on his lip and splotches of dried blood from his nose that had caked on to his skin. “Your face…” I trailed off.

“Know what?” The lines of his face twisted in confusion, “I couldn’t stop thinking about you, Jessica. I couldn’t take it anymore,” he shook his head lightly from side to side, “when Reyes and I got into it over you tonight—“

“You mean, you fought? Is that why you’re hurt?”

He shook his head.

I sniffled and tried to clear up all the trash that was clogging my sinuses, wanting to wipe the back of my hand across my face, “You’re really, really hurt.”

“It’s nothing,” Hunter smirked, trying to act cool. “Yeah, things came to blows,” he admitted, “told me that Holly and him had our computer guy hack your e-mail.”

I froze up, feeling my spine straighten out.

“Told him that you weren’t a rat, that you wouldn’t throw us to the wolves like that. Remembered what you said that night,” I could see the shame in his eyes, and he looked away from me.

I brought my fingers to his face and forced him to look at me.

His gaze made my insides pool with desire, “Talk,” he crooned, “now.”

I swallowed hard and felt Barristan brush along my weak legs. “Do you remember that guy you were training?” I asked, breaking away from Hunter to close the front door and press my back against it. “That day after we met.”

Hunter looked as though he needed a moment to chew on the thought, and then he stepped closer towards me, his hips and his legs moving in this confident kind of swagger. “Yeah?” His brows pressed downwards and his gaze became something pensive, “what about him?”

Breathing in through my nose, I said with disgust thick in my voice, “That’s…well, he’s my ex.”

He didn’t say anything. Just listened intently.

“I woke up tonight,” I started, the dread beginning to worm it’s way back inside of me, “or well, my dog woke me up. And I, I got up, and he – he was there, Hunter. He was in my house, and it wasn’t the first time.”

“What the heck?” Hunter boomed, his chest puffing out in a basic anger.

“He’s been watching me sleep, and tonight, when I found him. I panicked. I locked myself in my room and told him to leave, but he just kept beating on my door – when he threatened to kill,” I didn’t want to speak the words, so I just slid my eyes down to Barristan, and then back to Hunter. “He threatened to kill him. I managed to hurt him, and he had the sense to flee. But I know that if I hadn’t been so lucky to hit him,” my throat felt raw and I just wanted to sink away, “he would have—“

“No,” Hunter growled, putting his hands on my shoulders. “I wouldn’t have let him do that to you. I’d kill the coward before I let that happen to you, Jess,” he said the words like he had been there, but the truth was that there wasn’t any way he could have helped me.

I pulled away from his touch, “It’s too late,” I finally said to another human being, “the damage is already done, Hunter. He’s violated me plenty,” the anger impaled me right through my spine and I wanted to hit something. Anything.

Hunter tried to place his hands back on me.

I tried to shove him away, knowing that if anything got too close to me it would just burn up and fade away. I was damaged goods. Unclaimed baggage that nobody needed nor wanted. “You want to know why I’m like what I’m like?”

He didn’t say anything, just looked at me with those eyes that pulled me to him natural as gravity. His hands slipped around my waist and he pinioned me against his person.

It didn’t even sound like my voice anymore. “I opened up too much.” I could feel the hard breaths that Hunter was taking as they licked across the dip of my neck. “I told him, that when I was a little girl, I used to love to go swimming. Right?”

With a thoughtful and wanting look, Hunter leaned in and pressed his lips so softly and yet so hard against mine, trying to fill me with all of his light.

When he pulled his head away from me, I continued. “Dad was tired a lot. And one day when I was in the pool, he just kind of fell asleep. He’d been drinking. I wasn’t supposed to be swimming alone without his watching, but I wasn’t ready to get out yet – I knew better, I knew better. I thought that I could swim in the deep end, and for a little while it was okay. It was okay, but my legs started to cramp up and suddenly nothing was making sense because I found my head underwater. I was in so much dang pain and I don’t even know how it happened.”

Hunter’s eyes glossed over with this wetness.

Inhaling a breath, I finished the story that I’d only ever told one other person. “I drowned. Everything went black and,” I felt my eyebrows rise, my head shaking and my chest aching, “I drowned. I woke up in the hospital. They said I was legally declared dead for two whole minutes, and that it was a miracle my heart started itself again.”

“I’m sorry, Jessica,” he offered so sweetly, so sincerely.

“Jerry wasn’t,” I hissed, “do you know what he did? After he got tired of me telling him no. After he got bored of taking me against my will; when things got too dull with calling me names and laughing at me behind my back. He slipped into the bathroom when I was taking a bath one night. Barristan was locked up in the bedroom, and I’d lit some candles. Listened to some music. Jerry? He sat on the edge of the tub, trying to get me to go down on him. Except I was tired,” I took in a breath. “I was exhausted from working so much OT, to try and pay for my mother’s medical bills. For her treatments. Well, that night, he snapped. He grabbed me by my hair and I swear some nights I can still feel the way he pulled, yanking me up and looking at me with such disgust.”

Hunter looked pale as a ghost and completely horrified at what I was telling him.

“I’d never felt my heart race like that before. When he slammed me down against the railing of the tub and everything became fuzzy, I was certain that this was it. I was going to die. He pushed me beneath the water and held me there with a smile on his face. He thought it was funny,” my words drifted off into the crushing silence, “he thought it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen, and that it was all okay because he was just joking. It was just a game. He held me underwater for heaven knows how long, the bubbles breaking the top as I screamed – my arms flailing and my hands grabbing, the waves crashing against the tub and all I could hear was my heart hammering and hammering away. My feet slipped up against the end of the tub and I remember bashing my toe against the faucet, the blood immediately smearing all across the railing and coloring the water. I sliced it good. But the pain I barely felt. It was the fear,” I swallowed, and then sunk myself against Hunter. “I’d never been so afraid, Hunter. At least when I was a girl it’d all been new. When it happened again, every familiar terror and sense of doom punched right through me. I couldn’t bathe for weeks, and for a long time it was even harder for me to use the shower.”

His hand found the back of my head, and he pressed me firmly against his chest, planting kisses on the crown of my head, letting me sink into him.

But I felt something. It radiated off of him like the hot winds of torture. He stiffened and broke apart from me, a wild, singular determination dancing in his eye. His hand shot for the handle of the door and he promptly swung it open.

The hairs on my neck stiffly bristled and my heart sunk into my stomach at the prospect of him leaving. “Wait!” I called out, grabbing tight his wrist.

He craned his head to look at me.

“Where are you going?”

“Wherever I have to; to put a bullet in this trash,” his words were cold as ice and smooth as smoke.

“No,” I shook my head and rejected, “not tonight. I need you. I need you here with me. Please, don’t leave me alone?”

There was a great struggle taking place within the man. Could see the turmoil raging inside by the lines of his face, and I felt the pull of his arm, wanting to break free from me and set out on his bike into the night. But he didn’t. He pushed out a hard breath through his nose and closed the door, setting the locks and wrapping his arms around me.

He carried me to bed and we peeled off each other’s clothes, not even in a sexual way. I braced myself against him and we twined our hands together, talking and cuddling with one another until I finally drifted off from exhaustion just as the sun peeked across the sky.

My last thought was that it must have been fate for him to come to me when he did.
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Hunter

All the angels below, and all the demons above can’t keep me from feelin’ for this girl. Rage and anger boiled beneath me as I stepped into Alister’s bar with Jessica’s hand in my own. Every moment that I spent with her last night, trying to soothe her fragile, tortured but irresistible soul, I ached with the pain in my bones to avenge her. Inhuman pig.

How could anyone hurt her like that? It was beyond me. “Wait here a sec, babe,” I instructed, and she nodded dutifully, most of the pain washed from her face. Still, I knew she kept it bottled up – and now I knew why. I said my hellos to the brothers in the bar, gesturing with my chin to Mozz that I was heading downstairs, to have a little chat with D’Angelo. Positioning myself behind the bar, directly in its center, I rubbed my fingers along the floorboard, feeling for the raised bit that indicated where to pull.

Got it. Pulling up on the raised wooden bit, I revealed a thin, but sturdy string with a circular metal loop at its end. I pulled the loop back and opened up the basement, ascending down the steps and closing the way behind me. This was D’Angelo’s domain. His home. It was dark, a dark blue mostly, with only a scant few lights from the above floorboards bleeding through. Any and all other light came from the electronic devices of Dee’s technological church. Kid was a wizard, but who wouldn’t be with a setup like this? He’d been set up with his own tiny bathroom that was secluded in privacy, even though nobody came down here – and Brad had fashioned a comfortable cot for the kid too.

Dee turned around from his bright computer monitor, his face giving away nothing. He looked even darker than his skin suggested in the pale blue light, appearing something akin to a tree scrubbed in coal. He removed his luxurious headphones, his one constant that I saw him with. “Did I do something wrong?” He asked nervously. Supposedly, we’d gotten the kid on medication, but his social anxiety was crippling all the same.

My eyebrows came down in confusion, “Wrong? No, no man you’re good,” I started, only coming a few steps closer, not wanting to get too close to the young man. He’d been picked up by Brad on one of his road trips through Montana; said that when he found D’Angelo he was slumming under a bridge in some no-name town, that he couldn’t even talk. Or rather, that he didn’t want to. I hadn’t heard him speak for a good long while when Brad brought him home, but after a while he opened up a little. Felt sorry for the kid, though Reapers had brought him in and gave him a place to stay – it was Dee’s decision to stay in here at all hours.

D’Angelo nodded his head, but remained lounged in his black computer chair.

“Would you be willin’ to do me a favor?” I asked the kid.

“S-sure,” he replied in that typical quiet tone of his. He was a good guy, no doubt, a wizard of the keys, but socializing butterfly he was not. “What info you got on ‘em?”

“Looking for where Jerry Stanopolis currently resides,” I also instructed him on where he worked, based off of what Jessica could tell me. Said that she never found out where the mongrel lived after being kicked out of her place, on the count of he was a subhuman being. “Call me on my burner when you find something? You don’t need to dig too deep, I just want his possible whereabouts. Speak to this trash to no one.”

Dee just nodded his head and slipped his headphones back on, turning in his chair and facing the bright blue monitor. He sank back into his world of wires, data and cyber masquerades. “It’ll get done,” he mumbled.

Leaving him to his thing, I silently thanked the boy and made my way back upstairs, carrying myself back to Jessica.

Her eyes were partially rounded in surprise, “I knew there was something down there,” she said, “is there someone down there? I didn’t hear anything…”

“Yeah, but you don’t need to know him – all you need to know is that when there’s a problem that needs fixing, we go to Dee.”

“Dee?”

I nodded, “He’s our go to man for intel. Now follow me upstairs, I don’t want to chance anything.” I took Jessica up into my room, and kissed her on the lips.

“Please be safe? It’s not worth it,” she said, fiddling with her fingers, “not if…not if I lose you again.” She brought her chin up and swallowed, “and if I give you my friend’s address, could you have someone take Barristan to her?”

“Don’t worry, Jess. I got this. I’ve got you. Everything will get sorted. I’ll make sure the pup is safe.”

She nodded and padded off to my bed. After giving her a final look, I shut the door and hustled back downstairs, eager to sate the thirst in my bones. I conscripted the help of Pooh Bear and Tommy for keeping an eye on the room. “Nobody in or out, we clear?”

Tommy nodded his head and Pooh Bear assured me that it was all good. There was something about Tommy that didn’t sit right though, with the way he looked at her. It was subtle, but it was there – I’d seen he was checking her out, and I couldn’t blame him for that. But to keep doing it? I mentally made a note to get Jessica some ink down the line; even if we were back together, it was going to take real time and effort to make up for what happened between us.

But it was a start, and I couldn’t be more thankful for that. I’d have to find room to trust her again. To trust her implicitly, and she’d have to find forgiveness in her heart for the cruelness that I showed her, when she opened herself to me completely.

Satisfied with her safety, I raised my chin at the two men and turned on my heel, beating feet downstairs and hitting up Reyes and Jameson next. We’d beaten the trash out of each other, but violence was just another way to say ‘I love you’ around here.

I caught them up to speed with what was going to go down, with or without their help. But they didn’t take much convincing. I didn’t let them know everything about what’d happened with Jessica and her trash of an ex, but I told them enough to where I could see it in Reyes’ eye – he’d kill him in a heartbeat.

Jameson put his hand on my shoulder, “We will always have your back, brother-mine. You know this,” I didn’t doubt the sincerity in his voice.

Reyes murmured his agreement, and the two walked out towards their respective motorcycles. Even though I knew it was there, I compulsively checked my hip for the 1911 that I had holstered there. When my hand felt at the gun’s outline, I waved my goodbyes to Mozz, Holly and what little else remained of the crew.

Since Jessica had been so kind as to divulge that Jerry was a janitor at the local Applegate Community College, I headed off with my brothers towards the location.

***

It was when the three of us were nearing the halfway point that I got the call from Dee that I could feel vibrating in my pocket. When I got to a red light, I pulled out my still buzzing phone. “Sup?”

“It’s Dee,” he said with his sort of nasal type voice.

“Dee, hey. You find anything, brother?”

“I found some things, but not much,” he admitted in a defeated tone. “This guy doesn’t do much social media, but from what I can gather from his facebook posts, tweets, and his I.P. Looks like his residential is going to be on Cedar Lane, renting a small house 1213. It could be wrong, so I’m going to keep sifting through what I can. Been making phone calls to his neighbors, but nobody’s given me anything totally solid.”

“Alright man, thank you.”

“Y-you’re welcome, and Hunter?”

“Yeah?”

“Could you pick me up some Mountain Dew Amp and a box of Johns?”

“Sure buddy,” I said it so casually, I was sure that I’d freak out Jessica if she knew – murder and picking up sweets in the same night. Some catch I was. We said our goodbyes and I clicked off the burner, stuffing it back in my pocket; I signaled for me and the boys to meet up in the parking lot of the local shopping center, and then let them know of Jerry’s resident location. Told them to split up our efforts, that I’d take his place of work, and that Jameson and Reyes would scope out the house he was renting – that if he was there, they would call and let me know.

***

Before I could even make it to the community college, Reyes reported that Jerry’s poor excuse for a van was parked outside and that they snuck a peek of him against the side of his abode. I groaned with annoyance at having come up with the losing location, but thanked Reyes and let him know I was on my way. My bones were itching to make this sick coward bleed.

After a half something hour of hard riding, with the last light of the sun dying behind me, I parked my bike a good number of houses down from where Jerry was. Presuming that the guys did the same, just elsewhere. With every step that I took down the concrete sidewalk, I could feel these small explosions rocking me – there was this inexplicable tightness in my chest.

This man had hurt my girl. There was no coming back from what I was about to do. I’d show him the real meaning of terror; I had just the idea in mind.

Jessica’s only condition for agreeing to let me do this, was that I couldn’t tell her the details of how it went down, and that I couldn’t let it come back to me or the club. We’d make it look like the Niners did it by giving him their signature burn marks, that way the heat from Homicide, although I doubt there’d be any for a guy like him, would be steered in the direction away from the club.

We made sure to stay well out of the way, acting as if we were only casually rolling through the neighborhood – letting the sun wink out of existence and the first cover of night grace the streets. Satisfied with the timing for our strike, I looked to my brothers. “Reyes, you take the rear. Jameson? You’re coming with me, if he tries to make a run for it, and you can’t stop him – just clip him in the leg and let me get the final blow. Remember, I want to get this idiot to myself for a hot moment. Make him suffer.”

The Vice and Sgt. At Arms nodded in agreement. We crossed the street quickly and when we felt like we were reasonably out of sight, brandished our pistols. Reyes jumped the small wooden fence and Jameson and I gave him a moment to get into position. Once we were certain he’d be ready, we looked to one another. There was that cold fire in Jameson’s eyes that I admired him for. He was always calm and cool and collected, guess that’s why Brad saw fit for him to be the right hand of the club.

All at once, Jameson and myself brought our foot to the face of the door and kicked it in hard. The red door was scratched up and looked like it’d been through hell more than once; we gave it a fitting death when it popped off of its hinges, wooden chips exploding outward. The door squeaked and groaned in protest before it collapsed against the grimy linoleum floor.

I brought my pistol up and kept a steady beat directly in front of my person, all of my senses waking up with the familiar rush of adrenaline. The place was a total mess, and it was clear that this guy didn’t give a hoot about keeping the place even remotely intact. The whole footprint of the place was puny, there was no second floor, just a tiny squatting hole of a place that most people would never want to be around.

There was a banging kind of noise, not from Reyes’ gun, that came from ahead and to my left. Still, I quietly mouthed to Jameson that he ‘go right’ and I crept to the left at a respectable speed – sure that if this piece of trash decided to run, that Reyes would easily catch him.

Dirty clothes were scattered around the floor, I had to step over a small pile of beat and worn jeans to make it into the dining room. It was scarcely much bigger than a bathroom; the large wooden desk more of a receptacle for junk and unopened mail than an actual place for eating. There were a couple of gross plates and smudge stained glasses.

My heart tapped against the bone of my breast, and I put one foot in front of another, craning my neck to try and get an easier look of what was around the corner, inside of the living room.

I heard a voice that I immediately recognized as Jerry’s yell “what the heck!” and then there was the sound of quickly approaching footsteps in my direction. I stopped dead in my tracks and held my gun steady; could even feel the tug of a smile on my lips, burning waves of excitement rippling through me.

He was gonna come right to me.

Sure enough, Jerry, that weasel, rounded the corner and nearly collided right into me. The guy was wearing what looked like decade old almond brown penny loafers; a pair of work slacks and a stained white tee. He shot his arms out, trying to balance himself as he slid a half step against the linoleum floor. Right after, he took several retreating steps – the look of worry and primal fear etched on his pasty rear face. He knew that he couldn’t go either way now, being trapped like the animal he was.

Pulling in a deep breath, I narrowed my eyes and kept my gun steady on the man as I approached him with predatory strides. For each step that I took, he nervously backed up – continuing to look over his shoulder as he whined out a couple of ‘pleases’ and the like. Begged that he didn’t understand what was going on.

When Jerry backed up against Reyes, he looked between us like he was about to piss himself. Jameson appeared like a shadow at my side, and just like that we’d completely surrounded the prick.

Reyes grabbed the man by the scruff of his shirt from behind and threw him onto the torn up couch, and he growled, “Like to pick on things weaker than you, isn’t that right?” He pressed his gun against Jerry’s chest hard, making the man wince in pain.

I looked over to Jameson and whispered, “Get me the nastiest knife you can find,” and watched him slink away to find the kitchen. I glided over beside Jerry and pushed the barrel of my pistol against the temple of his shaking skull, his nervous eyes darting between me and Reyes.

“Please,” his voice was hot with the fear of death. Raw. “Whatever, whatever you think I – I didn’t. I didn’t do it!”

Shoving the end of the gun further into his temple I boomed for him to look at me, “You like to rape girls? Jerry? That it? Sit your rear down, you piece of trash.”

“Hunter—“

Unable to control my own building fury, I wound back my hand and struck the side of Jerry’s head with the butt of my pistol, “Don’t you use my name like you know me.”

Jerry wailed out a few agonized screams, the tiniest of cuts forming against the side of his head – red appearing just beneath the veneer of his balding hair. It gave me a twisted sense of satisfaction, to make the man hurt. I wasn’t nearly done with him though, not even close. His hand shot up to press against the wound.

Reyes brought his boot up to the man’s crotch and stepped down hard. “You still getting off there, boss? Make too much noise and I’ll cut your tongue out, trust me now, you don’t want that. I’ve seen the way men look at me without their tongue. You don’t want to know that hell.”

Jerry’s body convulsed in a quick, painful spurt before trying to simultaneously break free and shove off Reyes’ boot. “Idiot,” he screamed, before Reyes covered the trash stain’s mouth.

Reyes smashed his boot down harder and between the screams I could hear Jameson coming up behind me. “Might do us some good to throw you down to Pemberton,” Reyes’s smile widened, “seein’ how you like to violate things weaker than you. Boys up there would love a weak little idiotmeat such as yourself,” Reyes stepped off and glanced over at me.

“No!” Jerry bundled himself into a tight ball on the couch, “god just make this stop please – I’ll give you anything. I didn’t rape anybody!”

Jameson handed me a rusted kitchen knife that looked like it had lost much of its sharpness. Perfect. I felt the warm sickness of vengeance slip through my veins, and a smirk tugged at my lips. Moving Reyes aside, I handed my gun to him and with one hand, I pushed Jerry against the couch by use of his neck. He looked at me with small, puny and watering eyes.

I met his gaze with an unbound ferocity, squeezing that stick some would call a neck, feeling the power rush through me as I held his disgusting excuse for a life in my hands. I knew that if I wanted, all I’d have to do is clench down hard enough and he’d slip away – wouldn’t even need a second hand. Instead, I measured my anger and brought the knife to the neck of his tee, right below my hand. “I know what you did, and you know what you did. You know what happens when you mess with a biker’s girl? Hm?” I rattled the man for an answer.

He shook beneath my grip and his whole person did this involuntary trembling. He shook his head from left, then to right, in answer.

“You kiss her,” I started, bringing the knife down his shirt – slowly ripping right on through and exposing his fleshy chest; there was unsurprisingly no muscle there, no definition. Nothing but a smattering of greasy hairs and small pink nipples. The blade kissed along his chest, opening a thin line of crimson as it trailed. “You get your rear beat. You harass her? Ah, well,” I chuckled darkly to myself; could feel the watchful eyes of Jameson and Reyes. “Let’s hope you lived a storied life,” I said, bringing the blade down hard and quick in a burst of speed and power. The end of the rusted knife flicked down beyond his work pants, leaving a much larger gash of a nasty cut along his navel and down to just above the pad of where his pubes would be.

Jerry screamed out in pain and my hand squeezed tighter around his neck in response. I could feel him squirming around hard, trying desperately to break free – this frenzied, cut off noise trying to escape his blocked throat.

Jameson and Reyes quickly moved over to hold him down, and after a moment, the spurts of movement and spams died back down to a trembling, only occasionally turning back into wild movement.

“Now,” I said, ripping off his pants so that he was down to his underwear and the scraps of what remained of his shirt. “You rape a woman? You pig. You violate another human being?” I trailed the knife down to his shrunken, hiding excuse of manhood. “A made girl? Fate worse than death. Those dying moments before you pass off into hell, and even the devil looks at you reviled? Torturous.” I tapped the blade with a sadistic sense of playfulness against him. “Look at me,” I snarled, rattling him once more. “Look. At. Me.”

His eyes flashed open with terror, his whimpering constant.

“You raped her,” I susurrated, peeling off his underwear and bringing the knife to the pad of his flesh, letting it’s end dig inside half of a bloody inch. I shook my head up and down slowly, “You drowned her,” the blade sunk in hard, punching through him easily. There was a chorus of suffering that wanted to explode from his mouth, and his body convulsed recklessly.

I yanked the blade up, dragging it’s bloodied point to the fleshy stem of his sex, giving him grim assurance. “You’ll have time enough to mourn it.”
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Jessica

I brought one of Hunter’s pillow to my chest and clutched it tightly, as though it were a huge stuffed toy that could suck up like a sponge all the pain that seemed to find me. I disliked being spirited away, but I saw it in Hunter’s eyes. The darkness. The hate and the monstrous will that burned beneath those chips of arctic ice. He was going to make Jerry suffer, and a part of me truly wondered if it was okay – if it was okay to feel at peace with that; worse so, if it was human to derive a certain happiness and sense of comfort in just…knowing.

He would be gone for good. Forever. The moss of sorrow that so carelessly clung to my bones would fade.

On that terrible issue, at least.

I clutched the pillow tighter, it’s black fitted casing pressing against my chin as I leaned against the wall. It smelled of him, the scent of pine and man and wondrous Hunter. A pang of hurt stabbed through my chest, it was all still so sudden it felt – to go from one end of this insane roller coaster of life and emotion, to the very other.

I had missed him. Missed him deeply. Missed him even more now. But was he going to ever be able to trust me again? Was I really ready to forgive the hateful trash that he told me? I wasn’t even sure that I could love another creature, not after all the messed up trash I’d constantly managed to put myself through.

The door’s handle turned and my eyes slid over to it. It opened slowly, the hinges making a small, low squeak. Brian, AKA Pooh Bear, walked through with a funny smile on his face that seemed to be asking: is it okay to come in? I nodded my head and he shut the door, waving a hand at me, “How you doing?”

“Okay,” I responded automatically, only realizing after that clutching a man’s pillow in a death grip would probably infer something besides okayness. “Okay as I can be, I guess.”

Bear walked over towards Hunter’s desk and grabbed at a chair, dragging it a few feet closer towards the bed and planting his butt in it. The back of the chair was facing me, so he draped his arms around the top of it and let his chin rest on his arms. Those eyes I remembered the most. Intense, beautifully caring brown. Like the world hung on every word that might spill from your lips. “Forgive me if I’m prodding,” his smile stretched another inch and he looked like he was embarrassed to even be asking, “can’t seem to help myself.”

I laughed, “Don’t be so afraid of me. I only bite jerks like Hunter.”

“Yeah,” he said, “so what happened? I mean, I hear trash second hand,” he explained lifting his chin up and having it hover above his arms. “Kind of goes with mostly being at the club as muscle, hard to keep up on trash.”

“You mean what happened between me and Hunter?”

“Yeah.”

My stomach dropped, the truth would get me killed. If any of them knew, I’d be drawn and quartered on the spot. “You can’t tell anyone,” I said with much sincerity.

“I won’t,” Brian promised, resting his chin back on his arms and shifting around in the chair.

“I did something bad,” I started, trying to formulate what I could say versus all that I felt. Confession would have been sweet, sweeter than anything really. But confessing was never easy, it was always something that we seemed to put off – to a friend, to a family member, to a lover. Confession was always next time, it was always tomorrow and never today. Veiled and hinted at and implied, and all the hurt that surrounded with it; you think you can overcome it, like it’s an obstacle and if you keep quiet you’ll be rewarded in some way.

I sighed and then took in a breath. “Something really bad, but for good reasons. Part of me wanted to come clean to him, about what happened – or really, what was happening. But I felt trapped.”

Pooh Bear rocked his head against his arms, “We all get that way, sometimes. Not to interrupt, but even though I’m sure from your perspective we come across as hardasses, which we are, really. But we’re people too. Mistakes are just in our nature.”

“I slept with someone,” the lies came off of my tongue bitterly. I did not care for this bluff, the reality of the situation was much more complicated. “And we fought, naturally.”

“Was it just the one time?”

“Yeah,” I averted my gaze from those intense, almond colored eyes.

“If it was a mistake, then that’s good. Mistakes you can get by. You can learn from them,” Bear dipped away from the chair and reached into his pocket, pulling out a cigarette and a lighter, “you smoke?”

“No, not anymore, thanks.”

A short laugh rolled from his chest, “Yeah, probably shouldn’t be doing them either. It’s messed up, you know?”

I nodded.

He didn’t immediately lite the cigarette, and he seemed to space out for just a measure of time. “Killed my grandmother,” he said in this dead voice, still looking at nothing. “Killed my mother, too.”

Pinpricks of empathy washed over my body, and a sense of pity dug through my heart, “I’m sorry, that’s horrible,” I offered.

His eyes flicked to me, and then he smiled a sad smile. Like he had always feared to show emotion, and that he was only getting lucky with revealing himself in this moment. “Yeah,” he said absently. “It is. But still…still I do it,” he slowly brought the stick to his lips and after another beat of consideration, lit the end of it cherry red. He took a long drag and exhaled strings of rising smoke, “it’s all messed up at birth, I think.”

“What is?” Genuine curiosity laced my voice, the pillow that I was gripping so tightly now resting on my lap.

“Being human.”

***

Brian stayed with me for another ten minutes after he finished his smoke, and then kindly took his leave back to guarding the door. I hadn’t gotten a lot of real sleep last night, even with Hunter and Barristan by my side – so I decided to try and catch at least a couple of z’s.

As always, my rest was short lived when I picked up the faint sounds of commotion just outside my half sanctum, half prison. Groggily rising from Hunter’s bed, I crawled closer to the edge and listened. I could hear Pooh Bear and that other dude, the one that looked like a rock star, talking to some girl. Couple of minutes passed with conversation that I failed to make out, before I realized the feminine voice in question was Holly.

Just as I was getting to my feet, the door opened and I could see the anger clear on the lines of Holly’s face. Pooh Bear and the biker beside him gave me hopeless looks just before she shut the door and started towards me.

I straightened myself out, “With a scowl like that I’d hate to see you on your monthly.”

Holly closed the distance between us, her feline-esque green eyes narrowing, “What are you doing back here?”

“I’m here, because there are bad people in this world. Sick, twisted individuals. What are you doing here?” I could feel the edge rising in my voice.

Holly shook her head, “Hunter’s been miserable without you,” she admitted, though she looked a bit disgusted at the words that left her lips. “Hate to say it,” see? “But you being here? Are you two, are you two back together?”

“What’s it to you?” I inched closer, the heat raking against my chest. She may have been close to him once, and maybe I was naïve enough to believe that there really wasn’t anything true remaining between them. Hunter never had given me any impression that he was still in love with the girl.

Holly gave me a derisive laugh, “You’re fire, girl,” she said simply, “everything you touch burns. I’m just surprised he hasn’t put a bullet in your head. Even Reyes is afraid to touch you.”

“I’m not a danger to you,” I crossed my arms over one another, “or the club for that matter. Not unless you give me a reason to be,” a chill ran through me, I hadn’t known that they were floating the idea of killing me. “Just know I had my reasons, okay? Despite you threatening me, I know you guys are good – for the most part.”

Holly’s chest rose in a breath and her jaw jumped briefly with anger, “If you have reasons,” she exhaled a short breath through her nose, nodding her head and raising her brows, “now is the time to clue me in.”

I’d just spun a lie with Brian, but only because he didn’t know a blasted thing about what was going on. “I’m not telling you trash,” I said without really thinking. I was frustrated with her, and tired of being seen as the villain in this story – but my mother and I were proud creatures, stubborn things. If I told her about mom, would she truly understand? I couldn’t have any doubt if I was going to spill my personal life to this woman.

“Tell me, Jessica,” she said, her expression softening a bit. She swallowed when I didn’t respond, “Hunter’s turned into an idiot for you, and just thinks the world of you. Tell me what I’m missing,” her jaw relaxed, and she took a second to add, “please,” as if she had to chew glass just for saying it.

I drew in a deep breath and sighed, closing my eyes for a spell. Opening them, I turned from Holly and sat down on the end of the bed, gesturing for her to take a seat.

With a heavy heart, I let her into my secluded world of pain and madness.
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Hunter

Even the air tasted better when I got back to the bar. Reyes went home and Jameson went off to tell Brad what we’d done; wasn’t like us to sanction a hit like that without a vote, without the usual time to think and prepare – to go about it with clear minds.

But my mind was clear. And my heart was gorged on the terrifying justice that we’d served.

At this point the bar was getting ready to close, so when I went inside with plastic bag in hand, I wasn’t surprised to see Mozz sweeping the place clean. After saying hello and dropping off what D’angelo had requested, I stomped my way upstairs and to the hall just outside my room. Out at the very back was my place, where much to my relief Tommy and Pooh Bear were still holding it down. Yellow light came down from the old bulb that hung a couple feet down from the ceiling, casting it’s glow along the stiff wooden boards that’d seen many, various shoes. On either sides of the hall were two dark green doors. One, being the office that Brad used on occasion – mostly just to store paperwork and other legalities. The other serving as a holding spot for our liquor, various beers and some basic cleaning supplies – a supersized liquor closet of sorts.

Making my way over to the two brothers, I raised my chin at them – moving with a satisfied swagger to my step. “Guys are the best,” I said smoothly, laughing lightly as my hand clasped with Tommy and then Pooh Bear. “Thanks for this.”

Tommy, who was only just patched into the club as a Man of Mayhem, flashed his exceptionally white teeth at me. “It’s no problem boss,” I sometimes wondered if he resented me, being that I still wasn’t patched in and I pulled more weight than he did, “’cept there was one slip up.”

“Oh?” I asked, looking between the two.

Pooh Bear answered, running the palm of his hand along the tips of his spiked hair, “Yeah. Holly came by, tried to tell her you said nobody – but you know, not like we’re gonna hit her.”

“Was she pissed?”

Tommy clicked his tongue, “Hell hath no fury like Holly.”

Pooh Bear shrugged, “Yeah, kind of. But she seemed cool on the way out, and I talked—“

Tommy cracked a sly smile and wagged his eyebrows, turning away from both me and Bear.

I looked pointedly at Pooh Bear.

“I talked to her, to Jessica,” he admitted, a goofy smile appearing on his face, “just for a minute, to keep her company. Seems like she’s doing okay.”

“Alright,” I felt a twinge of jealousy run through me, even though I knew that it didn’t mean anything – and I took him for his word. He was a good man, of that I had no doubt. “Alright, well you guys, I owe you. Next time you need something, give me a ring or a holler – whatever you need, you hear?” The fiery rivulets still worked their way through my system, but the men gave their pleasantries and said their goodnights.

Opening up the door slowly, I peeked on inside. It was dark, and there was no noise to be heard save for Tom and Bear’s steps; and Mozz’s occasional whistling. I closed the door quiet as a mouse and began to move whisper-soft towards Jessica as she slept. Just being around her was like swimming through static, made the old bones feel more alive and kept my heart honest.

I watched her beautiful body for just a second, wondrously fascinated how a creature could be so breathtaking even as she slept. The simple act of watching her chest rise and fall. I sat down beside her and gently put my hand on her shoulder, rocking at her, “Jess,” I whispered.

She didn’t even budge.

“Jessica,” I tried again, this time to more success, having her manage a “huh” from her disorientated state. “Babe it’s me,” I called out a little louder this time.

Her eyes shot open, face wrinkling up in confusion and her body shooting backwards in some initial wake up panic. “H—unter?” She cleared her throat and rubbed at her eyes with the back of her dainty, pale hands. “You’re back already?”

I brought myself  up further along the bed, so that my back was against the wall and I could sit next to her. “Yeah,” I whispered, “it’s done.”

She considered my words for a moment with her exhausted face, those brilliant green eyes still held their shine even in the dark of the moon. “You mean…you—“

“Yeah,” I affirmed, putting my hand tentatively on her shoulder and squeezing, “you don’t have to worry no more. No more, baby,” I felt the need for something well up in my eye, but I pushed the feeling back down, “he’s gone now. For good.”

Jessica’s eyes rounded slightly, and her chin dipped – chest rising and falling. “You must think I’m an idiot,” she mumbled, “for not going to the police.”

A short burst of laughter rolled from my throat and I craned an arm around the back of her neck, letting my big hand drape over her chest lazily, pulling her over to me. “You forget who you’re talking to here?” I quipped, “in these parts, with these men. These brothers and sisters? We take pride in making our own law. You got your reasons, and that’s all that matters, Jess.”

She leaned into my touch, pressing the side of her face against my shoulder. We sat there for a few in silence, chewing on our thoughts and trying to wrap our hearts around the roller coaster of emotion that we’d gotten on together. Finally, with her hand hugging at my hip, she broke the silence. “Is it bad,” she started, “that I’m trying to picture how he suffered?”

I could feel the hurt and the confusion radiating off her being, her next breath coming uneven, ragged. My voice was cold, firm, “He suffered. He deserved every painful inch and more.”

She gripped me a little tighter then, and there was a smaller lull of quiet. “Holly paid me a visit.”

“Heard.”

“She wasn’t happy,” Jessica said.

“Rarely is,” I took her hand in mine and brought it up to my lips.

“It wasn’t an easy conversation.”

“Sure it wasn’t,” I planted a long, affectionate kiss on the knuckles of her hand.

“We almost came to blows.”

“Ah,” I said, looking into her eyes, “I’d expect nothing less. You’re fire and she’s gasoline.”

Jessica’s lip curled into a lazy smile, “To smooth things out we made out. Right here on your bed,” she pointed for emphasis.

My eyes widened, and I leaned in towards Jessica’s mouth, eyebrows gliding up, “And you didn’t think to make a tape? There’s a real market for that stuff.”

“If we did I’d make sure you never saw it,” Jessica teased as our lips came together.

It was a hot kiss. And a long one. Full of need, as though we’d been fasting our whole lives for this one ephemeral embrace. She backed away after that fleeting, perfect instant and her eyes drank my face deep. But I hadn’t had enough, I never could. Electricity caressed me, and my heart beat a little faster. I went in again, and she tasted divine. Our lips smacked together, and moans escaped us as our tongues flicked in an intricate rhythm. I moved on top of her and pressed her against the wall, my hands gliding all across her waist and up to her chest, squeezing and pushing at her perfect breasts.

Jessica’s fingers went up into my hair, digging into my scalp. She pulled her face away from me, and I felt the magnetic tug – like it was a crime for us to be apart. “Can we be okay?” She asked, and licked her lips.

A hundred different thoughts swam through my head, but only one thought tugged at the strings of my heart. “Always,” I promised.

“Can you…” she blinked, “can you forgive me?”

“I can. If you can forgive me,” I husked, my lips crashing against hers, the flames of our passion being fanned to the point of an inferno. I dipped my hand beneath her pants and clutched her no doubt slick womanhood. Feeling her delicious heat – my cock stiffened, and a finger of joy dug at my chest.

We made loved. We messed. We laughed and spoke, and we fell into the arms of a blissful, much needed sleep. Together, and together strong.

***

There was a stirring ache in my pants as I woke up, the taste of my and Jessica’s living dream still fresh and replaying in my mind. I lazily groaned and lifted up my head to see that my princess was still getting in her beauty rest. I carefully snuck myself out of bed, still buck naked, a big grin walking along my face – I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Her simple, timeless attraction just pulled me to her; breathing became something that I forgot when I was around her.

Crouching down, I slipped on my boxers and straightened myself out, trying to stretch out all the sleeping muscles in my body; the light of morning spilling through my window. Stepping over to my desk quietly, I sat down and opened up the desk drawer, taking in another glance of the fiery goddess in my bed.

Wonder if she knows that she snores like a lumber jack, hopped up on Red Bull and dual wielding chainsaws.

My gaze fell down to the letter I’d written, and I picked it up, closing the drawer and reading over the letter. It was the one that I’d wrote so long ago, the one that I promised I’d hand deliver to my father. Many times over the years,  I would go back and change some stuff – update some things, always thought that you know, it would be for his benefit. Any love interests, any change in jobs. All that kind of stuff.

Reading over it, my eyes flicking across the lines, I noticed a strange absence.

The pain wasn’t ripping through me. The ball of barbed wire that would expand with every breath, just wasn’t there. All those lonely nights, and all those brief-but-crushing seconds that I’d hear about someone else; anyone else, have moments with their father. Their dad. Just didn’t matter anymore. It was like the pain was just something lesser now, something forgotten – forgotten in the way that I couldn’t remember the lines of old girlfriend’s faces anymore. Couldn’t recall so clearly anymore, some of the bad and some of the good.

Jessica wasn’t the square peg for all my neatly-defined square holes in my chest. No. She was a match, and she set fire to the whole dang board.

So I got up, kissed by the ivory wings of clarity. Looked over to Jessica’s alluring person, and then crunched the letter in my hand. Walked straight across the room to my dresser, dug around for one of my BIC lighter’s and I stood over the wastebasket. I’m done looking to the past, with my club at my feet, and my love at my bed – all I’ve got left is the future. And for once, I’m not afraid of it.

The lighter flicked to life and that memento of anguish I cherished for so long went up in flames and ash.
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Jessica

It was only around 2’o clock when we’d made it to the hospital. This morning had went by in a flurry of constant sex, cuddling and arguing as to if we would eat blueberry whipped cream pancakes, or strawberry caramel glazed waffles.

With Holly informed and sympathetic with the knowledge that I wasn’t trying to destroy their lives, especially only for the sake of money; as well as Hunter and I getting squared away, and Jerry being…well, gone. A good deal of the weight that plagued my shoulders were dealt with, and for once, I could breathe.

At least for now.

I could tell that he was nervous about this, and that was unusual given the way he normally strutted about like his mere presence could bend inanimate objects to his will. He certainly seems to bend the will of my panties with just a single, smoldering look. Still, he didn’t have anything to worry about. I knew for sure that my mom would like him – I wondered though, maybe given the fact he was raised in all those foster homes, he would feel alienated by our connection?

I only hoped beyond hope that mom could stay strong and keep fighting as she’d always been known to do. Hunter had promised that he would talk to Brad tonight, and that if nothing else could come about – that the MC would get their assets together and pay off what was owed for the treatment. The fact that the relationship between the hospital and her insurance could be skewed in such a way, that it put her very life at risk, made my blood burn.

Just before we got up to the front desk at the hospital, something flashed through my mind and I stopped in my tracks. “Incredible.”

Hunter turned and looked to me, the lines of his face turning pensive – his brows dipping.

“Sorry,” I waved a hand absently, “just remembered that I needed to call my boss. Let him know that I won’t be in today, not that he doesn’t already know that, I guess.”

Hunter just shook his head as I called up my boss and let him know that I wouldn’t be coming in for personal reasons. If he didn’t hate me with a passion before, he was definitely going to now. Technically I still had sick days, so it wasn’t something he could just fire me over.

After informing Gates, we headed up to the front desk.

I gave Carl my best smile, “Hey there Hemlocke,” I purred, “still in the same room?”

Carl returned with a wry smirk, “Can’t divulge that information,” they teased, “although…” they put a finger on their chin and looked up towards the ceiling, “maybe if you could name the first track on my demo, I might be able to be persuaded. Can’t say for sure.”

Hunter’s eyes slid between us, a stiff, short laugh rumbling from his chest. He must have thought that we were both beyond weird and functionally stupid.

“I don’t know,” I teased, “this seems really unprofessional of you.”

“Babe,” they said, nodding their head from left to right, “if professional is what they want,” the phone beside them began to ring, “then they need to start paying me professionally. Same room as before, next time you don’t come in here gushing to tell me how much you loved it,” Carl slid over in their chair to the phone, “I will use lethal force. Trust. ”

I just rolled my eyes and thanked them, “Try not to let the people ruin your spectacular mood.”

“I’ll try,” Carl replied, “oh, and some dude was looking for you, by the way.”

“Me?” I said, “here?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d he look like, what did he want?” It confounded me that someone would be actively looking for me here, I hadn’t heard that someone was trying to reach me at my office.

“Looked real professional,” Carl explained, the phone still ringing, “I was kind of swamped at the time though, so he buzzed off real quick. Bald headed, wore a suit.”

“I see, well thanks I guess.” Professional was not a word that I’d come to know in the recent weeks. I didn’t have the time to bother myself with strangers.

***

When we got up to mom’s room, I was waiting for Hunter to come inside – he was standing out in the hall with the door still open as I looked at him. “Are you coming?” I asked, and then turned to my mother, “he’s just a little nervous to get his balls busted is all.”

Mom weakly laughed at that, and Hunter grumbled something in protest before walking on through and shutting the door. Mom announce, “So this is the man I’ve been hearing so much about.”

Hunter gave her his best smile and glided over to her, extending a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he started.

“Am I wearing a suit to you?” She asked, making a come hither motion, “give me a hug, give me a hug.”

“Heh, sorry,” Hunter coiled his arms around my mother’s neck and gave her a tight squeeze. “Hunter by the way.”

“Oh, Hunter’s a strong one. Definitely not a walking pretzel like that other one,” she beamed with happiness, looking towards me, “see dear? Hugs are always better than handshakes.” With warmth pressing against my chest, I sidled over to the other end of my mom’s bed and stood beside her. Hunter pulled over a chair and rested his arms on his knees.

Her eyes shifted to Hunter, “Don’t suppose you have any old men without wedding bands in that club of yours Jessica’s mentioned,” Mom asked playfully.

A smile walked along Hunter’s face, “’Fraid not, ma’am.”

“Oh please,” she wave a hand absently, something I was painfully aware that we shared, “call me Beatrice and nothing but.”

“Are you sure?” Hunter asked with a grin, “everything about me’s not so proper, might do me some good trying to act right.”

She winced in pain, but quickly tried to brush it off as nothing. My heart dipped for her. “You’re going to have your hands full with this one, Blue Jay.”

Hunter’s face colored itself pensive, “Blue—“

I cut him off, “That’s a story for another time,” surely I could bribe my mother to save me the embarrassment of that story.

Mom reached for her glass of water and drank it long and deep, “Nonsense,” she cleared her throat, “if anything now could be the last and only time!” I heard the pain rise in her voice, the sad sharp edges coming out, her face darkening. The mood of the room shifted in an instant. I looked over to Hunter with worry in my eye and in my heart, sliding my gaze down to my mother.

“Mom…” I said, and things seemed to go in slow motion when she fought against quiet sobs. She must have been so tired of fighting, so drained with the constant battle that raged inside. I didn’t know how she did it, or how anyone could – all I knew is that she never deserved an ounce of it, and that if there was a God above, he was a cruel and senseless creature.

“I’m sorry,” she quietly announced as I put my hand on her shoulder, rubbing it in circles. “I don’t mean to drag you two down, I’m happy for you Jessie. I really am.”

Hunter brought himself from his chair and over to her side, placing his hand on her other shoulder. “Jess clued me in on what’s going on,” he brought his fingers ever so gently to her chin and turned her head so that she would face him, before returning his hand to mom’s shoulder. He gave her that serious look that made my heart clutch, “I will get your treatment paid for.”

I straightened out my spine, “We,” I added.

His eyes slid over to me, making my body instantly dizzy with that smoldering gaze, “We’re here to give you hope, and love—“

“And hugs,” I mentioned, trying to lighten the mood.

“But mostly I’m here to hear lots of embarrassing stories,” he grinned like the Cheshire cat, “so seriously, start remembering cause when we get you out of here, and we get your strength back, I expect to know them all like the back of my hand.”

Beatrice’s eyes welled with tears, and my heart broke with waves of joy and sorrow.
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Hunter

The car rolled smoothly down the street as we moved towards Jessica’s apartment. I had to admit, if it came down to cars, I didn’t doubt she was more capable than me.

“So what’s this plan B you were mentioning,” she glanced over at me, her brow raising in question.

“Club business, sweetheart,” I tilted my head and flashed my teeth, “sorry.”

“Club business, is your business, which is in turn, my business,” she argued with a kind of rhythmic cadence, looking between me and the road. “Plus it’s my mother so don’t try and play big, mysterious hero. I want to know.”

I hummed something deep from my throat and looked her way, my eyes crawling over her breasts and down to her perfect waist. I sent a hand over to her thigh and rubbed, “Thought you liked it when I played hero.”

She shuddered at my touch and readjusted her grip on the steering wheel, “You’re not going to distract me.”

“Think I’m already winning in that department.”

“Hunter,” she gave me a brief, serious gaze.

I returned the look, “There’s a deal going down,” I explained, “ a big one with this local gang.”

“Which?”

“Niners. It’s going down soon, and I’m sure of it. Intel is solid.”

Jessica chewed on the information for a spell, “Sounds dangerous.”

“Could be. They’ll be packing heat,” I made a gun turned sideways with my hand, “but this ain’t our first rodeo.”

Jessica’s lips curled into that special smile she only let me see, looking my way for a moment, her eyes glinting with lust, “Oh I’m sure. I know all about your rodeo experience.”

“Find a spot to pull over and I’ll remind you,” I teased.

It was subtle, but I could just make out the sound of her sucking in a tight breath. She bit down on her lip and tried to find her focus. “I want in.”

My heart dipped in my chest. Did I hear her right? “What?” I asked stupidly, digging myself further into the seat of the car than I thought possible, facing her. “No.”

“You heard me,” she insisted, “I. Want. In. I want to be a part of this and I should be, this is important to me – if there’s anything—“

“Let me stop you right there,” I stuck out a hand in a gesture, the heat rolling through me now. If anything ever happened to you, no. I couldn’t take that. “You know how to use a gun?” I wasn’t expecting an answer, “no. I’m not putting you at risk like that.”

“So it’s okay for you to risk your life,” she argued, flicking on her blinker and banging out a left in a tight, quick and controlled motion. “You’re saying that I have nothing to offer, that’s what you’re getting at.”

“That’s not what I’m saying,” my gut twisted with a sick heat, “you’re one of the brightest people I know. Smartest girl for sure.”

“Uh-huh,” she cut me down with the way she spied me. “So there will be guns.”

“There’ll be killing,” my voice was firm, “and you didn’t answer. I mean,” I shook my head, “it’s not on the table for discussion anyway.”

“I’ve been to a gun range.”

“That’s not the same,” I told her, “it’s not even close.”

“I’m not saying I want to be with you, you know,” I could hear the nervousness in her voice, if talking about it was enough to get her to sweat, doing the deed wouldn’t be in her. “You know, killing people,” the words came out in a tight strain as we neared her apartment, “I can drive. I could keep lookout. Something.”

I didn’t say anything for a bit, wanting to properly consider what she was saying – even if my gut was screaming at me that even entertaining the thought was total madness. “You know your way around a car,” I admitted in more of a grumble than anything, looking out the window as we passed by a series of perfect little homes.

“Yeah,” she boasted, “dang right I do. You guys are going to need someone you can trust behind the wheel, and if I’m going to be in this with you – then I’m going to be in it with you.”

“Usually have Lex at the wheel,” the words left my lips as though I were remind myself more so than informing her.

Jess made another turn and before I knew it the sun was setting and we were in the driveway of her apartment. She killed the engine and unhooked her belt, placing a hand on my thigh and pulling me back into the moment, casting a grave look,  “Please,” she said, and it scared me how badly I wanted to give in. “Let me be a part of what’s happening.”

I eyed her for a good long while, my chest rising in a breath, my jaw working slow, “Alright,” I conceded against my better judgment, “you drive. But you hang on to every word I say, and you have someone with you at all times. If you have any doubt, I’m cutting you out of it. End of story.” I unhooked my belt and we sat in the car for a few seconds, squirming around in our seats and then looking to one another. “You weren’t going to take no for an answer, were you?”

“Not even a little,” she graced me with the showing of her teeth and then fiddled with the handle of her door before finally it groaned in opening. I did the same and we shut the doors. “You be my Clyde, and I’ll be your Bonnie,” she winked, and I couldn’t be sure if it was an arrow of love or an arrow worry that struck me.

***

With hands already tangled up in her wild orange tresses, I breathed Jessica in like her scent was what kept me bound to this world. The kisses I placed on her neck reckless and hungry, I loved feeling the way she squirmed and pressed against me; my hands trailed up past her midsection and beneath her shirt. I slipped her bra down a couple of inches, exposing her luscious belly and grabbing handfuls for every hot second.

“Hunter…” she moaned, and then crashed her lips against mine, trying to suck the breath right out of me – her hand searching with a great need for my already stiff cock.

I was burning up with the thought of being inside of her, feeling her lips clamp against the hardness of my shaft – to feel her nails dig in my back as I pump into her.

We messed twice that night, and I cooked her my special breakfast-for-dinner with creamy Alfredo – and when all was said and done, we climbed into her bed with the dog at our feet, listening to each other’s heartbeat as we slipped away into one last night of peace.
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Hunter

It’d been a couple of nights since Jessica had told me that she wanted in, and I’d made sure to have her practice riding around in the SUV. This morning I got the call on my burner from Franklin, and for better or worse…

Tonight’s the night.

Sidling over to the bar, I sat down and brought up two fingers at Mozz and flicked them towards my person. Half a minute later and I had a nice pint in front of me. Pooh Bear and Tommy were sitting on either side of me, and Jameson was to the side of Tommy. All the others were down at the clubhouse on Caulhoon getting ready, arming up to the teeth.

If it went as smooth as we needed it to go, as smooth as Jessica needed it to go, the Niners would be on their rears or possibly even stamped out completely. Putting an end to those scum suckers was a nice thought, but a better one would be seeing a happy Jessica and a healthy Beatrice.

Pooh Bear tilted his head my way, “You sure Lex shouldn’t drive, brother?”

Sipped my beer and shook my head, “Lex is good,” I started, “Jessica’s better. You haven’t seen her race. Trust, brother. She’s a demon without wings.”

“Or a tail,” he added.

Jameson exhaled a short breath through his nose, “Demons do not have tails or horns,” he said all-knowingly, leaning forward to look at me with that customary too-happy grin. “You would know that, if you ever read a book in your life, Brian.”

Pooh Bear’s forehead wrinkled up as he stared at Jameson.

“Well…” Jameson began to backpedal, “some of them do.” The VP was a bit of a character, and rarely one to lose his cool. He’d been through a real trip to perdition, way worse than the detour that I took as a kid – sometimes I’d think on it, not for too long of course, but just long enough to feel for the man, to remember that there’s always someone whose got it worse off than you. You’d get a pass for missing it, the quiet hints that his eyes drop – the consistent, big ol’ grins that he loves to give. Pain wasn’t a contest, and it didn’t invalidate anyone’s suffering, but looking back, with a dose of clarity, I’d an alright upbringing – at least in the grand scale of messed-up-ness.

P Bear and me threw our hands up into the air and groaned, nearly at the same time. Tommy just sipped his fireball whiskey.

“But,” Jameson put up a hand, trying to cut over our noises, “but most of them, appear human. Those are the ones that you have to be careful of. The subtle beasts. The danger lurking beneath the face of the water, unseen and felt; waiting for the perfect moment.”

I chugged down my beer and swept a hand through my hair, extending my arms behind the necks of Tommy and Pooh, saying to Jameson: “Subtle beasts we do not make,” I pressed the two against me, a smile walking along the lines of my face, “we’re all just simple men, VP. Simple men. Simple pleasures. Right boys?” I squeezed even tighter, chuckling to myself as they physically and verbally protested.

Jameson’s tone did not inflect in such a way that I thought he intended it, but his next words sent an icy knife up my core. “Simple men make simple mistakes.”

I got up from my stool and slapped down a fiver before cracking my neck and stretching a bit, the old leather of my worn jacket creaking with each motion. I then jogged to the door, looking over my shoulder and whistling at Pooh, “Come on PB, let’s have a smoke.”

Pooh Bear turned in his seat to face me and I could catch a glimpse of his teeth before he stood up, checked the still frozen tips of his hair and swaggered on over to me.

***

When our black chariot towards destruction arrived, my heart slowly lurched into my throat. I couldn’t see Jess through the tinted windows, but I knew she was there. I shouldn’t have agreed to let her be a part of this. Somewhere, some scattered thought poised that it was Brad who was to blame – he could have told me no. Still, Jess knew her way around a car as much as she did a man.

Pooh Bear flicked the roach of his cigarette to the curb and hopped in the back. I caught a glimpse of all my brothers packed in there, all smiles and laughs.

This was when we felt our most alive. Our most connected to what we were put on this planet to do.

Jameson and Tommy made their way around and to the back as well. I was the last to enter, taking my spot in the front passenger seat which Brad had promised to me, since he thought it was so adorable how me and Jess looked together. Heh, or Blue Jay I should say. Couldn’t ever coax that sweet crone to give up the origins to that one, but it held my curiosity.

Jumping in I shut the door and was immediately greeted by a series of whoops and whistles and name callings about my and Jess’s pairing. Idiots, didn’t see me busting there balls about that trash – I silently promised myself that one day, one day I’d get them all good.

Jessica pulled down her shades and I felt the heat drop to my balls like a molten weight. She was wearing just a white tank, no bra as I could see her perky nipples plain as dang day, causing my cock to stir even more. “Hey superstar,” she purred, and then turned around to face the men, “think it’s time to raise some TROUBLE?”

The car erupted with enthusiastic hollers and claps, as well as rattling anything that they could get their hands on. It was a good thing that Lex wasn’t driving though, I could see it clearly, with the way his pupils were dilated and how energetic he looked; he wasn’t going into this one clean.

Jess threw the vehicle into drive and gave me that sexy smirk before pushing up her shades. She was wearing a simple pair of skinny jeans, painted black and pulled tightly against her – I could only imagine how amazing her heart-shaped rear would look from a proper view. She also wore two belts fashioned criss-cross against one another, both studded like armored teeth.

When we reached Ryker’s Shipyard, it was like witnessing something that wasn’t meant to be observed. You could feel it in the air. The small district had been a hub of activity years before I was ever born or had even moved here, or at least that’s what Brad told me that the locals had told him. But the high-stakes rollers, with their money and their influence, were able to funnel their business into a port eight miles south from here – claiming that Rykers was a thing of the past and that Applegate had need for a bigger shipping facility.

Course, the reality of the situation was vastly different from how the journalists posited it to be.

The gang removed themselves from the SUV, a good long distance from the parking lot and still some half a football field away from the shipyard. We had our pistols strapped and ready to go, but the heavy ammunition was kept stashed away in a hidden compartment in the seats.

Jessica killed the engine and stepped out, moving over to me – and before she could reach me, I stalked over to her and grabbed her face. She knew what was comin’ for her, so she got up on her tiptoes.

Planting a deep kiss on her lips, I tried to steal the breath from her lungs and make her melt away right there, my heart burning up and my soul revving to the point of ecstasy. When I was around her, my body was complete and my spirit gorged on the sustenance that her embrace so easily provided.

She pulled away from the kiss and looked up at me beneath those dark lashes, “The gloves aren’t dumb, are they?” She asked, but I didn’t know what she was going on about – I was still floating down to earth from my momentary sojourn in bliss.

“Come again?” My eyes flicked over her delightful features, only barely aware of the black fingerless gloves on her hands.

She smacked my shoulder and gave me a pointed look along with her index finger, “You’d better start paying attention, jerk.”

Jameson, Brad and Reyes all scanned the shipyard with binoculars as the other crew members branched out less than twenty feet, getting a feel for the perimeter.

I licked my lips and picked Jessica up so that her legs could straddle my waist, “I’m paying attention,” I protested, eyes falling on her stiff nipples.

She ran her fingers through my hair and I was back in heaven. She gave me a light little laugh, “If I knew I was going to be such a distraction…”

“You would have come anyway.”

Reyes appeared at my side like a dark ghost and I immediately put Jessica back onto the ground. “Check it and see,” he said in that gravelly tone, flicking his gaze between me and my girl. He handed me the binoculars. “For the record,” he started, but I already knew what he was going to say.

“The world doesn’t spin on your record, sergeant.”

He matched my words with a disapproving gaze.

Peering through the lenses, I surveyed the surrounding area – the shipyard and what could be made out of the six-floor high parking lot. We had gotten here well before Franklin had told us the meet would go down, and it looked like our steadfastness was paying off. Not a soul in sight. There were a few tricks of shadow, and a couple of rodents – but no real signs of life. Giving Reyes an acknowledging look, I handed him the binoculars and turned to face Jessica, planting a deep kiss on her lips. “Wait out in the spot like we discussed, and don’t come out for any reason unless we tell you. We’re gonna get through this quick and smooth, no hiccups, alright?”

“No hiccups,” Jess promised, giving me those darling eyes and another deep kiss for her good measure.

I’ll make good on everything, I know I will. I escorted her back to the driver’s seat and got a headcount of the men, making note that Tommy was missing. I dipped my head in the SUV and noticed him sitting there, quiet as can be. “You gonna watch her for me, Tom?” I smiled.

“Yep.”

“I see even a hair missing from her pretty head, I’ll have your rear when I’m back,” I joked.

Tommy returned with that goofy smile, “Aye aye, capatain. Hair and rear. Rear and hair.”

I shook my head, can’t believe I was going to leave him alone with her. Maybe someone smarter, or well, more focused would have been a better choice. Oh well, can’t blame him for volunteering – when there’s a creature like that around you, you just gotta do whatever you can to be near it.

Once everyone was doubly re-informed by Brad on how this trash was going to go down, we all retrieved our respective weapons from the hidden compartment beneath the seats of the SUV. Most of them were MAC-10’s, a second pistol, and Reyes and myself brought the heavy hitters. Him the AK-47, and me the AR-15.

Jessica and Tommy drove off to her designated wait point, and we strolled out ready to get our hands dirty.
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Jessica

Pulling inside the narrow, pitch black alley, I slowed the SUV to a stop and flicked off the lights. I brought my fingers over to the radio knob and turned up the volume, until it was at an audible level. It was turned on to some kind of honky-tonk country garbage, but in an effort to expand my musical horizons, even in this time of crisis, I decided I would try and stomach it. For an instant, my mind went over to the thought of Pooh Bear. Surely he was the one who had a hand in doing this, bet he drove it last.

There was a tug on the strings of my heart, a happy one. I hoped to get to know him better, and Holly too – after our chat, she really seemed to understand where I was coming from. I was doing it all for my mother, but now I’m in it for real – I want this for more than the money and the thrill, I want to stand by Hunter and his brothers. His people.

This was my new life.

Tommy shuffled around in the backseat, before eventually crawling his way over awkwardly to the front seat – flashing me that same goofy grin and white teeth that I’d come to so easily associate with the man. “You would like this trash,” he mentioned, settling into the front seat, his gun was stuffed in the side of his pants – peeking out through his vest.

“I actually don’t,” I admitted. “I just like to try new things, you know?”

“Hah, yeah,” he said, nodding his head in agreement, “me too.”

I looked over absently in the direction that Hunter and the Reapers had went, a twist of heat forming in my belly. I wondered then, how’d they fair. I knew that it would be a bloody encounter, but would they really be safe? I turned my head to appraise and smile at Tommy. “You okay?” I asked. “You look like you have something on your mind,” I observed. It wasn’t possible to tell exactly what it was that he was thinking, those powers were sadly beyond me – but I thought that I saw the glimmer of sadness in his wild green eyes.

“Yeah, yeah,” Tommy assured, swiping the back of his hand across his nose. I noticed that he too, was looking where I once was – guess he was wondering the same things that I was about the boys. “Can I ask you something?” He said after a while and seemingly out of the blue.

I automatically raised both of my brows, “Sure?”

“You ever know what it’s like?” He asked, a small, subtle strain to his voice. His head dipped down a bit, looking at the floor. I turned down the country music to where it was only barely audible.

 “What, what’s like?” I asked

“To be poor,” Tommy brought up his shoulders and then tilted his head in my direction, the seat making some small noise in protest as his body shifted against it, trying to get comfortable. “You know. Poverty. Havin’ to, uh, go down to the food places, beg for whatever government issue turkey or ham they had to give away that week.”

“Well, I wasn’t ever that poor,” I admitted, “but I mean. I wasn’t well within the means of living a lavish life or anything,” I gave him a light laugh. And it was true, mom had provided a lot for me in my life – Dad too, before he left. But there were struggles, and even though we got by for the most part, I couldn’t deny that most of my friends and relatives were living with a higher quality of life. I suppose, it did make me a bit envious, for a while. Time and love healed most of those wounds, of course.

Tommy stared absently at the floor still, his body seemingly halting all function. No breathing, no blinking, no moving – just existing beside me in space and time. “It’s…” he trailed off, looking my way for a moment, “Really just a senseless, terrible thing,” he openly mused, “to have to starve and miss certain meals, because they don’t fit neatly into your budget. You know, if a poor person ever came into money, god help those,” he laughed, “god help those mongrels who were raised in it. ‘Cause we know how to make every penny stretch.”

“True,” I shared a small laugh with the man.

There was an uneasy calm that forcibly entered into the car, and my eyes crawled over the highly despondent man. He was starting to give off a vibe that I didn’t find entirely friendly, a strange, alienating aura of sadness and pain and peculiar introspection. Tommy craned his head to look at me, giving a lingering, lustful stare, “Wouldn’t you get tired of it?” He asked. “I just want to know I’m not alone, you know.”

“What do you mean?” I replied. “Tired of what?

“Suffering,” he answered, reaching for his gun and lazily pointing it towards me, the hand that gripped it sitting relaxed on his knee. Heat rushed through every vein in my body, and my bones wanted to sprout from my skin – this subtle cutting pain permeating every ounce of my being. “It’s just…” he trailed off, locking with my eyes, “miserable. Abso-frigging-lutely miserable. Put it in drive,” he instructed, wagging the end of the gun at the steering wheel.

“E-enough kidding around, if this is some kind of joke, it’s not funny. It’s sick,” I knew that he wasn’t joking; could tell from the look in his eyes and the clutching in my chest. Nothing about him was anything but serious, a stark contrast to his usual happy go-lucky demeanor. Still, I hoped beyond hope that I was wrong.

Tommy pulled back the hammer of his gun and dug the barrel against the side of my head.
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Hunter

Grating, I heard the wailing pierce of some stray cat on the floor below us. I craned my head over my shoulder in hopes to spot it, if only just to sate some primal sense of curiosity.

It wasn’t there.

The sound of the gang’s boots filled my ears as we stomped our way up like a slow-rolling storm, rising up the wide incline. The pavement was cracked in numerous places, and every inch of the concrete walls had been tagged with poor artistic graffiti; some of the walls were exposed, revealing the rebar and the bones of the place. It was like glimpsing at the exposed wounds of some shot-up corpse, and there was a feeling of seeing something that I should not.

Brad; Jameson, Reyes, Pooh Bear, Lex and myself all finished the ascent. We rounded the corner and continued onwards.

Only one floor left. 

Franklin had specified that it would go down on the upper most, an hour’s time from now. It felt good to have the weight of my gun in my hands, felt right. Some of the guys were talking trash and Lex decided to light up a cigarette. I glanced at Lex, giving him a pointed look, “You better not put that trash out where people can see it.”

Lex sucked, the cigarette glowed, “You’re really choosing to worry about these animals finding trash in a make-shift landfill?”

“Yeah,” I insisted, “I am.”

“Please,” Lex puffed, “could dump a whole carton of cigarettes up in this jerk and they wouldn’t see trash coming.”

Jameson saw fit to add a comment, the sound of our boots echoing off of the pillars and jacked-up cars, “It is nasty.”

I scanned around as we approached the corner that we needed to turn at, stepping over a bright yellow speed bump. I craned my head back and lingered for a moment on that yellow raise in the floor, thinking to myself what it meant.

Caution. The word flickered like a whispering flame in my mind.

Take care.

I brought my head back. Lex was undoubtedly right, and I was probably just getting my proverbial panties in a twist. Bottles of broken glass, like soldiers fallen, crunched beneath my shoe. “Yeah,” I sighed, adjusting the AR in my hands as its weight started to make my muscles stiff, “whatever. You’re right, just want to be careful I guess.”

Pooh Bear led the van of our contingent, and turned his person around so that he was walking backwards, a smile on his face as his boots dragged across the floor. He had the smallest layer of sweat on his face, “Already kickin’ myself for this,” he said before we rounded the corner, “got to piss somethin’ fierce and the idea of waiting’s killin’ me.”

“You had plenty of time to drain your limp toe before we got here,” I joked.

Brad stepped over to Pooh’s side and smacked his chest with the back of his hand, “You piss more than a race horse, you know that?” Sounded like he had taken a bath in gravel, but there was a certain comfort to it – to his voice. Like having your dad around, watching your back and letting you know if you’re making a fool of yourself.

A smile tugged at my lips. The pain that once would clutch at my chest was nothing but a fraction of what it used to be. Instead of dwelling on the fact, my mind and my heart just turned to Jess. We rose up to the last floor of the building. There were a series of cars, none of them being anywhere close to the past two decades. All of them looted and worn out, like it was straight out of The Walking Dead.

Some of the cars had ragged blue tarps draped over them, the material frayed and full of black spots. White lines that served as a guide for the cars had been smudged away over time and plastic bags crinkled beneath my foot. Scattered around the lot, were great chipped at pillars – much like the ones from before, with their rebar jutting out like twisted fingers.

Sucking in a deep breath, the air felt thick, and my gaze lazily swept over the vacant area.

Pooh Bear continued to lead, and I whipped my head to the right when I heard this vague shuffling that was out of order with the brotherhood’s. Except there was only shadow, and the tricks of moonlight that shone across the way; I thought back on that wailing cat, and tried to convince myself that it was nothing. But it sounded like something human.

The muscles in my body began to tense, and suddenly the weight of my gun felt monumentally heavy – this basic, animalistic fear shot through my veins and a thought looped time and time again through me. Do not let your guard down. 

Maybe I misheard, maybe it was nothing at all; too much excitement from what was going to happen.

Lex flicked his cigarette through the air, the dying embers of its end dissipating in flight. I swallowed and sucked in another breath, an itch demanding my attention on my side. 

I tried to keep my cool.

Franklin’s word was good, I reminded myself. He’s always done right by us.

We got here early. Well before anyone could have set up, and yet something didn’t sit right. Everyone stopped close to the center of the parking lot and Brad looked all around, making a deep humming noise from his chest, in open thought. No doubt wanting to figure where we should position ourselves. “Reyes…” he started.

Thunder boomed, like God had snapped his fingers. There was a flash. Pins and needles assailed me.

Blood cut the air from Pooh Bear’s head, a nickel sized hole erupting from the spot where he was shot.

The world around me turned to a haze of heat, confusion and screams.
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Jessica

“Why are you doing this?” It came out in a ragged whisper, my breaths fumbling through my lungs. Sickness and warmth became me, and I wanted to scream as I led the SUV slowly down Grove street.

Tommy still wore that stupid bandana on his head. This one was black and red, his chocolate hair spilling out of it a bit. “Because I can,” he coldly replied, “because I’m sick of fighting. Been fighting too long,” his words came out in a whisper as he looked out the window, his gun still pointed at my hip. I wondered then if maybe I was quick enough, I might be able to knock it from his hand or could wrestle it from him. The idea quickly became dismissed when I realized he was just too physically strong in comparison, even if he wasn’t built like the rest of the Reapers. “Stop up here,” he ordered.

The man had long since stripped me of the gun that Hunter gave me, and I felt the cold clutch of fear in my heart. I did as he said and pulled up right next to the sidewalk, killing the engine just outside an old single-story house. Even in the dark I could tell the place was more of a meth den than anything, with its paint peeled off and the wood of the house smashed up; it’s windows broken and caked with dirt and other various grime.

Tommy looked to me with these dead eyes, and I felt my heart beat hard against my breastbone.

I’m going to die tonight. Trying to still myself as the dreadful seconds ticked on by like knives marking time on the wall, I swallowed away the lump in my throat. “Please,” I begged again like I had earlier. He said nothing. Just let his eyes crawl over my skin, leaving me feeling like filth wherever they landed. “You don’t have to do this,” I croaked out, feeling the tears threaten to break free. “Y-you would have already, killed me. So, so please just…let me go? Just let me go.”

Tommy clicked his teeth, “Haven’t killed you yet ‘cause I haven’t decided,” he said simply.

Decided what? “Okay, but—“

“Quiet,” he spat out, bringing the gun level to my eyes.

I froze up and after a moment, when he told me to get out, I did just that. Tommy followed suit, and motioned with his hand for me to come.

Just make a run for it. There might be enough distance between you, if you run as fast as you can. If you weave around.

Idiot. I could feel the trails of sweat running down to my waist, my tank-top sticking to my skin.

“Come,” Tommy said in a sort of whisper-shout, “now.”

Relenting, I slowly walked over to him, looking all around in hopes that someone might see us – but the night was dead. And soon, at this rate, I would be too. When I got over to Tommy’s side, he watched me carefully as he produced something from his pocket. Something black and a kind of cylinder shape. When he began to screw it on the barrel of the gun, I admonished myself for not recognizing earlier that it was a silencer. “Be quiet,” he instructed before grabbing my wrist tightly and pulling me along the overgrown front yard.

I noted that there weren’t any lights on as we trekked to the side of the house. He made me go first and crouch down low passed the windows, and when we got to the back, he pointed at another dilapidated home. “See that one?”

My voice was squeaky in reply, “Which?”

“Right over there,” he pointed again, bringing his hand to the back of my head and gripping tight my hair. He roughly forced me to look in the direction he pleased.

“Ow!” I cried out in a hushed breath, “I see it, I see it!” He took his hand away and I rubbed at the section of my scalp he had handled.

“Gonna be a nigger in there, got my money for my services. Don’t trust them as far as I can throw them,” he informed, looking at me with those dreadful eyes. “You’re going to make yourself useful here, sweet thing. We’re gonna hit ‘em at the back,” he flourished his gun for emphasis, that once silly grin appearing mad as a hatter to me now. “Have you go first. You tell me where he is once you see ‘em. Don’t recommend being caught though, sure this guy’ll light your sweet rear up. Come on now.” His hand smacked at my rear and then he shoved me forward through the grass.

Harass this isn’t good. We silently made our way through the small field, passing through a section of clothes line, and then moving up a set of wooden deck stairs. It wasn’t big at all, and there was a distinct lack of outside furniture on it. Tommy pressed his gun to my back and burned a hole where it touched, guiding me along to the sliding glass door.

“Sit,” he commanded, like I was some dog. Regretfully, I obeyed and sunk to my knees. Tommy pulled out a knife and worked at the handle of the door, cutting off a part of it towards the top. He slipped in what looked like a kind of bobby pin and painstakingly fiddled with the mechanism inside, until it eventually clicked open. His eyes slid over to me and a snake like smile spread on his lips. “Up,” Tommy instructed quietly, grabbing me and forcing me to my feet.

He slid open the door slowly with his gun at the ready, just enough for either of us to slip through. He motioned with his melon of a head for me to go through.

Great, nothing more than bullet bait. Either way I’m going to end up dead. I sidled past Tommy and peeked inside, seeing only the vague outline of furniture that were bathed in black. Taking a nervous breath, I steeled myself and slipped inside, padding through carefully and motioning to my captor that the coast was clear.

After Tommy stepped inside, he closed the door so quietly, that it was barely audible. He whispered for me to get moving, and a frantic heat danced through my veins. I didn’t want to be here, I didn’t want to die alone.

Hunter. Mom. Sabrina. Never see them again. I wanted to sink down and cry, but I kept on. I padded against the carpet flooring and scanned what I could, trying to keep my mind and heart open to any opportunities of escape. I slinked over to the wall of the, what I presumed to be, den or back living room? Carefully, I inched myself around the wall that led into a small dining room. My heart dipped with relief when nobody was there. I could see light coming off in the short distance, the kitchen nothing but a stone’s throw away.

It wasn’t much light, and it looked like it was coming from the living room – not from the kitchen itself. I bit down on my lip and turned to face what looked like an agitated and impatient Tommy. “It’s clear. Lights on in the living room.”

He nodded his head and then motioned with it for me to continue, “You scream, you die. Better I kill you anyway,” he growled low, “after I’m done with you, I think.”

Chills snaked their way up my spine, and I wanted to retch. Not my body,  I thought. Please, anything but that. Hunter loves me, he loves my body.

“Get moving,” he ordered. I hadn’t even realized that I’d stopped in terror. There was something peculiar and harsh smelling in the air, but I couldn’t place my finger on what.

I nodded my head wearily, feeling a tear slip from my eyes and roll down my cheek. Stepping through the archway, I turned and sneaked through the dining room, feeling my way past the table and nearly crashing into a chair that had been pulled out. I walked into the kitchen, the smallest glimmer of hope shining through when I spotted a recently used chef’s knife. It was resting atop the island counter, and appeared to have this set of wet, clear smudges and juices running along it. The smell from before grew more pronounced, and I finally realized that it was pot.

If I could just get my hands on it while he deals with whoever’s here…

I tiptoed closer towards the light from the living room, and braced myself before peeking through the archway. It felt like someone had taken a sludge hammer to my chest when my eyes caught an armed black man sitting on the couch, gun in his hand. The cherry of his joint grew, he then took it from his lips and extended it out of my line of sight. Whipping my head back, my entire body became burdened by this invisible, stressful weight.

Telling Tommy wasn’t necessary, from my reaction, but I nodded to him anyway, not bothering to tell him there was more than one guy there. I’d hoped that if it went sloppy, I could escape, or even better still, that he would die.

Tommy re-gripped his gun and brought a hand to my head, forcing me down onto my knees and then moved to my side. He mouthed, “lay down” and forced me onto the cold, hard floor. I could feel the slick layer of sweat on my cheek stick to the cold linoleum, meanwhile my heart hammered away like a rabbit. Every ounce of my mental strength, I poured into the singular thought, that when it was time: get the knife and run.

It all seemed to go in slow motion when it happened. Tommy rounded the corner with his gun drawn, and as he stepped through into the living room, I bolted up. There was a sound of one of the men yelling “what the f—“. With heat pounding through me, I shot out towards the kitchen island. Bang. 

One shot exploded behind me, sending needles all across my skin and making my heart drop into my stomach. I reached out for the chef’s knife and gripped the handle tight.

Bang. Another shot, I was surprised how loud they were even considering the silencer. And as I started going to the back entrance in a dead sprint, the sound of two more shots punched the air.

Tommy screamed my name, but I didn’t even bother looking behind me. Another two shots, this time there was space between the bullets – probably Tommy going up to each corpse and tapping them in the head.

I threw the sliding door open, nerves making my hands shake. The knife wobbled in my hand, and my knees threatened to quit on me.

I flew across the wooden deck and leapt off, not bothering with the three steps.

My sneakers crushed blades of grass with each bound and this twist of hope overcame me.

It was promptly snatched from me when I felt that first, terrible rip against my shoulder. Pain instantly blossomed in the back of my shoulder, and I heard a voice cut through the air in a strangled gasp – and when I crashed to the ground, hitting the cool, wet grass, I realized that it was my voice.

I twisted on the ground and slipped the knife into the tuck of my black skinny jeans. I prayed that he hadn’t seen that. The seconds passed in agony, and I writhed, twisting and turning so that my back was on the floor instead of my chest. I pushed out a hard, pained breath – a new set of tears stinging at my eyes. Pain. So much pain. My hand automatically, in all it’s shaking glory, moved to the crimson on my shoulder and squeezed.

It didn’t help.

I lifted my head and watched in horror as Tommy strode towards me.

Howling out a weak series of ‘no’s’ in protest, I did my best to try and crawl away. “Leave me alone!” I roared, “you idiot.”

Tommy took one final, long stride, and closed the distance between us. He yanked me up by my hair and my scalp became rocked by pain. He stuffed the gun in my mouth, and I could taste the metallic of it – having it clink hard against my teeth, my tongue awkwardly pressing against it; for a fleeting moment I was frightened with the prospect of somehow setting it off. I could imagine the hole in my head. All of that red, and that gore.

His eyes shone beneath the moonlight and he purred darkly, “I think I’ve decided. Think you can lie to me? Huh? You whore.”

I tried to control my breathing. Tried to push out the pain that wracked my shoulder.

“Make your peace,” he whispered.

With the gun still in my mouth, I croaked to the best of my ability, “Wait!”

To my surprise, he considered my request for a beat of time and then unsheathed the weapon from my mouth.

I sunk to my knees, the pain making me dizzy. I looked up at him with pleading eyes. I had to think fast. “At least let me suck you off first,” I tried to lay down my sluttiest voice.

Tommy smirked, bringing the gun back to my forehead, “I’m not letting you anywhere near this toe now, baby. Not after that stunt. You think I’m some kind of idiot?”

My nerves were running wild, but I shook my head, “No,” I breathed. “But I’ve seen the way you look at me,” I revealed, and Tommy looked around cautiously. We were completely alone out here. “You ever wonder why I vanished?”

He stared me down, keeping his finger tight on the trigger.

“I work for the newspaper,” I began, swallowing at the tightness in my throat. I didn’t like this plan, but it was all that I had. “Hunter?” I laughed nervously, “his four inches can’t keep my satisfied. I used him. Used him to get to you and the rest of the Reapers.” I slowly brought myself from my knees, to my feet, the pain flaring in my shoulder.

Tommy kept the gun on me, “Stay down,” he warned, but I didn’t listen.

“Tell me the truth,” I looked at him with fake, hungry eyes. “I couldn’t care less about these freaks,” I lightly chuckled, looking down at his crotch, “just let me go, and I’ll keep you out of what I was writing. Anyone that makes it out of whatever you’re planning? I’ll help to put them in prison.”

The man glanced his eyes around nervously once more, “Yeah?”

“Mm-hmm,” I moaned, “come on, baby, I’m tired of this charade. Nobody’s here,” I slowly sank back down to my knees, and kept my eyes locked on his. Watched as his breaths came quicker, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Let me suck off a real outlaw,” I purred, moving closer and closer to his crotch, until I finally reached it and unzipped his pants. “You have all the power,” I winced in pain, “who knows, maybe I’ll be the best you’ve ever had, Tommy.” It took every ounce of my will power to go through with this, a sickness spreading through my stomach.

But he was going for it. He moved the gun to the side of my head, and sucked in a tight breath of air. “You do anything, you jerk, and I’ll blow you away. If you get any funny ideas with that mouth of yours…” he trailed off, “I don’t want to feel your teeth.”

When I released his pathetic, hard toe, I took him in my mouth. I knew that he wasn’t going to let me live after this, and that made it all the more frightening. But I just needed this one chance.

I closed my eyes and tried to think of something else. Anything else. Anywhere but here, anyone but him. I focused on the beating of my heart, focused on the pain vibrating in my shoulder. Focus was all I could do as I rocked against his crotch, bobbing my head up and down – though I couldn’t get the sound of his groans out of my head.

Hurry up. Hurry up you prick.

It was all so wrong. I wanted to curl up and die, but I knew that I had to be strong.

When I felt his cock twitch and the fingers of his hand run against my scalp, I knew that it was time. I ever-so-slowly brought my hand up to my waist, fingering the blade’s handle through my tank-top. I felt him reach the height of pleasure inside of my mouth, and my stomach twisted with repulsion.

Tommy involuntarily rocked his head back, his eyes closing for a heartbeats time. Though his gun was pointed at my skull, in his moment of gratification – his aim wavered off an inch from where it should have been.

With one quick motion, I unsheathed him from my mouth, moved out of the way and revealed the knife, stroking it in an upwards motion and flicking the blade across the vein below his wrist.

He screamed and fired off a silenced bullet, the sound temporarily deafening my ear. It missed and I shot up to my feet. He cursed and I spat out his disgusting seed. 

It didn’t take much, that was what I thought. That it didn’t take much effort at all, for the blade to sink deep into his chest.

I thought that I felt something, when the bloody blade struck him again. Something firm, like a thick muscle.

The gurgling stopped when he collapsed onto his back. Laying there with the knife in him still, red pooling out from his center – each blade of grass, and every inch of soil drinking in his last, leaking life. I found myself lost in this despondent trance.

I don’t know if it was the pain or what, but something snapped me out of it, and I ran back to the house, slipping inside and fumbling all around in search of the money.

If there even was any.

When I got into the living room, the two men that Tommy had killed were asleep in thin, red sheets on the floor. The carpet was stained, as was most of the couch – and the joint that the two were sharing had started to burn into the rug. I stepped over the mess and searched underneath the cushions of the couch; when I didn’t find anything, and with my heart still hammering away, I got to the floor and peered underneath. Still nothing that I could spy. Getting back to my feet, I sidled over nervously beside the red couch, pulling it away from the wall in willful little tugs.

In the back of my mind, paranoia had nestled. Like a bug it burrowed and deposited its eggs. More people are coming. The cops will figure out what happened. There’s no money. You killed a man. You just killed a man and you liked it.

A half sob, half yell rolled from my chest and burned my throat on the way out. The stress was choking me, and it felt like I would never be able to stymie the darkness within.

However, my heart soared when I saw a small, black shoebox tucked away behind the couch.

The first thing I did when I got in the car was lock the door and threw it in reverse, hoping there was time for me to get back.
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Hunter

Brad boomed like a God for us to take cover.

But I could only stare at the lifeless, still body of my fallen brother. All around the edges of the parking lot, Niners showed themselves from the shadows; one firing off rounds from inside of the back of a car, an old tarp exploding as the bullets zipped from it like embers kicking out of Satan’s fireplace.

Everything was just a blur and a haze. We’d been shot at, we’d been hurt for that matter.

But I’d never seen a brother die.

I went to him in a dead sprint as the Reapers and Niners went into all-out war. Chaos consuming the floor. The popping of gunshots echoed throughout, bouncing off of the walls and the pillars and cars – the thunderous applause of MAC-10’s spitting out round after round. The click of pistols triggers squeezed one too many times in the heat of battle.

Something clipped the top end of my right hand as I went for Pooh and I grunted out in pain, immediately bringing my gun up and firing in a blind rage from where I thought the shot came. I wanted to kill them all. Wanted to do it with my bare hands. The need to feel their skulls fall beneath my boot, that was all that filled me – all that sustained me was this churning sea of hate.

I didn’t have time for sadness.

After firing off a burst of bullets, I screamed at the idiots and announced that they would all perish for what they did. Off in the distance, as I tried to drag Pooh’s body, Reyes and Jameson yelled for me to take cover.

Brad ate a bullet to the cheek and a gore of red flashed across his face, this bone-chilling yell was summoned from the depths of his chest. He went and took cover while Lex and Reyes fired off some rounds down range, each of them getting a single confirmed kill – square between the eyes for Reyes, and double-tapping one of the idiots for Lex.

I only dragged Pooh’s body a couple of feet, every muscle in my body and every bone begging me to get him anywhere but here – hoping beyond hope that I could move him towards the protection of a stripped Oldsmobile.

The thought crossed my mind that I did not have to do this right now, that I could get him when we were done. I felt a fire rage through me, and instead of listening to the light of reason – instead I got up to my feet and fired my AR, walking towards a pair of two black assailants. The two Niners ducked for cover, and when a red clothed man came out of a pillar all the way at the end of the floor, I flicked my aim towards him. Over his red button-up shirt, he was wearing a ballistic vest. I pulled in a breath as he brought his two pistols up at me.

I squeezed off two rounds straight into his skull, turning before he folded in on himself limp.

When I brought my gaze back to the two men that were in cover, I squeezed off in a mad burst the last rounds of my gun. I hadn’t packed any additional ammunition for the gun, and I understood that I had my 1911 at my hip.

Knowing these things, I still charged toward the car they were hiding behind like a mad bull. I jumped onto the car as Brad killed one of the Niners that was trying to run from one set of cover to the next. I leaped from the hood of the car and onto one of the men. I tackled one of the Niners onto the hard floor, his body thudding beneath me and absorbing most of the blow – the cracking of gunfire punching the air with a cacophonous melody. From the corner of my eye, I was able to make out the fear that was forcibly etched on his face.

Bombing little thrills raged through me, and I lifted my emptied gun high into the air as the Niner beneath me was still reeling; he was only able to just start bringing his hands up to try and block the blow.

Not happening. “Forget you,” I lashed out in a venomous fury, throwing the butt of the gun down with all of my might – it felt like I sprouted these wings of pure, body-numbing ecstasy when the end of the AR crashed into the man’s skull. His screams were even sweeter, and the tiniest gushing of blood found its way to my cheek.

I brought the gun up again; his still-living-for-now friend beginning to aim at me. His arm was shaking, and he was on the verge of squeezing the trigger when a well-timed bullet blew a dime sized hole in his wind pipe.

The kid began to fall on his rear, his hand immediately jumping for his oozing throat. Before he even hit the ground another three bullets speared him through his chest, sending rips of his white shirt through the air along with smatterings of red.

The end of my gun came down once more, and the satisfying crack of skull filled my ears. An unpleasant substance shot out from the side of the man’s skull, some of the matter flying up to my shoulder.

I knew that the kid was gone, and his friend who was bleeding out on the floor had long since given up on killing me. The gun was gone from his hand, and he was hopelessly clawing at his red throat. He tried to gulp for air, gasping and grasping and suffering from miniature convulsions; some unintelligible curse words spouted from his mouth, and in his mind I was certain that he was praying.

I would make sure that God could not listen. 

In my head, the thought ran circles along my mind. He’s dead, he’s dead, he is dead. But I just kept swinging the gun in a mad flurry of blows. Painting myself with red.

Brian was gone. And it was my fault, because I couldn’t see it coming. It’s all my fault.

There was a hand at my shoulder suddenly, but I ignored it. I didn’t want to stop.

The hand went from holding my shoulder to yanking on me, and then a pair of arms lifted me from my chest up and off the limp body.

Reyes shouted as he dragged me away from the two Niners, “Calm the heck down. We need to leave.”

My chest rose and sunk as I took in a series of quick breaths, a stinging pain kissing at my eyes. Jameson came over to help calm me, as Lex and Brad went to pick up what remained of Brian Karwinsky.

By the time we got outside, bloody, bruised and broken, we could hear the sounds of sirens fast approaching. Damaged and still bleeding from his cheek, grimacing in pain, Brad tried to carry Pooh’s corpse on his back – even with Lex helping, it was too much. Even if we grew wings, we’d still be screwed. 

We were messed.

Except, as the sirens became more clear – so too did something else. Jessica’s SUV was barreling towards us at frightening speeds, cutting a swath of dirt and spitting out bits of gravel as it screamed towards us. She slammed on the brakes and the vehicle didn’t stop for a good long while, the tires squealing beneath the straining pressure.

We piled ourselves into the SUV and my heart jumped into my throat when I saw Jessica. What the heck happened to Tommy? Goodness, oh goodness why is her shoulder bleeding? My eyes raked over her with worry and before I had time to process anything more, I moved in to try and hold her.

Before I could, and before I could even shut the front passenger door, she gunned the car and spun the steering wheel. I was pushed back into my seat and my hand jumped out for the handle of the door, just missing it by a couple of inches. Awkwardly as we propelled forward, I fumbled with getting it shut – but eventually the motion caused the door to close itself.

Ignoring my pain, my chest rising as Jameson and the rest started firing off questions, I looked over Jessica again. “Baby,” I said with worry, “what the heck happened to you?”

She weaved past a stack of pipes and swerved back onto the road, sirens closing in on us. “I don’t know,” Jessica roared back, shaking her head and panting for air. “I-I don’t know, I don’t know. Tommy, he just, he-he-he pulled his,” she stopped mid-sentence, either focusing on the road or just being too affected by the stress.

“Babe,” I called out to her, reached my hand to her thigh. What was she saying? “What did Tommy do?” I asked, “where the heck is he? Why the heck are you—“

“He shot me!” She looked between me and the road as Jameson cursed.

Jameson started hitting the back of my seat like a madman, “Lose the cops,” he ordered as Brad held at his wound, his breath coming in pained rags. “You’ve gotta lose them, Jess, or we’re buried. Finito,” he crowed.

“Tommy shot you?” I couldn’t wrap my head around what she was saying. “He dogged us,” I shook my head, “he betrayed us.”

Cars began to show up, and Jessica weaved through them like a woman possessed – ignoring red lights and anything else that got in our way. After a moment, she slowed down and pulled into the back lot of an Aldi’s food store, her hands shaking too much.

I rubbed at her thigh, “What happened, Jess? How did you get out?”

Jameson leaned forward, poking his head into the front to mention the name of our doctor. Veterinary place off on Willow; it didn’t match an ER experience, but it was the safest option that we had. Afterwards, we would have to dispose of our heat. Throw them down the sewage drains. Clean ourselves up and send out Lex to get us some shirts and other supplies.

Jessica nodded her head at Jameson and then looked behind her shoulder, throwing the vehicle into reverse, before explaining every terrible detail that happened to her tonight as she drove us to safety.
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Jessica

The bloody night still replayed on a constant loop in my mind’s eye. Even after the pain medicine and cleaning up my wound, it still hurt something fierce. We were at the reapers clubhouse on Caulhoon, which neighbored their mechanics shop. It was starting to near morning now, and the weight of things just kept sinking in deeper and deeper.

There was an aching hurt that ran through me, as I pulled out my cell. I flicked through my contacts and texted Sabrina.

JESSICA: hey, we’ve got stuff to talk about. Like…lots.

JESSICA: sorry, not trying to get you too excited. I’ll call you soon, maybe later today.

JESSICA: love you…hope I didn’t wake you or anything.

This whole night had gone so wrong. The only saving grace, was that after all was accounted for – the money in the box that I presumed the Niners had left for Tommy, totaled two hundred and twenty seven thousand dollars. Hunter suspected that one of the gang members probably lifted some of the cash, and that it was likely originally  two hundred and fifty.

Not that the specifics of it mattered all that much to me.

Hunter had told me that after about a week’s time, that the club would be able to properly funnel and clean the money; or at least get the ball rolling on some of it, enough to where we would be able to write a legitimate looking check for my mom. I wanted to drive over there and tell her the good news; wanted to scream it from the roof tops and hug the breath right out of her, but I just felt so drained. So weak from everything that happened.

I was laying down in one of the guest rooms at Reapers clubhouse. It was a nice place overall, but none of it truly registered. Everything that I saw just felt like it wasn’t real, like I was viewing stuff through some lens. But the bed was soothing. So, so soothing. And the pillow was cool against my head, the blankets warm and embracing. The darkness of the room helped me, at least partially, unplug my mind, making it easier to slip into that numb state of barely existing. Only waking when the pain became too much to tolerate.

There was a knock at the door, and my heart dipped when I thought of who it might be. “Come in,” I called out weakly, my voice sounding thin and worn.

The taste wouldn’t leave my mouth, and every now and again my stomach wished to gag.

Hunter stepped through the door, closing it behind him and gliding over to my bedside. My heart did little gymnastics, but trash was just so raw at this point – I wasn’t even sure that Hunter’s affection would be enough to pull me from the depths of despair. He put a hand on mine and squeezed, “How’re you holding up?”

“I’m okay,” I lied, shifting around on the bed.

“Sorry,” Hunter whispered before crawling into bed with me, snuggling up behind me and gently spooning against me. “I’m sorry, Jessica, I shouldn’t have agreed t—“

“No, no,” I shook my head, draping an arm over his hip and pulling him against me, “don’t even go there. It’s not your fault.” I felt bad for me, but I felt even worse for him. He’s going to put this on himself; lost a friend, and got betrayed by one of his own.

“It is,” he insisted.

“Hunter…”

“I should have been there,” I could hear the soft strain of his voice, the pain that was surely resting there in his chest. “Should have seen it coming,” he admonished, and I turned to face him, bringing my hand up to his face and my nose to his. His pained eyes searched mine, “it’s my fault, baby. And I’m just, I’m just so sor—“

“Shh,” I stroked the side of his face and pulled him into me, wincing in pain from my shoulder wound. It was time for me to be strong for him. “No more tears,” I insisted, even though he hadn’t begun to cry. “No more saying that you’re sorry, this wasn’t on you. It wasn’t, Hunter. And I love you,” I could feel something threatening to well in my eyes, a thorn pricking at my chest. 

“I love you, too,” Hunter ran his strong, calloused fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp. “I never thought I could pour so much love into something. Not until I met you.”

Joyous vibrations caressed me, “I love you so much, and I know you want to take care of me. But I’ve had to be strong before I met you,” our lips found one another, embracing one another tighter. I dipped my head back, “what happened, happened. And we’ll get through it together.”

“Yeah,” Hunter nodded in agreement, his lips crashing against mine, his hands working their way all around my body. “Together.”

My last thought as we drifted off into sleeping bliss was that I felt loved by my favorite person.
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Hunter

It’d been two weeks since the betrayal. With Jessica and the club’s help, I’d managed to make a little bit of room for forgiveness, but only just. Still, a start was a start, and that was more than I ever thought that I would get in life. The chance to be happy, and the opportunity to do something more with myself than kicking in doors and watching my friends slowly drown.

The massacre had made it to television, and the local police were producing an active investigation. We didn’t have time to clean the place up, but if worst came to worst; we had the option, from the money we got, to pay off some people who were used to prison, to take the fall. Career prisoners, so to speak.

I had real friends now. Family. I had something more than just a tight hole to stick my toe in. A beautiful girl that enchants me time and time again every day, without even having to lift a finger. True love. We held Brian ‘Pooh Bear’ Karwinsky’s wake at the clubhouse on Caulhoon. The past week had moved at a frightening speed; locking down a date for a counter hit on the Niners for what they did, right at the heart of their operations. It was brazen, for us to schedule a date so soon to hit them, with the police’s attention so inflamed. But we were confident we could do it right.

Lot more people showed up than I thought, for the wake. I had dark thoughts stirring in my head and in my heart though, which made it the farthest thing from easy to trust people coming into our home like that. Jameson helped to see me through that. Remember my gut dropping at the slightest suspicion when someone I didn’t know came inside to pay their respects. Kept waiting and waiting for something terrible to happen, and to blame it all on myself again.

But another attack never came, and Jameson hugged me tight. Set me straight on what was what, he helped me more than anyone through Brian’s death and through his wake. 

In the meantime, Jessica had told her mom that she’d end up getting her medical treatment. She wept tears of joy, the both of them really – and I was close myself. Ended up laundering a portion of the money between our legal business and kept the rest stored away in two separate locations.

The wind swept through my hair as I drove down Caulhoon street. Felt good to be on the road, to feel the sun gliding its warm, gentle hand over my back and my head. Riding always seemed to clear my mind and still the bad thoughts. Reyes had insisted on seeing me down at the club, but he was playing coy as to why. Tried to get ahold of Jessica and see what she was doing today, unfortunately she never got back to me.

I brought my motorcycle to a slow roll and then a full stop, killing the engine and swinging off of my ride. I made sure to take Jessica back to the Ybor, and a couple of other local places, so that she could flourish and share her beautiful voice with the people. She really seemed to be liking it now, and the last past few days she would openly sing around me.

There were a good number of bikes outside the club, but outside the compound was a ghost town. Lifting up my boots up the steps onto the front, wooden deck, I heard them scuff against the floor before getting up to the front door.

When I went inside, I felt a warm, oddly happy punch to my gut. Everybody was looking at me, most of them with smiles – a couple of prospects were clapping, one of them shouting: “about time.” Jameson and Brad looked the most happy as I sauntered on ahead; not that I blamed Reyes for his perpetual displeasure, it was just how his face was. Course, I could see the ghost of a smirk on his face. Holly was here too.

“What’s going on?” I asked, a smile walking along the lines of my face, my gaze sliding between all the familiar faces. Something was definitely up. Suddenly I felt something crash into my back, and I stumbled forward – hearing that giggle before I whipped around. “Jess,” I huffed warmly, cinching her waist as her arms went to my shoulders.

“So nice of you to finally show up, you made us wait so long,” Jessica gave me that ‘you need to listen to what I say more often’ look, her eyes smoldering with a playful anger.

“I got caught up in traffic.”

My sweet girl rolled her eyes, “Sure you did.”

“I needed to take a drive,” I admitted bashfully, “thought it was just going to be Rey over here.”

“Fat chance I’d miss you getting officially patched,” I could see the pride beaming in her eye, and I could feel those hot little fingers stab through my heart. But I couldn’t make sense of it.

I bobbed my head to the left; then to the right, and back again slowly. “No way,” I just said in disbelief, craning my head over my shoulder, repeating what I had just said. “Is she serious?”

Brad still had a gauze strip covering the stitches on his cheek, and he still was trying to talk as little as possible. Felt so bad for the man, he was more like a father to me than anyone in my life. He nodded and Jameson answered for him.

I laughed, my chest rising in a quickness and a euphoria surging through me. I turned back to face Jessica, who looked even happier now that it had finally sunk into my thick skull.

I put everything that I ever was, and ever will be into that hug. And then I doubled it with our kiss; our long, passionate, toe curling dance of lips and tongue. Barely even noticed that I automatically let her sink down, so that I could hold her up as I lifted her leg. The guys all cheered and whistled behind me.

Reyes grumbled out a laugh, “Maybe we should give him a few,” he joked.

But all I could feel was the love. The love and the taste of my Jess’s mouth. Our hearts beating as one.
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Jessica

I heard the shower running, waking me from my nap. Barristan noticed this and immediately turned his head to look at me, and then cocked it to the side – his collar jingling just a bit. I hadn’t even remembered falling asleep, the last thing I could recall was cuddling up with Hunter. Saying that we should get clean, except Hunter wouldn’t let me…he kept loving on me and lavishing me with attention.

That was when the warm and fuzzies invaded my stomach. He must have pet me to sleep. Still felt a little tender ‘down there’ from earlier. Giving out this overly-girly kind of whine, I crawled from the warm embrace of my bed, moving with my elbows past Barristan. The dog looked at me funny and kept putting his big paw on my arm as I moved, as though trying to say: no human, you shall not pass.

But I did pass, thank you very much. I got to my feet and padded through the open bathroom door, gazing at the glory that was Hunter Synn. Heat danced in my stomach, and I became highly aware of my soft, but quickly hardening nipples.

He hadn’t noticed me yet, and for some reason, this turned me on even more.

I sexily sauntered to him, and right as I drew near, Hunter craned his damp head to look at me.

Throwing back the see-through curtain (the dark was not drawn) I lifted my leg above the wall of the tub, trying to fight the heat that kissed at my pussy, and hopped inside.

Hunter turned around completely then, to face me, his cut and tatted up frame something more weapon than man. He brought his hands up to my naked waist and I brought mine to his slick chest, the shower head spitting out beautifully warm water.

We came together in an embrace, with me having to rise up on my tiptoes to kiss him. I ran my hands down his slick back and to his firm rear, grabbing it tight between my fingers and moaning against my man. Little bombs exploded throughout me, as his touch ignited the memory of the mind-blowing orgasm he had given me earlier.

When I came back down from heaven, practically sinking into my physical form, I sucked in a tight breath and felt my breasts move along with me; this euphoric electricity crackling between us – we came to the same realization after our eyes conferred with each other.

Hunter said it first, “You’re in the shower,” his voice was low as gravel, and strained in a stunned sort of way – the brows on his face knitting, and the creases of his face becoming etched with amazement.

My heart nearly stopped.

“I know,” I said like I hadn’t intended for the words to leave my brain. I just looked up into those beautiful blue eyes I’d come to know and love. Stood in the embrace of his presence. It was a serious moment, and although in the back of my mind, I didn’t think this was a forever fix. I knew that it was a start.

Heartbeats punctuated the time we spent trying to come to grips with it all, and in that time, Barristan moseyed his way on into the bathroom. The sound of his paw nails clacking against the bathroom tile filled my ears, and we both turned to him.

Smiles. Just pure, simple smiles, walked across my and Hunter’s face – and I called out to my favorite buddy, bending down slightly and putting my hands on my knees. “What?” I said, “you want to join us, Barry?”

“Dogs hate baths,” Hunter noted aloud, putting a hand on my back and rubbing me up and down. “I mean, showers. Same thing,” he was totally frustrated with himself, his mind worked funny like that.

“Come on boy,” I called out, and Barristan looked at me expectantly before bolting towards us. His  nails raked along the floor, making a scratching noise as he leaped and crashed into us.

Hunter and I both yelled in surprise. Even though I knew he’d do it.

Barristan made quick, fumbling, scratching circles between us – getting his coat nice and soaked as the two of us laughed.

The night was wonderful, and it was all ours. We had seized the day, and I knew we’d never stop.
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Jessica

Eight Years Later

“This is bad,” Tyler groaned behind me at the breakfast nook, “why does she get the good one?”

Tyler’s older sister, Reagan, had a trash eating grin on her soft face, “Because you’re the twerp,” she said matter of fact. And then sipped from her glass of orange juice.

I ran circles of dish soap across the thick green plate, “Honey,” I said firmly but with a pinch of understanding, “you know why. And Reagan, be nice to your brother.” I swore those two took after their father too much.

Tyler lazily spooned in a couple mouthfuls of his raisin bran, “It’s not fair though,” he complained, chewing with his mouth slightly agape.

“Once you catch up with your sister I’ll let you have the crunch,” I told him, rinsing the plate that I had dabbed in soap. “You should be happy I’m not your grandmother,” I glanced at my boy over my shoulder, “she’d have taken your OJ away too. She wouldn’t let me have sweets period.”

Tyler’s blue eyes, that reminded me so much of his father, bugged out when I said that. Then came the sarcasm of course, “Gee, I guess that makes me lucky huh?”

I smiled and raised a threatening brow at him, and in turn he gave me that subtle, cute little smirk before dutifully eating at his inferior cereal. After I finished cleaning up the last of the dishes, and the kids were nearly done with their breakfast, I sidled over to them and kissed them each on the top of their heads. Reagan was either blessed, or cursed, with my natural hair color – which over the years I had dyed a firetruck red – while Tyler has curly brown ringlets. The club, my mother, Sabrina and a host of my other friends all figured that we would have cute kids together, but I only really started believing them this year.

“Come on now,” I urged, “Uncle Jameson is going to take you guys to school today.”

I made sure that the kids had their lunches ready. Some pre-made bento boxes that I’d spent time making a few nights back, full of delicious little goodies.

“His car always smells funny,” Tyler hadn’t developed his filter yet.

“Not as funny as you,” Reagan teased, nudging her brother’s shoulder.

I could already hear the whines in my head of “mom” and every other variation thereof. Still, it was a good problem to have.

***

I ushered the kids off into the back of Jameson’s truck. He hollered for the children to behave and gave me his usual wave and smile, “You look divine, miss Synn,” Jameson complimented. He was sporting a good deal of facial hair now, and the back of his manbun had only gotten longer over the years – the lines of his face giving him a graceful look.

I shook my head, “Oh quit it,” he knew what he’d done wrong. I waved the children goodbye and then kicked the stand back on my mandarin Yamaha FZ-09. I was clothed in a custom, refitted, chiffon dress, that same yellow one that I had worn all those years ago. I knew that it would reveal too much leg, and possibly even some other parts of my skin; but dressing in it made me feel sexy, and the photo guy Fernando insisted I wear it.

Turns out that night at the Ybor, that dude in the suit was scoping out local talent. It’d taken some time for him to track me down and convince me that he wasn’t some creepy stalker, but when he did, I made sure to buy that yellow microphone off of the bar and grill. It held a special place in my heart.

It had taken me a good, long while to even get the desire to want to drive a bike like Hunter. For the longest time I was content with him driving me on his hog, and of course I had a special connection to my Corolla – her times were long since gone, though. But after a few years of riding by myself, I got use to all the new experiences of it and came to really enjoying riding; did it as often as I was able, when the 2019 Accord wasn’t needed.

When I got to the photo shoot that I and Carl had booked at Morlyle Theater, I checked my phone for texts and calls, spotting that Hunter had messaged me

Hunter: *runs a hand through your hair* missing you deeply babe, doing the shoot today?

JESSICA: *purrs at your touch* yes it’s today! I am excited! Don’t be late tonight xoxo

Hunter: *kisses along your neck* you’re gonna do great.

Hunter: if you still have time, I need to see you. Cock is so hard for you, lover.

JESSICA: that must be very distracting.

JESSICA: I don’t know…what’s in it for me, sugar?

Hunter: oh you’ll see.

Every nerve in my body was firing at full attention, a tightness rocking my core and a delightful wetness pooling at the base of my panties. 

After snapping a lewd picture of my lady bits and sending it to Hunter, I found the center stage where Carl Hemlocke was waiting for me. They were dressed up in shades of black, a form fitting V-neck tee and rockstar type skinny jeans. Although it was a style that Carl enjoyed – Fernando and our manager Paul Sailslip, both encouraged for us to dial things up to eleven.

“Oh my goodness,” they said, “you look so amazing.”

I smirked. Little did my partner in crime Hemlocke know, that my panties were very messy right now after my exchange with the husband. I did a small, graceful and playful spin for Carl, “I thought you might like it. You’re the hard edge to this partnership though, I couldn’t pull your look off no matter what they’d do to me.”

Carl slung a thin arm across my shoulder and pulled me into them, squeezing me against their person; the dark green mess of their perfect hair framing their face. “We should switch it up one day. You know, for the fans. Really surprise the heck out of them.”

I laughed, “Maybe. Maybe we could have you do the vocals for a change.”

Carl looked mortified, their eyes ever-so-slightly bulging, “I don’t know about that.”

“Come on.”

“No!” They squeaked, or as much as their deep voice could, “I-I could never do that,” Carl tittered nervously.

Carl was never one to be shy or outspoken, but I think the idea of being on stage and singing was a bit too much. It was an odd feeling, to remember how suffocated I felt when I first had to sing like we do now-a-days. “One day,” I assured them, “you just haven’t found what you need yet. To help you cut through.”

They offered a small smile and squeezed me tighter, making me squirm against their touch. By the time we were done jabbering away, Fernando walked in with his camera and his gorgeous assistant wife. Fernando himself was impeccably dressed in a stylish purple crewneck and work slacks, while his wife rocked this peculiar set of jumpers and red bow-tie; her honey-drop eyes sitting behind her horn rimmed glasses.

We did our poses, and had our fun and put in the work that was needed. Ultimately, I felt good about the shoot – and knew that it would do wonders for our third album. I pretty much could only exclusively offer my vocals and lyrics, while my machine of a partner, Carl, did all of the beats, chords and melody lines. It was a good, strong partnership; that had came to be when I sent my manager Paul the same demo I received way back when.

***

Dusk began to rear its ugly head when I pulled into the small, cramped parking lot of mom’s itty-bitty bakery on main street. Her shop was sandwiched between a local coffee shop known as Joles, and a hole-in-the-wall Gyro  sit-down. Across the street was a Starbucks and not far from it was another bakery called Regalia’s – whereas mom specialized in cookies, Reggie dabbled with various pies and frozen treats. The name had no relation to my sweet daughter’s, either.

It was safe to say that the competition was quite stiff for mom, especially given her age. But she endured, as she always had.

I walked through the glass front door. Bells above me rang.

Fingers of happiness brushed against me when I saw her smile. She was sweeping during the down time.

“Jessica,” she said smoothly, continuing to purposefully clean, “you look nice. I’d never be caught dead wearing that,” she added with a short, stiff laugh, “but for you, it works wonders.”

“Thanks mom,” I stepped past her, heading to the side of the front counter. “I’m just here for some peanut butter M and M’s.”

“Oh is that all I’m good for, huh?  They went through the last batch already? You’re spoiling them, Blue Jay. You know when I was raising you—“

“Trust me mom,” I cut her off, “I remember,” I let out a small laugh, “and you’re kind of right I guess. I’m spoiling them, it’s hard to be hard on them.”

Momma stopped her sweeping and walked over to the front counter, folding her arms over one another and resting them on the glass table. “Ah, don’t let me tease you too much,” her face crinkled as I grabbed a Tupperware container, “being a mother’s one of the hardest things you’ll do. You have to raise them your own,” she conceded, scratching an itch on the crown of her head. I remembered when her hair first started coming back, and eventually grew to the fiery tangles today. She was so happy. So alive. “You never listened before,” she tilted her head and batted her eyelids, “can’t see you starting now.”

I rounded the corner of the counter and walked over to her, with Tupperware full of treats, kissing her shoulder, “Yep,” I chirped and skedaddled, pushing through the heavy front door, “Tyler and Reggie send their love!”

The last thing I heard before leaving, was: “Next time they better come down here themselves if they want them so bad!”

***

Old Barristan was clawing at the door while Hunter showered. Come on buddy, it’s just a little rain and thunder outside – it won’t hurt you I promise. I brought my naked self to the door and cracked it open to check and see if the kids had, by chance, gotten up.

Nope. Just my first, biggest baby of the house. “Come on you wimp,” I sighed and cracked the door open further, letting my old mutt inside. He didn’t walk as fast anymore. Wasn’t as playful as he used to be. But he had a lot of love in him, and even though it broke my heart to picture a day when I wouldn’t get to have his lazy licks on my face or hand; it said a lot about the lives that we built. There was little to stress over, leaving Barristan’s old age my only heartache.

He dragged his now very gray coat over to my side of the bed and looked up, considering jumping – the shower nozzle sputtering for a second longer and then going off. My heart dropped a little when Barristan looked over to me and decided to just lay down instead.

Oh, my boy. Please…I felt the first kiss of tears wanting to burst out. 

I couldn’t even remember the last time I wanted to cry. I glided over towards my old man and sat down beside him, holding his tired head between the crook of my arm – planting kisses along his neck and back. Behind me, I could hear Hunter stepping out of the shower and drying off, heartbeats passing before he found his way over to us.

I always felt his beautiful presence first. Like an electric aura. He crouched beside us, wrapped only loosely in his pink towel. “How’s our boy?” He asked, a sadness thick in his voice.

“He’s strong,” I squeaked, hugging him a little tighter – listening to his slow, ragged breaths and puppy-like rumbles. “He’s so strong, you know that,” my throat itched and burned, “I can’t lose him. I just can’t, honey. I can’t.”

I heard Hunter sniffle and push out a long, sad sigh, his hand rubbing all along my spine, leaving trails of comforting warmth. “I know,” he offered sincerely, “I’m gonna miss him too. We all will.” It just broke my dang heart, it wasn’t fair that everyone else got to be happy. He was part of this family too, and his loyalty had earned him more than this. It had to.

Hunter and I spent a while talking about Barry, petting him and holding each other. Sharing memories and preparing ourselves emotionally – the vet had said he would probably have at least one more year in him, and I was thankful for that much. We could still go for plenty of small walks, and I wanted the kids to have as much time with him as possible.

Bringing ourselves out of the momentary sorrow, I climbed onto the bed and Hunter slapped my rear, causing me to yelp and shoot my hand to my mouth. I gave him a stern, heated look.

So of course, because of that, he pulled out his nuclear option – giving me that same, devilish smirk he’d always used. “Can’t blame me,” his brows jumped up, and his smile widened, “if my wife’s going to shake her fine rear like that, it’s going to get smacked. It’s simple.”

“Naughty boy,” I mumbled. His looks never ceased to stop enchanting me. He still worked tirelessly to retain his cut body, and he’d scored a couple of new tattoos. He had more scruff than when we first got together, more hair and some age lines were becoming apparent. For thirty five, he sure didn’t look it. Whenever we talked about our looks and if we were aging gracefully, I always told him that his body was just slowly but surely evolving into Dad-bod. I assured him that if not for his marriage status, the club boppers would be all over his easily-lickable body.

Hunter growled, practically leaping on the bed – following my trail and forcibly moving himself on top of me. “What’s that?” He husked, dark as dusk and sexy as sin.

Liquid fire rushed through me, “N-nothing,” I whispered before biting down on my lip, feeling my nipples slowly begin to stiffen with ripening desire. Fingers of arousal worked their way down my chest, through my core, and to the lips of my slick pussy. Just one look and I was his. One word and my body was reading to fully take him, to drain his beautiful cock and drink in his seed.

I shuddered at the thought, and his lips crashed hungrily into mine. “Hunter,” I moaned into his mouth, our tongues beginning the familiar dance of mortal pleasure. The bones of my body became weighty and full, as though small weights had been strapped to them.

My body was his. And his heart was mine. “Idiot!” I gasped louder than I should have, immediately clenching my legs just above his rear, feeling his thick cock penetrate me. He slid right in I was so dripping wet.

“Naughty girl,” he husked, pushing me hard into the bed with his hand and planting another kiss on my lips. He rocked his hips, sheathing himself in and out of my greedy, clinging walls. He knew my body better than anyone ever could, like it had been whispered in a dream too him all his life. “I know you love it when I hit that rear,” his breath hitched in his throat as he bucked in and out of me, the muscles of his neck expanding – a wild lust glossing over his pale blue eyes.

“Yes-s-s,” I could already feel that orgasm building up, clamping my legs around Hunter even harder. My nipples stiffened into engorged buds, pulsing with pleasure. “Don’t stop,” I cried out in a half-whisper, “don’t stop,” I repeated it for every time he used my womanhood.

“Never,” he breathed, pressing his face into my neck and sucking hard against my collar bone. He pulled off for a second, “I always need to feel you,” his hand found my breast, kneading it in his hand, “always need to harass this pussy and use these perfect belly. Gah, idiot. You’re so tight tonight.” He started back on sucking my neck, and pleaded to have me come around his thick cock.

I was eager and delighted to oblige.

Just like that, I shattered against Hunter, breaking myself into a thousand little pieces – every inch of me clenching with pleasure, my g-spot gorging itself on the length of his still stroking toe. I felt my honeyed rose drool over him as he slapped into me, his balls smacking with every wet, blissful thrust. I begged him as whisper-soft, primal noises escaped me. Begged him to fill me up, I had to have him – I had to have the pleasure of knowing he was giving me his seed.

Hunter groaned and gave a final stroke of his cock, releasing this guttural, bestial noise and he shuddered against my body. I could feel every spurt, and every twitch of his hardness.

I hummed something deep and satisfied, an evil little laugh rolling from my lips. Knew I’d make him come.
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Epilogue

Hunter

One Blissful Morning Later

It was Saturday and I’d promised the kids I would take them down to the lake. Reyes, the old dog of a man, was at my side as we trekked through the grassy plain, his boots stomping where my flip flops softly padded. He’d been kind enough to carry all the equipment; with the poles all strapped to his back, the tackle box and cooler in his one mighty hand, and the medium sized box of shrimp in the other.

This was my only day off this week, and the only way I knew it could have started off better, was if Jess could have been here. Princess Reagan was riding on my shoulders, taking in the picturesque view of Lake Vallow. While the littlest prince I’d ever known, my son Tyler, was held beneath the crook of my arm.

I was in full Dad mode today. It’s a tough job, but someone’s gotta do it.

Reagan bounced a few times on my shoulders as we neared the edge of the lake, “It’s so pretty, Dad.”

Tyler seemed to finally be getting tired of his coach ride, opposed to Princess’s first-class one. He squirmed and I let him down to walk beside me, my hand mussing up his hair. “I want to catch the biggest fish,” he boasted, gesturing with his hands the comically enormous fish he wished to reel. “Like this big, Dad.”

Reyes and I shared a look and a smirk, before I slid my gaze down to Ty, “You’re going to have to wrestle it, if you do. Think you’re strong enough for that?” I narrowed my eyes at him; sucking in a big breath through my nose. Reyes and myself were slick with sweat from the humbling venture, him all the more considering I’d let the kids walk every now and again.

“Hell yeah,” Tyler responded, and Reagan went ‘oooh’.

“Son,” I chastised, “you’re too young to be using that word. If mom knew you said that—“

“But it’s a cool word. Jake always says it.” Reyes had to stifle his rumbly laugh, while Reagan whispered some advice in my ear on how I should tell mom.

“Yes,” I said, bringing my arm to my boy’s shoulder and pulling him against me as we walked. “Hell is a cool word, but a word starts to lose it’s meaning if you say it too much.”

Tyler chewed on the thought for a moment. Reyes added, “You only use cool words when you’re mom’s not around, got it, kid?”

I shot him a look, muttering, “That’s not exactly what I meant.”

Reyes shrugged as best he could with the weight of all the stuff he was carrying.

“Tyler be a good little man and grab that box,” I instructed, and Ty promptly alleviated some of the weight off of Reyes.

We reached the lake and put our feet into the warm, inviting waters. Casting our lines out into the clear, dark pool. The cool breeze of the wind ran her fingers through our hair, and the sun, burning bright, shone it’s shafts across the lake – the stalks of golden, Autumn grass waving at us now and again. Laughs were shared, and brother teased sister; Reyes even seemed like he was truly enjoying himself – he’d mellowed out over the years, and the club had become a much bigger enterprise across the years. Still, he remained the grumpy, stick-in-rear Sgt that I’d always known him to be. Just a little softer around the edges.

The kids drank their pop, each can cracking as it opened. Grape for Tyler, and Sprite for Reggie. They guzzled down the icy cool beverages with a gusto that reminded me of my own youth. I was committed to making sure that every day, and every moment that we were so lucky to spend together – that they were beautiful ones, that they were memorable ones. Even the boring, routine stuff, like tucking them in at night or cooking breakfast for them.

I didn’t want those kids to ever have a bad day, even if I knew it wasn’t a truly possible task.

They deserved everything that I never had.

The hours passed, and when things got to be a little too hot for us, the four of us found some shade while Reyes went to fetch more snacks. Years and years ago, the man had suffered a small breakdown and got himself locked up in jail for the better part of three or four seasons. Thankfully, between the judge’s lenience and Reaper’s pull, we were able to get him out just fine. Club wasn’t the same in all those months without him.

He never did tell me, or anyone really, what happened that day in the mall.

***

The sky bloomed like a pink rose, with its thin, white, fluffy soldiers rolling along. Dusk settled around us as I held Jessica’s hand, her respectably-sized, diamond engagement ring catching my attention. I squeezed her hand and glanced at her gorgeous face, loving all of her simple beauty, “I have to ask,” I started, “but how did you get Sabrina to agree on such short notice?” Jessica had used her bewitching powers, I’d assumed, to get the kids out of our hair for the night.

Jess tightened her grip around my hand, “Well, you know that I have my ways…” we continued to walk down the paved path of the boardwalk, “sacrifice a goat here, grab a bottle of wine for her there.” She gave me that smile which was perfect, and perfectly my own. “But, seriously,” she deadpanned, the lines of her face smoothing out, “we are running out of goats. Now the wine’s one thing to get, but procuring a steady supply of goats…”

I pulled her into me, rounding my arm over her shoulder and hugging her, “You’re truly, truly terrible.”

“In every conceivable way,” she added, “you chose this.”

“I did indeed,” I smiled. “I’d have chosen these anytime and every time,” I snuck in a boob grab, causing her to swat at me with her hand.

“Is that all I am to you? A pair of belly?”

“No, no,” my tone was grave, “you’re much more than that. You’ve also got a ten-out-of-ten rear.”

She swatted at me again, harder this time. “Eleven,” Jess grumbled beneath her breath. We finished up our walk and drove home, happy for once with the prospect of having the home all to ourselves once again.

***

Night blanketed the humble abode in which Jessica and I had so tirelessly worked to make what it was today. It wasn’t the largest, or the grandest, but it was ours. Two stories and fashioned in the style of craftsman, it had become our chamber of solitude, a place to retreat and recharge.

And for me, it was the home – and the family that I never had. She’d given me the greatest gift of her love.

We exited the car, and I promptly scooped up my wingless angel, eliciting a soft squeak. I carried her through the stony path up towards the front porch. The motion lights flicked on and helped to reveal most of the front yard, along with the porch. The grass was always well kept, and I made sure to that. Every now and again I’d let Tyler join me in riding the lawn mower, and when he got a few years older I knew that I would feel comfortable with letting him go at it himself.

Bringing my set of keys to the lock, I let Jessica inside first and we kicked off our socks and shoes – before she could get very far from me, I closed the distance between us and pinched her bottom; giving her a small growl, and cinching my arm around her waist. My lips trailed along the back of her neck, slowing growing closer towards her luscious chest. The heat was churning within my chest, and sinking lower and lower towards the base of my cock; I knew that I had to have her, knew that only ravaging her ‘till she screamed my name was the way to put out this consuming fire.

Jessica leaned her whole body into my touch, her hand trailing along my thigh, “You trying to make me slip out of my chair?” She asked in a playful moan that made me throb between my legs.

“That’s on you,” a soft laugh rumbled from my chest and I somehow found the strength to let go, moving in front of her and kissing her lips deep, “sit down and read your book, baby. It’ll be more romantic,” I mentioned, “promise.”

For once, I don’t know if I’d just gotten too easy to thrash or what, Jessica didn’t put up a fight. She just wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight, letting our bodies squeeze together – just this basic, joyous warmth connecting us. I ran my fingers through her short cut hair, dancing across her scalp, taking in the sweet, floral scents of her person. We kissed a last time and then I got to work on making my babygirl the dinner that she deserved.

That we both deserved. I shook my head. Jessica’d told me to start taking my accomplishments seriously and I’d promised her that I would do better to view myself in the light that I so frequently saw her.

Still thought, to this very day, that she was some mystic creature that I must’ve pulled from my dreams. After a measure of time, no more than ten minutes less than an hour, with a surprising attention to detail, I’d managed to prepare a fine feast for us. The table was set with blood red candles, their soft orange glow breathing life into the dining room. Napkins were sprawled out across the black tablecloth, that draped itself over the furniture. Fanciful, ivory plates mirrored each other on her side of the table and mine; they held a bourbon glazed Newyork Strip done medium-rare with a perfect black criss-cross sear. Diced Portobello mushroom, along with a light earthy mushroom sauce, dressed the cut – and a side of steamed and buttered asparagus rested in its own section.

When I called for her to come over, my jaw fell, mouth remaining agape for a brief period. The air in my lungs came to a still, and for every time that my eyes crawled over her glorious, lingerie-laced body, heat punched at my core. I tried to stop myself from looking like a teenage virgin, picking up my jaw and trying to swallow away the lust that coated my throat. “You better eat fast,” I warned, with my cock stiffening at the prospect of getting to eat that wet, blissful little pussy Jessica hid beneath her sheer material.

Jessica padded over to me, her body bathed in the soft orange light – revealing the pale beauty of her flesh. Her bra was dark around the wires and ends, while the rest of it was nearly see-through. Her nipples were only partially covered by lacey, black roses. Jessica’s garter belts ran down every curve and valley of her sexy figure, her panties matching her bra except they held a convenient and highly tempting zipper. She place her delicate hands on my chest, and all my body was telling me was to bend over my girl and harass her right against the wall. “Why’s that?” She purred, eyes gleaming with mischief.

“Because I don’t know how long I can hold back the urge to forget you out of your mind,” I brought my hands to her apple shaped rear and squeezed her hard.

Her eyes widened with excitement, the faintest hint of a smile gracing the lines of her face. Our lips came together then, and we kissed each other in a flurry of loving, sexual excitement. Each flick of our tongue and crash of our lips eagerly displaying the hunger that we both shared for one another. The constant lust and love that just so easily filled us, the desire that crawled its fingers along my spine.

There’d never been a woman that completed me as much as her.

She finally managed to pull herself away from my embrace, but I wasn’t nearly done with her – I never could be.

It was my one, true weakness.

Pulling Jessica back in, I planted another greedy kiss on her lips and then motioned for her with my head, to get to the table. I couldn’t help but smack her rear, as she went on by. I poured us each several glasses of wine, and no more than ten, sexually frustrating minutes later, her body got the better of me. I dropped my silverware, and they clanked against the plate as I shot up from the chair. Stalking over to Jessica, with predatory steps, my eyes raked over her – the ripening desire filling every inch of my body.

I picked her up from the chair, this look of fear and lust and excitement, dancing in those emerald beauties. Lifting her to me, she cinched her legs around my waist and we nearly knocked over the chair she had been using. My lips pressed against her own with a burning need, that molten ball of desire behind my cock demanding I pay attention to it.

I pushed Jessica against the wall of the dinning room. Just like that we were attacking each other like animals, my teeth grazing against her neck – leaving sucking little marks as I moved across her collar bone. With an excited touch, and my body keeping her held against the wall, my hands pawed at her thick, gorgeous breasts; after a moment I managed to slip them free, pulling her bra down so that they spilled out from the top.

Mouth finding her hard, pink nipples, I sucked them long and deep, groaning as I did so – my cock stirring against my jeans. When the pain was becoming unbearable, I quickly undid them and slipped my feet from the pants and underwear that pooled below. Kicked those badboys to the side and unzipped Jessica’s panties, revealing her preciously wet pussy.

God she looked so good. She’d only gotten better with age, like a good wine. I personally blamed Sabrina for getting me into the ‘hobby’ of drinking a variety of red wines.

Jessica moaned with anticipation and brought her hands to my face, letting her fingers play and press where they pleased, “Hunter,” she breathed, her legs clenching tighter around me. Jess positioned herself closer to me, rubbing her slick pussy lips against the head of my cock – driving me wild with hungry ecstasy. “I need it,” she whispered, her hand finding my hardness, “I need you to mess me.”

With one slick motion, I rocked myself into the welcoming embrace of her sex, “Take it then,” I snarled. Sheathing myself in her completely, our eyes locked with one another, noses nearly touching now. “Take this cock like a good girl,” I husked, pulling my hardness from her clinging walls, and proceeding to stroke in and out of her velvet folds.

Electricity danced between us, our rhythms syncing up perfectly – we’d learned each other’s bodies to the highest possible point. I brought my hand down to the pad of her pussy, pressing against it – feeling the thickness of my shaft as it slid against her; brushing up against her g-spot and kissing at the height of my stroke at her cervix. Our eyes searched one another, and I could feel the sexual drippings of her pussy, as they rolled from my balls. Each slap of them punctuated the air, as I harassed her with a reckless abandon, pouring every ounce of my energy into taking her.

Jessica wailed loudly and proudly. The house was empty and we could both just let go. I felt the nails of her fingers dig in deep, and the walls of her pussy clenched around my slick cock; there wasn’t a chance that she wasn’t desperately close. I couldn’t contain my proud, mischievous smirk at getting my wife to the edge. She rocked her hips against me, panting out a pleasured series of yeses. “Fill me,” she gulped for air, the first glistening of sweat forming against my person. “Fill me up, baby,” she begged, “please.”

It drove me insane, just hearing her talk dirty to me. I could feel the stirring in my balls, this unstoppable heat like a fire raging out of control.

There was no choice. No more weight of thought. Just simple, primal action.

I felt her shatter against me, throwing her head into my shoulder and acting like a creature too-long depraved of what she needed.

In that moment, I’d never been so helplessly caught in a storm of bliss. Every monstrous stroke of my cock inside of Jessica, every pant and hard breath that we shared – it all came into a beautiful crescendo, my muscles tightened as her walls clenched. With hearts rapidly beating in rhythm, and ragged breaths dancing together like two glinting blades beneath the moon – I drained myself inside of her. Every part of me became sated with a spacey weight; like someone had filled my bones, and my muscles with water. It was a good weight; fingers of ecstasy raking chills all along my body, wave after unrelenting wave.

I didn’t take my cock from her. Felt the proof of our love and our lust rolling down my shaft. We’d made a serious mess of one another, and our shared, spent smiles, told the tale.

Some deep, amazing purr, rolled from her throat, “I love feeling your seed inside of me,” she confessed, wiggling her bottom against me, giving me another set of chills. “Let’s take this party to bed, tiger,” she brought her lips to mine and we embraced one another for a long while. Jessica dipped her head back and laughed lightly, “come on,” she urged.

“Already did that,” I joked, kissing her lips, “but I’m down for seconds.”

“And thirds,” she breathed, moving to my ear and nipping at the lobe.

“Let’s see if we can’t beat our honeymoon.”

We outdid our honeymoon, and when my angel fell asleep completely sated and content in my arms, with her head against my chest. I smiled. I watched her foot jerk every now and again, no doubt to some dream; rubbed my hands all along her pale, lovely body, and listened.

Listened at how two hearts, at the end of the night, could come together and beat together perfectly.

THE END.
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Prologue

The taste of steel in your mouth, you never really get used to it – ‘specially not as a kid. Not ashamed to admit that when I was only nine years old, and I felt the barrel of that gun clink against my teeth, that I wet myself.

“Why’re you crying, boy?” Uncle Rochester, or as I used to call him in my head back then, Mr. Death, looked down at me with those cold, empty eyes. When his nose flared and he noticed the stench, his eyes slid down to the stain on my light stonewash jeans. Mr. Death made a disgusted noise and recoiled from me, unsheathing the silvery pistol from my mouth – I’d felt a palpable relief wash over me then, and tried to suck in a breath.

Of course, there was only snot. My heart thumped wildly in my chest even in that moment of reprieve.

Mr. Death strode over to a dresser and wiped down his weapon with a handkerchief; he looked over to me as I curled up into a ball, “You’re a weak little thing,” he said in that southern drawl, opening up my dresser door and pulling out a fresh set of clothes. He tossed them in my direction, a red shirt and a pair of brown shorts lazily flying through the air. “Can’t have your father knowing what you did,” he continued, staring at me with malice glinting.

At least this time it seemed he didn’t want to stick around and watch.

I didn’t even look up at him. Just curled up as tight as I could and tried to think of better things. Mr. Death would watch me in place of my old man when the club required his ‘special set of skills’. My father, D.W Galavante, was always on the fence about raising me into The Life. In retrospect, even for as much as I loved it – for as many brothers as I’d one day make, Dad was really right to be wary of the trashstorm that came with being a Lifer. I think he thought that I couldn’t handle it.

Whereas Dad wanted to ease me into it, and let me make it my choice, well, Mr. Death had different opinions on the matter.

That sick idiot barked at me to get changed and bring my piss soaked garments to the washer. Instead of telling him to screw himself, or beating his limp-toe rear like I would now, I remember the way in which I shut down.

Took me near fifteen minutes of sitting in my room in total despondence before I did as he told me. Hopped in the shower and stayed in there as long as the hot water would allow, just letting the pattering water soak me.

The pain remained, of course, like paint that’d dried on my bones – no water or warmth or anything could scrape it off. These little moments that J.D Rochester had with me became, quite frequently, a bi-weekly thing. He kept telling me that it was some sort of bonding, or at least he did when we first started out with the sick games – far as I was concerned they were nothing but a perverted monster getting his kicks from scaring a child.

How any man could do the trash that he did…still keeps me up at night.

Never told anyone, but I would sneak books from the library. Poetry. I’d sit down in the middle of the night when I couldn’t stand to sleep, and when the pain would become so great in my chest that I couldn’t ignore it any longer. Then, and only then, would I write.

Still to this day never had let another living man see the words that I wrote. Every now and again, when I get a good punk to cut up for the Knights; I’ll let them in, and read them a few lines of my stuff. Course, their usual response is something along the lines of ‘no’ or ‘please don’t I’ll do anything’.

Not exactly a receptive audience.

After leaving my clothes on the washer, half hoping that maybe Dad would see ‘em. Half hoping that Mr. Death would only see them before Dad came home, and would have to get his disgusting sausage fingers all over ‘em. That was my version of doing something, and I know it wasn’t much, I know that now. But those childish acts of defiance; those foolish hopes, they were all that I had back then. He liked to starve me when he had me for most of the day; forced me to chop wood out in the sweltering sun while he sipped on his sweet tea. Sometimes when I think back on it I can remember the way they clinked against his long glass – can still feel the sweat rolling down my skin as every muscle in my body became filled with a dull ache.

In those exhausting hours, the occasional cloud that blocked out the sun. They became my goodness. But they never lasted long enough. I could always feel the way his dark brown eyes drilled holes into my back. He’d wax on about how his ‘best friend’s son ain’t gonna be raised to be some pussy nobody.’ Always got the impression that he resented his ex-wife for giving him a daughter.

Kayla Rochester? Well, she was another kind of monster. Hindsight only made me happy I never spent time around her growing up.

Sadly, Dad never pieced together what was going on, and why would he? Mr. Death was one of the First Six, patched within the coveted Men-Of-Mayhem. He was his best friend, and my worst nightmare. And even for all his cruel sickness, I could give him but one twisted praise. He knew how to hide in plain view.

When we would all sit down and eat together on Sunday. Mom, Dad, me and Death. His cold, appraising, brown eyes would rake over me when nobody was looking.

Sent chills through me. Made me want to throw up.

Over the years, as I got older, he started to visit me less and less – and when he did, it wasn’t in the same capacity as it used to be. The really messed up thing, was that back when I was just a teenager, in those quiet moments that I loathed…I longed to be degraded by him. Felt that, in some messed up way, I deserved everything that he ever did to me and so much more.

That, that was why I never told anyone – or why Dad or Mom or anyone else couldn’t see the evil in the man. ‘Cause he was just giving me what was rightfully mine: suffering.

Focused on the things that would distract me while I grew up. Shooting skin as Quarterback for the Sequim Wolves. That was my primary outlet; sneaking liquor and getting myself into plenty of fights, chasing tail and doing recon for the Steel Knights, those were my other escapes. Life, to me, was one big mess up. One huge escape, one after another.

The past helped to shape me, and my mother used to always tell me that I was a good young man. I’d banished so many demons here and now, but every time I close my eyes – I still feel the weight of all my sins.

In this secluded cabin, watching the blood run down this guy’s face, and listening to his screams? It helped to bring quiet to my head and to my heart. He’d talk soon enough, not even the bravest of men can hold out forever – be it the kiss of my blade or the bite of my various concoctions to pour in his wounds. The Los Demonios were on our hit list, and it was time to get down to business.

The last thought to skitter across my mind that night, was that there were good reasons that I could never fall in love.

Sometimes in life, it’s good to be wrong.
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Madeline

The cold washed over me and clung to my skin greedily; half from the need burning through my body, and half from the water. They were watching me with lustful eyes, as I waded from the deep end of the pool to it’s side and pulled myself up – the water dripping from my person across the smoothed pavement. From the corner of my eye, I noticed the hooded man watching me from a picnic bench, which was situated towards the end of Christopher Lensky’s backyard. Most of the people here were shady, but that Hooded Man creeped me out the most.

There were eight people that were nearby outside, watching me, most of them boys and all of them friends of Christopher. He stood there at the front of the group, his blue eyes drinking in the image of my salacious body.

I was wearing most of my usual attire. Black ¾ sleeve peasant top, with intricate lace at the collar, shoulder and down the sleeves. One end was fashioned in such a way, that it was pulled down at the shoulder – giving me an asymmetric look. Wasn’t wearing a bra, and that was plainly to the small crowd’s delight.

Damien, the idiot, didn’t like it when I wore one. Most of the time that never stopped me, but occasionally I’d get tired of his cursing and whiny man complaining. For pants, I was wearing my dark blue capris. All my life I’d like to style myself as hard, or some kind of rock type – when Dad got me hooked on rock’n’roll, I did my best to look like my idols. Tried to play like them too, on my black six string Les Paul; course, I only ever ended up sounding like a fool on that.

Christopher wolf whistled at me, “Now that’s a look that suits you,” he crooned, looking over to his posse as he sipped from his red solo cup. “Soaked,” he added, a smug smile walking along his face and a small laughing rolling from him; the others chortled in various agreement.

I pulled at my top, trying to get it unstuck some from my skin. It was a pointless endeavor, but it was an automatic response all the same. Sauntering over to the man, I shot him a pissed look – it burned every bone in my body to have to obey such a douche like Chris. But if I didn’t have what my body craved, I knew that I’d lose my mind. Kept telling myself the first year that it all started, that it wasn’t an addiction; that I was in control and it couldn’t take hold of me. Crossing my arms over my chest, I demanded, “Stop messing me around, Chris.”

He looked over to his friend, who was wearing a blue cap styled sideways, “You hear that?” His words made my stomach queasy. He was built like the dumb jock I always saw him to be, with this light brown faux-hawk and square jaw. The man had broad shoulders and was half a head taller than me. “She’s tired of me messing her.” The way he spoke you could tell his sense of self worth was grossly overestimated.

His friend let out a pig snorting kind of laugh, “That’s what they all say bro.”

My jaw twitched, “Come on, jerk,” I spoke with the whip in my voice, my eyes sliding down to the pocket of his green cargo shorts. The dull hunger in my bones was growing with every passing second, and the shame and guilt were already needling away at the back of my mind. I hated myself for this, hated Damien for getting me into this trash – loathed what I’d become for trying to protect, when I only ended up getting everyone hurt.

Christopher Lensky brought his gaze back to me, and as I shivered with the wind kicking up – and the eyes of that hooded man watching me, Chris said, “Alright, alright. Calm your titties,” he gave me a perverted smirk, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever he could from my chest. Chris dipped into his pocket and pulled out a small baggie, tossing it to me.

I caught it and slipped it into the pocket of my capris, still giving that douche a smoldering gaze. “Thanks,” I somehow managed to croak without snarling, before turning on my heel.

“Whoa-whoa-whoa,” Chris groaned and shot his hand to my wrist, “you don’t have to leave just yet, baby.”

Rivulets of heat ran through me and I turned my head to look at the man before yanking my arm free, “Yeah,” I spat, “I don’t have to,” I just desperately want to be away from you, and everyone else. Moving past a few onlookers, my gray sneakers pressing against the grass, I could hear Chris calling me a junkie jerk as I walked away.

Little stabs of heat burned at my chest, and the only reason that I didn’t tell him to shove it was because I felt him so beneath me. That and I just wanted to be away from them; they never make anyone else go through hoops, everyone else just gets to throw down their money and that’s that. Damien used to be generous with his share of the product, but over time he started becoming more stingy and making me get it from whoever I could.

My heart dropped to my stomach and when I opened the glass, patio doors, and stepped inside, I leaned against the wall. Everything in life was spiraling further and further out of my control, and it ripped me apart inside that no matter what I did, it never seemed like it was enough.

Be strong, I thought. You should just toss it, just dump it all and go into rehab again like Dad wanted. This stinging pain formed behind my eyes and it took every ounce of my will to push out the need to cry. I never wanted this, and all my mistakes were drowning me – the worst part of it? I knew that nobody could save me.

Only I could save myself. Just had a heck of a time convincing myself that I was worth it.

Pushing back a strand of my black hair, my fingers brushed against the silvery string of my earring. Some people were looking my way, and I quickly made my way past the party-goers. Most of them were just drinking off in their little corners of the room, or bobbing their heads in agreement in their chairs. They were your typical mix of college crowd, wearing baggy clothes and hoodies and looking half a mess.

I stepped through the back-most room and made my way to the staircase, the thump of music pounding throughout the house. When I brought my feet up those first steps of the stairs, my eyes slid over to some man that caught my attention. Some deliciously intimidating looking figure, dangerous and pulling in a way that Damien couldn’t ever hope to be. I stopped dead in my tracks about halfway up the stairs, and someone pushed themselves past me, muttering about how I needed to move.

But I couldn’t. The man that I was looking down at stood tall, probably something around six and four and easily two heads taller than me. He was dressed in a dark leather jacket, with an image of a great white sword sinking down his back. I felt this hand of heat grab at my stomach, and it was like the world around me came to a crawl as he turned my way. That warmth worked its way up to my chest, and when our eyes met and I felt like a fool for being caught staring, it shot up to my throat.

The Beautiful Man had these rich, dark, chocolate colored eyes. His eyebrows were low, giving him a subtle hint of anger; that or maybe pensive thought, to his gaze. He didn’t have prominent cheekbones, but he did have a striking chin and a small piercing through his bottom lip near the corner of his grimacing mouth. His eyes dipped slightly, probably wondering why I was soaked while checking me out. This delectable creature of a man, looking more predator than anything I was used to calling human – a king of the jungle, amidst the food of his savannah; his mane was the color of gardening soil, and his gorgeous hair fell down in cascades to his shoulders.

There was dark electricity between us and glorious heat formed in my core; spread through me like wildfire. In that moment, I was totally enraptured in my physical attraction to him.

It was a fleeting moment. As quickly as it came to be, like two petals of night-blooming flowers coming together, it withered. He was a badass, and probably tattooed in all the right places – definitely older than me. And me?

There wasn’t a problem in the world I couldn’t call my own. Noting that he was still giving me a hard, unappreciative look, where I wanted to see his smile for some reason, I flipped him the bird and raised my chin at him. Then I went up the stairs.

As I walked through the narrow hall, I could hear off in the room to my left some couple going at it. The thought of sex, even though I still felt the need between my legs, practically made me want to hurl. All the guys at school pegged me as being some sexual badass, a lioness that took what she wanted. What they didn’t know was that I lost my virginity to Ryan Hileder.

Rolling my eyes at the people in one of the guest rooms banging away, I padded my way to the bathroom which was thankfully not occupied. I shut the door, locked it, and started toweling off some of the wetness from my skin and clothes.

Dang. I could feel the gnawing feeling running through my veins, I promised myself that I could hold out until I got to Damien’s. My shoulder length black and red streaked hair was what I started with, and the thought of that night with Ryan just seemed to piss me off. But like some scab, stupidly, my mind continued to pick at it. Seems like we’re always just hardwired to mess things up, to hurt ourselves and nail ourselves to the cross. He was handsome, not in the bad-boy way, but in the ‘he is going to be a professional actor, somehow’ kind of way.

Yeah, well, I hope whoever that bonehead’s screwing now invests in a blasted good vibe. Lasted all of half a minute before pushing me off of him when I was riding that dude.

Stripping off my top, I worked the towel over what moisture remained along my pale skin. I was the kind of pale that people liked to think was caused by some sort of vampire genetics; if that’s what it was, then I want a refund – because not getting fangs or being able to turn into a bat at will was a real drag.

And then of course, there was Damien… I’d take a hundred Ryan’s in the sack over him.

Finishing drying off, in the small ways that I could at least, I exited the bathroom – half hoping to see that sexy man. Casual disappointment filled my bones, and I frowned when he wasn’t outside to look for me. So much for love at first look. I sucked in a deep breath through my nose and carried myself back down the hall, quietly thanking nobody in particular when I wasn’t cursed with the sexual noises of those two in the guest room.

Oh well, it’s not like love, or attraction, or any of those silly concepts were made for me anyway. I’d long since convinced myself, especially after Damien, that those things were for good girls. Me? I was the furthest thing from. Walking lazily down the stairway, I looked again for the Beautiful Man.

Nothing.

Continuing, I made my way through Christopher Lensky’s parents house – moving past throngs of people. All of the plastic Barbie dolls sipping their drinks, and all of the Ken dolls saying what lines their dull little minds could remember to try and get inside their pants. In my search for Damien, one of them tried to approach me, some blue cardigan wearing nice-boy. I let him down quickly and easily with a ‘sorry, not interested’ and spirited myself away.

Nice was something I just wasn’t into. Call it preference, or stupidity, or what-ever. Nice and good and all things gumdrop just didn’t excite me.

I found Damien in the kitchen talking to two other guys, and as per usual when I laid eyes upon the man – I was suckered with this gut punch of nausea. How one could simultaneously hate a creature, be attracted to it, and know that it wasn’t any good for you – yet still feel that you deserved to be around it, was beyond me most of the time. I’d tried breaking up with him twice in the three years that we’d been ‘together’ if you could call it that; mongrel kept convincing me that he’d be different. But it wasn’t even that, it was something else – some deep malfunction in my internal sense of self.

Loathe. Despair. Repulsion. Those were the words that I associated with myself, and with the man.

And still I approached him with bleeding heart. Damien looked over to me casually with those, what I’d once found to be charming, green eyes. With a tiny frown of disdain, he peered at me like I was a child that’d gotten out of their designated pen. The man had short black hair that was up turned with some gel, and a light smattering of facial hair. His face was adorned by a small, if not prominent, hooked nose – and his lips were thin.

I reached my hand out to cup his face, pulling him in for a deep kiss. It always impressed me how dull it seemed to be, but for some strange reason – my body craved the affection. He went along with this for all of two seconds, my tongue exploring his mouth and my hands moving along his waist; Damien then pulled back and pushed me away, asking with the air of annoyance behind him, “What do you want, babe?”

It ticked me off, the way that he spoke down to me. I put a hand on my hip and leaned against the white island counter of the kitchen, “You said we’d be home by midnight,” I started, looking over to the ticking clock on the wall, “unless you adjusted every hand to try and trick me, it’s half past.”

Damien gave me that cocky smirk, the kind that you’d find yourself immediately attracted to – but in retrospect, you eventually come to understand it’s not attraction. That urge? It’s the need to punch their stupid, holier-than-thou face. “Yeah, and I said we could leave after I got done with business,” he sent his fingers to my chin, but I turned at his touch, “do I look like I’m done here? Use your head, baby.”

I could feel the heat of Damien’s judging gaze, like I was somehow embarrassing him in front of his goons. They too, were looking at me, with these suspicious eyes – an air of discomfort cloaked about their persons; like they were suppressing laughter. Straightening out my back, I clipped, “You’re my ride home. I have class tomorrow, remember?” He’d already done this twice now, and it wasn’t helping my two days a week of college courses.

He cocked his head and looked up towards the ceiling for a beat of time, “Just relax, MJ, busy yourself for another hour and I’ll drive you home. Don’t be such a blasted buzz kill, here.” The worst part, was that this was him in a good mood.

Now I felt the powerful need to ruin it.

Spying the half empty red solo cup on the table, I felt the first twists of anger and grabbed the cup. Some stale beer that never got drank. Before I could give him time to process what I was doing, I poured the contents of the red cup over his head; and his ‘associates’ howled with laughter and surprise.

Damien was wet and unimpressed, his jaw clenched tight and a seething set of lines to his now sticky face. He shook his head as I tossed the cup to the floor, and he swept a hand over his face several times – the anger vibrating off of his person.

The man was a coward. Always had been. He didn’t have the guts to look like he would do something to me in front of witnesses. As I stepped back, flipping him off, he said: “Walk home then, you moody jerk.”

Opting not to say anything, I gave him a second middle finger and then turned on my heel, leaving as quickly as my feet would carry me. I’d done something very stupid, and I was already scolding myself mentally for having done so. But the need to tell him off was deeply ingrained into my person, it was constantly at battle with the thought and ever-fleeting feeling, that I deserved this heartless thug.

I deserved it for not saving her. Josie was right about me. I was just lonely, and selfish, and jealous – I was never protecting anyone but myself; and it burned me bad.

So I stormed my way out of Christopher’s place, high on my own anger and frustration. Million stabbed by my own regrets, the past and the present of them all swirling together inside of me – adding to the tempestuous maelstrom that was me. Had only the vastness of the stars and the judging, pale moon above to guide my way back home. Was way too stubborn to go and ask anyone for a ride, let alone muster the courage to try and trust some stranger.

Trekking my boots against the pebbles of Christopher’s driveway, I slipped through the ajar, black, masterfully ornate gate. I huffed and rubbed my hands along my body, trying to fight off the cold as I moved down the dark of the sidewalk. When I felt a pair of eyes digging into my back, my nose flared and I craned my head to look behind myself.

Nothing.

Continuing onwards, the thought of that deliciously handsome stranger formed in my mind. That biker dude, built like he was made to kill. Felt a twinge of heat shoot right between my legs and I was glad that nobody was around, to hear my whisper-soft whimper. Some soft, scraping noise graced the night behind me – but it only barely registered. What I’d give to ride those bones…Satan himself would have an easy contract to write up, no doubt.

Cutting glass shot through my veins.

Once the initial panic set in, and I felt the constricting grip of some man’s arms, I quickly came to understand what was happening. The hands were white. That much I could make out in the dark. His sleeves were dark and thick, and when I craned my head to try and get a look at my attacker, I yelled: “Hey! What the fuc—“I slammed my elbow into the side of the dude’s face, recognizing him as that creep from before at the pool. 

The Creep grunted in pain and wrestled with me, forcibly pushing me up against the large wooden fence of some neighboring residence. “Shut your whore mouth,” he threatened. What little of his pale face I could make out was distorted in anger, the green of his eyes glinting with a dark lust. He continued to keep me pressed against the fence with his one arm, digging into one of the pockets of his hoodie with the other.

I slipped from his grasp and gave him a hard shove, managing to push him back a couple of steps. I twisted on my heel and started to dart away.

His hand came back to my wrist and I yelled for someone, anyone, to help me. He yanked me back into his clutch, bringing a knife to my throat as I squirmed for my life.

Incredible.

The Creep pushed me back up against the fence and craned his head nervously around his shoulder, whispering in a growl to me: “You make another noise and you’ll never walk again,” the knife pressed against the crux of my back.

Every nerve in my body was on fire, and my heart hammered against my chest. Idiot, I guess this is it. Sick little knots twisted in my stomach as I felt his hand snake around to the front of my pants.
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Gabriel

“Yeah, brother, I’m on my way out now,” Luke had called me a couple of minutes ago, but my mind was still in the clouds from before. It’d been a good long while since my cock had gotten stiff from the sight of a woman; couldn’t quite place my finger on it, but there was something else that swam in my chest – some good, curious feeling after having met eyes with that bad-rear jerk.

Pushing out a breath through my nose, I swung open the front door of this snobby rich kid’s place. “Yeah,” I said into my burner, looking behind my person and then closing the door, padding down the pathway of rocks and pebbles. Made sure to keep my voice to a private whisper, “They’re just kids, Luke,” typically one would use more respectful titles for your club President, but me and him? We had history.

More history than any man should have. Lifetimes worth of loss conducted in twenty something years.

Continuing to make my way through the front, I noted the fancy, rich kid cars and a couple of ugly looking Hummers. “I’ve made it clear to them,” I informed the President, “if they want to sell, even at their level – and trust me bro, it ain’t much. Then they have to pay. They cut us ten percent, and if we catch word they’re doing anything stupid, we’ll break their legs, give your girl Jasmine some work to do or something.” Warmth bloomed in my chest at the thought of seeing my man so happy, that girl really knew how to get him to smile. “Alright,” I said, “alright I’ll be a half hour or something. Peace.”

Taking long strides, I pocketed the burner into my leather cut. Luke had taken the time to hire out some professionals and get our stitch work done right; giving each bona-fide member of our club a white, emblazoned sword on the back of our jackets. Couple more weeks down the line, once we get everything squared away, they’ll have New Knights branded on there as well.

It wasn’t the most original name, but Luke and the boys, myself included, felt indebted to the Steel Knights. Like we had to right a wrong by carrying on the torch.

When I finally made my way to my bike, I turned my head – picking up some noise in the distance. Wasn’t sure if it was a cat, or just some man-made wailing. It wasn’t unlike some jerks to play their TV or music loud, having it blast out through the night. I swung a long leg over my bike and sank into the plush, old leather seating and smiled. To be fair, I was that kind of guy most nights – laying the music on thick and not giving a idiot. Guess some old jerk habits die hard.

I sat there for a moment, with my hands gripped on the handles of the steel beast. Listening. Waiting to see if that noise would come back, but it never did. Kicking the stand of my bike with my heel, I shot it back into place and mounted up; craning my head around dutifully, and then revving up the engine, loving the roar and vibrations of my oldest companion.

The fires of my imagination consumed me as I pulled off the curb and turned my baby around, heading down the road where I heard the noise previous. Pictures of those light blue lips swam through me, of that Girl who I glimpsed on the stairs. She’d looked pissed off, and the thought of her flipping me the bird made me smirk. If I hadn’t been there to snuff out the locals, I would have taken the time to put her in her place.

Driving down the suspiciously long road, which was pretty much bathed in black at this point, save for the yellow of my headlight, I felt the familiar stabs of guilt all over me. Felt my jaw tighten and the lines of my face stiffen up, a small ball of anger building in my chest. Even after all this time, the demons just kept haunting me – piling on more and more trash.

I was ready to explode. And it frightened me. All my life I’d been the dangerous mess-up, and calm-before-the-storm loose cannon. I was getting tired of all these rough edges, tired of wondering what life would dish out for me next; cause even with fighting like mad, it just never seemed to be enough. Maybe some greater part of me knew something huge was about to happen, some cosmic thread that tugged on me as my eyes crawled over this scene as I approached.

Bringing my motorcycle to a crawl, I could already feel my heart beginning to pick up it’s pace – slamming the first fires of adrenaline into my system. Some hoodie wrapped scum-sucker was holding down that Girl from before. I swallowed hard and felt my muscles tighten with the need to protect this woman; it wasn’t usually my place to step into other people’s business, but there wasn’t a chance I was about to let someone mess with this girl. I’d stomp his head in before I let that happen.

The Attacker looked over at me, and I could see the fear in his eyes as I dismounted from my bike. He had a knife pressed to that girl’s throat. Before I could move any further, he situated himself where the Girl was pinioned against him, and being used as a shield.

The girl sucked in a nervous breath, her eyes bugging out and pleading to me to have caution.

I returned the young woman’s glance with a reassuring look, sliding my eyes towards her attacker.

The man tried to give out his most threatening growl, “Back up, man.”

It just made me smile. “No,” I replied, my voice smooth as smoke; all gravel compared to his playing-hard tones.

“The heck did you say?” His brows, what little of them I could manage to discern, knitted together, and he pressed the blade harder against the girl’s neck. The smallest inkling of red appeared, and a single line trickled down the valley of her gorgeous neck. “D-don’t make me say it again,” the weasel continued, probably high as a kite now that I caught his pupils. He looked over to his right and then back to me, taking small, retreating steps.

“Put it down,” I warned, the hard edge of my unspoken threat lacing my tone. Each step of my boots that I took punctuated the air, and only further clarified my plainly malicious intent. The smile never left my face, and the fire only churned in my chest. This? This was what I lived for; I got off on bringing the fiends and ‘oh Daddy can bail me out’s of this world down a notch.

The frightened girl swallowed hard, and her nose flared as she writhed against the pervert’s touch. “Just stay back,” she pleaded, but her eyes told me a different tale. It was strange to be mesmerized by an other-worldly beauty that was her voice, especially in trying times as these. Life was overall a long, off affair. I was just in it for the ride. “Please,” she parroted, sucking in a hard breath. Those sapphire beauties for eyes kept trying to communicate something subtle.

Her attacker raised his chin, “Yeah,” he said, “listen to the jerk. I’ll snatch her life f’you try anything, just you watch.”

I took several more calm steps towards the two, bringing my hands up in front of me gesturing for the man to take things easy. “You talk big,” I openly mused, “but I know people like you. Don’t think you’re harder than you are,” I kept my eyes steady on the man, watching his knife carefully. In my gut, I felt certain that he wouldn’t try it.

The man slithered with the girl to his immediate right, pushing out a hard breath through his nose. He had to be considering running for it – or the worst case scenario, cutting and running.

Either way he’s signed his life away.

When I moved in close enough that the two were only a couple of feet away, I was getting ready to spring into action.

Both of them looked toward me, and the jerk kept warning me that he’d do it. Coward. That girl though, she huffed out a curse and managed to ball her fist, bringing it down hard against her attacker’s crotch.

The man reeled in pain, the knife getting pulled away from the girl’s body. It no doubt took every ounce of drugged up strength in his body to keep from falling to his knees. The girl broke free from the man’s grasp just as I crashed into the jerk’s body; flinging him with the full force of my person into the fence. Felt unreal, how good it felt to smash him up against it. To feel his bones thud and send out a vibration into me.

He winced in pain and the knife clattered against the sidewalk. I could see the fear of God that I’d put into him, his weak little body trembling beneath my touch. “Wait—“he started.

That was when I reared my fist back and launched it at his ugly face, loving the feel of his bones crunching against my knuckles. Pain shot out from my hand, but it was nothing that I wasn’t used to – so in half a heartbeat, I wound my fist up again and struck him a second time.

Shitstain here bellowed like the blitzed out jerk that he was, and blood leaked from his nose, getting slathered around his face with each new punch. I felt some of the life go out of him between his begging, and when I was satisfied with the hospital bill I’d racked up for the ingrate, I let him fold in on himself and sink to the floor. He groaned out loud and pawed at his wounds, tears running down his face.

I spit down at the man and brought my hand to his chin as that girl watched. She was like a deer in the headlights, witnessing a spectacle of carnage. Growled at the man: “Look at me,” I forced him to gaze up at me, “I know you’re high.” Higher than a Jamaican vacation with Marley and Hendrix as your guides, “but if you ever pull this trash again…I’ll find you. Don’t let there be a next time. Now nod,” I commanded.

The man wearily nodded to the best of his ability, and then slumped back into his curled up position.

I turned to face that girl and asked with sincerity, “You good?”
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Madeline

Everything just didn’t seem all that real in the moment, what with bleeding jerk over there and smoldering good looks jerk over here. My heart was still beating quick in my chest, tapping hard against my breastbone. “I’m fine,” I clipped, making sure to keep distance from the both of them.

“You’re shakin’,” the Biker pointed out, giving the man he’d just beat within to an inch of his life another quick look.

I hadn’t even noticed, but with him pointing it out – I did find my hands trembling a bit. “Just the adrenaline is all,” I countered, shrugging my shoulders and trying to look away from him. “Thanks for helping, I guess,” the words just rolled from my tongue, and immediately I wanted to take them back, but I kept on going, “I could have taken him.”

The handsome, muscular, God of a man stepped a heavy boot closer towards me. His eyebrows raised with disbelief, “You guess?” He pressed, “that jerk could have killed you, lady. He would have, if I hadn’t stepped in, so count yourself lucky.”

I snorted, “Lucky? I wouldn’t call near rape, or mugging, or whatever lucky,” I hated this physical pull that I was feeling. Not liking that one bit, I turned from the Biker and kept on the same way I was going – trying to push back the embarrassment and hurt in my chest.

“Where are you going?” The man pursued, and I could hear his boots kissing the sidewalk behind me. Some lights on the other side of the street went up, and it seemed like our commotion had brought some no longer needed attention.

“Home?” I replied like it was the most obvious thing in the world, craning my head to look back at my demon of a rescuer. There was this squeezing sensation on my heart; just couldn’t bring myself to act normal for two dang minutes. “What’s it matter to you?” I brought my head back, hoping that he didn’t see the water I knew was in my eyes.

“I saved your life,” he said gruffly, “it matters. You’re not going home alone,” the dude insisted. Really? “Further…why are you clothes wet?”

Stopping in my tracks, I turned my whole body to face him now, my eyes flicking to the side and noticing a concerned, older couple exiting their front door to survey what was happening. “None of your business, badass,” I decided that was a good name for him, then. I said it with a tone of mockery. Looking at him again, I took in the hard, handsome lines of his face – the powerful concern in his soulful, soil colored drops for eyes. He had a cool looking stud that ran through his lower lip, and my neurotic rear, for one fleeting moment, wondered what it’d be like to feel that rubbing up against my clit.

Incredible, why am I getting so turned on just being near this guy? Boys never had that strong of an effect on me. I nervously cleared my throat and put my hands on my hips, “I’ve handled myself fine before tonight. Before you, so back up, bub.”

The biker crossed his arms over one another, “Stop acting tough,” he argued, and I knew that he knew we were being watched. “Seriously,” he continued, “just let me take you home? How far is it from here?” He clicked his teeth and let out an exasperated breath, “I have somewhere I have to be, but whatever. If you want, I’ll do it,” he offered, “nobody should have to deal with trash like that alone.”

I chewed on his offer. I’d never ridden a motorcycle before, and even with my best efforts, the cold still easily clung to my clothes. Adjusting myself, I locked eyes with the man. “Just go do what you have to,” I tried to push him away, it was easier that way. Pushing people away. Simpler. “I’ll be okay, really.”

That was when he smiled, and I felt my breath leave me, “Darling, I’m my own man. I don’t take ‘no’ so easily,” he closed the distance between us, seemingly taken a cautious, respectful approach – worried that he’ll scare me away no doubt. I wondered briefly what Damien would think, with a guy like this talking to me, let alone helping me.

Standing and not saying anything didn’t feel like the brightest option, but I found my whole body was basically wrapped around this man’s proverbial finger. Learning how to breathe all over again, I took in a sharp breath through my nose – it was like sucking in fire around him.

He looked down at me and cocked his head at an angle, giving me an excellent view of his brown facial scruff. “You’d have said no again by now,” he growled in that sexy gravel tone, “or given me the finger like your rear did earlier, at least.”

Automatically I broke into a small smile at that, the lightest of laughter rolling from my chest.

As if that was all the invitation the man needed; he grunted as he scooped me up and over his shoulder caveman style.

“Whoa!” I responded, “let me down!” I swatted my hand at the biker’s strong, muscle-corded back. This sense of nervousness, excitement and euphoria pushed itself through my system.

“Relax,” he quipped, “I’ll let you down in a sec,” he promised, carrying me and placing me down on the seat of his motorcycle.

I narrowed my eyes, eyebrows knitting together in a simmering fury at his brashness. Still, I couldn’t deny a weird, foreign enthrallment that I had with the guy. “33rd street, last house on the left,” I grumbled through taut lips. “You make any funny turns I’m getting off this thing,” I told him.

He chuckled darkly and sat his rear down in front of me, adjusting his person and moving back the kickstand. “Wouldn’t recommend doing that. Easiest way to ruin that beautiful face.”

My inner self bashfully turned itself away, and I was thankful that he wasn’t looking at me then. Knew for a fact my cheeks would be turning pink.

How lame.

***

We cruised for a good ten minutes, and honestly I felt relieved at not having to walk all the way home. I’d treated the guy like a real jerk, and deep down I knew that I didn’t want to be that way. Sadness wrapped itself around my bones and I tried to focus on the feel of the road as we flew through the night.

It helped some.

Further, feeling the crackling energy of the righteous man was starting to thaw the coldness that had so long bloomed in my chest. For a moment, I was this close to convincing myself that everything was about to change – that my life was going to get back on track and that it could all be like it once was. Internal me scoffed, and I tightened my squeeze against the man’s midsection; focusing on the hardness of his no doubt chiseled abs.

We turned onto my street and I called out for him to stop. Thankfully, he did as I requested and pulled up to the curb, a good six or seven neighbors away from where Mom and Dad were hopefully sleeping.

The biker killed his engine and look back at me, “What’s up?” He asked.

“Just want to get off here is all,” I told him before slipping off of the bike, still delighting in the vibrations that the beast had given me between my legs. Garbage. I was going to have to shimmy out of those panties before sleeping tonight.

“You want to get off, huh?” Something about his bassy voice, it just did something to my stomach. There was a mischievousness to his tone.

“Yeah,” I repeated, giving him a look as if to say ‘that is what I just told you, dude.’

He smirked and kicked up the stand on his bike, and then pushed himself off of it, moving over to my side. “I’ll walk you home,” he insisted.

Knowing that he was probably going to do this regardless as to what I said, I went along with it. “Alright,” I sighed, “but if it looks like my Dad is awake, you need to disappear, got it?”

The man nodded his head, and we walked down the street together, quietly for half of a minute. There was only the sound of our shoes and the music of crickets, and the nervous tick of my heart, to keep us company.

It was a strange, but comforting kind of silence.

The gruff man cleared his throat, and when I looked over to him – it still astounded me how tall and broad shouldered he was. “Name’s Gabriel, but I guess a budding ice queen such as yourself doesn’t do names.”

I smirked and gave him a playful glare, “I was tough, I admit it,” I bit my lip. Why did apologizing have to be so hard? And why did he have to be so…deliciously distracting. “I’m sorry,” I said it like I was going to have to pull my teeth after the words left my lips. “Thank you for saving me, back there. Don’t know how that would have gone without you,” I finally admitted, trying to push back the replaying scene from my head and heart.

“It’s all good,” he said in a warm, comforting voice.

Thankfully all the lights inside of my parent’s place were off. “You can call me MJ,” I added, “not like you’ll see me any time soon, I guess,” I brushed back a stray of black hair.

Gabriel hummed, “So like Mary Jane?”

“Madeline,” I corrected, giving him a lazy half smile. We stood just outside the small picket fence of my parent’s front lawn, and if the NSA was watching us right now – I was certain that we’d make quite the bizarre scene. Part of me wanted to shake his hand, or even better, hug him. But that part of me was small and something that I kept buried; something that I had to keep in check.

From where I was standing, with the way his chocolate eyes looked down and searched mine, I could tell that he was thinking something similar. Like the heat between us was so frightening, that neither of us dared to get close enough – lest we end up with our lips crashing together.

We were two animals passing in the night, and just as quick as we came into each other’s lives: we were gone.
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Madeline

“Wait!” I cried out, running up to the side of the silver bus, my black messenger bag pressing down against my back and shoulder with every stride. When I reached the door of the bus, and I tapped on the glass, the driver inside sighed and slid the door open for me. Stepping up into the vehicle, I managed to catch my breath for a brief moment and mouth ‘thank you’ to the driver. Some small part of me wondered, as the first skittering fingers of paranoia brushed against my skin: Did he know what I did? Could he see that my pupils were surely dilated? Doesn’t matter, nobody cares anyway.

After a hurried moment, I pulled out my bus card and slid it through the scanner – a satisfied beep filling my ears and a green light popping up for half of a second.

I settled into one of the backmost seats and set down my messenger bag, pulling out my phone and earbuds. I’d overslept last night, had too much trouble calming down after everything that happened. I was torn between the humiliation that Christopher made me endure; the harshness that Damien continuously exhibited, the near rape from that sick mongrel, and the delightful tightness that I painfully felt throughout the hours over the rugged Gabriel.

Tilting my head to look out the window as the bus joined traffic, I cursed beneath my breath at remembering his name. The smell of him came back to me, and when I flicked over to my favorite song on Spotify, Van Nuys – Sixx AM, I closed my eyes and the image of him swam through my mind.

Was it normal to feel so helpless? To surrender to such fine sights and simple pleasures? There was a finger of warmth that pressed against my heart, and as the chorus grew it felt like all my pain was being soaked up by that moment I’d never get back. That fleeting, wondrous connection with a stranger in the strange, darkly messed up world that was me and my life.

Nothing had been the same since those years. Since that day. Hated myself for letting it all come to this.

***

Age Sixteen – Three Years Earlier

We were sitting courtside, on our own private island of the bench, as the other girls continued to play a round of volleyball at school. Josie pointed at one of the girls, Bethany Lyles, and commented about how she had the meanest serve in school. If there was one thing that I loved back then, about Josie, it was that she always had something to say – always some way to fill up the boring doldrums of life. Where I still had long platinum hair (no streaks) she sported a brown, pixie style crown of hair.

She had just gotten done telling me about how Darcy Mae was found in the bathroom crying; how her on again, off again boyfriend, Lyle Atkins, had poked their condoms full of holes to get her pregnant. How could anyone be so criminally disgusting, was almost beyond me.

Almost.

Josie covered her tiny mouth with her equally small hand, and giggled before leaning closer to me. “We would so be boned without her, I’m telling you. Beth probably gets a lot of practice with that hand,” Josie elbowed me and her lips curled into a smile.

“You get plenty of hand practice,” I japed.

Josie rolled her eyes, “Not for long, my JJ.”

“Oh?” Just what did that mean.

“Yeah,” Josie teased. “You see with you all being cold and rude—“

“I wouldn’t be if people weren’t such tools.”

She shoved at my shoulder, “Hey! Let me finish, see? Proving my point. Look, being nice and flirty gets you places, why can’t you get that through your thick…” Josie quickly veered into her silly mode and gave me this entranced look, her fingers moving close to my hair. “Beautiful – so gorgeous I totally don’t plan on cutting it all off in the middle of the night – hair covered skull.”

Laughter rolled from my chest and I scooted away from her, telling her to stay far, far away.

Naturally, she slid her butt closer to me and I sighed. Josie said: “But uh, yeah,” I could see that she was starting to grow pink in the cheeks, and this was very much unlike my best friend.

If there was ever a moment in time that I wish I could have gone back and placed myself anywhere but where I was…

It was this innocuous moment.

Our eyes met briefly, and Josie confessed, “I got Damien to invite me to his house party this Friday. I really think he likes me, MJ.” 

Maybe it was some darkness from years ago, when Brandon committed suicide. I shuddered at the thought. But for some reason, I felt the true, crushing weight of loneliness.

The lines on Josie’s face softened, and concern was clear in her golden eyes, “Are you okay?”

Answering that felt like the hardest question I’d ever been asked. “Yeah,” I told her, “yeah I’m okay, it’s just. I mean. Isn’t he kind of a jerk?”

Josie shrugged as the girls went back and forth on the court, their athletic sneakers making a squeaking symphony of noise. “Who isn’t a jerk around here?” She countered. The sound of that volleyball being punted up high filled my ears. “Besides, MJ, he’s freaking hot as sin! Please tell me you wouldn’t jump him in a heartbeat, go ahead. Lie to me girl.”

I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest, looking between Josie and the court. “Okay, he is hot, I guess,” I tried to play it off, the attraction that I’d felt to him. But I knew he was nothing but trouble, nothing but a prick. Concern worked away at my heart for Josie, I couldn’t just let her make this mistake. “But really, I’m sure you’ve heard.”

“Heard what?” She asked.

“That he sells. You know, that he sells—“ I brought my voice to a whisper and gestured with little head bobs, “drugs?”

“Yeah but I’m tired of being some dude’s meal ticket,” she admitted. “Bethanny does K,” she pointed out. K being Ketamine. “Hannah does Percs and Jessica chain smokes, like let’s be real here our friends are always into something. If it’s not drugs it’s alcohol, if it’s not alcohol it’s tobacco. It’s always something.”

“That doesn’t just make it okay,” I argued, rivulets of fire burning up my chest. I narrowed my eyes at her, “this is serious, you think he’s all sunshine and rainbows? It’s no secret he hurts people.”

Guess it was my tone of voice, but she didn’t like hearing what I was saying now. Josie straightened out aggressively in her place on the bench, the sound of sneakers punctuating the growing tension between us. “Excuse me? Where do you get off?”

“Relax,” I turned to face her now and brought my hands to my knees, “I’m trying to save you heartbreak here—“

“We’re the same age,” her nose flared, “so don’t go and pretend that you’re my senior here. And while you’re on your high horse, it’s not like,” she shook her head. “It’s not like I’m going around blowing dudes in the bathroom stall.”

The thorns of anger pricked away at me, and intoxicating heat brushed up against the back of my neck. “Forget you,” I said in a quiet, seething anger, offended that she’d throw such a thing in my face. “I told you those were rumors. Would you just chill for two seconds and listen to me?” I pleaded with my eyes as much as my mouth, the hurt worming its way through my chest. We’d argued plenty, but this was new levels of trash. “Damien sells drugs, you’ve got the hots for him. You don’t do drugs, neither of us do – why the heck would you get mixed up with him?”

Josie shot up from the bench, “Because I’m tired of being alone!” She whisper-shouted, her body trembling almost imperceptibly. When a couple of girls stopped paying attention to the game and looked over towards us, Josie slinked away to the bathrooms.

***

I was mentally exhausted after finishing up my three classes – one of which, being Philosophy, I had managed to nap through without being called out on by professor Gerald. After grabbing a cannoli from one of the local hole-in-the-wall shops, I called Damien several times only to get his answering machine. Frustrated, I hopped back on the bus and pulled out my phone; scrolling through my contacts list. My eyes caught sight of that doctor who’d stabilized me. It’d been a few months, and I’d told myself that I would call her – take her up on the offer she’d extended to me. But I always seemed to put it off.

Flicking my finger against the screen, I tapped my father’s portrait and rang his number – already coming up with the lie that I was going to spin. Could feel it in my bones again, that cool-burning need to smoke it. Every nerve in my body urged me to curl up into a ball and cry; I’d been using way too much lately, and it was starting to affect every action of my life. This wasn’t the plan, originally. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

Idiot, idiot, idiot. I pushed out a long, shuddering, pissed-off breath as my phone continued to ring. I needed to get away from Damien, needed to get away from everything. I’d only went to college to try and please my parents, any ambition I had going into it was just…not there anymore. Shuffling around in my seat, my eyes crawled over the passengers of the musty smelling bus. Smelled like old and piss and heaven knows what else. Felt like everyone was watching me, burning cigarette like holes into my skin.

The last thought that I had before Dad picked up was when I was ten and Mom was still bartending, how she was showing me how to mix drinks and I’d rambled onto her about how I wanted to be a ballerina. This was before I’d gotten into shades of black and blue; before I started listening to Gojira and a bunch of black metal. If she ever knew I still thought back on those early years, she’d probably howl with laughter in my face.

Dad, in his grizzled voice said, “Maddie, where are you?”

“Hey Dad,” it was the strangest thing, to recognize that I was using my ‘I have to lie now’ voice. Still, couldn’t do a thing to mask it. “I’m on the bus right now, but uh, I’m not coming home ‘till later.”

Silence. Total silence. That was when you knew he was at the height of his patience wearing thin, when you could tell he was grinding his teeth just trying to formulate the best way to unleash his anger. “That is not what we agreed on, Madeline.”

My face fell downwards and it gutted me to hear him talk in that patronizing tone. “I know.”

“Then why,” he growled.

“It’s okay,” I tried to assuage his building rage, “really, it is. I’m going to Elizabeth’s.”

“Really,” he was incredulous.

I shifted in my seat on the bus as the vehicle made a slow, massive turn. “Yes, Dad.” Pins and needles pricked away at my guts.

“If I call Lizzie’s mother later tonight, am I going to like what I hear?”

Incredible. “I mean we’ll be out most of the night, you really don’t have to do that.”

“Out where?” He growled.

“Just, out? I don’t know? We’ll probably get picked up by one of her friends, maybe go to the bar.”

“You promised me you’d get your act together,” the worst part about all of this, was that I could hear that subtle hurt in Dad’s voice. “If you hurt your mother again,” I pictured him shaking his head, heard the tight ball that formed in his throat, “don’t make me regret trusting you, MJ. Just, please.”

I sank back further into my seat, and my body felt like it weighed twice as much as it normally did. The weight of my deception was killing me, and in my head I told myself all the things I needed to do – to get on that right path.

But my heart kept steering me to the wrong place, to the wrong people. To the wrong person.
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Madeline

After spending most of my bus ride lost in my own thoughts, dreading the idea of working my shift at Alicia’s Diner tomorrow night, I’d made it to Damien’s brownstone apartment. The battered lobby contained a small stairway, which housed three levels of medium sized living quarters. There was a large red rug that sat below the first old door; it was dusted and frayed at its ends. I placed my hand on the railing of the staircase and began my ascent, glancing up at some sloppy haired man in his thirties – he was wearing a blue crewneck, had black hair and a weeks-worth of scruff.

We greeted one another non-verbally and moved right past each other, and I turned my head briefly to get one more quick look at him. Continuing onward, I moved to the second floor where Damien’s door was waiting for me.

Neon lights swam through my head, blinking: Turn back now, you idiot. Guess I’d always been hard wired to self-destruct, or maybe the urges to get myself in over my head came from all the pain I’d soaked up.

So, I ignored those warning lights in my mind. Just like I always seemed to do.

I didn’t bother knocking. Turned the handle and found it wouldn’t budge, so I pounded on the face of the door and called out to Damien.

The lock on the handle itself came first, and then I heard the sound of the chain rattling off of its place. Damien swung the door open with a pissed off look on the lines of his face, a lit cigarette hanging from his lips. His hard, dilated eyes scanned me up and down, “Thought you were still pissed at me,” he huffed, his cigarette bobbing with his lips.

“Still am,” I purred in a sass, tilting my head and shoving my way passed him. In my head, I told myself that I was just here for what Damien had hooked me on.

In my heart, the knife twisted an inch into me at the thought of being alone.

Damien took a drag of his cigarette and slammed the door much harder than needed, locking up in an agitated manner. “Get me a glass of ice water since you got me up, princess jerk.”

I rounded the corner into his simple, if not disorganized and cluttered, living room. Elizabeth Portnoy and Jake Flynn were sitting there on the sliced up red couch; something that Damien had gotten off of one of his clients, one that had refused to cough up the money that he’d owed him. Basically it was his sick medal of a day’s hard work. Craning my head back, I responded: “Get it yourself and stop being such a prick,” it wasn’t playful, the way that we spoke.

Glimpsing an image most beautiful in my head, I thought back, for that brief infinity, and saw that Biker’s irresistible face. With those pensive eyes that made me forget how to breathe.

Elizabeth and Jake, more friends of Damien than my friends, really, let out nervous tittering. They were trying to play off the awkwardness and cruelty of our sycophantic relation. Where Liz had this punk green hair done in a ponytail, Jake had a shaggy bed head of medium length brown hair.

I waved to the two and plunked myself down at the end of the couch. “Sorry,” I felt the need to apologize.

Elizabeth shook her head, “It’s okay,” she offered.

My eyes slid down to the glass pipe and lighter in her hands, and it felt like my stomach dropped right out of my body. She must have noticed the way I was looking at it, because Elizabeth’s brows glided upward, and then she lazily passed the gear to me. Trying to act non-chalant about it, I grabbed it from her as Damien walked back into the living room with a bottle of water.

He stalked across the room and over to the couch, sitting between me and Elizabeth and muttering some agitated string of words beneath his breath. Tilted his head back, drank for a moment, and then looked toward me out of the corner of his eye. “Don’t hog it all, MJ,” he warned with that degrading tone, and instantly my mind snapped back to the last time that I’d pissed him off.

Made my gut wrench just thinking back on it.  When I brought the pipe to my lips, Damien slung an arm behind me and over my shoulders, leaving a trail of disgust wherever he managed to touch. I waved the thumb of fire around the base of the glass; the chamber filling with pearly-white smoke – then I pulled in a long, ecstatic drag of smoke.

The high was so intense, so pure and gut punching that my insides vibrated with this basic, primal joy. Blood just flowed differently when I was high, like liquid fire swam to every inch of my being. It was easy, sinking back into the couch and exhaling the white from my blue colored lips. Harder to give up the pipe itself, but Damien took it from me all the same – he filled it up quickly with half a gram and took a hit.

All that pain, all that darkness that buried itself beneath my porcelain surface – it vanished just like the smoke in the air. Jake was fiddling with his smartphone, whilst Elizabeth was trying to find something to watch on TV. Or maybe she was just amused at switching the channels one after the other.

Damien leaned over to me and kissed at my neck, but it was like it barely registered. I felt nothing from it, there was no passion, no love – and all lust had long since been removed from our personal equation. He breathed in my air with a certain anger to his tone, “You gonna apologize, yet?”

“For what?” I murmured in response.

He just looked at me with those spiteful, demanding eyes. “You embarrassed me last night,” I could hear the impatience in his voice; Jake and Liz were going on about some local band now, no doubt trying to shut us out from ruining their high.

“You were being a jerk,” I told him straight up, the prescription from Dr. Feel Good still flowing through me. Of course, this wasn’t anything new. Damien knew he was a piece of trash, he just didn’t care.

Damien flicked his tongue across his lips and straightened in his place, the veins around his neck beginning to become visible. His hand on my shoulder jumped to the back of my head and he balled his hand into a fist, pulling on my hair. Pain blossomed, and he said, “You need to watch your tongue.”

Giving out a low kind of squeal from the pain, I moved against his touch and pushed at him, trying to create space between us. “Let go,” I said, “you’re hurting me.”

Right then, Elizabeth sluggishly pulled at him, telling Damien to get off of me. Jake inched away from the three of us, and could only seem to stare anxiously.

With a single motion, Damien shoved Elizabeth off of his person and growled, “Stay out of this.”

I pulled at his wrist as hard as I could, but it just wasn’t getting me anywhere. “Damien,” I pleaded, a swirl of pain and serene absence caressing me. I wanted to tell him off, tell him that if he touched me like that for a second longer I’d break one of his filthy fingers – but he was much too strong, and I considered it easier to play weak. “Just let me go? Okay?”

Liz parroted, “Seriously dude.”

The lines of anger on Damien’s face gentled, and he took a deep breath.

Even Jake spoke up, “We didn’t come over for this…”

Damien kept his gaze on me, and finally let go, his lips curling into a smirk. “Yeah,” he said, “yeah you’re right,” he brushed his hand along his nose and sniffed, tilting closer to Liz and Jake. “I’m sorry,” his apology felt hollow. He turned his head back over to me, and his eyes told me everything that I needed to know. “I am,” he said, “I’m sorry, MJ. You know, I just get crazy when you push me like that. You pushed me last night and…” he stopped himself, and then shook his head. 

I just rubbed at the spot where he’d pulled my hair, trying to soothe myself of the fading pain. Apology not accepted, jerk. 

We smoked and hung out, the four of us, for maybe another hour or two at the most. Jake had fallen asleep on his end of the couch with his bowl of Tortilla chips beneath him, his hand draped over it. Elizabeth was starting to nod off to, a thin line of drool escaping the side of her mouth. She’d had more than me, and that was where I wanted to be.

Geeked out and away from it all. Damien had the pipe, and was rolling it between the palms of his hands as he stared lazily at whatever gameshow was playing. Every now and again, checking his phone for texts – no doubt relating to his lackeys and what they were pushing.

I reached my delicate hand out to him, asking with the look in my eyes first before saying, “Can I?”

He turned his head and knitted his brows together, “You just had a hit,” he chastised, continuing to roll the pipe, “no. You can’t,” he exaggerated the words with the motions of his mouth.

“Baby,” I begged, and sickly worms crawled through me at even calling him that. “I need a bump,” the urge was gnawing away at my will, and the stress of it all was choking my soul. “Please?” I asked again, inching my hand up his wrist and to the end of the pipe.

“No,” he responded much more sternly.

I licked my lips and felt the stinging behind my eyes – every bone in my body was hating me and every nerve was demanding I get another go-round. When I pursued and trying to grab the pipe, Damien met my aggression with his own; pulling away and pushing at me with his one hand. I kept going after it, and the world around me felt like I was wading through a thick sludge: “Please,” I said, “Damien. Just, just one more.”

That was when the anger really hit him. “I said no,” he snapped, slapping my hand away, before rearing his hand back again and striking my face.

I moved with the force of his blow, the back of his hand rocking me – a stinging pain and a dull sort of ache blooming where he’d hit. I yelped out in pain and immediately brought my hand to my face, feeling the sting behind my eyes intensify and a thorn of rage prick at my chest. Stared at him for what felt like forever, the way his gaze smoldered with this perverted authority over me. He wasn’t regretting what he did in the least, and he never did.

This was him at his truest form. And just like how he snapped, so too, did I.

Everything crystalized in that burning moment, where I wanted to grab him by the throat and choke the life out of him – call him every name in the book for the way he’d treated me. The way I’d let him treat me. This wasn’t like the past. This was a different kind of clarity.

Every part of me was ready. “That’s it,” I said, surprised at my own level of calm and sobriety in speaking. “That’s it,” I repeated, the curious laugher and anger rising up my chest and rolling from me, “that’s the last time.”

“What?” He narrowed his gaze, trying to pinion me where I was. “Sit down, MJ,” Damien barked, I hadn’t gotten up yet but he knew. He knew that I was done. And his cowardly rear was scared.

It only emboldened me more. “No,” I susurrated with a deathly venom, my face twisting into a pained scowl. “No, I told you before. I’ve told you, Damien. That’s it,” I said, getting up – and he must have been shocked at this, because he didn’t even bother stopping me.

His jaw fell and his mouth became some-what agape.

I wasn’t nearly done. There was an image that burned through my mind, of the way that guy had looked at me like I wasn’t just some ivory box to keep on a shelf. Standing was proving a challenge in and of itself, but I backed up a few shaky steps from Damien. “We’re done,” I said, “and we should have been done a long time ago.”

Liz’s sleepy eyes slid over to me, and I swore I saw the beginning of a smile.

After a moment, Damien just laughed, like it was nothing at all. “Incredible,” he said, pushing himself off of the couch and slinking over to me, getting dangerously close. “You can’t leave me, you never could – you need me.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t,” and after a heartbeat, I turned away and glided toward the door of his rented out brownstone. His hand caught me, and he called out my name – pissed beyond belief. Forcibly pulling my hand free in a single motion, to catch him off guard; I didn’t even look back at his pathetic rear.

It was time to put him and this chapter behind me.

For once, and for all.

 

  
    
    6
    
  




  
6

Gabriel

The clubhouse had really come into its own after spending some time giving it a lot of TLC. The foundation of the building was stone, and it was located on the outskirts of town. It was a mechanic’s shop originally, and we’d made sure to keep that part of it purring along smoothly – getting a small, steady set of work.

Inside, the front lobby that had once looked like a sparse, lifeless office, was now our thriving pleasure lounge. It’s receptionist desk had been repurposed to become a sort of makeshift bar, with the wooden paneling being redone and a nasty looking deer head plastered above it. There were prospects buzzing about, and I raised my chin at Sexton, who was playing pool with Haymitch.

Sexton was a bull of a man, and was always one to pull the douche move of wearing sunglasses at all times. He raised his square jaw at me in response, a small smile walking along the lines of his hard face. We let him get away with that quirk though, because at the end of the day he was one of the truest, kindest brothers you could get to know – although you’d need tranquilizers to keep that dog leashed. He was always hounding from one piece of rear to the next.

I moved over to the bar and grabbed an ice cold bottle of Coors, clearing my throat at our local bartending talent Chelsea. She’d fallen on some hard times, and I’d known her kind of when we were just kids in highschool – in the sense that I’d get picked on by her a lot at lunch. Always kind of figured she had a crush on me or something, and it wasn’t anything personal – but I never felt that attraction. Not that she wasn’t drop dead sexy; maybe if things had gone differently, I’d be balls deep inside of her – any other man would be.

Chelsea turned around, not spooked in the slightest, and gave me that kind, nostalgic smile. “G man,” she greeted, her voice smooth as buttermilk. To me? Chelsea was just good, loving Chelsea. A friend that I knew I could trust.

“Keepin’ the boys loose I see,” I bashed the cap of the beer on the end of the counter, a satisfying pop and hiss punctuating the air. Tilted my head back and let the icy brew coat my throat, downing the bottle in a single go.

“Mm-hm,” she said, “have to keep the bills paid somehow.”

“You know we don’t charge you for the room,” I teased, giving her a warm smile and setting the bottle on the counter. “And yet, you still insist on paying…”

“It wouldn’t feel right,” she defended, swaying her body to the right a bit. Chelsea was a year my senior at the age of twenty four, but she looked maybe just twenty one. Had hips for days, and a killer hourglass figure – she wasn’t as tall as that bona-fide beauty I’d spotted last night, but she also wasn’t as petite in frame. Where Madeline had long platinum hair with rocking black streaks, Chelsea kept her blond hair done in pony-tailed dreads – with a striking, close buzz cut on the sides of her hair.

Made her kind of look like a Viking or something. Like I said, good looking woman, and an honest heart – now if she could just stop getting her pussy mixed up with bad toe, the world might be blessed with some pretty decent kids one day.

Chelsea, with those sweet stormy eyes, looked me over once. “You turning in?”

“Yeah, exhausted Chel. In fact, think I’ll do for another beer,” the words came out too hard, but the stress of scoping out a few confirmed meets of the Los Demonios was getting to me. I’d never tell a soul, but ever since that day in the coffee shop; I just hadn’t been the same. Messed me up inside dwelling on it.

“You deserve it,” her eyes crinkled and like she knew just what I needed, she stepped up to me and wrapped her arms around me – giving me a hug. She could barely fit herself around all of my muscle and build, but I gave her ample mental props for trying.

“Alright, alright,” I said, “this ain’t a free show, lady. Hands come off now,” I put my hands on her hips and tried to push her away, but she just kept clinging to me like a blasted cat.

“No!” She laughed and then made some exaggerated sniffing noises, “you smell good. Like you’d been rolling like a dog in pine needles, I think.”

I grunted, picking her up – she squeaked at that – and setting her back on her feet a bit away from me. “I’m not a dog,” I replied, brushing past her with an arrogant smirk, “and it’s something called cologne. You know, the stuff they sell to make you girls cream your panties,” I reached for another beer and promptly opened it, letting the cap fall to the floor.

She smiled, a sweet smile like most of the girls did; honestly, it just made me think about Madeline – and the way that she flipped me off. I liked my girls sweet. Liked ‘em even more with some spice, though. “It takes more than that,” she purred, looking at me with eyes I was familiar with. It wasn’t arrogance on my part, just fact: I could bed her right now. Take her to one of the guest rooms, rip off her tight jeans and fit my lusting cock inside those no doubt, tight, pink little lips. Chelsea stepped forward, and I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t an inkling of heat that I felt in return. She placed a finger on my chest and looked up at me, time seeming to come to a standstill.

I tilted my head, and just as I saw her going on the offensive – I brought the beer to my lips and sipped, bringing a hand up to her soft face. “I gotta get my beauty sleep, keep these rowdy sons-ah-jerks in check for me?”

Chelsea’s eyes glinted with disappointment, and I felt a small twinge of guilt – a tiny finger of regret. Had I acted so wrong? “I will,” she said, she batted her lashes a couple of times and smoothed out her black tanktop.

Nodding in understanding, I sauntered on by and turned my head one last time to look at her. “And Chels?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re a keeper,” I said it quieter than I should have, but didn’t want the guys to see me acting soft. They thought I was too much of a puppy as is. “One day, you’ll find the guy for you – and everyone before that one? They are going to be signs in the rear view. Trust on that.”

Chels gave me that smile again, communicating enough with the film of water in her eyes.

I drank that beer before I could even get to my designated guest room, my mind replaying that night with Madeline every time I blinked – and when my head finally hit the cool of the pillow; found myself only able to toss and turn, muttering low: Idiot.
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Madeline

Feeling the knife in my pocket, I tried to convince myself that I’d be okay. It was tempting to consider taking an Uber home, but at the end of the day, money was money. And I’d never had very much. I felt my phone vibrate in my jeans and a wave of sickness washed over me.

That sickness turned to anger. Flashes of Damien taking my body burned through my mind, and I felt my nails dig into my skin, as I balled my hands into fists. It kept pulsing, and I kept getting angrier and angrier. Sitting there in the back of my mind, was the horrible seed of doubt that had taken root the times in the past, that I’d tried to end things.

This time, I was going to stick with it. I’ll get into rehab again, and I’ll ask Mom and Dad to help me – ask them for forgiveness.

Finally, after several minutes, I checked my phone just to be sure. When I saw that mongrels name, I turned the stupid phone off.

Sadness crept through me as I climbed up an incline of grass and dirt, making my way through a thin thicket of Evergreen Trees. It wasn’t like me to look down on myself, but I couldn’t help but wonder.

Was I worth forgiveness?

Sweat dampened my hoodie by the time that I’d managed to get home, the moon full and fat in the blackened sky – a plethora of crickets chirping away unseen. My gut dropped when I approached the front of the house. The living room lights were on, and though it wasn’t fully in my line of sight – I swore that I could see Dad sitting there in his maroon recliner.

Nothing got past Dad. Like, ever. He’ll know where I was, and even worse, I’m positive he’ll easily figure out I’m up in space right now.

I drew in a breath and looked around the front yard, trying to decide what to do. I could try sneaking in the back, but even if he didn’t hear me, the stairs will be in sight enough for him to catch me. Dang. There just wasn’t any way around it, unless I stayed out all night. Though, that could be worse…maybe. I sighed, resigning myself to the bed that I’d made, and stepped up to the white front door – slipping my hand in the pocket of my hoodie and taking out a golden key.

When I got inside and to the living room, Dad was looking at me with an untamed fury.

His gray eyes, behind those black rimmed glasses, followed me as I shuffled a few steps closer. “This what constitutes as later?” The whip was in his voice, every word another lash against me. “MJ…”

Everything still felt floaty. I averted my eyes from his glare and put my hand on my wrist, “I got caught up.”

“Right,” he said, “come here and let me look at you,” Dad pushed himself from his recliner, the silvery wisps of his pushed back hair moving with him. When I didn’t immediately slink over to him for inspection, he violently growled: “Now, Madeline Jane. I know your ears work,” he fumed.

I wanted to get clean, wanted to find the peace I’d lost since Brandon…but the way Dad yelled at me just triggered something inside. Like salt on the wound, and the horrible urge to pick at a scab, I foolishly fought back. “Why?” I cried out, straightening out my back and pulling in a breath – I started to make my way for the stairs. “I was just having fun Dad, didn’t you ever do that? I wasn’t getting high so just leave me alone. Please.” Warmth pressed at the back of my neck.

Saying that was a mistake.

It only made him angrier. The lines of his face twisted into something dark. Most days, my father Cedric was good and caring and always one to listen. But when I acted the way that I did, and sometimes, once in a blue moon, even when I wasn’t being the way that I was, he would turn into something else. This frightening creature of a man. “Incredible,” he spat and made angry strides to intercept me.

Felt like the world was one big hole that I just couldn’t stop from falling down. I shuffled backwards trying to keep him away from me; it was the shame that tore me apart, the guilt that I’d lied to him earlier – he already saw me as the villain, just like everyone else in my life. “Dad—“

“Come here,” his voice was a harsh whisper, and his hand shot out to grab my wrist. “Look at me,” he said, pulling hard and forcing me into place, “look at me. Look. See? God did you really think we weren’t going to notice?”

I tried to look away still, shaking my head as my ears picked up on the sound of a light turning on above us. “You’re hurting me,” I said, and when he eased his grip, I slipped my arm away.

His eyes became a shade softer, “Maddy…” he placed his hands on my shoulders while Mom crept down the stairs. “Why do this to yourself? I didn’t raise you to be like this, sweetheart.”

Everything started to go dead inside, and the greater part of me just wanted to crumple to the floor and be alone.

The stairs creaked in displeasure as Mom descended the last steps, her hand resting on the railing. “Cedric?” She asked, her sleepy voice tinged with worry, “Maddy. What’s going on?”

Dad looked to her, “Nothing, she just got home late,” he lied. Was it out of shame? Fresh stabs of it plunged into me. “Go ahead and go back to sleep,” he urged, and then sighed.

Of course Mom was never going to do that. So she stayed there at the mouth of the stairway, her brow raising. “Are you okay, Maddy?” Her voice was filled with genuine concern. She was wearing her blue nightgown, and her dark blond hair that fell just past her shoulders.

“Yes,” I replied, “I’m just tired,” that part wasn’t a fib, “can we all just go to bed?”

Mom’s blue eyes worked over me, no doubt trying to discern if she was dealing with sober me, or high me.

I tried to move past Dad, but he moved in front of me, “Hey we’re not done here young lady.”

My eyes slid between them, and I quietly pleaded with Dad to just drop it. Whisper soft, I told him, “Please Dad, I-I’m sorry okay?” Slipping my gaze down to my feet, I licked my lips, “I want to get better…I broke—“

“You need to get better, Madeline,” he scolded, cutting me off.

“Is she high, Cedric?” Mom asked.

Fire jumped in me, “I know! Okay?”

“Yeah well not from where I’m standing,” he placed his hands on his hips, and that darkened mask came back again.

“Cedric,” Mom urged, looking like she was almost ready to rip his head off if he didn’t talk to her.

“Ashley,” his voice was tinged with agitation, “go back to sleep. I’m handling this.” He looked at her.

The hurt sank into my bones, and the embarrassment was starting to drive me mad. “Dad, I’ll do it okay? I can do this,” I urged, “I want to try rehab again.”

Dad brought his face back to me, “I don’t believe you, Maddy. Really,” he snorted and then gave a dark, chuckled amusement that made my guts wrench. “I just don’t anymore. The way you dress was one thing, the way you – you coast through life—“

“Cedric,” Mom was trying to soften the edge in his voice.

He kept going, “I’ve lost my little girl. We lost our boy, and you know – he’d just be so ashamed, Madeline. We’ve lost you.”

The next words out of my mouth came out in a bitter legato: “Maybe he wouldn’t have offed himself if you hadn’t kept pushing.”

Mom gasped, and Dad’s face contorted into this horrible mask of disgust and disdain. When the back of his hand moved, to me it only looked like a blur. It struck me hard, and I bellowed as I fell to the floor.

She called out his name, flew over to him and pushed at his chest before moving to me.

The pain throbbed hard in my cheek, and I sniffled as I looked up at them.

Mom tried to help me up, asking if I was okay. Dad looked horrified at what he’d done, and he slowly tried to approach us with outstretched hands – apologizing over and over.

With the help of my mother, I picked myself up and squeezed out a hot tear. I couldn’t look at them a second longer, so I dashed over to the door and tried to ignore them calling out for me as I disappeared into what remained of the night.
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Gabriel

It was already past midday and I’d been lucky enough to get some time off of reconnaissance duty. So I was sitting my happy rear down on the blue, behemoth of a couch, located in the front lounge. Word around the way, was that Sexton had gone off with a few prospects to scope out one of the clubs that the Steel Knights owns. Guess it was intended that he talk, or more likely in his case, idiot, some intel out of the girls on just what our old, wayward brotherhood was up to. Rubbish had been quiet, except as of the last four weeks. More and more people were letting us know that the New Knights were being called ‘posers’ or ‘gash owned piss-boys.’

Made my blood boil to hear them tear us down like that, after all that we’d done and worked for. 

Ignited an itch that I couldn’t scratch, to bust a few heads and let them know what was what. Couldn’t imagine how Luke kept such a cool head about it. Guess that’s what he runs this show and not me – I sipped my beer, sinking back further into the comfort of the couch. Never was one to lead up front, anyway. Controlling things from the shadows was more my style.

There was a noise behind me of the door being opened. Haymitch and our newest golden boy Prospect, Madwild, walked on through the clubhouse’s front doors. Craned my head to look over at ‘em and sipped my Steel Reserve. “You guys look like trash,” I said, a cocky smile spreading on my face. They were dressed up in their blue mechanic uniforms; a few splotches of sweat had dampened their clothes, and I could make out a thin layer of sweat covering their heads – stains of oil were evident, all along their fingers.

Just recently patched, Haymitch Patchwork Pondarose shot a glare my way, “Yeah well while you’re sitting around getting your drink on, we’re busting rear.” Haymitch strode over towards the bar, running a hand through his dampened, dark brown hair. He had a thick head full of it, and typically it was parted hard to the left with some hemp styling gel.

“Being Vice President has benefits, Patch.” And it had plenty of its downsides too, my mind went back to that ambush – the sound of hellfire roaring through the tight, little café that was crowded with civilians. The kiss of bullets, and the sickly warmth that had flooded me; I remember falling to my knees and being filled with so much hate, so much anger.

Pulling me from the moment, Madwild walked on over to the back of the couch, a tight smirk on his lips as he looked at me with his purple eyes. Not that they were natural in any way; those were all the contacts that he had to wear. He told us that before he was even six-frigging-teen, that he couldn’t see the menus anymore at Taco Bell. 

Jethro Madwild Constantine, then placed his big rear hands – which were more like bear claws – on top of the couch, and swung himself over it – plopping down beside me. The man extended a hand to me, and we clasped, giving one another a brotherly nod. “I’m dying over here,” the man called out in his baritone voice. He then went straight for the icy, sixteen ounce Steel Reserve in my hand.

We battled over it briefly, before the man finally conceded. Thirsty or no, like mad he was gonna get at my brew. There was a bright smile on Mad’s face, and he lurched back into his side of the couch. He looked over to Haymitch, “Get me a cold one, ‘Mitch,” Madwild’s eyes slid over to me then, and he rumbled.

Tilting my beer back and having a drink, I said, “You know, my dad wouldn’t even let me get something to drink when I was a kid. When I was sweating my rear off.” In actuality, it was Mr. Death that tried to have me killed from dehydration. Something about being a pussy, and that it’d build up my character – felt my teeth clench together just at remembering that sick mongrel’s voice.

Madwild grumbled, “Fascinating.”

“Oh,” I replied, giving a single, unimpressed chuckle. “Sorry that I bored you with my socializing,” I scooped up the TV remote, looked him dead in the eye, and turned the volume up as loud as it would go. An amused smirk walked along the lines of the man’s face, just as Haymitch was coming over with a cooler of drinks.

I threw the controller at Madwild’s chest, and he clumsily caught it against his chest. Satisfied with myself, I kicked my feet up onto the black, wooden table. Haymitch settled the cooler at the foot of the couch beside Madwild, and after setting down a couple of beers for each of us – and a bottle of water for himself, he then plunked himself down between us. Some MMA fight blasted from the TV until Haymitch robbed the controller from Madwild and turned it down.

When Madwild downed a beer in one go, he won another notch of respect from me – and a second notch when he, without hesitation, went for another.

Haymitch kicked up his legs and slung his arms over both of us, pulling us all in for a sort of hug. He sighed, “Come on now, can’t we all just get along?” He was always one to go from sunshine and rainbows, to shouting and cursing like a sailor. Moody son f’ jerk. Me and Wild were smiling, but also trying to pull away. “You know,” Haymitch continued, “Just sit back, get pissed and watch these professionals beat each other’s head into a bloody pulp.”

Slipping from the dude’s grasp, I said, “’Bout ready to beat your head in.”

That was when the phone rang. 

It was just off the side of the bar, hanging from the wall. I looked over to Haymitch, who took a moment as the phone rang before looking at me. Then I said, “All you, bro.”

“Really?” He said, and Madwild kept an arm draped over Haymitch’s shoulder. “You’re closer,” he said, “you go and get it, VP.”

I pointed to where my title would be on my chest and smirked, “Consider it an order,” I said with an air of playfulness to my voice. “We all do our part, and grunt work humbles us.”

Madwild laughed at that, and then sipped from his beer.

Haymitch rolled his eyes, “Don’t believe you,” he grunted, before pushing himself from the couch and striding over to the phone. I scratched at my stubble idly while he spoke on the phone, and he said: “Yeah. Yeah he’s here, you need to speak with him? Alright. We cleared out the last car in the shop, just waiting on printing out the invoice.” Haymitch’s eyes slid over to me, and he motioned for me to come over.

Moving to him, he shoved the corded landline into my chest and before walking away, whispered, “It’s the Prez.”

I nodded and thanked Patchwork, bringing the phone to my ear. “Sir, always a pleasure to hear from you, sir,” I joked, hopping up onto the counter.

“Cut it with that trash,” Luke clipped. “I’m just getting out of a meet. Need you to come and see me, got something to ask of you – and I know you’re not gonna like it.”

“Anything to get me out of the clubhouse,” I said, “I’ll take whatever.”

Luke let out a stifled laugh, “Your words, brother. I’m heading up from the State Park, so meet me on our trail by Whitefeather.”

“Understood,” I hung up and adjusted my cut, swaggering across the room to the front door and called out to my brothers: “I’ll be back. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

The two of them waved me off without looking back at me or saying a word.

***

After a quick drive to hit up our meet, I’d parked my on the shoulder of the road by Luke’s FX-50. Cutting through the lush, Cypress trees, I made my way down the dirt path until I came across Luke sitting on an overturned log. The log itself was covered in moss, and Luke was resting with his elbows on his knees.

He turned his head when he noticed me, and a crooked smile walked along the lines of his face. “Telling you now, you’re not gonna like this.”

I stretched out my arms, “Oh well? I’m here now, aren’t I?”

“Yep,” Luke said, and then tapped a spot beside himself, “come and sit, brother.”

Clasping hands with the President, I gave him a brief embrace before seating myself on the log. “How’d it go with guy?” I asked, and then snapped my fingers trying to remember the man’s name, “with uh…Fenris?”

“Went good,” Luke nodded, “he’s willing to give us three good men. Well equipped, too. Just need to lock down when we do this.”

If it sent fire through my veins at the way the Los Demonios treated Jasmine Giuseppe, I couldn’t imagine the rage that Luke must have felt. “Excellent.”

“Now about this one, little thing…” Luke’s eyes glinted with mischief. “My old lady had a phone call last night, woke us up from a dead sleep.” He cracked his knuckles, and I could just tell I wasn’t going to like this special assignment. “There’s this girl,” Luke started, his jaw dropping an inch, “real pretty, bottled lightning kind of creature. Jasmine’s got this thing for her, I guess because she ripped her from the jaws of death or some trash.”

“She does tend to do that,” I added.

Luke smiled, “F’you shut your mouth for like five seconds, this’ll go a lot quicker.” I put my hands up in acknowledgement, and he continued: “So apparently this girl OD’d. Supposed to have a nasty habit, and she doesn’t have anyone to turn to. Jasmine’s still got a bunch on her plate…” That was when it hit me. He was going to have me babysit this druggie.

“Luke,” I said. “The next words out of your mouth—“

That smile came back on his lips, and I hated him for it. “Are ones that you’re not going to like. I told you this. You’ve got room at your place—“

“I don’t have time to play daddy to some spoiled little girl,” I felt my jaw tighten as I looked away from the Prez.

“Yeah,” he said, “well maybe you’ve earned a break. Even before all of this trash I’d been working you too hard, since that incident.” Chills ran through me; instantly I was brought back to that horrible moment, that moment where I thought everything was going to come to an end. “Help get her through this, Gabriel.”

I brought myself off of the log and slowly paced a few steps forward, my boots pressing against the blades of grass and dirt. Turning to face Luke, I put my hands on my hips and tilted my head, “I won’t like it.”

“Not asking you too.”

“She won’t like me, either. You think some junkie’s gonna want a Lifer to order her around?”

“The girl needs help,” Luke looked me dead in the eye, “everyone needs it now and again. She’ll listen to you, and despite whatever you think or say – I know you’ve got a softer spot than most. You were always more country and charm, bro. Try and use it.”

I exhaled a hard breath through my nose. “Why not have her go to rehab?”

“She’s tried that, she says. Or at least that’s what Jasmine told me in bed last night. Listen, I need you on board for this – the perditions's wrong with you anyway, man?”

I looked my brother up and down, studying his face. “What?”

Luke pushed himself off of the log, the birds hanging out in the trees chirping along some jaunty tune. He walked over to me, “I mean you’ve got too much pride. You’re embarrassed to be taking care of a junkie, but you don’t have problems with pushing product?” I clicked my tongue and sighed. “We’re not on the straight and narrow, Gabe. We won’t be for years. I’m asking you, man to man, help this girl learn to live.”

Learning to live. Not much of a harder thing to do in this world. I was quiet for a moment, continuing to look my Prez in the eye; his baby blue and chocolate eyes locking with mine. “Alright,” I finally conceded, in something of a low, angry roar. I brought my hands from my hips and crossed them over my chest, “alright. I’ll do it. But I’m telling you, Luke. Jasmine can kiss my rear if she thinks I’m going to baby this girl. It’s my way, or it’s not happening.”

Luke placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, his lips curling into an amused smile. “Always our way, brother. Always.”

Little did we know, it wasn’t our way things were going down. It was fates.
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Madeline

No matter how much I scrubbed and I scrubbed, the stupid dishes just never seemed to come clean. I’d finished serving the customers up front at Alicia’s, and being the dutiful employee that I tried to be – decided that I’d help Robert, our dishwashing employee, with his workload. I heard the door open behind me, and I craned my head as the water rushed from the faucet; Robert took a final drag of his cigarette, and then stamped it out on the wall.

He looked over towards me, his smile covered by a bushy orange beard, “Thanks, MJ.”

I could feel the first glimmers of that terrible craving, slithering just beneath the surface of my skin. And yet, I still smiled for the man, “Anything for you, Rockstar.”

Robert waved a hand dismissively, and then sidled over beside me, bumping me out of his station with his butt. “Go on and get out of here now.”

Smirking, I flicked some of the water off my gloves and into his face, before taking them off one by one. “You really know how to make a girl wet, Rob.” 

“I really do,” he replied, his eyes crinkling with his smile. “If you think my kitchen skills are impressive, just imagine what these bad boys,” he flourished his fingers, “can do in the bedroom.”

I rolled my eyes, “Don’t worry I’ll spend my imagination—“ I placed a hand delicately on his shoulders, “on things that could, you know, happen once in a million years.”

Robert gave me a sad, puppy-like frown. “Is this what…rejection feels like?”

Laughing, I shook my head and walked away towards the front of the diner. Night draped the outside just beyond the windows; and inside it was a picture-esque view of what one would consider, a real mom and pop, diner. Funky green booths, and equally questionably fashionable stools over at the twenty foot length-wise counter. The tiles themselves were eggshell white, almost like someone had mopped the floor with milk; occasionally dropping the pink and teal that one might see on a paper cup from the 90’s.

Up above me, as I walked through the front, were a small scattering of lazy twirling fans. Honestly, they did little to keep the place cool – and were more, if anything, a host of not-so-pretty props to complete the illusion of small-town comfort.

There was one customer still at his lone, small, circular black table – the chair across from him was empty. He was one of our regulars, and almost always the last to leave when he would come in. Norman Zemeckis; profession? Trucker. Part-time job working a heck of a full time living? Purveyor of all things smut. Seriously, you wouldn’t think it by looking at him – what with his dark green cap, and his thick green vest and tight fitting jeans.

Walking over to him, I flashed Norman a genuine smile. Not the one that I had to keep well practiced for most customers. “You know what time it is, Norm.”

He sipped at his small cup of black coffee, his voice all smoke and southern, “Finish my coffee and I’ll be on my way,” he gave me a wink and a smile.

I cocked a brow, “You always say this, and yet Alicia is always having to beat you out of here with a blasted broomstick. Some, more prying women, might think you have an attraction to her, Norm.”

He just sipped his coffee in response, but I could see how his smile told me all that I said was true.

“Alright,” I told him, turning on my heel, “I’m out of here. Don’t give Alicia too hard of a time,” as I walked away, I raised my hand in departure.

After a quick spell of walking, I entered Alicia’s tiny, closet of an office; she was sitting there, looking over at me in her brown, reclining chair. “All clear out there?” She asked in her dainty voice – she sounded deceptively young, but really she was pushing her late thirties.

“Yep. All clear aside from Norm.”

Alicia adjusted her glasses and tried to stifle her chortle. She then brought herself back to reading, what I presumed to be, papers involving the shipment of our monthly inventory. “Go on and head out,” she pushed out in a slow breath, and then tutted with her tongue, “that man is going to be the end of me. I just know it.”

Wincing, I brought a hand to my stomach and bit down on my lip. “Y-yeah,” I offered, trying to mask the sudden wave of nausea that assaulted me.

“Hon?” Alicia asked.

“I’m fine,” I lied, giving her my most decidedly crooked smile. “Just cramps from Her Lady Red.” Alicia’s brows glided upward in acknowledgement, and she gave a tight wag of her chin. “Anyway, have a good night, Alicia. You did get my shift trade, right?”

“You too, hon, and yes, Olivia will cover you.” She waved me out and I worked my way out to the back of the building. Alicia could be a real hardass during the busier hours, but when closing came around she was sweeter than Texas tea. The nightly air was cool against my skin, and I saw that Robert had noticed me coming out the back. He raised his chin and called out to me: “You need a lift?”

“Nah, I’m good,” I hollered back, “drive safe!”

“Alright! Don’t walk home alone, girl.” I watched as he entered his rusted up, sky blue colored Gremlin. The engine sputtered to life, and when Robert pulled out and around, he gave me a final, smooth wave, before departing. Normally I would have let him give me a lift, but I could feel the cold worms wriggling beneath my bones – and more importantly, doctor Jasmine was going to give me a place to detox.

After having spent the night with Elizabeth, last night, and hearing her horror stories about this friend of Damien’s; I was eager to fully remove myself from that world. It made my body prickle with gooseflesh, the thought of someone stabbing holes into a condom. 

Only a manipulative monster could stoop so low.

Taking a seat on one of the long since unused, black, plastic boxes, I waited for about fifteen minutes longer than she’d told me to wait for. My heart would drop in my chest at every sound of a car passing on the nearby road; occasionally, I’d be bombarded with the sound of trucks, police sirens and a host of other vehicles.

When boredom and anxiety were both digging into me hard, that was when I heard the sound of a motorcycle roaring like a demon in the distance.

It was coming closer. Closer still. The glow of the motorcycle’s headlights came into view, as it purred along and rounded the corner – rolling smoothly into the backlot. Immediately, even beneath the blanket of night, my stomach went into knots when I recognized him. Just what the hell was he doing here?

There was no way this could be a coincidence.

I felt my throat tighten in unpleasant constriction. When his bike came to a stop, I crossed my arms and called out, “What’re you doing here?” Handsome. Dangerous. Enigmatic. They were all words that flew through my mind, when his dark, enchanting, chocolate eyes met with me.

Gabriel’s richly colored eyebrows knitted together, and he swung his long, muscular legs off of the bike. He was wearing knifed-up, black jeans. His black club cut was worn over a smoky, gray shirt. “Should be asking you the same thing.”

Standing up, I narrowed my eyes at the man, “I work here.” There was this wonderfully peculiar, static field around the man. One that entranced me and enticed me closer; somehow I found the strength to resist.

“Good for you,” he clipped with that gruff, country-esque accent. He looked around the lot, finding a whole bunch of nothing. His beautiful eyes set back on me and we shared an uncomfortable silence. “Are you?...”

My eyebrows glided upward in response.

The lines on Gabriel’s handsome face turned to something pensive, and then he said: “No,” he shook his head, “ah hell no, there’s not a chance they were talking about you.”

They? They who? My eyes searched Gabriel’s face and the only thought that danced in my brain, was that there wasn’t any way this was random. “I don’t know what you’re going on about,” I announced, sticking my chest out a bit.

I never expected to see this biker again. For as much as he helped me that night, he had a way of pushing my buttons – and with just one look. So I asked, “Wait, do you know Jasmine?”

“Know her?” He chortled, stepping closer to me with his heavy boots. “Listen here Hot Topic, I’ve went to war for her. Yes I dang well know her.”

Lightning pushed its way through me, “Whoa, whoa, calm down you a-hole,” I brought up a hand for emphasis. In the back of my mind, I corrected myself to ‘you cocky, gorgeous a-hole’ and continued: “How was I supposed to know that? Where is she?”

Gabriel ran a hand hard through his hair, and before he spoke, he took a moment to push out an equally hard breath. “Not here,” he said.

I rolled my eyes, “Yeah, obviously, Country Boy. She was supposed to be here,” it irritated me, the thought of having to repeat my question. This invasive urge to run my tongue across the man’s lip piercing, filled my whole body.

“And she’s not here,” he gruffed. He took his hand and started making gestures in the air with it, like he was painting. “Incase you haven’t gotten the picture yet, Madeline,” when he said my name, it was as though every hair on my body became pulled to him. “I’m here on Jasmine’s behalf.”

Clenching my fist into a ball, I closed the distance between me and the biker, “She didn’t say anything about anyone—“ I caught myself, flustered with the idea of him knowing about my personal trash. I averted my eyes from Gabriel’s gaze, “It’s just going to be me and you for tonight then, right?” Jasmine hadn’t specified I’d be waiting for her to come and get me tonight, now that I thought about it.

“Jasmine’s a busy girl,” Gabriel opined, “maybe miss Mom-to-be doesn’t want a junkie in her home.”

Fire stabbed right through me, “And you do?” I scathed.

He said nothing for a moment. “Look,” he started, “Jasmine’s part of the family, and I’d do anything for family. Even things I’m…” it looked like it was taking every ounce of his strength to calm himself. “Not comfortable with doing. So, now that you know what’s what, if we’re going to do this – I’m telling you straight up.”

“Save it,” I put up a hand and barked. The static field that he had, it was pulling me in – tempting me towards the truly forbidden fruit. But this would never work. Jasmine was kind and caring, I trusted her not to judge me – this man only saw me for my worst.

I turned on my heel and began to walk away.

Gabriel made long strides to catch up with me, and sidled to block my way: “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Wherever I dang well please. Preferably somewhere, where you’re not going to look at me like I’m dead weight.”

“Fat chance, sweetheart.”

“Excuse me?” I could hear my heart pounding in my ears. When I tried to side-step the man, he mirrored my movements – and we began an annoying dance. I’d never considered first degree murder until that very moment.

Gabriel crossed his arms over one another, and he gave me a stern look; those haunting chocolate eyes drew me in so effortlessly, “You asked for help. Now you’re going to get it. We can do this either the easy way, or the hard way.” Some dark, invasive part of my brain gushed at the thought of going about this the hard way.

“No,” I told him coldly, standing my ground. “I’ve decided I don’t need your help, I can figure this out on my own. Try rehab again.”

Gabriel scoffed, and then stepped even closer – leaving only an inch between us at most. He looked down at me with smoldering eyes, and I felt like I might burn up by standing too close. “You don’t want my help. But you do need it.”

“No,” I repeated, giving him a sassy smirk and tangling with the idea of getting a ride from Alicia. “Make me say it again,” I taunted, “go ahead.”

Gabriel’s lips curled into a beautiful, wide grin: “What’re you going to do? Smear that blue lipstick over me? Wipe up your drool – knew you were a button pusher the second I saw you.”

Waves of heat, some anger, some arousal, rushed through me. “You’re a jerk,” I clipped, and then tried to move past the beautiful, infuriating man.

“Never said I wasn’t,” he boasted, blocking me once more. His face softened, and it felt like my body would have to move through quicksand just to move, when his hand touched my shoulder. “Look,” he started, “I’m sorry, okay?”

Part of me wasn’t sure how genuine his apology was. My lips pressed tightly together.

“Let me help you,” his tone was actually humble for once.

I chewed on his words for a moment, trying to calm down my pounding heart and my electrified bones. There was a risk associated with this – having to be near such a dangerous, tempting man. Embarrassment and shame clawed at me, and a sense of wounded pride curled against my chest.

A voice in the back of my mind whispered, that fear was the true killer. Fear would kill me every time.

Pushing out a long breath, my nerves flaring one last time, I said with some reluctance: “Alright…but if I don’t like how this goes, I’m bailing.”

I was done being afraid, and maybe, just maybe, Gabriel would free me of these chains.
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Gabriel

We were cruising through the night, passing by every once in a while, a few cars. Every now and again, I’d feel Madeline grab me tighter around my abdomen. There was something about this girl, something that I couldn’t quite shake. She pissed me off with just one look, and she stole my breath with the next.

Maybe Luke was right, maybe I did have too much pride – too caught up in my own trash to look past the fact that she struggled with something, that honestly, wasn’t her fault anymore. I’d been a drinker back in the day, and when I was at my lowest – when I was just getting ready to shake with the rage that played me like a instrument…I was this close to ending all the noise.

But the club, the Steel Knights; all my brothers and sisters, especially Luke and the ones that came with us? They saved me. I knew it wasn’t my place to save this girl. That there wouldn’t, and even more so, couldn’t be anything between us.

These fingers of heat scratched at my heart though. With every turn. Every breath that I could feel her take.

Something greater than me was digging right into my bones. Something I couldn’t begin to understand.

I think it was hope that scared me the most. Hope scared me more than what that idiot Rochester ever unleashed on me. The fact that there was this silver lining in it all, that somehow I could escape the cage I’d locked myself in.

Couldn’t ruminate for long when I pulled up to my place; rolled up the concrete driveway, which had a number of cracks from previous tenants. I parked my labor of love and killed the engine.

Behind me, Madeline gave an amused scoff, “You drive like a madman. Why’d you play so safe the first time we met?”

I turned my head, smirking: “You look tough, but I didn’t want to scare you after what you went through.”

Her intense, sapphire blue eyes, glared at me. “I once burned an ex with my cigarette for looking at another girl the wrong way,” her nose did this cute little bend, “for too long, mind you.”

“That don’t make you tough, sweetheart,” I explained as we hopped off my bike, “that makes you crazy.”

Mads preened her hair and simpered her head to the side – for some reason, this simple sweetness came at me like a sledgehammer, knocking a brick from my internal wall. “Yeah, well, I guess life forced me to be a little bit crazy.”

I pushed out a breath and smirked, grabbing her hand. She immediately pulled it away from me, and then I told her, “You can relax. Life makes crazy of us all.”

That won me a smile, and like an infection through my system – found myself mirroring that babe of a girl. This time, her hand found mine. “Nice place,” sarcasm was off the charts with this one, “they pay you to live here?”

I tugged her along and shook my head, “No, but I’d pay someone to staple your mouth shut.” Maybe my gut instinct was right. This was going to be a living, if not beautiful, nightmare. Felt her dainty hand smack at my back and I rumbled out a low little laugh. When we got inside, I locked the door behind us and my eyes settled on her glorious rear. Instantly, I felt this great need tightening in my balls – my cock getting harder by the second. Had to bite my lip as she looked around oblivious, and for good measure, I summoned up the will to look away. “Welcome to perdition, Sunshine.”

Madeline looked over her shoulder, “If this is perdition, then where are my subjects?”

“I hog tied them in walk-in closet, consider yourself deposed from the throne.”

“Wow,” she said with much exaggeration, “for a thug you sure can study a dictionary.”

I gave her a hard look, and a prickling of anger surged through me. I stepped closer to her, got in her face, and whispered, “I’m not a thug. Your spoiled—“apple-bottom, “princess rear wouldn’t even begin to know ‘thug’.”

I had expected the glimmer of fear and hurt in her eye, but not the angry straightening of her person and pursing of her lips. “Screw you, you’re a terrible judge of character,” there was a particular hurting in her voice. “Look, just show me to my room – before I change my mind.”

“You’re looking at it,” I growled, and then pointed with my head at the couch. “And since things aren’t clear to you yet,” I made predatory steps towards the girl, causing her to retreat for every advance, “you will respect me in my own house. Hang on to every word, because this is your new church.” At this point, we were only a few feet from the green couch.

“Not seeing a man that’s worth my worship.”

Putting my hands on the girl’s shoulders, it was like my whole body was lit with this consuming fire. “Don’t worry,” all I could think was that she was some sort of demon in human flesh. Every part of me yearned to press my lips against her own, but the darkness that soaked my bones wouldn’t let me – the knives that twisted my heart told me pain was the only medication that I needed.

Not something else.

I gave Madeline a sharp, short shove.

She gasped and fell into the couch, looking up at me.

“You’re not worthy enough to follow me, kid.” I witnessed the look of pure shock on her face before walking to my bedroom, and then I called out, “make yourself comfortable, and get some sleep. Going to be a longgg couple of weeks.”

When I plopped down into the comforting embrace of my mattress, I peeled off my clothes lazily and tossed them to the floor – settling into the bed in only my boxer-briefs.

Sleep embraced me.
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Gabriel – Six Years Ago

The roar of the crowd thundered so loud, one might think that a Pantheon was watching us from above.

To me, it was just another Friday night amidst the glorious lights.

Somewhere out there in the bleachers sat Lysandra. Back in those angry days, she was the grace that got me by. We’d known each other since we were thirteen, and started hooking up at fifteen. She was the love of my life, the spark that kept me together through the storm of trash that was me and my life. 

I looked for her, as everyone got into position on the field. When I spotted her among the crowded seats, a hand squeezed at my heart and my cocky smirk widened into a smile. Her black hair was done in a French braid that comes down to her shoulders, a red ribbon cinched along her hair. She had luscious cheekbones, a beauty spot and full, gorgeous red lips. Except, none of those things mattered to me – not really. It was her enthralling green eyes that truly trapped me.

Those eyes were my everything.

Lysandra cheered for me and called out my name, loudly and proudly I might add. Before that night, before all of this, I knew her to be the plucky, give-em-trouble girl next door. She always knew how to make me feel right.

Every bone in my body was aching, every muscle protesting that the night wasn’t over. The games were intense, but the greatest stress came to the head and the heart. On our great field of luscious green, I remember the way we lined up like Gods fending off the demons. Our white jerseys versus their crimson. Wolves against dragons, and the bad blood couldn’t be any thicker.

The lightest falling of rain wept overhead, and the ground beneath my feet became slick and muddy; precarious to traverse, but nothing that the team and me couldn’t handle. It seemed to entice the onlookers even more, and the energy of our team even seemed to grow. Every hair on my body was standing stiff; the great game was afoot – little did I know that it was going to be my last.

I missed the smell of that night. It was all so good before.

In those tumultuous times, I stood at the back as QB – my heart pounding in my chest, even if I never let anyone see it in my face. The role of quarterback hadn’t come to me naturally; in fact I started off as an offensive and defensive tackle. Helped to channel some of my anger positively. But I got sick of not getting my slice of glory, tired of settling for busting heads.

When A-Rod boomed out a word, and snapped the ball to me – it was like I was living just outside of my body. Even the air became more clear, almost electrified. In front of me, a war of muscle and grunts broke out, but even with all the chaos inside, I remained calm. Steady. All of my anger and training kept me ready. With a quick look to the right, I saw Bret Cannes clear and in sight.

Tonight was our night. No way I was going to let us lose in the last play of the game; not while the high school fanatics were going wild – like chariots from Zeus were rolling on either side of me.

I stepped back and kept my gaze steady on Bret.

He was my best friend. The anchor that kept me grounded in those dark days. Bret flew through the field like a demon, and quickly moved into position for what coach Saracen referred to as a GHM. Grand Hail Mary. The kind of crazy that looked insane to even the mavericks of the world.

My kind of crazy.

With arm cocked, I was ready to unleash. You couldn’t see it through my helmet, with the lights pouring down on me beneath the blackened sky – giving me an otherworldly appearance in my silvery clothes. But I was smiling. Joy was running through me like a high I’d never known; just behind? Excitement, fear, anticipation. The game was everything to me. The moment was something that couldn’t be taken from me by Mr. Death. Something that couldn’t be pushed on me, like the guys from the Knights trying to move me into the life – for better or for worse.

Something. Someone, was coming into the view – just out of the corner of my eye. I knew that he was a jogging tank of a man; knew that he had barreled on through Jace and Freddie like they were children.

But I blocked him out and gripped the ball so tight, my knuckles paled to white.

One smooth motion, and I shot the football hard through the air. It spiraled through the black. The white of the stars were its many guiding hands, and with it was my team’s hopes and dreams – all riding on just one brotherly connection. Two souls becoming one.

Brett soared through the air, catching the ball. Like a train had just slammed into me, I lurched backwards at an angle, grunting before hitting the ground.

For the team, it netted us a win that would make us local champions. For me, that was the moment where everything changed.

First came the terrible, crunching noise. The pain that screamed through me, that made me wail and gasp for any air I could manage; very little would match it in my later life. My lungs filled up with powdered glass, and fire shot up my leg – the pain flickering across my ankle where the bone jutted out – coated in a bright film of red.

Vision blurred, and blackness dimmed out everything. The last thing I heard that night was the boys and Coach Saracen screaming for medical – the man who hit me yelling oh goodness as he ripped off his helmet. To this day, I swore that I saw Lysandra running toward me.

Maybe that’d just been wishful thinking on my imagination’s part. It all faded into darkness then. 

But that was just the start of my journey into the club’s life.
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Madeline – Three Years Ago

It was Friday morning and mom was frying some thick, applewood bacon in her cast iron skillet. The smell was intoxicating as it wafted over to me, punching my gut with a pang of hunger. Eyeing the eggs and buttered toast just off the side of the white, kitchen counter, I knew that I just had to have them inside of me.

While the food in the cast iron sizzled, Mom chirped out, “I’m so proud of you, Maddy. Keep up with your grades and I’m going to surprise you, come the end of the year.”

“I’ll do my best,” I breathed with an air of disinterest, my stomach rumbling with raw demand.

Dad, who was sitting across the table from me, was dressed in his work slacks and pristine white, button-up shirt. He held the newspaper, scanning it patiently – the steam rising still from his black coffee. If there was one thing that I could never drink, it would always be the black death that was plain coffee. Every now and again he would lick his finger and flip to another page, his cautious smirk only deepening on the rare occasion.

His gray eyes slid over to me, and then his lips curled into a warming smile. “It’s rude to stare, Maddy.”

“Oh,” I pushed out, taking my head from my hands and moving around in my chair, looking away. “I’m just so hungry,” a small set of laughter rolled from my chest.

“I know sweetheart, you get that from your old man.”

“Mm,” I looked between Mom frantically flipping the bacon and Dad’s coffee. Mom was clothed in a beautiful, royal blue sundress, her hair cut into a short, pixie style. “Wish I could have inherited your love for that,” I gestured with my chin towards his white mug.

He flicked a page over and snorted, “You’ll come to drink it one day, I’m sure.”

“No,” I objected, “I reall-l-l-y don’t think I will.”

He craned his head to look at me all of the way now, and folded his paper down. The sound of it crinkling filled my ears, and he sucked in a long breath through his nose. My old man’s gray eyes appraised me for a moment, and when he gave me that fatherly look – it felt like everything came to a standstill. Like if I made a sudden move he’d shoot me, as if I were a frightened deer on one of his hunting sessions. “When I was your age, I didn’t drink it either. Really. No, it took me a long, long time to start drinking it – hated the taste of it.”

Mom looked over her shoulder as she turned off the stove top, “Food’s all ready,” she chirped with that soft voice, “and I was the one who got your father into drinking his morning medicine.”

Dad fiddled with his paper some, crinkling it a bit more. He was entering his trance of grumpiness. “Would you let me tell my story, woman? Do you have to take that from me too?”

“No dear,” she breathed happily, “I’d never stoop to such levels. Never, never never.”

He looked back to me and shook his head, “You see what marriage does? Anywho,” he pushed out a breath and scooped up his mug, taking a hearty sip. “Hated it. But you know what? She did turn me on to it. When you find your perfect someone, you’ll do all kinds of things you never thought you’d do – it’s just the way of things.” In that moment, I’d never seen my old man happier. “Even if they do live to bug the garbage out of you,” he japed.

Mom finished plating the bacon and brought us each a plate of sunny-side up eggs, that were touched with fresh, cracked black pepper and a dash of salt. The thick, gorgeously encrusted Applewood rasher of bacon sat on my plate, looking up at me – I could feel myself salivating at the thought of tasting the crunchy deliciousness. Last but not least, a slice of bread toasted nearly black, slathered in a golden coating of warm butter.

She shot Dad a look and sat down at the table with us, “Don’t let him fool you, honey,” she said without making eye contact with me, “if either of us do the bugging, it’s him.”

Dad sputtered out a laugh and resumed his morning read; I myself managed to just dig into the crispy pan-fried egg before Mom looked my way and questioned, “So, Maddy.”

I stuffed another chunk of egg into my mouth, mentally moaning. My stomach  was rumbling in appreciation. “What?” I asked incredulous.

Giving a short, stifled chuckle, Dad flicked to the next page, “It’s a trap,” he crooned, “better to stay quiet…”

Mom just smiled, “Are you still…you know. Dating. With Bryan?”

“Uh, no,” I replied.

“He seemed like a sweet kid,” yeah too sweet. All these nice boys were really boring me.

“Bryan was just a fling, Mom. Plus, he was really clingy.”

She poked at her rasher of bacon, “Well, maybe clingy is what you need? Your father was clingy.”

“Gross,” I chuckled, and then nibbled on my buttered toast. “Definitely, definitely don’t want to think about Dad while I’m sticking my—“

Dad cleared his throat, “I’m trying to read here, you two.”

Mom’s eyes crinkled with happiness, “I just think, that maybe you wouldn’t be piercing your ears and painting your lips the way that you do…”

“I like my lipstick,” I argued with an almost childish, sad tone, “plus you said that it was okay. Both of you did, that I could get this,” I poked at the long earring that hung from my lobe. It was a long silver chain, and at the length’s end, dipped a thin, stylish rectangle of metal. Emblazoned on it, were three flowers of silver.

Mom didn’t seem convinced, so she munched further on her breakfast – the sound of Dad letting out a sigh escaped neither of us.

“Dad’s to blame too,” I said between bites, getting a quick look from the old man. “Yeah, if it wasn’t for him raising me on all that rock and metal. Never would have found my idol,” I openly mused on the subject; Lydia Lauren, now she was a goddess. I begged the moon and the stars above, just to be blessed with an ounce of her strength and talent, and of course, her style. She bounced from rock to pop to metal throughout her storied career, and she was finally settling into her middle years – nearing 35. But dang if she didn’t look 28. With her first album at 16, and a three year streak of new albums, I was never surprised to hear her being compared to Bowie: Bowie, but with belly.

***

Being the last day of the school week, I was breathing an internal sigh of relief. In math class, Jeremy Kristoff gives me eyes like he wants me; but I give him a cool look, and shake my head.

Lunch rolls around and I soldier on to my lonely table. Josie joins me a minute or two later and she sits down, her soil brown tray clattering against the table. I get this warm bump in my gut, and the memory of our argument earlier in the week floods back to me. Things have cooled down some, but in the back of my mind, I knew they were about to get much, much worse.

There wasn’t a chance I was going to let her go down such a dark road with that jerk Damien Duponte. Still, it worried me, the way his eyes cut through me and melted my body with need – if there was one thing about the local, glorified pusher, it was that he wasn’t like all the nice boys looking to get after me.

Josie and me talked like usual and finished our extra sloppy, sloppy Joes. Eventually, school did see fit to release us from our prison of quiz’s and gossips and other tedious doldrums. I was offered a ride home by Josie, seeing as how she was going to head back to her place to get ready for the night’s party – except I politely declined.

I had been biting my nails and fretting over this since she’d clued me in on her attraction.

But I couldn’t put it off any longer. I had to act.

So when Josie shrugged and took her leave, I spun on my heel and trekked my way to the back of the school in a shady spot. Resting up against the wall were a couple of goons that liked to hang around Damien. And of course, the man himself turned his head my way; giving me a glimpse of his charming green eyes. The three were sharing hits off of a small, glass pipe. The sickly sweet smell of weed permeating the air around me.

He spoke a word, “Sup?” His voice was like a deep purr, I hated that it sent pleasure jolts through me.

“Hey,” I saunter a bit closer, trying my best to sway my hips. From the looks the three men are giving me, I feel a rush of heat through my body. “Heard you were having a party tonight, pusher boy.”

The two goons paled at the mention of Damien’s occupation; but were as they were nervous, skittish little boys, Damien was a bastion of smoldering anger. He narrowed his eyes at me, giving me a pointed look. “Not for posers like yourself,” he whipped out, “do best to keep your pretty mouth—“he did a zipping motion over his mouth, “quiet.”

I folded my arms over my chest and straightened in my spot, a cloud rolling on by and blotting out the sun – causing shade to roll overhead. “You really think pretty highly of yourself, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Bet you have a pencil for a toe.”

Damien’s eyes widened somewhat, and he approached me. My eyes crawled over the short, dark upturned hair on his head. “See you’re just salivating to find out,” he harshly whispered, taking in all of my features – his eyes beginning to glass over with that basic, human lust. “Why don’t you drop to your knees and get on with it already, jerk.”

There was only one way that a man like this could come to respect someone. The only way they knew how: Violence.

I gave him a short, sharp shove. Pushing Damien back a step and a half. “I don’t think so, jerk,” I gave a muted laugh, my shoulders jumping slightly as I did. The pleasure of getting to watch the shock roll over his face was priceless. “I’m coming to your stupid little circle jerk whether you like it or not, so let’s get something straight,” I closed the distance between us and sucked in a breath; his ‘friends’ were moving away from us now, chuckling amongst themselves. I grabbed Damien’s big hand and brought it to my crotch, letting him feel the warmth radiate from me. “If you ever want a piece of something you can’t have? You’re going to stay away from Josie Beechum.”

“Tch,” Damien’s lips pursed and he averted his gaze, “like I’m going to listen to some jerk like you.” He brought his eyes back to me, drinking my figure in once more. I knew when I had my hooks in a man, and this fish was bleeding out. “Keep acting like a fool, and I’ll have you both messed by my crew before I ever lay a finger on—“

“No,” I interrupted, grabbing the scruff of his black shirt and pulling on it as hard as I could. “You think you’re the only one with friends, jerk?”

There was the smallest, faintest glimmer of fear in his eye.

“You think you can do whatever you want without consequence?” The anger was boiling inside of me. “Promise me, if you have any balls whatsoever, that you’ll leave her alone.”

He said nothing, only giving a low, almost imperceptible growl.

“You do that, and I’ll give you a chance. But you break that part of our deal? That’s it. I’ll drop your sorry rear, so if you’re more than what people say you are, why don’t you go ahead and prove it.”

There was an uncomfortable silence between us, but also this disgustingly sexual energy. I hated how attracted I was to the resident bad boy, hated it whole heartedly. But I had to do this for Josie, had to do this to keep her safe.

When my eyes shot open to the real world, the last thought skittering along my mind was regret.
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Madeline

I woke up to the sound of water rushing, and my body was already starting to ache all over. Like God had come down and struck my bones full of lead.

What was that sound? I lazily shambled out of bed, surprise washing over me when I noticed the thick, scratchy white blanket that covered me.

I hadn’t done that…

Totally unexpectedly, a smile spread on my face, and a finger of blissful warmth dug itself against my heart.

Gabriel must have done that in the night.  Half of me wanted to be creeped out, and the other half wanted to do an internal happy dance – and if I was anything in this miserable world, it was a happy dancer. After letting myself smile like a foolish girl, I groaned and picked myself up to my feet, craning my head over my shoulder in the direction of the sound.

He must be in the shower. A deep, basic part of me may have hated the man for the way he just, I don’t even know, got to me I guess. The way his lips curled into that arrogant smirk. It didn’t remind me of Damien, no, it wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen. It was like he carried the weight of heaven and hell behind those eyes, as though he were sent on a higher mission to judge and help and mess with me.

That was when my mind went into lusting, utter fantasy mode. I stared there blankly as I daydreamed; his no doubt chiseled body striding out the door, as if he were a mythical beast that wasn’t supposed to be seen. Pictured the Adonis belt leading down to the gorgeous, full cock I surmised that he was carrying between his legs like a lethal weapon – I’m sure he’d tore up plenty of wide-eyed pussy in his days.

The door creaked open, and my heart plummeted like a molten stone.

Oh idiot.

In that moment, I truly wondered if I was being universally rewarded for trying to set myself on the straight and narrow path. Sweet drowning-in-my-panties baby Goodness. If there was ever a holy sight…I had to try and hopelessly gulp away the pebble that locked itself in my throat. You wouldn’t even have to drag my rebellious rear to church every Sunday for a body like Gabriel’s.

He had a towel over his face as he swaggered out in pure confidence. Every step, every stride that man took, he owned it all. Gabriel continued to work out the wetness of his chocolate hair, leaving his hard muscled abs for me to feast on.

In that moment. He owned me.

There wasn’t a blasted thing I could do about it, and I loathed myself for it. It was like lightning shooting through my veins, giving me a high more pure and consuming than anything Damien ever coerced me to smoke.

Every muscle in my body tightened, and I felt like a deer in the headlights. I knew that I shouldn’t stare, but knowing and doing were two very different things – and right now, there was nothing more that I wanted to do than drink in my hardass, tatted up savior. Gabriel was moving through the living room now, and making his way over to the kitchen. From this, I caught a good hard look at the colorful tattoos that graced his sculpted pecs. Fiery reds in wicked lettering spelled out ‘STEEL KNIGHTS’ from one end of his body, to the other. Cool and luscious blues trailed down from his chest to his ripped abs of drool worthy muscles; they came together, twining along, and a heartbeat later my mind registered them as some kind of snakes.

Tantalizing yellow was splayed along his hips, depicting a host of black-eyed demons. Some text was woven amongst them, which could be read as: Idiot Death.

As my pussy came to a scorching heat, and I finally remembered how to breathe – there was a jolt of laughter that threatened to run through me. He had walked right past me, and now I was getting a good shot of the upper part of his pert rear.

And when he stopped in his tracks, so too, did my heart stop in my chest.

I’d been eyehim like he was the last, most delicious piece of man in a world gone cold. Fingers of salacious heat glided up my body and over my breasts, kissing at the ends of my nipples and giving me little blooms of euphoria.

He turned casually and, disappointingly, only ripped off the towel that covered his head – looking hard at me with those deep, rich caramel eyes. I withered beneath his smoldering gaze, this unseen, impaling blade of need connecting the two of us. It was a beautifully serene moment of awkwardness, lust, and feeling too good.

Naturally, to break said awkwardness, I raised up a hand and delicately wiggled my fingers, clearing my throat once before chirping out, in a shrill voice, “Hi.”

Gabriel’s eyes worked their way all along my body, leaving trails of fire everywhere they touched. “Morning,” he gruffed, and then tossed the head towel on to the kitchen’s petite dining table. “You gonna stare all day, sugar?” His wondrous lips curled into that familiar, devilish smirk, before stepping to the fridge.

Rather be staring without that cloth guarding your cock, “I might,” I quipped, shaking off my nerves – but getting nowhere with removing the sexual need and attraction that soaked my bones. “You know you were a royal jerk last night.”

“I’m a jerk every night,” Gabriel winked, opened the fridge, and picked up a carton of milk, tilting his head back. Ugh, gross. Only a barbarian would get aroused…from watching…that Adam’s apple bob with every swallow; idiot, why does he have to be illegal levels of hot? He closed the fridge and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, sauntering his way closer to me – the even darker from the water hair, dancing along his shoulders with each step.

Feeling embarrassed, and like my cheeks were probably going red, I loosed a hard breath through my nose and sat down. I tried very, very hard to keep my eyes from spying looks his way, but what was a girl to do given a situation like this?

Gabriel tilted his head and gave me a demure look, “You can look,” he growled, “so long as you keep your hands to yourself.” His eyes flicked over my breasts, leaving trails of warmth where they went, “how’re you feelin’ this morning?”

I turned my head away from him and crossed my legs, trying to ignore the heat that persisted there. “I’m okay right now,” I admitted, but a cold, familiar fire, was already working its way through my bloodstream. “Been off of since yesterday morning,” I continued, “so now’s your last chance to bail if you’re not cool with this…messed up partnership.”

Gabriel scoffed and sat down beside me. His presence tightened its electric grip over me. “This?” He said, pointing back and forth between us, “this is messed up, having to babysit you through this.” Those words cut right through me, and I shot him a hard glare. “Partnership would be the last word I’d use to describe us,” his country accent washed over me, and he sank back into the couch.

“Yeah, well, I guess Jasmine screwed us both,” I couldn’t hide my apparent grumpiness. We sat in relative silence for a spell, and every now and again, I would spy looks at the biker. Demanding that I pay attention to it, my stomach rumbled with need. “So, I don’t know about you, but I’m getting hungry. We should do something before I bottom out.”

“Church,” he crowed, and then cracked his huge knuckles.

“Church?”

“Preach it,” he leaned his head over to me, “as in yes. I’ll fix us some grub.” He picked himself up from the couch, giving me another view of his backside. “You do eat, don’t you?”

I scrunched up my face and moved to the other end of the couch, leaning over it to watch him. “I do.”

“Must all go to your belly,” Gabriel swung open the fridge and brought out a carton of eggs; some bacon, bread from the counter, and a block of cheddar.

I could feel my face blushing. Curse him. “Are you for real, right now.”

“What?”

“You’re going to cook like that?”

Gabriel flicked on his stove pilot, a greedy jet of fire swelling. “Figured you’d be happier if I did,” he said, “seeing as how you won’t peel your eyes off of me.”

It would take superhuman levels of strength to do that…
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Gabriel

It was becoming a struggle not to get hard around this beautiful girl. She may be a junkie…and idiot if I didn’t feel a pang of guilt for still thinking that; but dang if she wasn’t a rocking, if not young, Goddess. So I cooked us breakfast, and we sat down at the couch. Let her have free reign of the TV for now, and no matter how much I protested or proceeded to steal the controller from her; Madeline insisted on watching The Price Is Right.

Even for a hardass like me, I had to admit, the morning wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Plus, I’d used to watch the show when I was growing up – though not every memory associated with it, was a good one. Still got flashbacks to Rochester, and the way he worked me like a dog beneath the sweltering sun.

That was when I figured out just how perceptive this little rock princess was. She actually picked up on it. On whatever ‘it’ was, exactly; tried to keep my usual stoic face, but Madeline kept looking at me funny between bites of her all American feast.

She smiled, and my heart nearly melted. “This is really—“ she swallowed heavy, “good. The cheese, goodness, it’s going to make me so fat.”

“Yeah but like I said—“

“Right to my belly, huh? You seem pretty occupied with them, in that mysterious head of yours.”

I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over one another, still only in that towel from my morning shower. “Yeah, well, I’m a guy. What can I say.”

“That you like to look,” she said sheepishly, with a hint of mischief in her voice and a playful glimmer in her sapphires. “I freely admit it, I’d watch you work all day if I could – you wouldn’t have to pay me. Just set me up with a lawn chair and a strong appletini.”

“Right,” I clipped, bringing my gaze back to the TV – and finding myself going down that dark train of thought once more.

Madeline kicked her legs up onto the coffee table, beside her plate. “Again with that look,” she said beneath her breath, “do you seriously hate this show or something?”

Some kind of gravelly rumble rolled from my chest, and I only barely noticed the way in which I bared my teeth. “No,” I said, biting back the darkness that clawed at my head and heart. Before she could even say another word, I sat my mostly consumed plate down, and kicked off the couch. I rounded my way past the furniture.

“Hey – wait up,” she called out, her head craning to follow me, “nobody could have pissed in your cheerios, you shouldn’t be this uptight!”

I had to get away from her for just a second. It was stupid that I couldn’t get past all of the trash that clung to my wicked heart. I slipped into a pair of black jeans; making sure to grab my switchblade off of the nightstand – force of habit, really. Never felt safe without something on me. After that, I grabbed my smartphone and since I’d been demoted to citizen duty, I decided on wearing my dark red Henley. When I practically stomped my way back over to miss Paint It Black, she was staring daggers at me. “What?” I asked.

“You,” she said, “you ruined my fun by putting on that shirt.”

I smirked at her, “It stays on ‘till yours comes off.”

Madeline’s eyes rounded at the mention of that, and dare I say, she started to redden in the cheeks.

“Relax,” I told her. “If I wanted it off of you, there would be more than implying.” When I sat down, the credits began to roll for that game show – never realized how much it hurt to watch it.

She swallowed and brought her legs up onto the couch, bundling them against her person – with her arms circled around her knees. Something pricked at my heart, watching her sit there all cute; straddling heaven and hell at the thought, that no matter how hard I tried – I could never really trust a woman.

Certainly not such a young, aimless girl as Madeline. Even if she did have curves like an angel; a mind behind her addiction that shone like a diamond, and I suspected, behind those blue eyes, there was a kindness to her she never let people see.

Trust was something far out of reach. After that terrible day, I only looked to my brothers, now.

Madeline raised her charming little heart-shaped face, “What would there be?”

“What?” I replied, being plucked from my thoughts.

She looked away from me then. Annoyed. “If you wanted my shirt off…”

Our eyes met and a heat that I couldn’t deny smoldered between us. It’s just the head between your legs that wants her, I thought. Get over yourself already, this is a job – just like any other. “Drop it,” I growled, getting up from the couch, “you’re too young for me, anyway.”

“Incredible,” she said, throwing her head back in laughter, “you don’t think we don’t know?” I glanced at her as I moved over to my DVD collection, which was hanging on a black shelf against the wall. “It’s hardwired into our skulls, okay,” Madeline lambasted, “a girl knows when a man’s getting pussy. You don’t just swagger the way you do without dipping yourself in more skank than I’d like to imagine.”

“You wouldn’t know the first thing about where—“ I grabbed myself for emphasis, “this badboy, has been, alright? Now keep your rear planted to my couch we’re watching something that doesn’t suck.”

Madeline huffed – God she was insufferable, yet so weirdly easy to find cute in the way that her nose flared; in the way that her lips curled with mischief. “Whatever you say, badass. All I know is, you tease a girl with a good time – even just by the way you move.” I had to fight back the mental thought of quieting her by stuffing my toe in her luscious mouth. 

Great, now I’m getting hard.

“I didn’t tease you,” I argued, still browsing through my collection of DVD’s. Swore that I could feel that girl checking out my rear. That was when I heard her get up, and pad over beside me. “Hey,” I barked. “Told you to stay—“

“Yeah I’m not a good listener,” she interrupted, “besides I want to check out your trash.”

Glancing towards her, my brows glided upwards.

Her mouth made a tiny ‘O’ and she said: “N-not like that, totally.” She shook her head and cleared her throat, “the DVDs.”

“Right,” my reply was curt. The Princess Bride, now that was a monster of a classic. Just seeing it’s title sent shivers up my back; the memories of watching it, and later in life, reading it – they brought me back to a happier moment. Thought too, on how Luke had read it to me in the hospital. Out of all of them, he was the one I’d entrust anything and everything to.

Mads elbowed me playfully in the side, trying to move me over. The warmth that bloomed where she touched me, man it just wasn’t natural. I’ve never gotten like this before, what is going on with me? She peered at the collection and brushed back some of her black and red hair. “Tell me,” she insisted, “I want to know how you’d do it. Pretend it’s not me.”

I stopped what I was doing and my jaw tightened. My hear tapped against my breastbone, way quicker than I realized. She hadn’t even started her withdrawals yet and it was like pulling teeth. When she verbally repeated her stance on the matter, I felt a flash of heat roar through me – and I became aware of the switchblade in my pocket. Turning to face her, I shot my hands to her curvy sides and watched as her eyes rounded, and she gasped. In a smooth motion, I brought her back over to the couch and forced her into it; straddling her, I pulled out my knife and clicked it to life.

I pushed the knife up against her throat, not enough to do damage – but enough to get the fear and arousal glassing over her eyes. Felt the heat surrounding me, threatening to overtake all that I was; it just couldn’t be real, the way she worked me up with just the flick of her eyes – the cadence of her words.

Dang it. What kind of poison is this?

Madeline sucked in a cautious breath, her body limp with fear and lust. Her sapphire blue eyes told me everything that I needed to know, and her lips looked like they wanted to speak so badly.

This girl liked things rough. Liked things on the wild side. But I knew that I shouldn’t be embracing that darkness, that I shouldn’t be nurturing this… dysfunctional dream.

Smoke and gravel, that was the way I growled at her. Couldn’t help it, with the way she looked, the way she talked.  I brought the knife down against her shirt, keeping her chin and soft cheek cupped. The knife ripped right through her plain shirt, and when I brought it past her navel, I yanked at what remained – causing the dark angel of a girl to gasp.

Only her black and hot pink bra remained, sending an instant wave of need right to my cock.

This was wrong, so wrong on so many levels.

But I craved it. I leaned in close and brought the end of the blade up, right between her cups, “That,” I husked, leaning in so close that our lips could nearly touch, “is what I mean.” She reached her hand to the back of my head when I tried to pull away. It took every ounce of will that I had, but I did it anyway – I pulled away from her and put the knife away.

Stomping away from her, I rounded the couch, “That didn’t happen,” I called out to Madeline – making my way into the bedroom and fetching her one of my white tee’s. When I returned, I tossed the shirt over to her, and she caught it midflight.

By the time I drew the curtains, popped the movie in, and sat down, Madeline had put the shirt on and was sticking her tongue out at me for a moment. “You’re no fun,” she purred, “if this movie’s no good I’ll probably end up coaxing that hotness out of you again.”

“You’ll behave,” I crossed my arms other one another – I was sure I could keep her in line, but the real question was, could I keep myself calm and collected? “Besides, this is the best movie ever.” Madeline’s phone buzzed in her pants, and she dipped her hand into her pocket to produce it.

“The best movie ever?” Madeline threw her head back in a fit of laughter, “you are delusional.” She scanned the screen of her phone, the relaxed lines of her face quickly wilted. Whoever it was, it was clear that she wasn’t getting an ounce of joy from reading their message.

“Oh I’d have to be,” my voice carried well above hers, “for having to put up with you.” I’d expected more laughter, or maybe some kind of snarky remark. Something. But Madeline whined some pained noise out, and clutched at her stomach. “Are you alright?”

“Y-yeah,” she both looked and sounded uncertain.

“You know now that I look at you…” I scooted over to her and examined her queasy looking face, grabbing her chin with my thumb and index, turning her now and again.

Before I had the chance to talk at her any longer, she flinched and said: “Oh. Incredible.” She shook her head and pulled away from me, making more uneasy groans, and then leapt from the couch. “Bathroom?” She asked with desperation.

I pointed it out to her and quickly followed her into it. She sank down to her knees, and just as I pulled her hair away – she started to upchuck.

Guess her withdrawals didn’t care for my choice in movies.
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Madeline

Ugh, I’d felt the first fingers of sickness after I’d finished eating – but I thought that I could control it. Then it just started hitting me like I was in the right with Iron Mike.

So embarrassing. 

Still, I quickly put the thought away from my mind – after cleaning up and much assurances that I was okay, and that I didn’t feel like the withdrawals were hitting me in full just yet; we were finally ten minutes into the movie.

“You’re smiling again,” Gabriel pointed out, sprawled out comfortably on his well-established side of the couch. His island.

I just opted to hide my face from the man. “Well I can’t scowl all of the time, trust me I’ve tried.”

“I think you’re liking it.”

“I think that you like the idea of me liking it.”

Gabriel gave that charming, short, broken laugh, “It’s okay for you to like things, you know. You like it.”

“Ugh!” I shot my hands up to my face and pulled downwards, and then angrily folded my arms over my chest, “what kind of motorcycle riding jerk watches this trash anyway? You guys are supposed to be dark and edgy.”

“Oh, right,” Gabriel said dryly, “now that you’ve reminded me, it’s all clear to me now. I better go let the boys know. Shut up and watch the movie, okay?”

I pushed out a laugh and the image of what Gabriel had done to me earlier flickered through my mind, the thought heating me between my legs.

Could have drowned an infant down there I was so wet.

Shivers ran through me, and for as much as I focused on the movie – I felt like I had to resist this gravity that Gabriel had. Like he was pulling me towards him, with no effort on his own part; I was just a small blue star, circling his burning brightness.

Although there were plenty of laughs and emotions being tugged at before, I found myself on the edge of my seat when Dread Pirate Roberts and Inigo began their duel to the death. For some reason, it just wasn’t possible to not love the characters in this movie: My lips curled into a smile, the two men playing their dance of death amongst the stones and dirt, kicking up dust every second step. The swords came together in quick, intricate stabs, artful thrusts and testing slashes. The two of them were equally skilled, and I’d never witnessed such an eloquent use of swords in a movie before.

“Who’s going to win?” I asked, looking to Gabriel. My nails basically had to start paying rent for how often they lived just beneath my nibbling teeth.

Gabriel had the most smug, pleased look on his face. Those chocolate eyes, full of warmth now and not the biting chill that I’d seen previous; they struck lightning through me like Zeus. “You’re barking up the wrong tree for spoilers,” he said, and then I caught a glimpse of his white teeth, “still can’t believe you haven’t seen this,” the gorgeous man whispered.

The duel continued with a series of witty banter, each line of dialogue either making me chuckle or flooding me with a feel-good warmth. Dang, he was right, how come I’ve never seen this? This movie wasn’t lame at all. This was a nasty habit of mine, but I really couldn’t not ask someone what was going to happen – so I slid closer to Gabriel and kept my eyes on the screen, whispering, “That’s the farmboy, isn’t it?”

“You really can’t help yourself, can you?” Gabriel said.

Inigo’s sword flew high into the air. “The pirate has to be him,” I said, feeling that familiar chill start to sink into my bones.

Gabriel sighed and snaked an arm around my shoulder, holding me tightly against him, “Watch,” he rumbled.

Pinpricks of delight washed over me, and I just let myself sink into the gorgeous man’s touch.

As we watched and laughed, in the back of my mind I knew that it was coming – and sooner, rather than later, the withdrawals would be striking in full force. Still, it was clear that the man loved the movie; every time that I would comment on the smallest thing, he’d beam. When we got to the scene of Buttercup shoving Westley, sending him tumbling down the hill and shouting ‘as you wishhh’ I couldn’t contain my excitement. I shot up from the old green couch, and pointed at Gabriel: “I knew it!”

He just smirked and pulled me down laughing.

When the credits started to roll, I squeezed the man tightly, exclaiming how much I loved it.

“I don’t know if it’s the movie or the white shirt,” Gabriel said, “but you’re acting really nice.”

I tugged on the hem of the white shirt that he’d given me and gave him a wry look, “It could be both. What’re we watching next?” I immediately got up and began looking through his selection of DVD’s. That was when I heard Gabriel’s cellphone ring, which instantly brought me back to the thought of Damien’s text. I glanced over my shoulder just as he produced the phone, and he brought it to his ear.

“Sexton,” Gabriel practically boomed, and I was a little embarrassed to say that just hearing him speak so loudly sent a fresh wave of tingles for me. “What’s up? Yeah. Won’t be around for… less than a week, doing a favor for Luke and Jas.” It shouldn’t have annoyed me that he wasn’t paying attention to me, it should have been the last thing on my mind and the last thing in my heart – but still, it was there.

As Gabriel continued speaking with his friend, I gave him a slightly pouty look and sidled over to him, catching his warning eyes just before I sat on his lap.

Like warnings had ever stopped me from doing something.

His eyes rounded at my bold and flagrant disregard for the man’s wishes. But he didn’t shoo me away, “You shouldn’t do that, brother.”

I was feeling the beginnings of a fever in my head, and not the fun kind that starts between my legs. I tilted my head at the man and traced my fingers along the scruff of his powerful jaw; but still he remained, nearly motionless as a statue. He was trying so hard to resist me; I pressed my rear against his lap and lackadaisically moved, mouthing to him, “You have work to do. Am I not distracting?”

Gabriel sucked in a tight breath, and I could feel him growing hard beneath me – sending pinpricks of excitement and satisfaction up my spine. “Dude,” he breathed, a glimmer of anger and lust dancing in those dark eyes, “just settle down your toe gets wet plenty enough. Look,” he then mouthed to me, “bend over.” “I can’t—“

I shook my head playfully, continuing to slowly grind up against his crotch. Goodness he really must be packing some serious heat down there. This little game was starting to prove an excellent distraction to the self-destruction that was, well, me.

This clearly frustrated the man, as he moved his hand to my waist and shoved me off to the side of the couch. He cradled the phone against his ear and moved quickly against me, I could hear his buddy talking into his ear – but Gabriel wasn’t responding anymore. He was too focused on me. It was impossible for me not to smile when he unbuttoned my pants and peeled them off of me; throwing them to the floor and revealing my white cotton panties, with musical notes scattered around them.

He told his friend “mhm” and with the utmost casualness, forcibly flipped me onto my stomach – causing me to squeak, probably louder than I should have. A part of me found it hot and exciting at the idea of someone hearing, though. His hands maneuvered me so that my rear, in all of it’s pale, bubbly glory, was sticking out, presented for him. Gabriel brought his face down to me and pulled the phone away from his person, “new rule,” he whispered in some sexy, authoritative voice, “anytime you get on my nerves, I’m spanking your rear.”

I just laughed at him, I was used to pissing men off. Like it was a kind of addiction that I couldn’t quit.

Crackling little jolts of ecstasy swam through me when his hand rubbed along my cheeks. His hands were rough and well calloused, a real man’s kind of hand. From that alone I could feel the wetness beginning to pool again.

Crack.

His hand snapped loudly against my rear. Pain bloomed against the cheek of my rear, and I let out a stifled cry of pleasure-pain; followed by a whimper. Gabriel rubbed at the spot he had struck and mentioned off-handedly, “I didn’t hear anything, brother. Look, just, leave the clubhouse if you have to – I don’t want you things up for that sweet girl, alright? Unless you intend to bed and wed her, you need to find some other hole to fill. I’m out, don’t call me for a few days unless it’s legit, alright?”

Something dark twisted in my chest when he mentioned this woman, in the way that he did. Did she mean something to him? No, no I shouldn’t even care – this is just an arrangement to get me better. I shouldn’t be treating this like it’s some sexed up fantasy.

But idiot, that felt so good. The desire for more swelled in me, and I wiggled my rear a bit for him – hoping to tempt.

Gabriel tossed his phone loudly to the coffee table next to us and stepped forward. His hand reached down to my face and moved me, to get a better look. It felt like his thumb wiped something wet away from me, and the lines of his face tightened in concern. “You feel okay?” He asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” It was becoming harder to ignore the not-so-fun needs of my body; I’d lied to myself for a long time that I hadn’t come dependent on the trash. I just wanted a little bit longer with Gabriel, a little more time without having to dance with my demons.

“Don’t lie to me, Madeline,” he said. “You are flushed, seriously. And you’re sweating, can’t you feel that?”

“I felt your hand on my rear,” I teased.

“Only because you’re giving my rear such grief,” Gabriel japed, and to my surprise, his thumb that pet me in soft circles probed my lips. I greedily accepted his finger into my mouth, and sucked it long and slow, giving him a couple of low moans. “Quit enticing me now,” he said, and removed his thumb from the warmth of my mouth.

“You like it, don’t you?” I felt my lips curl into a tight, mischievous smile. “You should have taken me when you had the chance,” I teased, straightening out flat on the couch – like some sort of cat. “We won’t see each other anymore when this is done.”

Gabriel shot me the sexiest look I’d ever seen, his brows tightening and the lines of his face drawing taut in a subtle manner; the man’s jaw jumped, and in that moment I knew exactly what he was thinking. That he could have me just like he was going to earlier.

Anytime that he wanted. And my pussy quivered at the delightful thought, of that.

“I shouldn’t,” his mouth insisted, but his eyes told me a different tale. He sucked in a breath, his broad, amazing chest moving as he did.

I wrapped my arms around his waist and used his strong body as support to pull myself up, not realizing until now how weak my legs felt. Weather it was from the lack of drugs, or the smoldering look he’d just given me, I couldn’t quite say. “I think you should,” I murmured, looking up into his chocolate eyes, “come on Gabriel. What’s holding you back?” My hand reached for his crotch, but he moved to block me – still, I pressed on and rubbed against the bulge in his pants. Heat flooded me, and even for as much as I was turning myself on; something kept coming back to me, the terrible thought of using again – of getting what I’d let myself fall victim to.

Guilt and shame cloaked me then. And I thought about Josie, and how much I missed her. Thought of Brandon, and the ways in which I never properly grieved for him.

“I don’t do love anymore,” Gabriel insisted, steadying me with his hands.

“I’m not asking you to,” I panted, the streaks of heat in my head hitting me harder with each beating of my heart. “I want to screw you – no, I want you to screw me. Hard. So that I forget how messed up I let everything get,” I confessed, sucking in some quicker breaths now and again. “Don’t count me as some prude, women like it just as much as men.”

“Madeline,” he urged sharply, “sit down. Now.” I liked it when he bossed me around, why did I like that?

“Only if it’s on you,” I said, hoping to rouse his ire.

“No,” he gruffed and insisted, shooting an arrow of disappointment into my chest. He carefully brought me back down to the couch, and I promptly sunk into it. “Stay here, I’m going to hit the kitchen and bathroom. Don’t be a brat.”

I make no promises, to anything, or anyone.

My vision was starting to blur at the edges, and I found myself chuckling about nothing in particular it seemed; holding at the cramps in my belly.

Something wasn’t right, I could feel it in my bones. Something beyond the drugs. 

Shivers danced through my body. Cold, consuming, and demanding.

I looked up at Gabriel as he cautiously stepped back and away from me, “Thought I was just some junkie. Isn’t that what you said?” I asked plaintively, my heart thumping in my chest – muscles all along me began to gently twitch. “I’m just some junkie,” I repeated. I could only barely feel his hand on mine. It was like I was watching things from outside myself. “That’s what they think,” I confessed weakly, slumping further against the couch – thoughts of my big brother rolling through my head. That one Fall evening swam through me; where we played on my electric guitar at his buddy Seth’s, and how we burned the night away listening to music. Making music, listening, arguing over who was getting better at learning to rock.

Guess the good times weren’t meant to be. I turned my head, feeling how slack my jaw was becoming.

God, oh goodness. Brandon. All of that red. I felt the burning urge to scream, to scream like I had that night.

“You’re not just some junkie,” Gabriel soothed, his hand holding mine tighter. “I will get you through this. I promise.”

It had felt as if I’d only blinked and my arrogant savior came back to me. Gabriel sat down the assortment of medicines, along with a glass of water; tucked beneath the shoulder of his other arm, was a yellow blanket. He wrapped the thick blanket around me, and offered two painkillers to me in the palm of his big hand. “Take these,” he insisted.

Dull pain throbbed at the sides of my head. I wasn’t going to fight him on this. I grabbed the two pills, and swallowed.

Gabriel nodded in satisfaction and then poured me a spoonful of Nyquil, feeding it into my mouth. “This trash ain’t gonna do you much good,” he admitted, cupping his hand below the end of the spoon. I drank the nastiness in and nodded my head, weakly wiping at my mouth afterwards. “Take it you’re not a fan of actual rehab. You know, where they know what they’re doing.”

Wrapping the blanket tighter around myself, I silently thanked Gabriel in my head. “I shouldn’t have to go,” I breathed, “I’m tired of going. This is my different,” I told him, “my escape. No more shame, no more pity, no more prying eyes and judging—“I caught myself then.

His lips twisted into a small, sad smile. “I get it,” he crooned, and then handed me the cold glass of water – its icy contents clinking at the rim. It was positively freezing to the touch, but my lips greedily accepted the familiar cold – even if only just to get that disgusting, medicine taste out of my mouth. He moved over to the other side of the couch and snatched up one of the cushions, carefully lifting up my head and placing it behind me.

“Thanks,” I muttered, my chest rising in a breath. I was already missing his fingers on me.

Those chocolate eyes dipped downwards, and the features of his face tightened. He looked up at me, “I’m sorry,” he susurrated. “For saying the trash that I did, like I said, you’re not just a junkie.”

I gave him as much of a smile as I could muster, feeling a drop of sweat roll down the side of my face and another fresh set of shivers roll across me. “You’re not so good with apologies.”

“And you’re not so nice with that tongue, so that makes us even,” the usual edge to his smoky voice was playful now. He brushed back a strand of his hair.

“Y-ou,” I pushed out a breath through my nose, Goodness, just existing was exhausting in and of itself. “Don’t even know… how nice—“ I stuck my tongue out at him, “I am with it.”

He gave me a look of disapproval. I couldn’t understand why he was so reluctant. It was clear that I could tempt him, could stir him into chasing after me – but something, something I couldn’t put my finger on, was holding the man back. I just wanted some fun… right? 

I closed my eyes, and felt my body melt away when I sensed Gabriel sit beside me.
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Gabriel

Madeline had been in and out of sleep for most of the day, and when she was feeling good enough to keep her eyes open – I made sure to put on some good flicks for her to watch. She was suffering from some serious cold sweats, and I’d never seen someone mutter so much even in a broken sleep. I was impressed that she hadn’t yet asked me to get her any of the crack her body craved. That was a good sign, but I knew that it was only a matter of time before she reached rock bottom.

When it was clear that she was going to be out for an hour at least, I scooped her up quietly and carefully – cradling her in my arms. She made some low, agitated, whining noise and shifted in my clutch. As I carried her over to my bedroom, I found it entirely too discomforting. The way she made me feel. Just holding her in my arms made my chest flutter

It was stupid, to be so frightened of a feeling or a thought. Still, I pushed them from mind and heart, and laid Madeline down into my bed – covering her up and tucking her beautiful, worn-out body into some kind of state of comfort.

I lingered over her for a moment, drinking in the paleness of her gorgeous face – I’d looked her way a number of times during our movie moment.

Made me feel like some kind of boy.

But I couldn’t help myself. Now I was acting like some kind of creep, counting her freckles in the dark. Angry with myself, I huffed out a breath and stormed my way through the house; I grabbed my phone and went outside for a bit, checking my phone and messing around for a moment. Then I called Luke.

“Speak,” he said.

“Finally caught a moment to myself,” I announced.

“Heh, pull your hair out yet?”

“Getting there. She’s sleepin’ now. How’s things over there?” I could hear Jasmine in the background yelling that supper was ready.

“Here, here? Better now that I’m getting cooked a couple dozen meals a week – don’t ask me how she does it. Club side?” Luke pushed out a breath and called out to Jasmine, telling her that he’d be a minute. “Sorry, you know how her temper can be when I get all quiet on her. Club side… Sexton and Madwild went down to Lustmord, spoke to a couple of the girls there.”

“Shayla?”

“Yeah, few others too. Shayla’s good people.”

“For sure. Allen’s boys talking the talk?”

Luke snorted, “Yeah, yeah they are. Girls talk up our business to the locals and tourists, but soon as they’re out of sight the Steel Knights’ll toss our name in the dumpster. Getting less face-to-face meets, less business on courier work, some of the pushers, scared rear college boys they may be, are afraid to work with us.”

“Can’t let that be,” there was a fire smoldering in my gut. If they were going to play this way, the least they could do was tell us straight up. Dang cowards at the head of the table over there, now.

“No. We’ll take care of it soon, right now I want us to pin down a couple more travel routes through Washington – I want to use as few roads as possible that Allen and his crew showed us how to do. Once you get that girl—“

“Madeline,” I interrupted without even thinking, and for half a heartbeat there was an amused silence coming from Luke’s end. Feeling awkward, I said, “I mean, that’s her name. Madeline.”

Luke chuckled, “Right, right. You think you can keep your mouth shut?” Another small, stifled laugh rolled from the man.

“Sorry, Prez.”

“Ah, it doesn’t matter anyway. Known each other too long, brother. Can’t expect you to see me as higher up than you.”

“Well higher I can get,” I brushed at my nose with the back of my hand.

“Ha-ha. Yeah. We’ll smoke and party once this trash’s cleared up. Get Madeline, you dang gash hound, better ASAP and once those routes are locked in – we’ll hit Demonios.”

“Heard, brother. Heard.” There was this tightness in my throat, this warmth that soaked itself in to my bones. Why I didn’t like hearing him call me that, with Madeline at least, I couldn’t understand. 

***

When morning rolled around I managed to pick myself up off the couch and drag my groggy rear over to the bedroom. I knocked on the door and called out, “Mads?”

… Nothing. I let out a deep noise from my chest and turned the doorknob, “Time to get up, sweetheart. We’re going to get some food in your system,” I told her, sweeping a hand through my hair and blinking. She was tossing and turning like the sea in my bed, the sheets and blankets were plainly damp with sweat from her struggling; oddly erotic, was that my shirt clung to her skin – and at some point, she had taken her bra off in the night.

Approaching her, I mentally reprimanded myself for looking. Still, there was this weird connection that I’d felt a spark of  ever since I met her. Warmth flooded at the base of my cock, and my balls tightened up as she let out a small moan, her eyes still shut and her nipples beautifully stiff. Clenched my teeth and balled my hand into a fist at the thought of wanting such a desirable creature. I’d told myself long, long ago, that I was done with anything outside of a quick release.

“Madeline,” I said more curtly and loudly than I’d intended, my seething rage getting the better of me. I knew in the back of my mind, because of the frightened pricks at my heart, that if I stuck myself inside of her… if I claimed that girl for even just a night. I’d never break that addiction, there wouldn’t be another high or another low in the world that could rip me from her enchantment.

Her body jolted to life in a sudden flinch, those sapphire eyes shooting open and a quick gasp leaving her blue lips. It was miraculous how well whatever the heck she used stayed on so long. “What time is it?” She winced and rolled over, away from me, onto her side.

“Time to get up,” I told her.

“I hate that time,” she offered, groaning in some kind of pain.

“We all do. But you need to drag your pretty rear out of bed before I do it for you, beautiful.”

“Hmn,” she hummed, “if I wasn’t so miserable I’d probably enjoy that.”

I placed my hands on my hips, “Breakfast will be ready in ten, and if I don’t see a half-naked recovering addict at my table, I’m going to get my father’s rope and lasso you right the heck out.”

She whined in pain, and in that moment, I truly felt terrible for the girl. Pangs of sympathy hit me right in the gut. “That’s nice, Cowboy,” she said unenthused.

Tilting my head and pushing out a breath, I turned on my heel and strode straight to the kitchen. It took me a little longer than I’d anticipated; ended up making four sunny side up eggs, pan fried in butter and rubbed with a stick of thyme – six slices of bacon, each perfectly crisped and patted down for excess drippings. Additionally, two slices of whole wheat bread, toasted, and split in half – drizzled with golden butter; and a glass of orange juice for the each of us.

Once the coffee table was set and cleared of its usual garbage, I hustled over to my stolen bedroom and sidled over to Madeline’s side. She was of course, still trying to get some sleep. But I knew that she had to eat, and eat she was going to do; her body was something unreal, but in the back of my mind I wondered if she took care of herself enough. The answer was probably no, given the fact that she uses – or rather did use.

How did she even get into this trash in the first place? “Mads,” I gruffed, placing my hand on her shoulder and giving her a shake. “Mads, time to get up. Last chance. Food’s all ready, I even took a sharpie to it – got your name on each slice of toast and each strip of bacon.”

“Mmmf,” she groaned out and turned to face me, laying down on her back. She was more pale than usual, and I could clearly make out that sheen of sweat on her forehead. Madeline’s brows knitted together, “You said you’d lasso me.”

That was something close to a pout, and I knew the guys would give me endless amounts of trash for thinking that it was cute. I shook my head, “No lassoing. You want a ride on the breakfast express?”

Her brows eased and then glided upwards, “Breakfast expres—“

Before she could finish, I grabbed hold of her and picked her up out of bed. Like some sort of animal she howled with laughter and joy; twisting her beautiful body and grabbing at me now and again, her legs kicking at me playfully. When I situated her on my back, and was sure she was comfortably clinging to me, I rumbled out a chuckle and padded through the bedroom door – ducking to make certain she didn’t bump her head.

I sit her down at the table and take up the seat across from her. Her eyes go wide and she gives me a kind of dour look, “I can’t eat all of this,” she informs.

“It’s okay,” I told her, “didn’t know how much you’d be up for eating. Just dig in to what you can.”

Madeline gave me a weak smile then, and began to pick at her food. “I woke up a lot in the middle of the night,” she admitted. “Thanks for the bucket, by the way.”

“I didn’t hear you. And it was the least I could do to make sure you didn’t cause a mess.”

“Yeah,” she said, “the urges to use haven’t hit me this morning. But I was battling them hard in the middle of the night…”

“It’s good that you didn’t try and leave,” there wasn’t a chance she would have been able to. Even though I told her I hadn’t heard her in the night, it didn’t make my words true. Every noise my ears picked up, woke me from every dang dream I was having, nearly. I chewed on the butter-moist, toasted half of bread. “Never asked this,” I gruffed, “but how’d a girl like you get caught up in that trash?” It wasn’t like me to wonder if I’d crossed some invisible line; every line, every limit, I made my jerk. Yet for some reason, it tugged at me, the concept of hurting Madeline.

Her lovely face darkened, and she stopped her eating. “Bad things,” she susurrated, and her eyes flicked away from me.

“I see,” it was all I could find within myself to say.

There was a long moment of silence between us.

“It wasn’t any one thing,” she wasn’t looking at me still. Just staring off into space. “Or, that’s what I’ve told myself at least. My narrative of events. Maybe even my lie,” the words came out in a broken, hurt meter. Each movement of her lips stabbed at my chest with guilt for having asked her; it was plain to see how much guilt and shame she carried on those shoulders. “Dad was the straight shooter of the family,” she brought her sapphire blues back to me. “Real hard rear on just about anything, very strict. Him being in the same room with Mom’s just about the only way to loosen him up, really. He got me into the stuff that I listen to today.”

The flavor explosion of pork burst in my mouth, “You mean…”

“Music. He got me into Sabbath, Grateful Dead, Lydia Lauren. You’d never believe that he wasn’t—“ Madeline stopped and clenched her eyes shut, her face contorting with pain. “Sorry,” she brought a hand to her stomach, and she wavered in her wooden chair.

I brought myself out of my seat and made long strides towards her, placing my hands on her shoulders and leaning down toward her. “Don’t be sorry,” sometimes I wished that my voice wasn’t so rough. Wasn’t trying to scold or talk down to her.

“I’m okay,” she pushed out in a breath, and when I was sure that she was, I nodded and made my way back to the chair: “Yeah… so Dad never did drugs, but he got me into a lot of bands that did them. Maybe that was where I ever got the first inkling.”

“What was the big one?” I habitually cracked my knuckles and felt my phone go off in my jeans, but I mentally filed it away as something to check later.

“Lost my brother. Fell for the wrong guy, to save a friend.”

I stopped breathing for a moment, and just looked at her.

“We never even knew that something was wrong with him,” she continued, with an almost clinical tone. “He just… one day.” Madeline snapped her fingers, and shook her head, “offed himself. Me and my parents were asleep, and it was October 11th. I remember that. Such a mundane, typical day before – before it happened, you know. But now? Now it’s… not. We were all sleeping and then there was this great – crack? It boomed throughout the whole house.”

Goodness. How did this girl even have her head screwed on reasonably right? She continued: “Mom and Dad got there first. But I woke up in a panic, and I felt my heart just hammering away in my chest. I’d never even heard a gun before that day, not outside of TV and off in the distance. I thought that I was going to die,” Madeline shifted in her chair, the wood creaking as she did. “So, panic and terror had me in their grips, and I darted out to my room – listening to Mom and Dad call for me and Brandon. The screams that I heard that night, it sounded like it was from some kind of animal. They tried—well, Dad, tried to keep me out of his room. Try not to think about my brother like that… with all of that red running down his old bed.” Madeline shivered, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the memory or the sickness.

“Nobody should ever have to go through something like that, Madeline,” I told her. Knew there was more to this girl than a devil-may-care attitude and a great set of belly. “Please,” I said, “don’t tell me you blame yourself for something as messed up as that.”

She didn’t respond.

“Madeline,” I urged, reaching my hand across the table to grab her own, delicate little hand. Her eyes shot up to meet mine, and a thorn of ecstasy pricked my heart. “I’m sure your brother, Brandon, I’m sure that he loved you,” I nodded my head for emphasis, “he wouldn’t want you to be torn up about him forever. He’d want you to be happy and healthy. Sound mind, sound heart.”

Broke me up inside to see the sheen of tears in her eyes, but she didn’t cry. Instead, after a moment, she looked like she was about to be sick and promptly excused herself.

She wasn’t ready to forgive herself just yet. For something that she didn’t even do.

But I’ll get her there. One touch at a time, one word at a time – one hour of listening at a time.
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Madeline

It felt like the universe was punishing me for telling Gabriel about Brandon. I was puking my guts out for God only knows how long, and the rest of the day went by in a blur. Sleeping, tossing and turning, in and out of the shower, and a whole lot of irritability. Several times I told Gabriel that I was leaving, but he kept getting in my way like a stubborn ox. He told me that I couldn’t leave yet, that I wasn’t off of the trash for long enough – and he was right.

Dang, just so hard to not try and break away. In the back of my mind, I could feel myself unraveling. Dozens of plots and schemes on how to get out and score a fix went through my mind, and I knew that I could do it – if only for the fact that the man had to sleep sometime. Still, he had ears like a hawk; or at least it seemed that he did, anyway.

I savored every moment that I had with him, for some reason. Each talk and especially each touch of his hand on me, that was the most exciting part about it. We hadn’t done anything like that morning where he struck my rear – and if I wasn’t so sick, there were a number of times were I considered getting off to the thought of it.

My perversion was just a part of me, and I accepted that. It would be crazy not to fantasize with a guy like him around.

Pulling myself from that reverie, I shivered and bit down on my lip – sinking further into the embracing waters of the bathtub. Things had let up finally, and it was well past nine at night, now. Maybe I could leave tomorrow.

Leave. And go where? The thought stabbed at me.

I didn’t like home. I knew that Dad didn’t mean what he did, that I was just a huge disappointment to him and the family. But home just… doesn’t feel like home’s supposed to feel. Sure, I had my room and my guitar, and my music and my posters. But they were just tangible things, just items in my life.

What was there for me here?

What was there for me… anywhere.

The terrible thoughts, the darkness that soaked itself into my bones – I had to fight to get them away from me. When my mind drifted back to Gabriel, as I laid there in bath, equally bathed in mostly darkness – save for the soft, orange glow of the lights overhead; I felt this glorious heat rise up the soles of my feet, and shoot straight to my pussy.

Imagining his hard, chiseled body was my escape. My perfect little fantasy. Or at least, this was what I told myself – somewhere deep, deep inside of me, right down to my soul. There lurked fear. Fear of the trash that I felt when he sat next to me; of the way his hand would send electricity through my body.

Whatever it was that he made me feel. It was never supposed to be in the cards for a wayward daughter like me.

Maybe that wayward bad boy feels the same.

Regardless, I slipped my hand down my navel – the waters lapping against the bathtub as I sucked in a slow, slow breath. Waves of heat licked at me between my thighs, and my fingers found the head of my clit. I touched it ever so gently at first, a small, light moan rolling from my lips – so quiet that there wasn’t a chance that Gabriel could hear.

The darker, kinkier side of me wanted him too, though.

Easing my way down past my clit, I rubbed at the folds of my pussy. I pictured Gabriel, the way that I had saw him that morning, in all of his chiseled, tattooed glory. The scars, the eyes, the hunger and power behind his every motion. I wanted it all. Needed it. Inserting a finger, the lips of my greedy sex easily accepted it; this was a poor substitute for what I envisioned Gabriel carrying between those corded legs of muscle.

Picking up my pace, I could feel my nipples hardening at the lewd fantasy in my head. Colors swam inside my mind’s eye, and I imagined Gabriel slapping my rear again – picking me up in his strong arms and me against a wall.

Idiot.

When I found a good, firm, quick rhythm, that was when the noises that escaped me grew loud. Pinpricks of pleasure danced across my skin, and I cupped at my breasts – pinching and twisting every now and again at my stiff nipples. Every part of my body was sick and tired of being sick and tired. Every inch of me craved him.

After a moment, I fully embraced and realized what I was doing. The mischief in me always seemed to be turned on, even when I didn’t notice. I made more noise; more wails and further writhing in the tub of warm water, fingering myself as good and hard as I could – pulling myself up and out of the water some. My fingers circled and pulled and worked at my clit until I was ready to explode; I wasn’t filled with shame, I was filled with the delusional hope that Gabriel would force himself into the bathroom and screw me until I was lost to blissful senselessness.

Every muscle in my body tensed up, and my toes curled something fierce. I shut my eyes and shot my finger up to my mouth, biting down some, from some kind of old habit. And then I came harder than I could ever remember, at just the thought of getting taken by that man.

When a heavy, satisfied euphoria overcame me, and everything relaxed – I found myself smiling at the prospect of getting Gabriel hard.

A short spell of time later, after I’d cleaned myself and gotten dressed; I made my way from the bathroom into the living room, where Gabriel wasn’t to be found. I craned my head all around to look for him, and I noticed that his bedroom door was closed. Things were quiet. Suspiciously quiet. There was a part of me that wanted to knock, but instead I turned and surrendered myself over to that green couch – knowing full and well before long I’d be aching once more.

***

Everything came back in a blur, and I found myself waking up to the sound and sting of tears; didn’t take long for me to register that they were mine.

Why was I crying?

The dream. I had that dream again. Of Brandon. I lurched up in my makeshift bed on the couch, my skin slick with sweat and my bones aching with that familiar, chilling hurt.

Once my feet made contact with something hard and unmoving, that was when I realized Gabriel was sitting at the end of the couch – and he was just being roused from sleep. He looked over to me with groggy eyes, rubbing at them with the back of his hand. “What’s wrong,” he practically croaked before crawling over to me.

My heart wouldn’t stop hammering in my chest, and every breath that I took felt like pins and needles were going straight to my lungs. So I did the first thing that my body felt to do; there wasn’t any thought behind it, just basic instinct. I wrapped my arms around Gabriel and sunk my head into his chest, and when I convinced myself that it was okay to cry – that it was okay to just let go.

I did just that.

Gabriel’s arms cinched around my person nice and tight, as though he were trying to bathe me in some invisible light that would burn away all those bad things that dwelled within. “Madeline,” he crooned, readjusting his grip on me, “Madeline, Madeline, what’s wrong? Shh,” he susurrated, “it’s okay, gorgeous, it’s okay. Let it out.”

That hit me the hardest. Was I so messed up that I craved someone’s permission to let go? “Gabriel,” I cried, the sobs rolling from me effortlessly. “I should have saved him,” it was like I was wanting him to chastise me, needing him to tell me that, yes, you should have saved your brother.

“No,” he assured, “no, no, no. Baby,” he squeezed me tighter and pressed his face against the side of my head. We breathed one another in, and became beautifully tangled in each other’s warmth. Delightful heat blossomed in my chest at him calling me that. “Don’t blame yourself,” he said, “don’t cut yourself down like that. You couldn’t have saved him, nobody could have – he wouldn’t want you to be like this.”

I tried to suck in a breath but only seemed to get snot. “I’m sorry,” I offered, and then I offered it again and again, so many times that I thought I’d never speak another word outside of sorry again.

“It’s okay,” Gabriel promised, and he promised with the weight of his whole being behind it – and like a fool, I found myself believing him.

“I didn’t want to burden anybody,” I coughed, feeling a pain in my ribs – flashes of the drugs screaming through my head; colors swirling and forming the despicable face of Damien. “I- I never meant for this, to be like this.”

“That’s the thing, sweetheart. We never do. That’s called life, and it happens to each and every one of us. Only difference between you and someone else, on the street? You’ve got people that give a hoot about you, people that know you matter more than you think. The difference, is that I’m here, and I won’t let another thing happen to you.”

I sniffled and pulled back from Gabriel, feeling invisible fingers press against my heart. I searched those beautiful, pensive eyes, “How can you say that?” Hurt laced my tone, “why do you care so much?”

He grabbed my hand and held it tight in his own, “Because… I feel something for you, something that I haven’t felt in a long time,” Gabriel leaned in dangerously close to my lips, and the heat between us sparked into an inferno. “You scare the trash out of me,” his lips softly met with mine, and we kissed. Long and deep.

And for that instant, I was his Princess Buttercup – he, my Westley.

His lips were soft and firm, and so good. Wondrous warmth flooded me, and it felt like our kiss lasted forever; our slice of eternity.

We pulled away from each other slowly, and our eyes locked on one another. It was a slow dance. The sort of beauty that you thought were locked away, and only to be told in dreams or in plays; in the music that you listened to at night when you cried yourself to sleep. It was so much, that I shared Gabriel’s sentiment – how could I feel so much for a man that, even though I hardly knew him, it felt like I’d known him the night that we met.

It was frightening.

That was when he approached me again, with another kiss. He pushed me back down against the couch, leaning some of his weight over me as he worked my mouth – his hand moving beneath my shirt and to my navel. Fire swam through my veins, and finding myself reinvigorated by his passion, I returned the kiss twice as hard. I wanted to taste him, wanted to taste all of him and in every way. Heat bloomed between my thighs and a sense of sexual urgency shot through my system; every fiber of my being demanding to be touched.

Gabriel continued his assault, flicking his tongue inside of my mouth and having our tongues dance together – each pass another hard, yet silky twining. Our lips smacked together, and the sound of our passion. Whatever our passion was, exactly, filled the night.

Was this all just some fleeting thing? It couldn’t last. This was just an arrangement, or at least, that was what I was slowly trying to convince myself of.

Though with his tongue forced against me, I didn’t have much time to think.

Gabriel pulled away from me, the coloring of devil’s love etched within his eyes. He peeled off the shirt he’d let me borrow, and my mind flashed back to when he broke out that wicked knife. “You’re so beautiful,” he breathed, and as though he were overcome with me, he shot down to my lips. We made out with a ferocity like I’d never experienced; my teeth nipping at his lips, and moans rolling from the both of us.

“Gabriel,” I panted, it was like I was drowning in the magnificence of his person.

He broke away once more and fingered playfully at my bra. There was something else in his eyes now, something that made my pussy clench with utter delight.

Anger. “You’ve been teasing me since the night we met,” he whispered, and then leaned down to my ear and added, “I heard you in there.” Shivers rolled through my body, and my hairs stood up on their ends. He gave this sexy, dark chuckle. “I came just from listening to you,” Gabriel confessed, “took every ounce of power within me not to come in there and claim your little body.”

I wrapped my legs around his hard body, pulling him further against me and relishing in the heat of him, “I want you to harass this bad pussy,” I whispered salaciously, grabbing at the back of his neck and digging my nails into his skin just a bit; moving my hips to try and stimulate his cock some. “Please,” I begged, pulling him in hard for a kiss, “use me.”

Gabriel’s deftly undid my bra and tossed it to the side, and he gave me a sly grin: “As you wish.”

I tried my hardest to keep a straight face, but just ended up laughing.

He dipped his head down to my breasts then, and sucked deep against my nipple. Each second that he was on it was bliss, giving me a tickling sort of pleasure that connected trails of heat to my pussy. Even before now, I was sure that I’d gotten well beyond wet – just thinking about his huge cock slipping inside of me, that was enough to make my head spin.

Gabriel groaned, “Whose nipples are these?”

“Mine,” I teased, placing a hand on the back of his head and feeling his hair.

He growled and removed himself from my soaked, stiff nipple, and brought a firm hand to my neck – letting me know just who was in control. That was when my clit started to wake up, and I felt a great need to be touched down there; I quietly slipped my hand beneath my pants, and Gabriel said, “Wrong answer. You’ve been messed by boys,” his voice was so sexy, “but not by real men. Not by me. This?” He said, squeezing and playing with my breasts, giving them a sharp, delicious smack every now and again. “These? These are mine.”

“Yes,” I purred in response, reveling in the pain-tipped pleasure.

Gabriel’s hand caught my own, before I could reach the aching core between my legs. He removed my hand from my pants and carefully undid them; this permitted me to shimmy a couple of inches out of them, and his hand to dip to the base of my sopping wet pussy. “Whose is this, hmn?” He rasped, his fingers making small, circular motions that pushed me closer and closer to the brink of madness.

“Yours,” I gasped, my hands going for his form-fitting v-neck and lifting it off of him. I bit down on my lip as I drank in the hard, chiseled vision that was Gabriel. It wasn’t natural to look so good, did he ever eat something not good for him? It was seriously almost distracting, even as he made sure to tease me like a demon down there.

He went for my belly once more, sucking and pawing and kneading at them – flicking his tongue across each hardened nipple; sending little rivulets of pleasure throughout me. He then worked his way down further, leaving trails of kisses and sucks, and occasionally the sexy rear nip of his teeth. Warmth kissed at my body as he reached my panties, and pulled them off of me with his teeth.

That first feeling of his mouth on my damp sex, was complete bliss. I mewled like an animal in heat, and ran my fingers through his long, gorgeous brown hair. Goodness, just what was he doing to me? What had I been so desperately needing and missing my whole life? None of those greasy, quick-shooting mongrels that I hooked up with ever took the time to go down on me.

Just listening to those erotic sounds was enough to build me up. The music of Gabriel’s sexy, rough and tough groans; his tongue flicking against my clit and his mouth drinking me long and deep.

I writhed and ground my hips against his face, wanting to get every last bit of his stubble soaked with my filthy juices. “Idiot,” I purred somehow between cries of pure ecstasy, catching sight of his eyes looking up at me. So hot. “It’s too much,” I mewled, “I’m—I’m gonna’ go mad, incredible.”

Gabriel pulled himself from me, stringy ropes of pleasure juice bridging the gap between my pussy, “Let go,” he ordered, “I want to taste your cum.”

Nothing could have sent me over the edge so easily as that. After another couple of seconds, of having him tease my clit with his thumb and his mouth sucking me, that was it. I came with more intensity than I thought possible, making Gabriel’s mouth and jaw slick with that juice as I let out a strangled cry.

Panting for breath, my muscles gave out these little pleasure contractions and a satisfied weight sank into my bones. The world around me seemed clearer, and after a moment of time – I sank back down in the couch, physically and spiritually. “Incredible,” I breathed, bringing my hands over towards my breasts and pushing up against them, letting my fingers glide over my nipples.

Gabriel wiped at his mouth and like a predatory animal, he kept his eyes locked on mine while crawling toward me. His lips crashed against mine and I could taste that strange-sweetness of my own sex, combined with the deliciousness that was his mouth and tongue. Goodness I didn’t want to stop, my body was still firing on all cylinders. Feeling the weight of him above me like that, the comforting embrace of being so close to a human being that was real with me?

There just wasn’t anything like it. This was how sex was supposed to be. Passionate, lusting and giving a trash about how someone feels.

If only my first lays had gotten that message.

My hand went to the bulge in his pants, and I stroked against it as best I could given my position. Dang he was an impressive specimen.

Letting out a gravelly noise of appreciation, Gabriel straddled me, squeezed hard at my pale belly and then got off of the couch. Must be in a lot of pain, I could see just how desperately his manhood wanted to be inside of me. He peeled off his jeans inch by glorious inch, revealing his dark boxer-briefs and a whole bunch of muscle. Once it sprang free, I was done. Like a molten punch to my gut, those heady waves of lust filled me all over again – surely my eyes widened in appreciation, because my mouth was nearly drooling.

“Never seen one like this, have you?” Gabriel’s voice was smooth, taunting, and dark as dusk.

“Nuh-uh,” was all I could manage. Teenage me would have scoffed at the idea of scoring such a beautiful piece of work. Mentally, emotionally? I was doing cartwheels.

Just as I moved, so that I was sitting up on the couch, Gabriel stepped forward and with clear intent, he gripped me with that beastly hand and forced me to the head of his cock. I gasped out loud, and a wave of excitement ran through me at being taken with such invigorating control. Looking up at him with wicked eyes, I knew that – no matter what else did, or didn’t happen, that we would be having a lot of fun tonight.

“Yeah,” he darkly purred, “you like that, Rockstar?” He brushed the head of his thick cock along my cheek and lips.

“Mmm yeah,” that was what I said, but in the back of my head all I could do was panic – I’d never taken something in like this before. I haven’t even given that much head.

“I want you to take it all,” he said, grabbing a fistful of my hair and pushing me down onto the first couple of wondrous inches.

Letting my lips sink all the way down his hardness, I kept my eyes fixed on Gabriel – rocking my head back and forth, moaning now and again on each ascent. Feeling him tremble just a bit was like a burning ecstasy to me, to know that I was giving him such pleasure. Tilting my head, I bobbed all along that amazing shaft, taking in the salty-sweet taste of his sex. If a girl like me had to come home to something like this each night, I could die happy.

Gabriel slowly threw his head back, giving me a nice shot of his bold Adam’s apple. He gave this drop-dead sexy groan, and sucked in some air. The hard muscles of his body, in all their multi-colored tattooed glory, were a real feast for the eyes. Each pec looked nearly chiseled; and his abs were so tightly knit together.

I brought my hand down to the sopping mess that was my pussy, and gave myself a delightful tease. When Gabriel pushed me down to the root of his cock, I made a scratchy kind of noise from my throat and jerked back immediately – pulling off of his slick shaft. I left little trails of saliva and pre-cum, and wiped at my mouth, coughing.

“Are you okay?” He asked, easing his grip on me and petting at the side of my face.

“Yeah, I’ve just… never done it like this before,” I replied, composing myself for a short moment and then trailing kisses along his cock.

“Could have fooled me,” he said and smiled, “your beautiful mouth was made to be messed.”

When he said that it felt like the whole room got hotter, and I was sure that he could see me blushing then. Licking my way back up, I plunged down on his shaft and worked him hard and quick. Every inch of my pussy was clenching up with the thought of riding him, but I assumed that he didn’t have a condom laying around – or maybe he wasn’t willing to go that far with me?

It’s not like this could last. This was just basic instinct. Even if I felt… feelings. Damaged goods was stamped over the both of us, and there wasn’t any denying that.

Pushing myself out of those thoughts, I hummed as I cupped his balls, my other hand sliding over towards his rock hard rear and pulling at him.

Gabriel rocked his hips to match my rhythm, and with every ragged breath and sound of sinfully delicious appreciation that he gave me, I felt pangs of sexual joy. “Idiot, Madeline,” he burst, cupping both sides of my face and picking up his pace. “Take every last drop.” He threw back his head once more and let out these awesome grunts of pleasure; I could feel his cock twitching almost down to my throat, as he spurted off seed after hot seed.

Unsheathing from his still very erect cock, I left little trails of cum and saliva behind as I coughed. Between those coughs and sniffles, all the while preening at my freshly used mouth, I smiled up at him. There wasn’t much time to rest when he picked me up and carried me over to his bed, making me squeal like a darn fool with excitement.

He threw me onto the bed.

We came together in a chorus of giggling and growls and purrs.

When I felt his fingers slip inside of me, and start to work me over – that beautiful, familiar warmth filled me all over again.

Gabriel didn’t take me in all the ways that I’d envisioned in my fantasy, but his command and his tenderness and his attention to making my body sing with pleasure; that touched me in a way I’d never felt before. Like I was something real, and not just a fake person marking down moments of time with each breath.

He breathed life into me that night, and a thorn of fear pricked at my heart.
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Gabriel – Six Years Ago

Depression. Sinking, swallowing, and all consuming. There was nothing in this world like it, nothing that I’d felt before could match it.

And nobody seemed to understand.

The Wolves won that game on that fateful night. But I lost everything. I’d spent the better part of four weeks in a hospital, and Lysandra had only come to see me twice – both times with Bret Cannes; he was now the newly appointed QB.

Go figure. You can’t really be a star with a useless, splintered to all perdition leg.

My one saving grace, where my so called friends and my lover failed me, was the brothers and sisters of the Steel Knights. Dad made sure that each and every last one of them showed up on the weekly; although for most of them he didn’t even have to mention. What none of them knew was that I cried that first night they all showed up, even before Lysandra and Bret. The love and empathy that they poured into me was unreal, and the greatest part about it was that none of it felt fake – it was all just so… genuine.

How they could feel that way for me I’d never understand. I may have been part of the club by blood, but my daily, even weekly, interactions with them were next to nothing – especially compared to everyone else’s grandfathered in kid. They brought me all kinds of food and flowers and handwritten notes about how they knew I’d get through this, and how they remembered me from when I was just a young boy.

The only part of it that I didn’t like was seeing the theatrics of Mr. Death. Rochester, even after all these years I couldn’t even begin to forgive him; worse so, I just didn’t understand why he was the way that he was. Why he treated me like a dog, or some thing to be molded.

When he put his arms around me I wanted to kill him. I’d never wanted to kill someone before, but in that moment? The heat in my chest was just too much. I shouted that he get off of my, and everyone in the room tensed up – I just couldn’t hide my fury.

Maybe, at the end of the day, he was the reason that I never wanted to be more than in the periphery of the club.

But how could I abandon all of those people?

All that time I spent languishing in front of doctors and nurses; to the sound of machines blipping throughout the endless days and nights. Made me think that I needed to move past the grudges and the hate that I held in my wicked heart for J.D. If only for the sake of being reunited with my true family, in the Steel Knights. Through all of this trash, there was a constant humiliation that I couldn’t rip from my person; that I needed help with day-to-day things. It was like all my strength had been sapped from me, and I just couldn’t understand why this felt like such a big deal to me.

Self loathing stabbed at me on the hour, like a constant reminder I couldn’t ignore.

I’d seen kids break their arms and their feet and their legs and God only knows what else. They never seemed this miserable; hell they seemed all the happier, like they could get through it as easy as a breeze.

The loss of Football had to be what did me in so much. Before I started, I was always picking fights with anyone that would bite. I was in the nurse’s office, the principal’s office, and just about any kind of detention or suspension that they could throw at me. Playing that field was the only thing that kept my fists from being so bloody, and my head from being too hot.

Lysandra Greene… something wasn’t right with her. I’d loved her for as long as I could remember, but in my heart, I knew that she wasn’t telling me something; idiot if that didn’t leave scars that no medical person or equipment could see.

When I finally got back, Dad had been sweet about the whole thing – told me that if I didn’t want to go to school until the start of the new week, then I didn’t have to. This was rare for my old man, as he was a notoriously tough rear. Still, I knew unlike other people, that he had plenty of good and caring in his heart. Told him that I’d go back the next day, and he respected my will on the matter.

I laid in bed that night before returning to school, just listening to the sound of the crickets singing their music outside. It was the only thing I could try to focus on outside of the hurt; when I finally had enough waiting around, I called Lys.

She didn’t pick up. Hadn’t heard from her since the last time that we spoke in the hospital.

When the minutes of waiting and waiting turned to hours, that was when I got up and hobbled over to my large wooden desk. I’d etched in my initials in small, jagged print, on the side of it – this was back when I was a kid of course. Sitting down in the chair, I opened up the small drawer, one of three, and pulled out my yellow notebook and pen.

Poured out all of my pain into those pages in the form of poetry. The secret thing that I did, that I kept close to my heart – where nobody could find it. It was the one thing I wanted free from all judgment and prying eyes, one thing that was all my own.

Not that I ever thought the trash that I wrote was any good, of course.

Beguiled by emeralds and torn,

Throughout the frosted, misty morn.

Shattered diamonds make no more memories,

And the black seas that eat,

Place me on the bleeding throne, my seat.

Eventually, sleep did take me, and quick as the snap of my fingers together, I was back in class. Except where once I had been paying some attention, giving some level of a trash, all I could do was focus on the eyeballs I felt digging holes into my skin.

They were all mocking me, I thought. All of them in on the personal joke that was me. Guess Lys was ditching, cause I hadn’t seen her at all. Interesting that Bret wasn’t to be found either.

But I knew how to find them.

When Lunch rolled around, I sat down for a moment with my old team and talked with them for a little bit. Someone was kind enough to bring my tray over for me, and I placed my crutches against the table. They, my old team, were nice enough, and I still considered them my friends even if we couldn’t play together anymore – all of them offered their thanks for what I pulled off that night, and hoped that I recovered ASAP. Some of them went so far as to say that the team just wouldn’t be the same without me, which was more than I ever thought about myself.

Turning my attention to Tommy, I raised my chin at him, “What’s the deal T.”

“What do you mean?” He asked. Tommy, or T, as I liked to call him, was our wide receiver. He was a skinny black kid with dark brown eyes. The man was no stranger to broad shoulders and a good, strong jaw. What I liked most about him was his sense of humor and honesty though; course, on the field, he was like another being – quick as lightning and precise as a surgeon in the cutting room. Or as precise as a Jock could be out on the battlefield, I guess.

“Lys,” I said, tightening my jaw. “Heard more from you guys than I did from her, that’s a little messed up, don’t you think?” It was more of a question to all of them, but I felt most comfortable directing it at T. Took a bite out of my granny smith as the table fell silent, and people began to look away from my in subtle ways.

Knew trash wasn’t right. Just a matter of finding out what.

T spoke up: “I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout that man.”

“Would you tell me?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “Would you tell me if you did?”

There was hesitation clear in his eyes. His body stiffened up. “Man, you know—“

“T. You’ve always been straight with me,” I growled, “don’t stop now.” I looked towards the rest of my old team, and none of them were enjoying the conversation that was about to go down. They talked in hushed whispers and careful glances.

“I don’t like to get involved, Gabe.”

“I’m involving you,” I told him, “so it’s too late for that. If you don’t know anything, whatever. If you do… don’t hold out on me.”

Tommy sighed and looked between me and his team, and then brought his attention fully back to me, leaning closer into the white table; the chatter of others eating and gossiping surrounding us. “I don’t know anything for sure man, but we didn’t want to tell you while you were still healin’. She ain’t talked to me, and she ain’t been talkin’ to anyone else here – ‘cept for your boy B.” B was Bret. “He and her been having lunch together, been talking in the halls, and from what I gather – they been going to the same place everyone else been.”

My throat tightened, and my heart was hammering in my chest at this point. Every coal of anger that had found it’s way into my body over the years became suddenly lit. “Where?”

“Dope Caverns.”

“No,” I shook my head, “no she wouldn’t do something as stupid as that.”

Tommy’s lips pursed tightly together, and he couldn’t seem to look me dead in the eye anymore. “Sorry man,” he offered, “she hooked on that sweet stuff.”

There wasn’t a greater hurt in my world than feeling the sting of T’s words. For a long time, even for as destructive as I had become, I thought the only person in this world that I could see myself beating to a bloody pulp was Rochester.

Lys… Bret… how the heck could they do this to me? 

The rage kissed hopelessly at the back of my neck, igniting an anger I’d never forget.
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Madeline

Morning peeked through Gabriel’s gray draped windows, and I was surprised at just how good I felt.

Except for that stupid sickness in my belly.

Incredible.

Only barely recognizing that Gabriel was turned face over in bed, in almost complete nakedness – I didn’t even have time to appreciate the fineness of his body. Near leaping out of bed, I tossed the blankets to the side and hurriedly padded from the bedroom over to the bathroom; trying to keep the sick down was a task in and of itself, one that I didn’t have a lot of practice in, thankfully.

Came up all the same.

Strange how my bones didn’t have that dull ache. Maybe I was still high off my human drug from last night, and all those aching, screaming orgasms. I could have kept a waterfall flowing with how wet I was last night.

After a short spell, I rinsed out my mouth and looked over my shoulder cautiously for Gabriel, thankfully he wasn’t to be found. Turning back to the sink, I grabbed his tooth brush and applied a small dab of paste, putting it below the faucet and wetting the brush just a bit. Once my teeth where clean, I padded over towards the couch and picked through my pants – procuring my smartphone, and checking through it.

More texts from that piece of trash.

DAMIEN: Where the F r u?

DAMIEN: I’ll slt my wrists. U jerk. Why r u doing this?

DAMIEN: Your the dumbest jerk ive ever put my toe in.

DAMIEN: You can’t leave me. You can never.

DAMIEN: You dont even kno.

Waves of nausea hit me all over again. Damien wasn’t some problem that I could just avoid, no. He was the biggest threat in my life, aside from my own foolishness, and my own despair. He was the root of all of my evils. And I had to cut him from my life completely, or else I’d just fall into old habits – fall into those dark places time, and time again.

Gabriel was a shining light that burned through the black. But I can’t rely on him… I’ll just end up being hurt again. No matter how real it felt, no matter how real it feels.

He’d judged me in all his pride, and in way, I didn’t fault him for that.

But people don’t change. Men don’t change. Hurt always seems to find me, no matter where I go.

I texted Damien back, letting him know just how much I hated him from the depths of my dang soul; how I was going to block his number after ranting on for what seemed like forever, and that if I ever saw him again I’d take him to court. Not like I’d done anything like that before, hell it probably wouldn’t even work that well – but what else could I do?

Slinking back to Gabriel’s room, I crawled back into bed to snuggle up against the handsome man – admiring all of his muscles and tattoos, and taking special note of his scars. He had what looked like bullet injuries close to his belly-button; three sections of his skin all faded and pink, each of them unevenly apart from the last.

Along his great legs, down his thigh and towards the cap of his knee, was a single, jagged line. Was it a knife that did that kind of damage? Maybe some kind of improvised blade of a weapon. Every inch of Gabriel’s body told a story that I couldn’t fully understand, but I still felt this burning need to know.

Curiosity kills the cat. Good thing I’m a wolf.

I’d nearly managed to fall back asleep when Gabriel was roused from his slumber. My eyes couldn’t help but catch the awesome morning wood that he was sporting; the walls of my pussy squeezed together in delight at the sight of it, and I felt the urge to gobble him up again as I had last night. Just the thought of that wondrous mess made my body ache with fresh desire.

Goodness, was this man more addictive than what I was hooked on?

Gabriel turned onto his side, his soil dark hair cascading along with him – and he rested his chin lazily on the palm of his hand. He licked at his dried lips, that were somehow still beautiful, and blinked. “You’re still here, huh,” the small smirk on his lips led me to believe he was being sardonic. “What a shame,” and just like that he moved to sarcasm.

I mirrored his movements, resting my chin in my hand and giving him a faux, serious look. “Yeah, you’re the unluckiest naked man popping a tent I’ve ever seen.”

His smile grew as wide as could be, giving me a glimpse of his dimples. “This unlucky man could do worse,” he teased.

“How?”

“He could be… “ Gabriel leaned forward, “kissing the pretty girl hogging his bed.” His lips slowly crashed against mine, and then he moved over me, pinning me down against the bed with the weight of his body.

When he pulled away and looked at me with those chocolate eyes, I said, “You think I’m pretty?”

“Didn’t say that,” he susurrated with that smoldering tone.

“You definitely did,” I wrapped my hands around the back of his head and pulled him in for another long kiss.

After he broke the kiss, he trailed his mouth down my neck – causing me to let out tiny moans. Gabriel continued planting kisses down my chest, grabbing at my belly as he passed them, and was on his way down to my navel. “Feeling better this morning?” He looked up at me for a moment, and then continued his sensual journey further, to the hem of my panties.

“How could I not?” I purred, it wasn’t the whole truth, per se. But no aches, no intense cravings. Not much of anything aside from the stomach queasiness.

“We’ll eat somewhere for breakfast,” he told me, peeling my panties off of me, the stubble of his jaw rubbing against my smooth leg. “After I’ve had my morning taste, of course.”

I raised my brows at him and pushed my head back, letting out the first of many, many moans.

***

After we stopped by my parent’s place for a couple changes of clothes, we were on our way to this hole in the wall that Gabriel couldn’t keep talking up. Naturally, he stayed behind in his truck instead of being anywhere near my parents. There were only a small few times were I felt the ‘dark cravings’ but I didn’t tell Gabriel about them; even though some part of me felt guilty for not. I knew that I had to be strong, that the strength couldn’t come from him or anyone else – to be free of the trash I’d gotten myself into, I had to find that willpower within.

Later in the day, we arrived and ordered at this tiny place called Freidrich Pancakes. It was run by the most beautiful, sincere woman that I’d met practically all year. She was much older than me, but couldn’t have been past thirty if I had to guess. Abagail Freidrich, owner, chef, and all around hard worker – she definitely gave the place her own special feel, even just off her warm personality.

Once the food arrived, my eyes went wide with anticipation. “Rubbish she wasn’t kidding, was she?”

Gabriel gave me the special gift of his warm, unrestricted laugh. Not the dark chuckle, or rumbly type he would normally do. “Consider it your newly found sobriety gift. You need your strength and you haven’t eaten that much, so dig in.”

“I mean this is too many carbs,” I mused, stabbing at the 8 layer beast of fluffy deliciousness. “You must be tired of me or something,” I joked, “because this is a food coma waiting to happen.”

Gabriel gave that smug, slight smirk. “Why’d I ever do somethin’ like that? Your voice doesn’t irritate me in the least,” his voice was colored with sarcasm.

The pancakes themselves were stacked high and drizzled with this to-die-for blueberry syrup. Slathered in whip cream and the lightest touch of butter; salted to perfection and loaded with exquisite chunks of banana. There was also a fine dusting of nuts and sugar powder, urging my mouth onwards to the next bite – trust me I needed precisely zero convincing to stuff these into my stomach.

I playfully kicked at Gabriel’s leg in retaliation for his previous comment, and in response, he made an exaggerated expression.

“Try a little higher and a little lighter,” he deadpanned, munching on his stack of pancake deliciousness.

Well you know what they say. When you’re walking through the garden, give no heed to temptations – but that’s just no fun.

Tempt I do. Every time. 

I sneakily brought my foot up to his crotch and felt a smile walk along the lines of my face, my foot massaging Gabriel’s cock through his black jeans. This alone was enough to excite me, but it’s not like it could be helped – when you’re a shameless pervert, you’re a shameless pervert.

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed at me, his dark brows knitting together. “You—“ he adjusted in his side of the booth, making a breathy, manly kind of noise. “You’re quite the multi-tasker. Stop touching my cock… “ he kicked away my foot, “and eat your pancakes. You’re as skinny as a tree.” He craned his head around and looked back at me, “never thought I’d say that in my lifetime.”

I shrugged and stuffed my face full of more food, “It’s okay,” I told him. “I understand. You’re afraid I’d make you come.”

He scoffed at that and leaned into the table, shaking his head from one side to the other – that familiar glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “You can’t make me come from your foot alone, rockstar. You’re not that good. No one is.”

I let my fork clatter against the plate and wiped away some of the syrup on my blue lips, my eyes crawling over his perfect lips and the silver stud just below them. “Oh really?”

“Really.”

***

The truck sputtered on down the road, and Gabriel was still in silent fury mode, his lips pursed tightly together. I couldn’t keep my smile away from myself, and continued to hold my hand over my lips to try and hide it. Looking out the window and away from him, as to try and not poke any more fun than I had, I was quietly thankful that we were able to get out without Abagail noticing anything amiss.

Later that night, we were once again on his couch – and there was still a touch of uncertainty in the air for the both of us. Not just from the earlier incident, mind you, but just… the way he made me feel. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to devour him whole, yell at him, or be as far away from him as possible – it was like being close to an event horizon. Beautiful to look at, captivating really, but once you’re sucked in. Poof. That’s all she wrote.

Some guy called ‘Bruiser’ kept calling him, and Gabriel was talking about how he would probably leave me alone soon to go and catch up with his ‘crew’.

I on the other hand, earlier, was being positively blessed with the idiocy of that scumbag Damien. His number was blocked, but he either borrowed someone else’s or just got another phone. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to tell Gabriel about him. Damien was my problem, and Gabriel, and by extension, Jasmine, had already done so much for me.

When Gabriel finally got off the phone, and there was a lull in the wondrously entertaining junk TV, Storage Wars, I asked. “These guys you ride with… are they bad?” It felt awkward to ask, but something inside of me wouldn’t let me not ask it. “Or are they, you know, good. Like you.”

Gabriel looked at me like I’d adamantly told him the sun was purple. “Since when am I the good guy,” he rumbled, his rough country accent all gravel. “We just do what we do,” he continued, “good or bad. Try and make the town a better place, but at the end of the day – we keep our family fed, protected and loved.”

Loved. That was a word that felt so foreign to me. 

Like I’d only ever learned it in languages I couldn’t understand. With ‘partners’ that never knew the rhythms, nor how to teach them.

“Sounds like you have an awfully romantic view of things, for looking like such a hard rear.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes, “Sounds like you have a mouth on you.”

“Problem with it?”

He gave me that sexy, intense look then. “No,” he admitted in that smoky, country like tone, his eyes raking over my lips. “Not when it’s on my cock.”

Heat shot straight between my legs, and it felt like I forgot how to move or how to breathe.

Gabriel chuckled low then, “You’re so easy to fluster. Anymore questions before I hit the road, Inquisitress Madeline?”

I cleared my throat and licked my lips, “Well… I mean. Last night and this morning, you didn’t—“ I wasn’t sure how to approach this. It seemed strange that we stopped where we did; the natural progression of things felt halted in it’s tracks.

Not that I was about to complain about getting eaten out twice in the span of six hours.

“I just expected a man such as yourself to have spare condoms around.”

His chocolate eyes drifted away from me.

“It just felt like we should have—“

“We?” He said, a sudden fury glimmering in his eye. Had I said something wrong? “There is no ‘we’. What happened, happened, Madeline. You got what you wanted, mostly. Your distraction. And I got my release. I’m not saying it wasn’t fun,” he did that infuriating head cock that sent a molten rod through my spine. This was quickly turning into an evening with the other side of Gabriel, the parts of him that I didn’t know or understand nearly as well as the charming, caring side. “I’d drink what’s between your legs each and every morning ‘till my jaw goes numb, just because you taste that good.” He brought his hands up to his knees and then nearly lunged upwards from the couch, shooting me a look. “I don’t do ‘us’ so let’s keep things simple.”

“There isn’t anything simple about us, except for the fact that your simply being a jerk.”

His jaw tightened, and I hated myself for how much it turned me on – how much it made me feel alive to see him angry. It was stupid that he was getting this way, but sexy all the same. “Yeah, well, I guess I’m the bad guy in every story anyway. Why should it be any different today or tomorrow or for you, huh? I’ve got nothing to stay on top of. Stay here and be good, and I’ll be back later.”

I got up from the couch and straightened out my spine in defiance, “And if I’m not good?”

Gabriel snorted, and then closed the distance between us. He leaned in close and cocked his head, “I’ll make that rear pink, princess.”

Heat cloaked my body and I swallowed hard, beating my hands once against his full chest. “You don’t get to be hot and cold,” I scathed, “you don’t get to want to be around me, and want to mess me, but not open up. Just, tell me.” I searched his beautiful eyes for what felt like forever, “is there something more between us? Because if there’s not? I’ll drop you so quick your washed three-times-a-day head will spin. Oh, and this?” I grabbed his hand quickly and brought it between my legs.

He clenched me down there, and holy idiot I’ve never felt such an urge to be filled by a man before. I wasn’t expecting him to take me up on my bold gesture.

I pulled in a sharp breath, my nerves flaring at the attention and smug look on his face. “Keep it in your dreams or your nightmares, tell your friends what you could have had – ‘cause this will never be your’s.”

Gabriel’s faced darkened with anger, and his hand cupped me tighter to my body’s utter delight. “Feel that?” He husked, “just one touch is all it needs.” His fingers rubbed back and forth against my roaring heat, sending waves of pleasure shooting up my spine – warming my blood and lifting my soul. “All it needs to remember, princess. It’s already mine.”

Everything in me stood still just before he broke away and left for his bedroom, leaving me stunned, pissed, and horny. I waited with arms crossed and pussy teased when he came back out. Gabriel’d dressed up in his shirt and MC cut. “I won’t be here when you get back,” I told him, even though pissed me had made up it’s mind, I knew that calmer me hadn’t weighed in yet.

“Don’t trash a toilet,” Gabriel quipped, flashing me that trash eating grin and brushing back his hair.
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Gabriel

The embers of anger were still running hot through me; I wasn’t happy about how I’d reacted, but I couldn’t deny the betrayal of the past still chained me up inside. With the wind running her fingers through my hair, and the cover of night draping me in darkness – I felt a little more at ease with the world. Out here on the road, with only the roar of my bike and what lay before me to heed. It was my solitude.

Swaths of green so dark flanked me at either side, and in the day time one would find themselves part intimidated, part entranced, by the natural beauty of Washington’s great land. Expertly, I swerved past a few vehicles down the long and narrow night’s road – catching the occasional scowl from the more prudish townsfolk. Naturally my response, was if they were going to think of me one way, was to just give it to them. So I shot them the bird.

It wouldn’t take me too long to hit up the New Knights club. Course, soon as I rolled into town I saw those splashes of blue and red across the pavement, and a brief siren behind me. Pulled my bike over, killed the engine and got up from my seat.

Who else but the sheriff himself, Fernando Martine. Even in the dark I could make out that golden Seiko watch he had wrapped around his wrist, as he swaggered on his way towards me – like his toe was bigger or something. How wrong he’d be.

“Well well,” Fernando said, his Croatian accent only hinted at in his vowels. “Looking for trouble tonight?”

I raised my chin and stepped to the man, a white charger darting by the both of us. “Don’t need to do that,” I replied, “seem to bring it wherever I go. I’ve got places to be, Martine.”

His brows glided upward, “Tell me,” he said, sidling past me and looking over my bike – probably hoping to find anything suspicious that might hold some drugs. We’d never been caught like that, but I guess he couldn’t help himself. “I know your crew is planning something. Every week I wait,” he stopped in his tracks and looked towards me. “Wait for you and the Big Three—“ he was talking about the Steel Knights, Demonios and Lucifer MC’s. “—To mess up. How come they have not crushed you, yet?” Sheriff Martine asked, chuckling.

Just the way he talked rubbed me the wrong way, but I kept all that trash below the mask that I wore, giving nothing away. “Who?”

“The Knights,” he insisted, crossing his arms as another car passed us by. His finger tapped subtly against the holster of his gun, and I knew that he was trying to make me aware of it.

“Because we got the best of them, not that it’s your business. Keep your eyes on them for all I care, but stay out of our incredible.”

Martine sucked in a breath through his teeth and rounded my bike, moving beside me. “Your little leader, Luke? He doesn’t have his get out of jail card anymore, Gabriel,” Martine’s words came out in barbs, and he was glaring at me now. “I will ruin everything you love, if you keep making me. I think Mr. Rochester would be… upset, to hear that his daughter was killed – and not missing.”

That made my heart drop in my chest. But I didn’t look away from him. “She’s dead?”

“Don’t play stupid.”

“No,” I said, “it’s news to me. Who did it?”

Martine just gave me his crooked smile, “Watch yourself. Call me if you get tired of the fighting, I can be of use, if you can be.” The sheriff gave me a last look and then walked back to his cruiser.

I spat in the direction of his car and cursed beneath my breath, calling him a pig.

He pulled away and once he was out of sight, I hopped back on my hog and made my way to the clubhouse.

***

It was pretty empty tonight. Madwild was snoring on the couch in the front lounge, with a bottle of beer still cradled in his hand, partially kept standing by the floor. Making my way through the lounge, I went down the concrete hall that had yet to be renovated and knocked on the door to our Church room. “It’s Angel,” I said. We were supposed to use our callsigns as far as Church matters were concerned.

“Come on, it’s not locked,” Luke called from inside.

I went in and locked the door behind me, nodding at Luke and Sexton, before taking a seat. Our Church was humble, modest, compared to the Steel Knights of which we hailed. The table was a dark wood and round, able to fit as many as nine all around it. Sexton was wearing his typical aviator sunglasses, and had a leg kicked up relaxing on a vacant chair. Luke had that serious ‘I’m in command right now’ look on his face. His dark, jet black hair was pulled back into a small ponytail, giving him a roguish look.

“Got held up,” I let them know. “Sheriff had some interesting ideas that he was sharing with me.”

Luke perked up at that, “Martine? What do you mean by that.”

Sexton did his usual tic, sucking in a huge, short breath through his nose. “Heat died out with him few months back, whatever he’s telling you is just smoke. That’s all he is doing. Blowin’ smoke.”

I shook my head and my tone was biting, “No. The way he looked at me told me all I needed to know, he sincerely believes that You Know Who… ain’t just missing.”

Luke’s breathing stilled. “Where did he get that idea?”

“I don’t know.”

Sexton brought his leg off of the vacant chair and brought himself fully into the conversation, now.

“Curse him,” Luke pounded his fist against the table, sending a little shockwave of power through it – the vibrations running up elbow.

Sexton folded his arms over his chest, “You can’t let him get to you, Prez.”

Luke’s eyes flicked towards Sexton, “It doesn’t matter if he has nothing on me. Even with their resources pushed to the limit, he wants my head day in and day out – and if he thinks, even if he thinks that, about what really happened.” His eyes moved to me for a moment, worry glazing over them. In that heartbeat, he wasn’t so much my leader, as he was my best friend. “He’s going to bring the hammer down on me, and by extension, all of us.”

The table became a silent melting pot of quiet fury.

Finally, Sexton offered, “So ice him. If he gets too close,” he slid his hand over his neck and made a noise, “no shame in going the hard way.”

“I’ve known the man since I was a kid,” Luke reminded. “He’s just doing his job. I’m not saying he’s not a prick, but there’s something to say about a man with convictions.” Yeah, I thought, well if anyone of us gets caught – we’ll be the ones ending up with convictions.

I shifted in my chair uncomfortably, “His job will get us in too deep, brother.”

Sexton nodded his head in agreement. And for some reason, my mind turned to those beautiful sapphires at home; those beautiful blue’s that I hoped were waiting for me when I got home. An arrow of warmth shot itself right through my heart. I didn’t want to go to jail, but especially not now – not unless I had to for the club.

Luke rolled out a deep sigh, “Nothing changes, but I want everyone to be on high alert. Off the books, on the books, whatever Martine’s cooking up, we’re going to make sure he sees exactly what we want him to see. Heard?”

Sexton and I both said: “Heard.”

Luke fingered at the heavy gavel on his side of the round table. “Now, I just got wind this afternoon on where the Demonios are keeping the latest stash. We’re going to do it quick and quiet, just the three of us. I’ve got to keep some muscle spread out.”

The both of us nodded in agreement, and I said, “When’s it go down?” There was this fleeting feeling in my chest, this half-remembered emotion that I couldn’t quite pin. I thought about Madeline, and then pushed it all from my system.

Whatever it was, it made me want to be careful. Made me want out of all the bloodshed.

Luke answered, “Day after tomorrow. Stroke of midnight.”

Sexton moved in his chair, “Wish you would have waited to tell me,” he laughed, “how am I going to get any dang sleep?” I swear that man is more damaged than me.

Luke just gave him that ‘you need to be institutionalized’ look. “Keep your toe in your pants and pop some pills, you freak.”

“Hey you know I try,” he said defensively, “it’s the ladies that keep bringing it out.”

I snorted, “Yeah that’s why we hear screams of horror at night. Because you insist on flashing your gnarly hog every time something with two legs smiles at you.”

Sexton just turned to look at me with that loveable, yet dumb grin, and screwed up his eyebrows.

“This is why I don’t hold church with just us,” Luke admitted quietly, “you two always pull me into your absurdity. Bruiser, get some sleep. Angel? Keep doing you.”

I gave Luke a joking salute, “Yes sir, big daddy Reaper sir.”

He swung down the gavel and stood up, “More info tomorrow. Meeting adjourned. Let’s wake up Wild.”
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Madeline

“I wish you would just come home,” Mom said with some degree of frustration in her voice.

“I know,” I told her. “After tonight, I’ve been kind of thinking about it.”

“We don’t even know who you’re staying with…”

“It’s just—“ in my mind, I was already doing mental gymnastics on how to define Gabriel. Friend? Paramour? Savior? Living keeper of my destruction? “—he’s just a friend, mom. He’s a jerk but he’s just trying to help me with all of this.”

“Honey, I don’t buy that for a second. I’ve been around the block. And your father—“

“No, mom,” I told her, “Dad… did what he did, but I’m not dealing with him or you about it. I’m clean right now,” what I didn’t tell her was that the bad thoughts were slithering back in, now that I was alone. That right now, Mom was the only thing standing between me and leaving this place and making a bad, bad choice.

For some reason, maybe I didn’t think I was worthy, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her this. “And I’m going to stay that way, this time. I promise.”

She didn’t say anything for a second. “What about school and work?”

“It’s all taken care of,” I assured her. “Look I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you and keep you up.”

“Oh, honey,” she started, “it’s okay.”

I brought myself away from the phone, trying to sniffle back some of the pain. Mom said something that made my bones chill over, “You know, that boy you keep around your finger came looking for you today.”

“… You mean Damien.”

“Yes. He seemed quite upset when I told him that I didn’t know where you were. I’ve never liked him though, you know that.”

“I never liked him either,” I openly admitted, “don’t talk to him, mom.”

“Well,” she said, “hopefully he doesn’t come around anymore.”

“No, seriously. Don’t talk to him. Definitely don’t talk to him in person either, okay?”

She was quiet for a second, “Okay I won’t, did something happen between you guys? Should I be worried.”

“I’m just… he was a mistake. A horrible, horrible mistake. I’m going to go, alright? Get your sleep. Please.” Before she had time to protest too much, I said goodbye and that I loved her, and hung up the phone. After that, I did some casual browsing through the likes of Tumblr and Pinterest. When I saw an image about the effective birth control rate of different methods, some curiosity touched at my mind.

I didn’t immediately do anything, no. Continued to browse in Gabriel’s fully lit bedroom with the door shut, arguing with myself in my head about how I should just go home and try and stay clean there. That it wasn’t a huge difference or anything, especially if he was going to leave me alone.

It was strange to miss someone that you had just met. Strange to feel so consumed with how another human being felt or how they thought. Why did he have to be such a sexy toe?

If Damien had been by my parent’s place, I was sure that he would be scoping out my job at Alicia’s and snooping around the campus, too. It wasn’t safe for me to leave, and it’s not safe for me to be alone.

I kept doing searches for morning sickness, but the answers kept coming back with the usual suspects. If there was one thing that I was diligent about, it was getting that sick mongrel to use a condom when he went inside of me. Never, not ever, did I let him stick his short little prick down there without protection. Even when he tried to force himself on me. Goodness, just the thought of all those times… I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes at remembering, the sting permeating just behind.

Pain soaked me deep; Josie flashed through my mind like a fire I couldn’t control. I missed her deeply and dearly, and even though we had that inevitable falling out; I never did find out what happened to her. Some say that she moved out of state, but her Mom was always adamant that something bad happened to her. She never did say what she thought it was, but I always suspected that she thought Josie was killed.

Idiot if it didn’t kill me to think of that. Regardless, I stamped out the thoughts of being pregnant – that just didn’t make sense. How could it?

The fear of it somehow being a reality crept in hard and quick. Dad would never let me back in the house; I’d have to work two jobs, probably more, and find a place – just to pay for college and living quarters. It burned me up inside, I was only ever doing college for them anyway, it wasn’t like I knew what I was going to do with my life.

I let out a short laugh at the idea of bartending. My mother used to do it when Dad was going through a real bad, rough patch. There was something about it, and dancing, that always piqued my interest. And, I suppose I do have the looks for it.

My heart sank into my chest, and that delightful mix of ecstasy and fear, filled me. I could make out the sound of a screaming motorcycle. Has to be Gabriel.

I went outside of his room and waited just inside the living room for him, listening as the bike’s noise died off. After a moment, he came inside, and my whole body clenched with that strangely familiar magic. He had that devil-may-care look to him.

In my head, I was sure that we were going to fight from before – that maybe he would say, that he didn’t expect me to still be here.

Even I didn’t expect to still be here.

But in that moment, there was this undeniable electricity between us. And if I wanted to yell at him, the urge to kiss him and feel his scruff along my face was ten times as powerful.

When I sucked in a breath, he took a firm, long stride towards me. He picked me up in his great arms with the utmost ease, and just like that, in an instant my soul was flying again. He held me against his hard chest, his hands digging into my rear – and our lips met hard against one another. It was a kiss of wanting, passion and lust. A kiss so wanton and wild, as our teeth nipped at one another’s mouth, that I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to kiss another man – how could I?

Nothing would compare to Gabriel.

And nothing scared me more than that.

I adjusted myself against him and somehow managed to pull off of those delectable lips, they seemed to know my every want and whim. “You were gone so long,” I breathed, a flood of heat cascading against me – pooling particularly between my legs. “You’re still a jerk.”

“Call me whatever you want,” he huffed, “I’ll still be the jerk inside of you.”

The words sent chills up my spine, and my pussy clenched tightly together just at the thought. Was he just teasing me on purpose? I couldn’t believe him right now – this trash was all too much for my heart and my head to take.

Gabriel moved me across the room and pushed me up against the white of the wall, my back pressing firmly against it – his ferocious eyes looked right into mine. “I want you,” he growled, “no. I need you,” he sucked in a sexy breath, “but you don’t know what it’s like. This isn’t a life for just any girl outside the club. While I was with the guys, I couldn’t stop thinking about you – like you put a blasted, spell on me or something.”

I ran my fingers through his beautiful hair, loving the way my fingers swept along his scalp. “I’m not just any girl,” I breathed, my body firing on all cylinders for this man. There was something in his eyes though, some glimpse of hesitation – even with my assurance; the man had demons that didn’t want to let go. Just like me.

We came together for another series of long, hard kisses. Our bodies melding together in a tight and hot as idiot embrace. Every taste of him was a new ecstasy, every sound that his lips made – each suck and dance with his tongue; it all filled me with this raw desire. Raw desire to ride his cock, to make him sweat and have him yell my name ‘till his throat burned.

But he pulled away… Gabriel pulled away frustrated as all perdition, making that sexy low noise; it always seemed to make my stomach fall. He then made a quick grunt and carried me into his bedroom, throwing me onto the bed and showering me with kisses and hard touches.

Before I knew it, we were both relieved of our clothes, and his thick, throbbing manhood seemed to make my head go blank. “Down on the cock,” he ordered, grabbing a fistful of my hair and forcing me onto his shaft. Bobbing my head up and down, I took in as much of him as I could – savoring the sweet, musky smell of the man. Every second that I tasted him only served to deliciously frustrate my clit, so I sent a hand below and worked at it teasingly. Listening to his groans, my heart picked up in my chest and I moaned as best as I could, even while still having him inside of me.

Gabriel brought his hands to my face and held me in place, “Look at me,” he said low, “look at me,” he repeated three times over. He thrust himself into me, like he was some kind of machine – and I was just a hole for him to mess. It was brutal, but beautifully intense. Every nerve on my body was alive with energy, pleasure kissing at my nipples; desire was ripening quickly between my legs, and for each pump that he made, I played with my wet pussy all the harder.

He cursed beneath his breath. Called me beautiful and with a beast like intensity, grunted out how he was going to fill my throat with his warm, delectable seed. Gabriel threw his head back and gave a final thrust; in turn, I went as far as I could to sheathe his cock. His hardness spurted out long ropes of white inside my mouth, and I gagged some – keeping my arms locked around his tight rear.

“Goodness, Madeline. Idiot!” He pulled in a breath, and a shiver of delight rolled through me when I felt Gabriel shudder in bliss.

After cleaning up, Gabriel pulled me over to the back of the bed – sitting me on his naked lap while he pressed his back against the headboard. It wasn’t much of a surprise to me, when I felt his cock stir beneath me with renewed desire. The temptation to slip him inside of my still very slick pussy, well, it was maddening to say the least.

Gabriel brought his hand down between my legs, and he started to pet and tease at me, humming something low from his chest. “I don’t normally do this,” he confessed in that sultry, push-you-up against the wall, voice.

“For your bed’s sake, I hope not.”

“No,” he chuckled, pulling me harder into his embrace – so much so, that I could feel his heart thumping in his chest. Then he brought one hand to the back of my head, and another to my chin; he pulled me in for a long, deep kiss, one that would make me never able to forget him. He searched my eyes for what felt like forever. “I can’t change who I am, Madeline.”

I threaded my hand together with his and held it tight, giving him a dismissive scowl. “Yes you can. If I can change, so can you. It’s human nature to change… isn’t it?” The hurt buried inside of me crept out in those last few words.

The lines of his face tightened, and he squeezed my hand right back. “Yeah,” he whispered, bringing his thick fingers up to my face and petting me – I could still smell my own arousal on him. “But not always for the better. You don’t even know half of the trash about me, what I do – what my club does.”

It burned me up inside that he was being so stubborn, and so sweet all at the same time. I pushed off his stroking hand from my face, “So tell me. I want to know. Because the more I think about it, the more I realize that meeting you… going with you, instead of Jasmine? Well, I’ve never—“ it wasn’t easy for me to say. And even then, the fingers of doubt still raked at my mind.

“Never what?”

Never had my heart ache so beautifully before. “Just, tell me what they do. What you do.”

He gave me a stern look, like he might work the answer from my mind later – it sent a cold, delightful shiver through me. “I kill people, Madeline.” He said it so casually, like he would do it after grabbing some milk from the grocery store. “Bad people,” he corrected, nodding his head, “but people all the same. And it… it does something to you, it really, really does. Anything more than a one night stand isn’t a good fit for me,” I could see and feel the anger rising, coloring his handsome face.

“Don’t be such a coward,” I chided, putting my hand on his face, now. “You’re anything but that – so stop coming from a dark place like that.” I didn’t know how to feel about hearing him tell me that he killed people. Violence, especially outside of self-preservation, was something that I liked to stay away from; still, I knew that bad people in the world were never far from the good in the world, and that most only ever responded to brutality.

“No,” he susurrated, “don’t talk like you know it. You’ve never seen me take the light out of someone’s eyes. Scum or no, it changes you. You’re nothin’ more than a kid to me, beautiful.”

Before he could say anything else I drew away from him and went to my knees on the bed, straightening out my back. “I’m not some kid,” I practically hissed, warmth brushing at my midsection. “Your toe seems to get pretty hard with this ‘kid’ – I think it’s making you stupid in the head.”

Gabriel stiffened in his position on the bed, and he rolled his jaw in anger – if I wasn’t starting to get so pissed, I would have found it drop-dead sexy.

No, no. Still sexy. “Look,” he raised his voice, to the point that it was nearly booming; his veins were showing around his neck, and his pecs tightened up. “I want you,” he rasped, “I want you more than anything I’ve ever wanted before. It doesn’t make sense, I was never supposed to feel this way about you. About anyone. I’m trouble, rockstar – if I’m fire, you’re gasoline.” Gabriel sucked in a hard breath.

I didn’t say anything. I was too pissed. We sat there for a moment in the tense silence – and I just knew that there was something he wasn’t telling me. Something more than all of this trash. I gave him a scowl, but I felt the sheen of tears forming in my eyes – and I knew that if I stayed for too long, he’d see me cry.

I never let someone see me cry. Not if it could be helped.

Hustling off of the bed, I grabbed my clothes and quickly began to put them on. Midway through putting on my jeans, he said, “What, so you’re leaving now?”

“Yeah!” I lashed out, “I think it’s pretty clear to me now, Gabriel. What you wanted all this time, well you’re not getting anything else out of me. Trust me on that.” I had to look for my bra, but by the time that I found it – Gabriel was already on me. His touch on my wrist sent liquid fire through me, and I gasped at the suddenness of it; my eyes rounded.

His every step led me closer and closer to the wall of his bedroom, until I finally hit it. “What you do to me,” he husked, “it makes me crazy. But you’re not just some lay to me – if having to dig through all that trash, having to suffer through all the trash that I had to, leads me to you? Maybe it wasn’t all so messed up after all.” Gabriel’s hands went to my waist, and he was so dangerously close to me now, that I could feel the licks of his body heat against me.

I swallowed hard, fighting against the tides of my own dark desires. “I’m going home in the morning,” I told him, and just saying the words sent a knife to my breast. “Being around you is saving me just as much as it’s killing me,” it was like drowning in ecstasy.

“No,” he told me like he had some say in the matter. Gabriel shook his head, the lines of his face darkening – his touch against me grew harder, and I felt a jolt run through me. “You’re not ready. You fall into old habits, old routines – you’ll fall back into what brought you to me in the first place.”

I summoned all of my strength just to pry those arms, so corded full of muscle, off of me. “I wasn’t asking for your permission,” it was strange, to be so sexually aroused at defying him. Some perverted, messed up part of me, really wanted him to bend me over and spank my rear red.

He smoldered for a bit, and then finally conceded with an angry thrust of his hand against the wall. Gabriel then swept a hand through his hair, and sucked in a long, slow, calming breath. “As you wish,” he said, and looked at me with those chocolate eyes. “Come on to bed. We’ll talk some more.”

“Nuh-uh,” I told him, closing the short distance between us – putting my hands on his muscular chest and pushing him back onto the bed. I shimmied off my jeans and panties, “First you eat. Then we open each other up,” I sashayed onto the bed, watching happily as Gabriel’s smoldering look turned to a devilish smirk.

***

After getting what was coming to me, and with the lights all turned off, I snuggled into Gabriel’s chest – circling my finger along his tattoos. “I could get addicted to that,” I mewled, my body happy and content. I reached a hand down past his waist, grabbing at his semi-hard cock. “This too.”

He sucked in a tight breath and grabbed my face, kissing at my lips. “Can’t get enough, can you?”

“Never,” I purred, before releasing him and placing my ear against his chest, listening to his heartbeat as he held me. “Since we’re not fighting or,” I whispered, “is there some story behind… you know. You not…”

“Taking this?” He asked, sending a hand to the wetness between my legs and cupping it.

“Y-yes,” I managed to say, battling the first waves of tantalizing pleasure.

Gabriel pulled his hand away and stretched out briefly. “It’s a long story.”

“I like long stories.”

“Not ones that are this long,” he countered.

“Leave out the boring parts, then.”

He rolled his eyes, “The boring parts are what make the good ones so exciting.”

“Stop being insufferable and—“ I swept a hand absently through the air, and said in a mock tone, “—regale me.”

“Yeah. Anyways. Take a look at me and tell me, what do you see?”

I drank in his figure. I see my teenage fantasy, although he’s not oiled up, I guess. “A naked dude.”

Gabriel frowned, “Would you believe me if I told you, that I didn’t always want to be a part of brothers that I ride with? Because I didn’t. I was QB in high school, and back in the day that was all that mattered to me.” He sucked in a breath, and I adjusted myself so that my chin was resting on my hand. “ There was... this girl, too. Not just any girl, she was something special to me. She was at least." Gabriel's eyes glimmered with sadness, and did I dare to think, hatred? "Lysandra. That girl was my high school sweetheart, so to speak," he let out a dark chuckle.

"More than that, really. In those days, I thought she was my everything. Figured that I'd never love or want something as--" he stopped himself then, as if he was going to say something that he couldn't take back. My heart squeezed in my chest. "--I just, I loved her. I'd known her my whole life. Anyway, I was QB back in the day..."

"You weren't kidding," I slipped into his story and gave a sassy smile. "About it being long and bor-r-ring." It was my way of trying to make things less serious.

Gabriel smirked and tugged on my hand, causing me to squeak. "Just be a good listener for five seconds, will ya?" He pulled in a breath. "I was QB, and we needed one more win to go down in our teams history as the GOAT line-up. So there was a lot of pressure that night. Somehow, I managed to bust my foot - but we won that night. My best friend Bret helmed the QB position, meanwhile I got shoved into the arms of doctors that I wanted nothing to do with."

"You don't seem like the doctor liking type," I added.

"What gives you that impression," he snarked. "Lysandra didn't come to see me, and when she did, it felt fake. Felt... not real. When I got home and back to school, getting around was hard and I felt embarrassed - which is stupid, I know. I asked my old 'friends', my previous football teammates, what was going on; Lysandra wouldn't talk to me, and she was never around. Something else, was that Bret was missing in action too. Well, I finally caught wind of what was going on."

Fiery eels wormed their way through my belly, just listening to the hurt in his tone was enough to make me feel horrible for Gabriel. He continued: "They were sneaking behind my back, and had been hooking up even before my injury. Sneaking off and shooting up heroin down at Raven's Rook."

 

"Goodness," I said in a small gasp. "That's... I'm sorry, honey." It wasn't even like me to say such things, but I kissed the back of his mighty hand; wanting to drink in and take away all of his suffering. "What's Raven's Rook?"

"Yeah," he said low and somber, taking a knee, so to speak. "You never heard of it?" I shook my head. "Maybe it was only a thing in my day, or maybe they call it somethin' else now. It's a little cave where the fiends gather, and the dealers like to swing by and have them feel out their fresh supplies or new trash., Needles everywhere and... it's bad, Mads."

I brushed back a strand of my black and red hair, still listening to his tale. "So, for a long time I couldn't catch or get ahold of either of them - because they were gone so much from school and from their homes. But I convinced Allen, who's President of my old club, to take me down to Raven's Rook. Well, one day, beneath the cover of the evening - he got me down there." Gabriel moved closer to me. "Sure enough the two of them were there, along with half a dozen other junkies. Predictably, they were getting high."

No wonder he's been so easily upset around me. Gabriel licked his lips, "With Allen's help, I moved past the strung out pieces of trash and confronted her. Confronted Bret, too. She told me how she never loved me, and that she just enjoyed the attention that I gave her - and at the time, you bet your rear I believed her. Now? She was probably in such a dark, messed up place, that she didn't fully mean what she said." He dipped his head slightly, "that's her loss, though. And his. He didn't have any excuse, Bret, no. He just kept saying that he was sorry, and that if it wasn't him it would be someone else. Allen beat the trash out of him."

The anger was rising in Gabriel's voice. "He beat him to a bloody pulp and broke his leg as payback for helping to break my heart. Warned Lysandra that if she ever came crawling back to me, that he'd do the same to her too. He spat on her before we left, too."

"Goodness," I said. "Are you serious?"

"Yeah, that's how it all went down. Suffice to say, I became bitter. Dropped out of highschool. Picked up my GED years later. Abandoned all of my old friends and after what Allen and the guys had did for me, I made sure to do like my dad wanted. I joined the Steel Knights," there was a hint of pride in his voice. "They're my brothers, Madeline. And I'd lay my life on the line for them, without a doubt. But it's not all hugs and beer and partying. You know?"

I rolled my head, and nodded.

"You say you're okay with me killing people. Killing bad people--"

"Killing bad people isn't bad," I interrupted. "Do you get pleasure from it?" That was the question that scared me to ask it. The answer, I might not like.

Gabriel didn't answer for a little while, so I focused on the quickened beating of my heart. Finally, he replied, more so with his eyes than his mouth, "Some."

The smallest wave of disgust rolled through me, but in my mind I was already finding ways to justify it. "Some?"

"It makes me happy to know I'm taking out people that would hurt MY people. I guess, that makes me messed up - or a psychopath. Or both."

"You're not a psychopath," I assured him. "You just, you're a hard person - and there's not much you can do to change that. Do you think you could stop?"

Again, he took his time. "It's possible, I mean I could cut down the damage that I do. But if my club needs me, I'll do it. I'm not some thug that just rolls down the street and offs a man for looking at me the wrong way," he explained.

"Okay," I said, "I understand that, and I never saw you as one. Not now. Not ever.”

Something hopeful glimmered in his eyes, like I’d cast off a shadow that stained his soul. I kissed at his neck and whispered, as he held me, “You’re not a monster, even if the people and things around you make you feel like one.”

Sleep cradled us as we melted into one another, and the last thing I could remember was him holding me tight.
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Madeline

Gabriel had slipped out some time before I woke up in the morning, and it had hurt me something fierce. Still, I knew that I needed some time away from him – things were just too intense between us. The morning sickness had come again, along with more texts from Damien on a different number. Now I was officially worried – the worst, darkest thoughts skittered along the edges of my mind.

There was a note that I found tucked beneath an alarm clock on the nightstand, and the sight of it made my heart flutter.

Madeline, I left a spare key underneath the welcome mat. You come and go as you need, no strings attached, no questions… nothing. You take the time that you need, just don’t expect me to wait around. Be safe, stay on the straight and narrow.

-G

Staying away from Gabriel was going to be the hardest thing I’d ever done. Especially with his open invitation, and knowing that Mom and Dad weren’t going to be happy with me – coming back to them wouldn’t be good enough, I’ll be expected to grovel.

The nausea ran its fingers against my stomach again. Convincing myself to do a walk-in to my doctor was hard, but I knew that it had to be done. When I arrived at my GP’s place, I had my legs spread apart and my chin resting in my hand, as I waited in the lounge of Doctor Messinger’s office. There were only a couple of people waiting around, flicking pages of magazines I wouldn’t be caught dead reading; bunch of trash about celebrities and gossip, all that jazz. Not my scene. 

Another text came in and my stomach dropped at feeling the buzz. I hoped it was Gabriel.

DAMIEN: Meet me tonight.

DAMIEN: Alicias. 7:30.

DAMIEN: You don’t show up. I will hurt your family. Try me?

Curse him. He was always one to manipulate, always saying trash to make me feel guilty – like I had to be with him.

Never again.

The door on the far right of the waiting room creaked open, and a young nurse poked her pretty little head out. She looked nothing like me, reminded me, that I was the black sheep in a veritable sea of white. Plain faced beauty, with a short, sharp nose, and a full head of shiny blonde hair that was done in a ponytail. “Miss Persimmons?”

I cringed at using my legal last name, but knew that I had to if I wanted my insurance to cover this trash. I stood up from my chair, and waved, “I’m coming.”

After some boring chatter with the perfectly nice Nurse, and getting my weight measured at nearly 148, I sat down on the doctor’s bed. The paper crinkled noisily as I adjusted myself, letting out a long, drawn out sigh. Outside, it would look like I couldn’t be more bored and eerily calm. But inside, there was only hell. It felt like the devil himself was pricking my skin over and over again with hot needles.

Every third thought in my brain told me that pregnancy couldn’t be. How could it?

Damien. That scum sucking piece of trash… if he got me knocked up…

The knob on the door turned, and the German-American Dr. Messinger strolled on inside. He flashed a smile of perfect white teeth, and his native accent was hardly noticeable. “Meine freund, Madeline. How are you?”

“Not so fine,” I admitted, bringing myself to the edge of the bed, “mostly in need of a stiff drink. You?”

Messinger stepped over towards me as the door closed itself shut. “I’ve had my morning medicine already,” he teased. “You say that you have morning sickness?” Now I was getting that familiar, disapproving look.

“I do,” I told him, “I did, and it happened this morning too.”

Messinger brought a stethoscope to my chest, listening to my heart, and then pulled away. “And you haven’t peed on a stick?”

“N-no. I’m not pregnant,” it sounded like I was trying to convince myself, more so than the Doc.

“Of course you’re not,” he said, “you just throw up each morning because it makes you feel good.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Yeah, well, I make sure to – you know, use protection.”

“Mm-hm,” Messinger put a hand to my head, and it was strangely cooling. “Condoms ?”

“Yes,” I said. “Every time.”

“Mm-hm,” Messinger stepped from me and to the computer sitting atop a blue desk. He typed away, and the silence between was filled with the clicks of his mouse. “You know no type of protection is a sure thing.”

Aside from not getting my walls filled. “I’m aware,” I grumbled, “but realistically speaking – the chance of it… I mean, I would have felt it break.”

“More ways than that,” Messinger sucked in a breath through his teeth, turned around to face me, and leaned backwards against the desk – his hands holding some of his weight. “For all you know your partner could have taken it off, without you knowing. Furthermore, I’ve heard some sordid tales,” he raised his eyebrows high. “I cannot name any names,” he gave a throaty chuckle, “but some patients had gotten back to me, or Janice at the front desk had caught word, that they later discovered their boyfriends – husbands even – were putting holes in condoms. Or swapping out birth control pills for sugar ones.” Messinger shook his head, “this is why I don’t get involved anymore,” he said, wagging his finger.

My stomach filled with dread, and I couldn’t bring myself to say a word.

“Anyway,” he let out a sigh and walked towards the door, “come on, if you’re sure we’ll rule it out real quick.”

***

I just looked at myself in the mirror. There was a face looking back. A face that I couldn’t recognize. Black and red hair, lifeless blue eyes, and a distant expression.

How did I let this all happen? Nothing felt very real, aside from the harsh new reality.

I’m pregnant. And instead of feeling joy, or hope, all I could taste were ashes in my mouth. This wasn’t some coincidence, there wasn’t a chance – no, this was Damien.

When he started, I couldn’t know for sure. The sickness rose through my stomach and up into my chest, threatening to turn into a hot bile; every ounce of my strength had to be channeled into keeping all of that trash down, and I braced my hands against the sink – turning my knuckles ghostly white. The pure grips of terror clenched around my throat, and my heart quickened in my chest. I felt the need to move. To pace. Every neuron in my brain was like fire, twisting and churning against the cutting winds.

Dad would throw me out, and mom would weep.

What would Gabriel think? Things were already too hard and fast with him. He’d never look at me the same.

I swallowed but the pain remained, and I turned on the water faucet as high as it would go. Sitting down beside the sink, I brought my arm up to my mouth and huddled my body as tightly together as I was able; screaming felt good, but I knew that it wouldn’t fix anything. I’d never even wanted kids to begin with, or at least – I hadn’t. All my dreams of making it out of this small town and hitting it big with my guitar; they scattered like leaves in the wind, along with all my hope for love and a normal life.

That pain and sorrow quickly turned to anger, every hot coal building and building a candescent rage in my chest.

All I could see swimming in my head was Damien’s horrible face. I’d never felt so hurt, never felt such a pull to hurting someone before.

After picking myself up from the floor, and turning off the faucet, I gathered my strength and swore that I’d make the mongrel pay for doing this to me.

Even if it got me killed.
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Gabriel

I felt horrible for leaving Madeline in the morning without saying goodbye; knowing that she wanted, or even more so, needed, time away from me… it ripped me up inside. The sun was just peeking over Sequim when I hit the road, fingers of orange light washing over the picture-esque scenery. Riding for a time, it gave me a sense of peace – to be one with my bike and the road. Later in the morning, I arrived just outside the clubhouse where two prospects were standing guard; they manned the flimsy linked gate side by side. The gate itself had wheels on it and a series of heavy duty locks, and the fence itself was barbed near its top.

Rolling up towards the mouth of the gate, I stopped in front of it and raised my chin the prospect I immediately recognized as Madwild. “Surprised you’re not hung over.”

Madwild thumbed at his nose and sucked in a big breath of air through his nose. “Yeah well my momma didn’t feed me at her belly,” he spat at the ground, “it was all Pabst for me, heh.”

“Least it wasn’t Bud.”

“Yeah,” he snorted and turned around to face the gate, undoing the set of locks; some feet to my right, the other prospect moved into position – and together they slid the gate open. “Catch you later, Angel.”

After parking my chrome beauty, I made my way into the club – in total, there were two men outside and one other prospect stationed outside the front doors. Luke had been catching wind of the trash that Allen’s Knights were stirring, and with our impending attack on the Demonios, it was only a matter of time before someone got stupid in the head and pissed us off.

In the front lounge, there was a small gathering around the couch and table. No music was playing, and Chelsea wasn’t to be found. Sexton craned his head to look towards me, and flashed that cocky smile, nodding his chin and then returning to what the MC members were looking at. As I sauntered on over to see what was happening, I recognized the boys as follows: Sexton, Luke, Haymitch, and Benny.

I cleared my throat, and looked at the table which had a host of freshly made patches. They were simple, beautiful, and bone white – engraved with the various titles of our organization. Two of each.

Luke looked to me, “Good to see you, VP.”

“Prez,” I half-heartedly saluted. “Got ‘em in huh? They look nice.”

Luke handed me the new patches that belonged to me, and I placed them into my pocket for later. It was a small point of pride, to hand stitch them into our respective cuts.

Benny, who had a mass of shaggy blonde hair, crossed his arms over one another. “Should I hold onto the Road Captain, one?”

Luke turned his head and handed him the Road Captain patches, “Of course, man. It’ll be put to vote soon, but it’s a done deal.”

Once all of the patches were sorted, Luke called us in for Church. We all sat down in a circle, and Luke began the conversation with: “We have a problem.”

Haymitch groaned, “When don’t we?”

I chimed in, “Never. It’s always something.”

The group nodded in agreement, and Luke picked up where left off, “Circumstances have changed with the Demonios. Originally, it was just going to be me and Angel. Now, I’m thinking, we’re gonna take you too, Bruiser.”

Sexton nodded his head in agreement, “All good with me, brother. What’s changed?”

“Demonios are changing up their pattern. Instead of re-upping their supply where they usually get it at, which is what I’d hoped we’d hit successfully tonight… they’re holding court midday at Widow’s Point.”

I leaned in against the table, “Why would they meet there?”

“Not sure. Thought it might be a trap, but the intel comes from a reliable guy in their charter. Might have been their supplier wanting to change things.”

“But the same night we’re going to hit them?”

Benny sank back into his chair, “It definitely doesn’t sound right. Chance. Betrayal. Paranoia. Whatever it is, we shouldn’t risk this.”

Luke shook his head, “No, we shouldn’t. We have to.”

Like a burning rose unfolding, Madeline flickered through my head – and I felt a surge of heat in my chest. “We don’t have to do anything. If this is a trap, or something stupid, it’s, it’s going to blowback on us, Prez.”

“No it’s time we made our mark. We don’t do this? It’ll be another month at least before we get another shot.” Luke sucked in a breath, “no. This is our chance to put some fear in Allen, and our payback for Jasmine.”

I could feel my jaw clench, “This is our chance to bring heat from the police.”

Sexton verbally agreed, “Still, I don’t know if I’d be able to wait any longer…”

There was a fury glimmering in Luke’s eye. “I have been patient,” he said, “I have been careful. Now? Now it’s time to get a little reckless, and let them know there’s heck to pay.”

It didn’t sound like a well-constructed hit any more. Now it sounded like pure vengeance. “Throw it to a vote,” I told him.

Luke stared at me coolly for a moment, and then said, “All in favor?”

Sexton and Luke raised their hands, and I knew that Benny would vote with me. So everyone in the room looked to Haymitch, who hadn’t weighed in much on the issue. I didn’t care for the look in his eyes, because I could tell that he was coming from an uncertain place. Listen to the President, or side with the VP? Couldn’t say that I envied his position.

Haymitch raised his hand hesitantly, and the foolishness was set in stone. Idiot.

Luke brought down the gavel, “We ride at 2. Patchwork, I want you to come with as well. You’re gonna keep your eyes and ears peeled at our drop-off point. Been hearing that Alex has been spotted around the way here at the base, so I’m not pulling any more than just you guys.”

We discussed a couple of other things, and when all was said and done – everyone retired to the front lounge. Except for me. I made my way through the halls into the smaller backroom lounge. There were two prospects and a hang-around chilling, the hang-around, Marcus Delphaine, shot darts at the dartboard; the other two  were sitting and having a smoke.

When the two prospects noticed me, they immediately stood up and clasped hands with me. We did the usual greeting, and I motioned with my head for the dark haired man to follow me. As I led him outside of the backroom, I remembered him to be John Phoenix. His eyes were green like verdant fields, and he was known to be a deathly quiet man. His background, from what Luke and I could gather, was very different than the usual. He had no ID. No memory. Nothin’. We only considered him because we liked the way he took down a few dudes at the Wild Turkey.

“Got a job for you, John,” I said.

John put his hands behind his back, and straightened out his back. Never was much of a talker.

“There’s this girl that I need you to watch over. Black and red hair, curvy in all the right places. Total babe.” My heart clenched at the thought of Madeline’s blue eyes, and I told him about a couple of spots that she might frequent. Every part of me was hoping that she just decided to stay, or that she’d be home and waiting for me. It had been a while since I’d been shot at, but the fear that rattled me that day so many months ago was still fresh – now I had another reason to stay alive. Guess that’s bad news for those boneheaded Demonios idiots.
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Gabriel

The thunderous noise of our bikes ripped through the air around us as we sped uphill along a smooth, narrow road. When we were as close as we could comfortably be, and nearing Widow’s Point, Luke led us off road and to a spot in the thicket of trees and foliage.

The four of us parked our bikes. Once everyone grabbed their weapons and stepped away, I reached into the holding compartment of my motorcycle, and pulled out a folded up camouflage tarp. I spread it out through the air, and it lands slanted against the chrome bikes. The tarp itself was Benny’s idea, and though it seemed like something that would catch attention up close; it was argued that from afar, something covered up would look less conspicuous. It was slathered in leaves and done in a dark green pattern.

Once I fitted the tarp across our vehicles, Luke gave the go-ahead signal. Patchwork stood back and would remain the look out. He was dressed in plaid and plain clothes, with a glock tucked against his backside. This was going to be on him to report and handle threats at our go point – without a secure go point, there would be no hope in a FUBAR situation.

FUBAR was not the goal, especially with the thought of Madeline burrowing into my heart. I grabbed the extra Uzi and magazines from Bruiser, and undid its safety. When we were in the field of combat, or undergoing operations, it became almost second nature to refer to our callsigns. Reaper for Luke, Bruiser for Sexton, and Angel for me.

I had to see her again. Needed to. There were aches in my bones and in my breast, that I’d never felt I would feel ever again – and so many more that I hadn’t ever imagined.

Bruiser, Reaper, and myself followed along the dirt path. We made sure to keep our distance from it, but we kept it in sight as we trekked up the hillside.

“How many are we expecting?” I asked Luke.

“Least 6. Three from them, and three from their connect. Our informant wasn’t too keen on details, but what the heck can you do, you know?”

Sexton’s boot crunched a twig beneath it, “Sounds like fun odds.”

“Shouldn’t  be a problem,” I said, “so long as we get the jump on them.”

We moved in relative quiet for a number of minutes, the silence only being broken by the crunching of leaves and sticks, the quiet chirping of birds and the wind that rustled the trees. Now and again, squirrels would scamper along the floor of the forest. This place had its history. Grim, horrible history. Before it was known as Widow’s Point, it was simply The Point. Where all the young bloods would gather in youthful rebellion; drinking, smoking, making out and everything else it entailed. It was way before my time, but Dad had told me about it plenty.

I craned my head behind my shoulder, feeling like eyes were burning holes into my back.

Nothing.

Sexton and Luke were whispering about the home base, and how it couldn’t be long before something bad went down – no matter how reckless it would be for the Old Knights, and how damaging for the New.

I smiled when I thought about Madeline, and how she would have been up at The Point in those days. She was such a little spitfire, but God if it didn’t drive me crazy in all the right ways. Pop had told me though, that back in 1925, there were a string of disappearances.

The birds sang songs to one another, and I became uncomfortably aware of my own heartbeat.

These disappearances happened weekly for over half of a year. That was when locals, after exhausting every other possibility, really began to believe that there was a serial killer at work. One night, as Pops had explained, a young couple that he claimed to know later in life – they were walking together, the cold biting at their skin. Those two stumbled upon something, something that was jutting out of the ground. For the better part of an hour the young couple tried to exhume it, this rust-covered barrel, until finally it gave way. When they managed to open it, the stench of death slammed into them – and they instantly recoiled away; the whole thing was so surreal, that the woman, Freya Lebowitz, cried out into the night. This brought the attention of more people.

Luke turned his head to me briefly, “We’re almost there.” There was a small sheen of sweat forming just above his brows. I could feel it too. Hiking in leather may be a sexy fantasy for the ladies like Madeline, but for us men – dang if it wasn’t troublesome in its own way.

Fate must have been in play that night, because once Freya screamed – it didn’t take long for more digging and searching to start. In total, there were eighteen barrels. All of them packed with the bone-white remains of a skeleton. All of them husbands. Sequim grieved for the whole year; funeral after funeral, and even the skies seemed to weep their passing – constant rain came down in thick, heavy sheets.

Safe to say The Point died out in popularity, and from those years to this very day, became known as Widow’s Point.

I won’t let Madeline ever experience a pain like that. Even if I have to get out of this line of work in the club. I just won’t let it happen. For her, I’d give it all away.

Following Luke, we started branching off further from the designated path – and we all kept our eyes and ears on edge. Wasn’t a chance I was about to let these Demonios idiots get the jump on me.

The three of us crested the hill, and we maneuvered over towards a towering gray boulder. This boulder was the height of all three of us combined, and the width of six of us. Just around the rock, was the spot dubbed Widow’s Point – and if the Demonios had parked somewhere, it wasn’t something that we had noticed. The top part of the hill was more of a clearing, with fewer trees and plenty of nice overlooks that would give a good view of Sequim.

“Nothing,” Luke whispered. “Watch our six, Angel.”

“Heard,” I replied, and we moved together as a unit through the woodwork, stepping from cover to cover. I was starting to really feel the heat from the sun against my back, and my muscles were protesting against all of the movement; course I’d been living rough and tough my whole life, so I bit back on the pain and the exhaustion. The hairs on the back of my neck bristled – in my mind, there was a flash to the scene of my death. Or at least, I thought that I was going to die that day. There was some noise then, some faint note that wasn’t in harmony with the nature around us – and as we stepped further into the abandoned crown of the hillside, it became more prominent.

Incredible. Am I trembling? We kept moving through, and with every air that I breathed in, all I could do to calm myself was bring my mind back to the thought of Madeline. I knew that I could get through this.

I had to.

Our rolling convoy of death came to a sudden halt, and I twisted on my ankle to face Luke’s direction. Near instantly, we moved to the cover of a thick bush. The bush itself was mighty, and its branches were gnarled – each one holding a host of razor-sharp thorns; it was dark, closer to black than to green, and my heart thumped in my chest because of what was around it. Ba-dump, ba-dump. I was certain of the noises now, some faint conversation in Spanish.

Luke turned his head, his multi-colored eyes burning with the haze of revenge. He mouthed: “Getting a count.” I kept watch of our flank along with Bruiser, holding tight my gun.

Bruiser jabbed his elbow into my side, and signaled with his eyes to look towards Luke. Luke himself was holding up five fingers, and then two.

Three against seven were not favorable odds; life never cared for balancing my scales, anyway. It was times like these that I wished I had paid attention in Spanish. The three of us shared an instinctual bond, and as I waited for Luke’s signal between the chatter, it went unspoken between us, that I and Bruiser would go right – and he, left.

Another beat of time went by, and then Luke gave the signal silently. He went left, and we went right. We crept as quietly as we could be, slithering into the den of mongrels like three cobras ready to pounce. Just as he had said. Seven men in total. I could practically feel the heat radiating off of Bruiser, and the adrenaline was pumping thick through my veins.

A few more careful strides, and we’d be in perfect range to mow them all down.

I felt my jaw clench up, and it was as though all of my muscles began to vibrate with a grim energy.

Another stride. Something crunched beneath my boot, and one of the dark skinned men whipped their head in response.

Idiot.

There was a string of curses from the Demonios, that much I was sure of – just by the way they were yelling it.

Hell broke loose in an instant. We made our shots from a fair distance, and I sprayed gunfire at the men.

There were five Demonios, and two unaffiliated men. Neither of them I recognized from the underworld in which we all lived. One that looked Cuban or some trash, and a tall, lanky white male that fit the bill for top ten rednecks in America. I felt the familiar, wild kick of my gun as it recoiled, the casings jumping into the air within the span of a single, hard breath. Those bullets careened through the woodwork, slamming into two of the Demonios. Some strays pelted into the ground, kicking up bursts of dirt – cutting roots and leaves; snapping branch and all. I arced the gun from one side to the other, Bruiser following a similar pattern as me, until both of our magazines were depleted.

Red burst forth from the Demonios that we hit, and their cries pierced the midday air. Immediately, like a bunch of cockroaches they scattered into what cover they could make from the environment. Two were down for the count, and in response to the ensuing shootout, I darted to the right and hid behind the thick trunk of a tree.

Redneck scrambled through the clearing, holding at the back of his washed out jeans as he headed for the protection of two rocks. These rocks were jagged and left a human sized gap between themselves, just enough for the mongrel to hole himself up in. While he did that, I was quickly in the process of reloading – on the other side of the fight, Luke was still laying down burst fire to keep us from getting our rears blasted.

More chatter from the Demonios, and I could make out Bruiser cursing beneath his breath – of course, there was a certain joy in his tone. He lived for trash like this, and I did too for a long time.

Until Madeline…

Redneck brought out his .45 and popped off a couple of rounds blindly from his cover, so that only his arm was exposed. “What the heck is this,” he yelled out in his hick accent, “leave us the heck out ah this trash.”

Reaper’s gun went click, and he bounded to another tree, fumbling for his next magazine. “You deal with them,” he called out in response. “Lay down your piece and crawl over here if you want to live.”

Bruiser reloaded his weapon and brought himself out from his cover to squeeze off another few bullets. “Don’t listen to him,” he boomed, “come ‘ere and meet your maker. These puppies got your name right on ‘em.”

Two of the three remaining Demonios crept out of their protection, and in response, so did I. “Shut your mouth, Bruise – Redneck, raise that white flag man,” I called out in an authoritative tone, scanning the field of battle for targets. When one of the Demonios went from one tree to another, nearly stumbling on a thick root, I positioned my gun at the hip and aimed for him – keeping the sick rush of battle raging inside of me in check.

Crack. Some gunfire made its way just next to me, and a cold, powerful shiver ran through me. Still, I fought back against those deadly tides and popped off a good six round burst. Each bullet chewed right through the side of that tree, some popping into the dirt and kicking up some of the ground. The sound was deafening, but having been in so many fights – you kind of get used to it. I clipped the dude’s leg, and he fell straight to the floor, a couple bursts of red flying through the air.

While the man was down, Bruiser put the man out of his misery.

Heat and ice pressed against my side, and I felt my body tighten up – the heart of my body pumping harder and faster in response. Incredible, incredible, incredible. Huddling tighter against the cover of my banged-up tree, I glanced down.

Just looking at it was enough, now the pain started to flood in. Must’ve been hit a few seconds before I even realized; growling in pain, I tried to find calm within the storm of violence.

Redneck shouted something at his Cuban partner. Sounded like some kind of disagreement, but it was only half in English – and I couldn’t be bothered to grab all the details between the crack of fire.

Bruiser ducked and cursed beneath his breath, then looked towards me and raised his chin, “You good?”

“Yeah!” I called back and pointed with my head towards the still active field of battle. The both of us peeked out from our respective trees and sprayed down range.

While all of that chaos continued to brew, the Redneck tossed his gun and called out that he wasn’t going to die for… well, he said something rather distasteful.

As we laid down bullet after bullet, and the pain continued to blossom in my side, Luke made like a fox and flanked the remaining Demonios and Redneck’s partner. Hell if that didn’t put the fear of God into them; when Luke’s bullets came winding down their way, they howled and made a dead run in retreat. Ain’t no way they’re getting out of here alive. Giving chase, even in my damaged state, I leapt across two thick, outreaching roots from sister trees. Passing by Redneck, I caught a quick glimpse of him huddled up in fear between those two rocks.

Nothing but a coward. Moving past the man, I followed the three – and just as I was catching my stride, a hail of bullets from Sex flew just past me and barreled into the back of the Cuban. His body came crashing down in the time it would take me to snap my fingers; falling almost completely lifeless to the floor, his chin smashing into the dirt. He bellowed out in pain, and all that one would be able to see was the red that slathered in dark clothes.

Lining up my shots, I fired off what remained of my clip and cut a swath of destruction through the two Demonios; practically bisecting the one to my left, he was surely doomed, and the one on my right fell bloody to the ground. Couple of trees were caught in that crossfire, thankfully they weren’t able to moan about it.

Whipping my head back to my crew, I announced as I watched them move over to the Redneck, “Got ‘em, Prez. Just don’t make ‘em like they used too, anymore.”

Bruiser called back, “Three to seven and this guy pusses out on them. Demonios will be sending us gifts for giving him a slow roast.” He threw his head back and howled with laughter, stepping beside the Redneck.

While I let them deal with that, I moved passed the Demonios I was certain perished, and sidled over to the one that was still managing to breathe. When I heard the Cuban gasp out, what I presumed to be, one of his final breaths, I whipped my head around. “Stay down, and let it go. I don’t know which one of you idiots shot me, but for your sakes… don’t let me find out.” God the pain was intense now, but in a way, I was happy to have been shot. If I hadn’t – lord only knows how long I’d be anticipating with the fear of it all again. 

Stepping to the groaning Demonios lackey, I reached into my pocket and produced my knife – ending the man’s suffering with an effortless strike; pulling the blade out and wiping off some of the red with the man’s shirt.

Reaper strode towards me. “Not bad for a botched job,” he motioned to my wound, “have to get little miss scalpel to look at that.”

“It’s not that bad, Boss,” I winced.

He narrowed his gaze, “It wasn’t a suggestion. It’s gettin’ looked at.”

I pushed out a breath and absently worked my jaw, finally conceding, “Alright.”

“Have Jas stitch you up on her break and we’ll grill Mr. so thankful to be alive.”

“Don’t have too much fun without me,” I joked.

Luke cocked his head to the side, “I’ll try not to get too carried away. Dunno about Bruiser though.”

“Wild mutt like him can only be kept on so much of a leash,” I openly mused.
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Madeline

“MJ, what are you doing here?” A voice that I recognized called out, from behind. I didn’t turn my head to meet her, I was lost in a haze that she wouldn’t understand. Messinger explained in agonizing detail what I would have to do; except going through with it, having to actually… it wasn’t something I ever thought that I’d have to do, or consider.

Felicia, another waitress at Alicia’s, sidled her way over to me. She had pretty, long brown hair that fell to the middle of her back. Her lips twisted into that friendly smile I’d come to know over the past six months. “MJ?” She said once more.

Finally, I turned my head, “Huh?” I slid my gaze between the woman and the front windows of the diner, looking for Damien or the motorcycle that I’d seen twice earlier. Curiosity turned me to thinking that it was Gabriel, but I never got a good look at them. Maybe it was just paranoia digging in its dirty roots.

Felicia’s thin eyebrows glided upward, “Alicia said you were on leave… are you okay?”

Okay was the absolute last thing that I was. “Yeah,” I croaked out in a flat tone, “I’m just here to meet someone.”

Felicia picked at her top absently, “That’s cool, is it some boy? I thought you were with that jerk, with the black hair.”

She was a good person, and above that, a hard worker. But I couldn’t take this conversation. “It’s nobody,” I said harsher than I intended, and before I said something that I might regret, I went with: “Can you just get me a coffee, please?”

The girl’s face darkened, but she nodded her head, “Sure,” she said and stepped away from me.

I felt bad for sending her away. She was just genuinely curious about what was going on with me, but pain had a way of changing you – changing what you say, think, and do.

After I’d made my way from the doctor’s clutches, I considered for a long time going ‘home’ to Mom and Dad. Telling them everything. But despair ripped through me, and I ended up going to the library for a number of hours where I knew I could find some quiet space to skulk. It felt like my life was over. Truly finished.

Sickness curled against my chest and rose up to my throat, threatening to spill what little food I’d had earlier. Everyone had always told me that even considering abortion was an ultimate evil, so how could I think about it?

Damien’s child… my child. The hate twisted my insides up, and it felt like someone was taking a lighter to my brain – kissing it with fire and pulling away. When I noticed the pain in my hand, I unclenched my hand; my nails had been biting against my skin.

Just when the image of Gabriel swam into my mind, and the thorn of pain that pricked against my chest began to swell – the front door of Alicia’s opened, and its subsequent bell rang.

In walked Damien Duponte. His posse of two cronies, too.

Just looking at him made me sick on my stomach. Knowing that he had screwed me over like that, the prick. He was everything that I hated, everything that I couldn't stand - he wasn't a man of honor like Gabe. The only thing that he stood for was himself.

Always.

The three of them walked over towards me, and Damien was wearing his trash eating grin - like he had just went to a cow pasture and gone to town on it or something. His black hair was all done in a mess, and his unshaven face was clear to me, even from this small distance. His eyes fell on me, and that smirk widened.

I got up from my side of the booth, the anger making like twin snakes up my spine; I'd never known such a white-hot rage before. Such a powerful, gripping hate. Before the man and his goons could even stride to me, I snapped at him: "You're a complete jerk, Damien." My voice boomed through the diner, and instantly I could feel the eyes of staff and what few customers remained, looking at me.

Damien and his two friends closed the distance between me. "Where the heck have you been, huh?" Damien said, moving dangerously close to me.

Beyond upset with the human filth I'd so long ago associated myself with, I pushed hard at his chest. "Getting clean - what's it to you? Your limp, pathetic excuse for a toe tired from roping in skanks with your--"

His open hand crashed against my face, and a stinging pain bloomed where he had struck me. All my senses woke up in that terrible instant, and for some strange fleeting moment - I thought that I'd heard the sound of a motorcycle rumbling in the distance. But I’d told Gabriel I needed space; essentially put a wedge between me and the only thing that really gave a trash about me. "Don't you go there," Damien seethed, "keep your idiot tongue to yourself, you stupid jerk." My heart thumped in my chest, and he snorted and added, “or on my cock, at least. Only thing you’re good for anymore, ever since you got the idea that you were better than me in your head.”

Damien's friends circled around both me and Damien alike, trying to keep our parlay obscured as much as possible. Those two turned away from us, and folded their arms over their chests - staring daggers to anyone that would look.

I bit back the tears that wanted to come forth from my eyes. "Forget you, idiot everything about you," I spat right back at him, not backing down. "You ruined me, you ruin everything you touch - how'd you do it?" My bones were practically vibrating with rage. “How!” I lashed out, “you slimy mongrel.”

"Do what," he said.

"You. Know. You know what you…" I shook my head, “you know what you put inside of me.”

We looked at one another for what felt like an eternity - as if we were both fifty yards apart from one another, a raging sea between us. Finally, he said, "I was tired of you thinking you could get cute with me," he explained, his brows moving upward. “Now, do you know who is in control? Or do I have to make it any more clear. Sit.”

Except I wouldn’t.

Damien’s face darkened, and his eyes narrowed. His hands went straight to my sides, and despite my physical protests, he managed to sit me down in the booth.

Some customer called out, asking if anything was wrong. No, no that voice sounds familiar… Norman.

Norman, one of my regulars, strode over towards us, with that same familiar red cap on his head. He had such a grizzled face, and his beard was scraggy from not shaving for some time - there was this rage in his eyes that both warmed and scared me. "Just what is going on here," he barked.

Damien turned to face the man, and straightened out his spine in arrogance. "None of your business old timer," he pointed with his chin towards a neighboring seat. "Why don't you rest before your heart gives out?"

One of Damien's goons crowed, "Else we make it give out early, heh."

My throat felt tight, but I managed to say: "Norman. Please. I'm fine, just--"

I cut myself off, as now the staff were looking our way, and Felicia was coming back with the coffee that I'd previously ordered.

Norman closed what little distance remained between him and Damien. "I know what you are," he said gruffly, "you're a gutter punk. Nothing more than that." It looked like he wanted to punch Damien, or spit on him, or both even.

Damien shoved one hand at Norman's chest, pushing him back a full step. This caused him to nearly stumble to the ground, and before he could fully recover, Damien said: "This 'punk' is going to kick your rear, old man." Damien reached into his pocket and produced a switchblade, clicking it to life.

My heart jumped into my chest, and I immediately shot up from the booth, "Damien!" I called out, scolding the man and riding the heavy flow of my anger.

This didn't stop him of course. He didn't even look back at me. In that moment I felt so powerless, some small and fleeting part of me wished that I were stronger. I'd always thought that gleaming knives were the things of film and story. But the mongrel waved it at Norman, taunting him with subtle, aggressive posturing.

Felicia sat the coffee down on a nearby table and dipped her hand into her jeans, "I'm calling the police!" She announced, her voice plainly filled with terror.

Just after the fact, one of Damien's friends brushed past Norman and went straight for Felicia - she immediately moved to get away, but the man was too quick and he ended up catching her; his small laughter made the anger boil over in me. In that hectic moment, Norman assaulted Damien. Throwing a punch with all of his weight behind it. But Damien was too quick, he dodged the man's quick strike and casually shoved him to the side.

Not wanting anyone to get hurt because of me, I attacked Damien from behind, before he could make any more moves on Norman. Wailing on him with my fists and trying to wrestle him away from Norman and Felicia.

His elbow found my stomach, and a hard pain shot through me instantly. The air shot right out of me, and breathing became my only concern in life. I cursed out loud and crumpled to my knees, holding at the spot where I was hit.

Damien slashed at Norman, slicing open a big, red streak across the side of his face. Pure, horrific agony, that was the only way to describe the sounds that he made. Felicia still helplessly tried to fight against her attacker, and whimpered at the sight and sound of Norman being hurt.

And to Damien? This was nothing more than some inconsequential game. All of it. The violence, getting me with child… picking myself up from the floor, I hardly even noticed the sound of the front door bell ringing out – barely recognized the sound of some engine roaring outside. I threw all of my weight at Damien, the sound of his laughter sending waves of sickness through my body; when I bumped into him, he grunted something deep from his chest and we both collapsed to the hard floor.

As Alicia came out of her front office, Damien’s unoccupied crony stepped from the scene and went over towards the entrance of the diner – presumably to intercept whoever was coming in.

And then the room lit up with his voice. With Gabriel’s commanding presence. “You make one more move,” he threatened, and there wasn’t a singular doubt in my heart or head that it was a serious one, “you die,”

I spied a look towards Alicia, and she too was reaching for her phone – looking between us all in the sloppy brawl.

Damien shrugged me off of his person, and I remained on the floor, whipping my head over towards Gabriel who was dressed in his biker outfit. He stood there half a god with his tightly fitted and washed-out denim jeans, as well as his black leather jacket. Damien narrowed his eyes, “You,” he said, bringing up his knife and making air stabbing motions at Gabriel, “I remember you. You were that guy scoping us out, at the party.”

The look in Gabriel’s eye frightened me. He was ready to kill anyone that stood between him and me. “Surprised your drug fried brain could remember me, punk. Step. Aside. I won’t say it again.”

Alicia added, “This needs to stop. The cops are on their way right now.”

Gabriel and Damien squared off, staring one another down - and then Damien stepped forward. That step turned into a lightning quick lunge towards Gabriel, the wicked knife going straight for his abdomen. Fingers of dread curled against my breast, and I yelled for Gabriel to watch out.

In one fluid instant, Gabriel sidestepped from the blade's path, and used Damien's own energy against him. He grabbed that mongrels hand and slipped a leg beneath his foot, making him trip face first into the floor.

Damien hit the ground hard, and within a heartbeat of time, he scrambled up to his knees in a desperate bid to make distance between him and Gabriel.

Gabriel made a long stride towards the man, while Norman distanced himself and the goons immediately went for Gabriel from behind.

Not if I have anything to say about it. I jumped into the fray, blocking the path of Damien's cronies. I threw my weight against them, and even though it wasn't much - it was enough to slow them down. Enough to annoy and have them push at me, to try and break away.

Gabriel picked Damien up by his hair, causing the man to scream out in bloody agony.

I called out to Gabriel, trying to signal that the men were coming for him - all he could do was glance towards me. This gave way to an opportunity for Damien.

Acting purely on instinct, Damien slashed at Gabriel's face with his knife, but only barely managed to knick him; a thin line of red appeared on his supremely focused face. Gabriel winced and his hand shot out to clench Damien's wrist, rendering the blade useless. "That all you got, coward? Try fighting me like a man; shame you'll be pissing blood before the cops get here. Was hoping for a little fun."

Damien grunted and raged against Gabriel's power, "Forget you," he growled just moments before Gabriel disarmed him.

Gabriel threw the knife far and away, and it clattered against the floor somewhere unseen. The two men finally managed to subdue me, tossing me against the booth in which I had been sitting. The table hit my side, and I felt a spike of pain where it made contact. I cursed beneath my breath.

As if he knew what was going to happen, Gabriel twisted on his heel and fended off the two men with one hand for each. He kept them at bay for a spell of time, but that was when Damien came and tried to tackle him from behind.

Like a tower of stone, Gabriel would not fall. Instead, it seemed like he fed on the uneven odds of this scrappy battle. His muscles tensed up and the first glistening of sweat appeared on his face; he bared his teeth and growled before ducking down and bull charging the two men, throwing them down to the floor like they were nothing more than his playthings.

Gabriel sank down to the floor and Damien tried to wrap his whole arm around my savior's neck, in some attempt to strangle him. But the rage was flowing hard and fast, and everyone not engaged in the brawl surely had to be as enraptured in fear as I was. I'd never seen a man that wasn't high on drugs so pent up with energy and aggression. Gabriel's fists came barreling down on one of the goons, while the other downed man scrambled to defend his friend.

Crunch after crunch was all that I heard, and when I was finally able to recover, I leapt at Damien in attempt to knock him from Gabriel. "Get off of him!" I yelled, bringing my nails to Damien's eyes; before I could dig them in, Damien yelped and whipped around, pulling off of Gabriel and bringing us both to the hard diner floor.

In the back of my mind, I registered screams. Screams and a man pleading for his friend's life, the sound of bones being pummeled - the sight of blood painting the floor. Gabriel was gone, and he was grunting with every strike he made. Within the span of seconds, he moved to the other goon - and his fist found the scumbag's stomach, putting him down in a flash.

Damien managed to work his way on top of me, and put his hands around my throat. "You're going to die for this, Madeline," he hissed with such malice, "you don't get to betray me, you hear me?" He squeezed harder, and I could feel the life being sapped from my bones; even my vision began to blur and flicker, like someone hand taken a lighter to my eyes and were making me see through fire.

Summoning all of my strength, I brought up my knee in a quickness and struck Damien where the sun never shines. Lucky for him there wasn’t much to hit down there. Even still, he instantly rolled off of me and threw his head back, howling in disgusting levels of pain.

Gabriel rushed over to me, completely ignoring Damien for the moment. "Madeline," he whispered. "Madeline, are you okay?"

"I'm fine," I whispered back, loving the way that his hand worked its way through my hair. When he looked me over one more time to be sure, he nodded his head and moved over to the knocked downed Damien, who was still groaning in abject misery.

Gabriel gave the mongrel a hard kick to his chest, making him squeal all over again. He writhed against the floor, and then Gabriel stabbed his finger at the man's face. "Next time I see you, you're a dead man - you hear me boy?" His voice was dark as dusk, I'd never heard it with such cold burning hatred. Within a heartbeat of time, I was back up to my feet; Gabriel and I embraced, if only for a moment, our arms coiling around one another - and his mouth crashing against my lips. It tasted sweet, to feel him once again. Just a kiss was enough to make my bones warm.

Gabriel pulled back, "We need to leave."

Alicia glared towards us, "I don't know what this is about, MJ, but you two need to stay here and talk to the police. Besides, you should have someone from EMS take a look at you."

Gabriel turned his head to face her, "Sorry sister, don't do cops.” Before he even finished his sentence, he was directing us out the door. Not a moment later, and we were on his bike. He turned the engine and his beast of steel and chrome roared to life, rumbling between my legs – the sound of distant sirens crept through the air. He turned his head to look at me, “Hang on tight, baby.”

Adrenaline instantly slammed into me, as we shot through the road and moved like wingless demons.
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Gabriel

My side hurt me something fierce, and getting into that brawl probably wasn’t the smartest thing. Could imagine Sister Scalpel with her tiny hands on her hips in my head, judging me for doing that – heck, surprised the wound didn’t open up during all of that. Still, I couldn’t let those creeps anywhere near my Madeline like that, just what the heck were they doing?

Feeling her wrapped tightly around my core, it did something to me. Being so close to this angel. Even the physical pain seemed to drift away as we sped through the night, the cops long since evaded. Hopefully no unwanted attention is going to come from that. Luke would have my head.

We cruised down the winding roads through the night for what seemed like forever, passing beat-down cars and zipping by families of trees. Finally we came across where I wanted us to hide away, at least, for the moment. It was Whitefeather Way. Parking off the side of the road, I killed the engine and hopped off of my bike, grabbing Madeline's dainty hand. Fingers of warmth brushed against my chest at having her back and near me again, knowing that she was safe and well.

She gave me that curious, inquisitive look – tinged with frustration, "Where are we?"

I brought a finger up to my lips, "It's a secret. We need to talk."

Her nose wrinkled at that, and I led her through the trees and the dirt. A few heartbeats later, and I sat her down on that same log that me and Luke had used so many times before. Following suit, I sat beside her, the darkness cloaking both of us - only the silvery light of the moon permitting us to see what it deemed us worthy of seeing. "Thank you," she announced, "for helping back there, for saving me. Not that I needed help or anything," she back tracked, her face turning a bit red.

"I know you can take care of yourself," I said, smiling. And it’s true. Madeline was a strong willed girl, if anything her initial overcoming of her addiction was a testament to that; the truest test would be in staying sober, but I know that she can do it. So long as she stays away from all of the poison in her life.

"How did you know where I was?"

I shifted uncomfortably on the mossy log, not sure how she would take something like this. "I was concerned for you," I started, a hand squeezing at my heart, "so I had one of my guys keep tabs on you. You know, make sure that you were safe."

MJ didn't say anything for a moment, and she looked away from my face. "I thought I noticed someone following me," she said. "Where did he go? Why didn't he help you?"

"Told him at the first sight of danger to call me, and to get the heck out. He's new and... unique. Couldn't risk an asset too much."

"But you'd risk your rear for me?" She asked, her arms folding over one another.

I coiled an arm around her waist and pulled her against my person, taking the side of her face in my hand and bringing her in for a deep, long kiss. I looked longingly into those blue eyes and said, "I'd risk everything for you, baby."

Her eyes searched mine, and for just a second I swore that her eyes were glinting with water. "It's too hard to keep away from you, Gabriel," she whispered.

I stroked at her hair, and felt a burning urge of need in my cock; this animalistic desire to mess such a beautiful creature, a creature that I wanted to make mine forever. It hurt me more than I ever realized, to be so deeply enchanted. "I want you by my side, Mads. Harass the space, harass the questions and the doubts - you make everything feel right in my heart. You're sleeping with me tonight," I growled, and then kissed her lips softly; I let out a deep noise from my chest, trying to ignore that urge to fill her pussy in my crotch.

Idiot. There was no way to ignore it, I had to have her - the questions about what just happened, could go down later. And if my stitches burst? Well, more work for Sister Scalpel I suppose. I picked Madelinne up in a sudden rush. She gave out an adorable, giddy squeak, and I walked us over towards a great tree.

"What are you doing?" She laughed.

"Taking what's mine," I husked, pressing her against that tree and kissing her with reckless abandon. For every touch of my lips against hers, she replied with that same ferocity, that same need. Her lips were wet and warm and in all honesty, a touch of divinity. Every noise that we made just made my cock all the harder; it twitched every now and again, and the base of my balls tingled with excitement.

Madeline gasped with pleasure, and readjusted herself against my body - her hands feeling all around my neck. "Gabe," she whispered, her voice thick with lust, "I want you to mess me right here."

That was when I attacked her neck, placing sucks and bites wherever I could. She brought out the animal in me, and I wasn't afraid of it - I was impressed. "I can smell how wet your gorgeous groin is, baby. Can smell how badly it needs to be messed."

"Yes," she purred, sending a hand down to my crotch and feeling all along the hardness of my shaft, which was pressing firmly against my denim jeans. "Fill me up and slam into me, I want to feel every inch of you." She raked her nails along the small length of my exposed chest, making superficial cuts.

I groaned out in pain-tipped pleasure, breathing her name. Not a second later, and my shirt was off - along with her pants. I loved every inch of her body, but in that moment, we both knew what we wanted. What we needed. Those dark blue panties were all that remained on her pale, stunning legs.

Every inch of my body was in need of her, and I felt my cock swell at the thought of penetrating her delicate, delectable little pussy. Putting her down for a moment, as we both gave heavy breaths, I picked out a condom from my wallet and pressed it against the head of my cock, rolling it quickly and effectively over my long, hard shaft.

My cock twitched eagerly with anticipation, and I lifted Madeline back up again, listening to the sound of her cute, arousing noises as I did so. When I had her right where I wanted her, had her pressed against the tree, I guided my cock to the entrance of her pussy - her panties long since wet with lust; I pulled them to the side and slipped myself easily inside. Her walls were tight and greedy, not wanting to let go of me; they immediately pulled me in, sending pinpricks of delight through me.

I grunted and she moaned, and our lips found one another, crashing against each other hopelessly - like two animals in heat, we kissed and we messed. I pumped myself in and out of her, over and over again, the sinfully delicious noises of my cock stirring up her drenched sex filled my ears. "Heck, Madeline," I breathed, "you're so tight," I sheathed myself inside of her, as far as i could.

Madeline scratched at the back of my neck and kept her legs coiled around me, rocking her hips in perfect rhythm with me. "Don't stop," she begged, "I want to feel your body quiver from this pussy," she teased with a sultry voice.

The nightly air grew still, and there was the occasional car that would pass us by - this somehow only made it all the more thrilling. With people passing us by, and being none the wiser to my gorgeous girl getting railed. The sound of my balls slapping hard against her slick rear only brought me that much closer to the edge; though, it was her pleasure that I was concerned about. I picked up my pace and stayed a fast, steady rhythm, growling, "You love being messed by this cock, don't you baby?"

Madeline threw her head back and a throaty noise escaped from the confines of her chest. She continued to grind against me with reckless abandon as I slammed into her, my whole body being consumed by a blissful warmth.

"Idiot," I said.

"You're close," she mewled, "I can tell, this pussy wants every last drop."

Incredible. That was too much for me. Everything became heavy, and my muscles started to tighten, my head twitching and spurting out ropes of white. Good thing I had protection on me. Still, the thought of watching my cum roll down Madeline's sexy rear lips? I wasn't sure if there could be anything more erotic.

"Mmm yesss," Madeline purred, still moving those wonderful hips.

"I'm not done yet," I husked, grabbing Madeline's face with one hand and holding her firmly in my grasp. I summoned up all the strength that I had and bucked into her hard and fast, watching her eyes glaze over with pleasure and feeling her whole body quiver in anticipation of climax. She cried out my name, probably a bit too loudly, and even though everything was sensitive as all perdition, I kept on until she came hard around my cock. Feeling her juices slathered along my crotch only served to excite me more, and in that moment I knew I'd be having her again before the night was over.

"Let's get you home, babe," I told her, "before this pussy keeps me here all night," I rubbed at her clit with my thumb, in an attempt to torture her just a bit.

She squealed and begged for me to let her go, and when she was smiling as wide as can be, I freed her.
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Madeline

When we made it back to Gabriel’s place, my whole body was still aching with delight. I'd never been taken so fiercly before, never knew how good it could feel to be ravaged out in the open like that - God it gave me shivers just thinking back on it. The two of us went into Gabriel's shower, and that was when I first noticed the small series of stitches at his hip. My hand instinctively went to it as the warm, soothing waters came spraying down over us.

I circled all around the curious wound carefully, making certain not to touch it directly - my other hand squeezing at his firm rear. As I squeezed, I wondered how I’d gotten so lucky as to have such a fine piece of man candy in my hands. "What happened?" I asked, looking up into those chocolate eyes.

"Don't worry about it," he said.

"Too late for that."

"It's nothing, seriously. Just club business. Sometimes things get a little rough."

"You were shot at," I could tell that much, "I just want to know what happened--"

"Not how this works," Gabriel insisted in that dark voice, bringing his hands up to my waist and holding me in place, planting a long kiss on my lips; those beautiful lips sent blissful waves from my feet, up my spine. "The less you know, the better. Trust me. Keeping you out of the loop, that keeps you safe - or as safe as you can be, around me."

I wasn't sure how I felt about not knowing these kinds of things. I wanted to know everything about him, every detail. It was just something that I couldn't find myself helping, and I'd never felt that way about another person before. "If you think it will keep me, keep us safe, then okay," I told him. "But, don't forget about me," I insisted, playfully hitting at his glorious, sculpted chest. "To me, you're worth the danger."

That got me a special smile, and another kiss. I know how to work my men. Gabriel moved a hand down to my rear and squeezed me tightly, making my pussy heat up with lust - idiot, I could feel this dull, greedy ache in my clit. This man was not human, that's all there was to it. He was some kind of demon unearthed from the depths of torture to make me think about sex.

Or, well, more than I normally do, at least.

Gabriel picked me up easily, and I coiled my legs around him, taking extra care to not touch at his wound with my one leg. I could feel his hard cock poking up against my very willing pussy, but he didn't penetrate what was his. Not yet at least. "Madeline," he said, looking deep into my eyes, and if I looked carefully enough, I swore that I saw a glimmer of fear in him. "I love you."

It struck me like lightning, and I felt like something was crushing my heart in this oddly delightful way - like my soul was being stepped on, made to squirm at the thought of being so stimulated by three little words. Three little words to make me feel more than I've ever felt.

For a second, and just a brief wink of time, I thought that I had wings.

I kissed Gabriel long and deep, letting my tongue explore and my mouth stick to his for a good long while; I pulled back and cupped his face in my hands, the water streaming down my face and past my eyes as I whispered it back, "I love you, too."

It felt good to say it. Really good. Like the words had some healing power to them, that would make everything all right. In the past, it would have made me dry heave to say such things - to believe in such things. But with Gabriel?

It felt right.

He flashed me a smile and those wonderful white teeth, readjusting me in his strong grip. "Now that I've got that off my chest... you need to tell me what was going on back there."

I raised an eyebrow at him, and moved my hips so that the lips of my wet pussy would tease at the head of his thick cock. "You've got a very horny lady right above your toe, who LOVES you, and you want to talk?"

We shared a laugh, and then I said, "Besides, I don't see how it's fair that I tell you about my trash, if you don't tell me about yours."

Gabriel rolled his eyes, "Just stop being a brat and tell me, would you?"

I smirked and pretended to zip my mouth closed, motioning with my eyes down below, to suggest that he take me first. When he wasn't getting the picture, I huffed and removed myself from his arms, getting down onto my knees and grabbing his cock with both hands. My heart was beating quick in my chest, and I felt heavy just from the manly smell of his sex; it would be embarrassing if he knew, but it made me salivate just at the thought of eating him. I looked up at him and locked eyes, my lips making an O around the first couple inches of his shaft.

He tasted like man and salt, and it tasted good. So good. I sank my head down further, taking him in all the way, as deep as I could; bringing my fingers down below, I made circular motions against my pussy, the heavy feeling becoming more and more pronounced as I bobbed up and down. Just hearing Gabriel groan with satisfaction was enough to inch me closer and closer to climax, and I'd barely only stimulated myself. I chalked it up to what we'd done before in that little get-a-way. Electricity flowed through my whole body, little pinpricks of excitement dancing along the soles of my feet - I hummed as I sucked him off.

Gabriel brought his hand to the back of my head and pushed me down rhythmically on his hardness, giving me sultry little praises, telling me how close he was to bursting. "Idiot, you're a natural I swear," he snorted, "your mouth feels divine, Madeline." He groaned out in pleasure, and then carefully unsheathed me from his rod. "I need more," he husked, turning the shower off as I went to my feet and squeezed at my breasts. I let my fingers roll over my stiff nipples, teasing them before Gabriel ushered me out.

We quickly brushed our feet off on the pink mat just outside the shower, and in an instant he was on me. His hard, perfect muscles straining as he pushed me up against the wall; he flipped me over, so that my rear was facing him, and he adjusted me, bent me over so that my rear was high in the air.

It felt like the air around me was becoming thicker, breathing became a difficult task - and the wondrous lust was swimming in my head. I felt like such a hussy around him, always wanting to feel him inside of me - some part of me craving to feel him blast his seed inside, so that I could feel it drip from me. "What are you doing?" I asked, my tone tinged with excitement and a touch of fear.

I felt his hand come down against my rear hard, and the sound of him spanking me filled the room - a stinging type pain blooming where his hand struck me. Idiot, why did it feel so good? I bit down on my lower lip with my teeth, sucked in a tight breath and released a long, low moan. The next words out of his mouth sent chills through me, "I'm going to bother your tight little donkey. And you're going to rub your naughty little clit; I want to see your cum roll down your legs."

Goodness. "I-I've never--" I felt his hand dip down to my pussy, and he coated his hand in my juices, making me gasp in surprise. Gabriel brought his wet hand to his cock, and coated it, even though it was still slick with my saliva from earlier.

"You'll love it, trust me," he susurrated, his hand guiding the head of his cock to my rear, poking against my entrance.

“Oh!” I breathed, pins shooting through my bloodstream. I’d never been taken there before. “G-Gabriel wait,” I whispered.

He pulled on my hair and turned my head, his lips kissing firmly against mine. Gabriel then pulled away an inch, looking into my eyes, “Don’t want to try it?”

I tittered nervously, “My body is willing,” I admitted, biting down on my lip. “I’m just…”

“It’s okay,” he assured, “I’ll go slow, baby. Just relax. Trust me?”

I nodded my head, and kept eye contact with my lover as he slowly inserted himself into my canal. Incredible that feels… intense. Gritting my teeth, I put my hands up above my head against the wall of the shower, listening to the water patter against the bathtub – feeling the heat of Gabriel’s body being so intimately close to me.

God, idiot. When those first couple of inches pushed inside of me, I reached my hand down to my clit and teased at it – loving the way that his cock always managed to make me feel heavenly. I could feel this primal, raw energy; these invisible rods of pleasure that were linked to my stiff nipples, and to my rear and my quivering pussy. “Slow, slow,” I said through my teeth, whimpering and moaning in what felt like an eternal dance of pain and pleasure.

“I’m easing it in,” he assured, his hand going to my breast and squeezing it tight; playing and caressing it, I’d never been handled so lovingly before. So this is what it’s like to be taken by a real man.

When he rooted his cock all the way inside my rear, I told him to stop, to just keep it right there. Between his praises and dark, lusty little whispers; and his cock filling me of course, it didn’t take long for me to reach that precarious cliff.

“Come for me,” he demanded in that sexy, low growl. “Now.”

“Ga—“ I felt my whole body seize up, and total euphoria rushed through my head – the walls of my pussy contracting hard and quick, spilling out the juices of my orgasm. It felt like all of my muscles were glowing, and every inch of my body was delightfully heavy with bliss. I cried out and whimpered his name, how many times I couldn’t say. I was too busy having mini orgasms. When the shaking started, Gabriel moved his hands and his weight to steady me.

Then the laughter came. This uncontrollable giggling, and an urge to cry – every time I felt his cock twitch and push in and out of me? It was sensation overload.

I felt like I was about to step up to some podium and receive my first golden stick for full-body orgasm.

Simply incredible. That was the only way to describe having my rear taken by Gabriel. “Fill me,” I panted between breaths, laughter and whimpers. “Fill me up you idiot,” I demanded.

He must have liked that. His pumping came harder and faster, and his groans and grunts of approval became increasingly frequent. For every motion of his hips, I matched him – and we found this rhythm like we’d known each other’s bodies for a lifetime.

When I felt him buck in hard against me, and felt his cock twitch in sporadic spurts, I smiled. He groaned something deep from his chest, and when he unsheathed himself from my canal, I could feel the cum rolling down my rear.

I turned around and pulled my spent man to me, grabbing his rear and kissing him a number of times. “Clean up time, then we’ll talk,” I said playfully.

***

Once we settled in bed, and I was curled up against his tattooed chest, I sucked in a breath of nervous air. There was so much to tell him, I didn’t know where to start. That Damien raped me? That he abused me? That he got me hooked on hardcore drugs? Let alone the human being that was growing inside of me…

Gabriel stroked the side of my face, “So,” he said, “that guy. Who is he?  I saw him the night that I first met you, at that party.”

Just the thought of his name made me want to retch. “Damien Duponte. He’s my ex.”

“He’s a real piece of trash is what he is.”

“Absolutely,” I nodded for emphasis. “It was fun at first, and I was attracted to him when I was younger. It was never supposed to be this serious, but he got me hooked on his product. He was my dealer.”

Gabriel stiffened in his spot, and I could feel the anger practically glowing off of him. “You should have told me about him sooner.”

“I didn’t know how,” I admitted, “he’s my problem to deal with. My demon.”

“What did he do to you?” Gabriel clipped, the rage obvious in his voice.

“We were always violent with each other,” I confessed, “never at peace. I’d yell more than hit him, but he’d hit me more than he’d yell. He would take me when I didn’t want him to. No. He raped me. All the times that I wanted to get clean? Damien would be there to rope me back in. He threatened my family and me because I broke up with him – because I told him that I was done. For good.”

Gabriel moved out of bed, and his face was dark with anger – the lines of his face coming together tightly, his brows pushed together. I thought that he was angry when I’d see him take care of Damien and his goons at the diner, but this was something else entirely. This was a pure, murderous intent. “He’s a dead man,” Gabriel roared. “Nobody does that to another human being – especially not my girl.”

My heart dropped in my chest at his words. “Gabriel—“ I started.

“No. Hell no. You tell me where this idiot lives, you just say the word, baby. I swear, I’ll do it myself. Wouldn’t need the club to back me on a cockroach like this kid.”

How could I sign off on the man’s death warrant? The way he treated me was horrible, and I hated the fact that a large part of me wanted to agree with Gabriel. The man’s child was inside of me now, and I still hadn’t decided what to do about it.

Would I feel guilty for the rest of my life? Was there any truly right choice? It felt like no matter what I did, the ghost of Damien would always haunt me.

I hadn’t told anyone. But I had to tell Gabriel.

The words burst hot from my mouth, “You can’t!”

“I can. And I will, Madeline,” Gabriel stormed over to his dresser and pulled out a pair of black jeans, leaving only his chest uncovered – and his intense brown eyes glaring towards me. “This is what I was born to do. There are sick, terrible people in this world,” he stepped closer towards me, his hard, tattooed chest expanding from a deep breath. “People who think that karma doesn’t exist, that they can eat the little fish and destroy the happiness of the good. I’m their reminder, that the universe sorts everything out – that evil catches up with you.”

When he put his hands on the end of the bed, and I thought he couldn’t look any more furious. He lightened up. His gaze became pensive, and he suddenly shifted his mood, “What’s wrong?”

I hadn’t even noticed the stinging pain in my eyes until I heard him say those words. The warm tears rolled down my cheek, and the tightness in my throat threatened to never let me speak again.

Truth comes out though, for better, or for worse. For once in my troubled life, I wanted to be honest, I wanted to be good and I wanted to open up; for Gabriel, I would open the gate of my soul – even if it meant exposing myself to the danger of getting hurt.

The words brokenly left my lips, between sobs, “Because. I’m pregnant.”

Gabriel’s mouth parted an inch, and he straightened his body out, bringing his head back. His eyes drifted, and then a heartbeat later he strode over to my side. He climbed onto the bed and scooted next to me, and our eyes locked with one another right before his arms embraced me. He pulled my face into the crook of his shoulder, and those wonderful, big, strong arms comforted me.

I sobbed into his person for what felt like an eternity.

“Tell me what happened,” he whispered, petting the back of my head.

Pulling away from his shoulder, I looked into his eyes and shook my head, “I don’t know. I guess when I wasn’t around, Damien was pricking holes in our condoms. And now…” the pain speared my chest, and the urge to sink down, down, down, into the bed, and past the floor – beneath the ground. It consumed me. “I have this repulsive man’s baby inside of me. My parents, my coworkers, you. Everything. It’s all ruined.”

“That’s not true,” Gabriel brought a hand to the side of my face, and circled a thumb across the tears that slid down my pale face. “Who put these dark thoughts in your head?” He asked, “who put them there, sweetheart?” I sniffled and his thumb brushed away another wet little thing. “Your parents will love you no matter what.”

“You don’t know that,” I croaked, “you don’t know them.”

“But I know you,” he said, “and I want to know you more and more every day. They will understand,” he said, “and your friends—“

“Colleagues.”

“Your work friends, will be sympathetic. The ones that aren’t, well, if it’s bad enough just ask this big bad wolf right here – and I’ll blow their house of cowardice down.”

I brushed back the strands of my hair, as they were clinging to my face, and I sniffled, for what I hoped to be, the final time. “And you?”

“You’re mine now,” he said, “do you hear me?” I nodded my head, and Gabriel pushed me down against the bed, kissing my lips and keeping me pinioned beneath the weight of his sculpted body. “I’ll raise that boy as my own,” he whispered, and trailed kisses all along my neck, “it’s your body. Your choice. If you want,” Gabriel pulled away, to look down at me, “I can go with you, if you want to… you know.”

“I know,” I tried to swallow away the hard lump in my throat. The thorn in my chest wouldn’t go away. “I-I haven’t decided.”

“That’s okay.”

“Are you sure?”

Gabriel kissed me again, “You shouldn’t even have to face a decision like this. Nobody should. You do what your heart and your head tell you, and I’ll back you no matter what.” Gabriel moved from me to the edge of the bed, and craned his head to look back at me, “now I need to know where this idiot lives. If you don’t want me to bury him, fine, but he needs to be run out of this town. These people? People like him? They only respond to violence.”

My eyes drifted away, “I know.”

“Tell me where he lives, Mads. I’ll teach him a lesson he won’t forget.”

I brought my gaze back to Gabriel, pushed a long breath from my nose, and gave him all that I knew.
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Gabriel

My heart was still pounding with rage. I couldn't believe what Madeline had just told me, the bombs that she had just dropped. How could she have been with someone so absolutely sick? That subhuman piece of trash. It was my duty now, to dispose of him - my mission. And no person, or thing, could stop me from being the angel that I was - this angel of destruction had someone to protect, someone to kill for now; beyond my brotherhood, there was a light in my life now.

And I wasn't going to let a weak, small-time drug-pushing coward like Damien Duponte snuff it out.

Putting on a black v-neck and my club cut, I strode over to MJ and kissed her one more time, taking in those gorgeous lips I'd come to crave. "You try and get some sleep," I instructed, "I know it'll be impossible. But just try, okay?"

She nodded her head, and told me to be safe. I let her know that she didn't need to worry about me; I kissed the tips of my fingers and gave a kiss to her belly; the thought was scary enough for me, so I couldn't imagine how she felt. But if I was going to be a father, I wanted to do things right. Even if it wasn't my child by blood, I loved that girl too much to let her face anything alone ever again. I'd bring him up as mine.

Until I seeded her myself, at least. Brothers. Now there was a thought that made my lips curl into a tight smirk.

"What?" Mads asked.

I just gave a dry laugh, "Nothing. Don't wait up for me," I told her, turned away and grabbed my wooden baseball bat from the closet.

It wasn't long before I hopped on my bike and headed down the street; a brief time later and I was merging into traffic and heading quick to Damien's apartment. I knew that Luke wouldn't be too pleased with me doing something like this, but I was VP - and someone was messing with my girl. That couldn't stand. 

Luke would do the same thing.

Every bone in my body was aching to hurt this coward. Every cell in my brain was screaming that I needed to end his miserable life, what kind of kid would grow up and want to meet a dad like that, anyway? Still, Madeline didn't seem on board with going that far. So I knew that I had to keep a stop-gap on my anger.

But that sensation to annihilate him just kept growing. This gripping heat at the base of my spine. My muscles held a dull, powerful ache - my whole body thirsting for blood and destruction.

By the time that I arrived, I was full on seeing red. I parked my bike just outside and killed the engine, striding towards the front door of the complex. It was just a small set of granite steps. 

My breathing had become hard and quick, and I could feel my heart hammering away in my chest at this point. There was this lightness in my head, this quarter-sized hole in the back that burned something fierce.

When my hand connected to the doorknob, and I opened the door, my whole body became overtook with a tingling wave of sensations. This was the hunt. The thrill. My profession in darkness.

For a small moment, I felt guilty. What if I wouldn't make a good father; should I not do this? What would my surrogate-- no. My son. What would he think if he knew that I'd done this to his biological, jerk of a father?

I pushed the thought from my head and my heart. He would just have to understand, if the day ever comes.

Entering the building, I ascended the long series of wooden steps, my hand hovering over the sandy colored wooden rail. There was much difficulty in trying to be quiet, when doing a B and E while in the throes of a rage. Still, I knew what my 'plan' was going to be. There was no need to be sneaky, no real need for subterfuge. The response times were drilled into my mind, and even if luck wasn't on my side - I'd only need one good minute. One good minute to change this scum's life.

When I reached the floor that Madeline had specified Damien lived on, I looked between the doors, trying to find the specific number. When I finally came across it, my heart dropped in my chest - and I felt my jaw jump with anticipation. I gripped the handle of the bat tighter, and I made long, predatory strides to the large, white colored door. My boot promptly met the face of the door, and I kicked it in a second time, and then a third. It quickly gave way on the fourth attempt, and a series of splinters exploded on the hinges of it. Where I had kicked it, there was a broken concave; the door jumped back an inch or two and clattered to the ground loudly.

Ten seconds.

When I heard one, maybe two, women yelping in surprise from somewhere in the apartment, and a familiar voice yelling, "What the heck!" I knew that I was in the right place. Darkness was all around me, so my hand shot out to my side, brushing along the wall looking for a switch. Nothing. Cursing beneath my breath, I dashed to my right, in the direction of the voices.

Nearly colliding with the silhouette of a TV, I quickly stepped to the side and made a sprint for the wall next to a door.

Twenty seconds.

My heart pounded in my chest as I waited. It didn’t take long for the door beside me to open, and for a half dressed man to jut out of the room with a glock at the ready.

Not wasting any time, I swung the bat hard and fast – the weapon wooshed through the air and struck Damien’s gun hand. I could feel the end of the bat making contact with his wrist, feeling the vibrations of it’s violent connection all the way up to the handle. My heart thumped heavy in my chest, and a cracking noise filled the air just before an instinctual cry of pain.

 The glock was knocked from his grasp, and it clattered against the floor. Damien immediately jumped back into his bedroom, and I presume he had intended to try and lock it. But, I was too quick.

Twenty five seconds.

Bursting through the door, I shoved the kid to the floor. The anger was pumping through me something fierce. 

One of the girls tugged on the nightstand lamp. Orange light blossomed in the dark room, filling it up and revealing the two scantily clad prostitutes.

“Leave,” I demanded, “and make sure all of your friends know, that if you roll with this gutter trash, it won’t end well.”

The two women rushed to put on some of their clothes, and bolted past me for the front door.

Forty seconds.

Damien cursed and tried to get up to his feet, so naturally I helped him with that, by grabbing him by the hair and throwing him onto the bed. “Idiot!” He yelled, “just take whatever you want from me you idiot, I’ve got powerful friends. You’ll—“

My bat swung through the air and connected firmly, but not shatteringly so, with the side of his mouth – the bat nearly breaking bone and throwing his head to one side. His throat tightened up instantly, and his teeth clamped shut; the next instant, and he was groaning through a closed mouth in horrific pain. I brought up a finger pointed at the man, lifting up a boot onto the bed. “Listen here, you worthless little trash.” I readied my bat and gave a thundering blow to Damien’s right kneecap. He howled just like all the rest of those hard talking jerks I’d taken out in my day.

Fifty five seconds.

“You are going to leave this town, do you hear me? I’m giving you a week.” I didn’t wait for him to answer. I knew that I needed to be gone. “Never come back. And if you ever want to be a part of your kids life, if MJ  keeps them, then you better be straight with God and yourself and the world. Because I will be there. Every time. She is the only reason you keep breathing tonight.” I watched him squirm on the bed, knowing that I’d went past my minute limit. My gaze fell on his other kneecap, and for that brief moment before my bat came slashing through the air again – we shared a look, a pleading one he gave me. “Think on that,” I hissed before turning around and storming out.

At least that was one demon down and conquered 
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Madeline

Sunlight poured in from the window of Gabriel’s room, and the morning made itself known. I’d fallen asleep, somehow, while waiting for Gabriel to return. In dreams, I’d been in a dark place surrounded by candles – and in my arms was my electric guitar, the one from my room at home. It was half remembered, maybe even a part of me wished to hide it away, perhaps. But some of those images stuck with me. Gabriel bleeding through the darkness, the darkness that existed like it were a flame. This fire that I could not see past, that flickered and darkly shimmered. I witnessed Gabriel take Damien’s life, and my fingers worked quick and fast along the fretboard.

Maybe I was afraid of what Gabriel had done. How far he had gone.

This feeling of dread burrowed into my chest, then. What if something had went wrong?

Forcing my eyes wide open and turning, I rolled over onto my other side and my heart squeezed with delight and relief at the sight of a shirtless, peaceful, drooling Gabriel. A smile walked along the lines of my face, and I inched myself closer to him. Pressing my lips against his jaw and neck, I kissed him until he was roused from sleep.

Gabriel groaned, and his eyes fluttered wearily to life – his arm reaching over towards me and draping over my body. Just that single touch was enough to shoot needles through my body, and I snuggled in closer to him. "You know, even guys need their beauty sleep," he clipped in that early morning voice. His rough and tough tones always seemed to send a punch to my more… sensual components.

"Yeah well you're beautiful enough to be a modern prince, I think you can take a few early morning interruptions every now and again."

Gabriel snorted and moved his great hand down to my rear, squeezing tight. "Your butt helps."

Mmf, jerk. "Thanks, i think."

"It was definitely a compliment," he whispered into my neck and squeezed again, moving to the other cheek.

"Did you know that you drool?" I asked.

"I don't drool," Gabriel replied gruffly.

"You think your pillows just get all wet and sticky for no reason?"

His hand playfully worked its way past my hip and dipped down to my crotch, erotically rubbing at the wet folds of my pussy. "Figured it was your fault, seeing as this is such a constant culprit." His finger plunged itself inside, feeling around my walls - and they clung tightly to his explorative finger, joyously so.

I sucked in a tight breath, pleasure filling up the lower half of my body, and a subtle electricity finding its way to my nipples, causing them to grow hard. "It is normally to blame," I admitted, and then laughed before kissing along Gabriel's jaw. "But seriously, it was all your disgusting caveman mouth, I swear."

"Call me a caveman and you'll get treated like I am one," Gabriel's tone was full of amusement, and his fingers danced in and out of my pussy now; quicker and quicker still they moved, his body moving on top of me - his lips curling into a tight, knowing smirk. That mongrel knew what he was doing, even in his sleepy and groggy state he knew exactly how my body would respond to the way he was touching me. His fingers delved deeper into the slick confines of my pussy, filling up my greedy canal.

My hand instinctively reached for the length of his hard cock, petting it up and down and grabbing it at the root, giving him a firm grip. I stroked that beautiful mess up and down, slowly, teasingly, a smile forming on my face and a thorn of happiness pricking at my breast.

When our lips met for a series of long, hard kisses, the ends of my nipples ached delightfully - they demanded to be sucked, so I steered Gabriel from my mouth and down to my breasts. He kissed and he licked, he sucked and he whispered sinfully delicious praises, giving special care to my nipples - the noise of his mouth popping around them, goodness, it only made the walls of my warm, lusting pusssy, need to feel his cock all the more.

Before we became too lost in our thrall of pleasure and exploration, I brushed my hand through his long, pretty-boy hair. "Tell me what happened last night," I said, "after you left."

Gabriel looked down on me with a hard look, his fingers pulling out of my sex and gliding over to my clit, circling and rubbing playfully at it. My clit slowly but surely became engorged from the attention, and my whole body was waking up with warmth and bliss - each muscle in my body being directed by the attention that Gabriel was giving my clit. If I was an instrument, then he was my handsome, devilish player. "Can't tell you that, love."

"But I want to know, Gabriel."

His face grew sad, and the lines of his face began to droop, "I won't tell you any details," he explained, "but I didn't kill him." He stopped playing with my pussy then, and in turn, I stopped messing with his cock. "Since you weren't comfortable with it, even though I think the mongrel well earned it. Told him to skip town and never come back, and that if he ever wants to see your kid - he better radically change himself."

I placed my hands on Gabriel's hips, pushing him back down onto the bed and moving over him. "I never wanted to have a baby, you know," I confessed, "it wasn't something that I even thought about. But, with it inside of me... it just, it feels wrong to give it up."

Gabriel placed a soft hand on the side of my face, and gave me a series of smooth, affectionate strokes. "It's okay to feel that way," he said, "it's okay, Madeline. You do what you want to do, what you have to do. It's your body. Your life."

"It doesn't always feel like it is," I felt the sting of tears in the back of my eyes, and a clutching pain in my chest. I then repeated my words, softer this time, with the urge to collapse against Gabriel's chest burning inside of me.

"I'm sorry, baby, but I believe in you. In whatever choice you make, I'll still be there. If you want to keep the bun in the oven, fine. If you think that it would be better for everyone, then by all means... do what you have to."

I fell down onto his gloriously hard body, and we melted in to one another - like our bodies couldn’t fit any more perfectly together, like we had been separated and were now made whole. "Thank you," I told him, holding him as tightly and as close as I was able - listening, just listening to hear our beating hearts becoming one. "For everything," I added.

His hand brushed through the length of my head and hair, soothing me with each stroke - calming me for every worry that rooted itself within my head and in my troubled heart. There wasn't any other man like him. Never had been. Never will be. And I knew that now, I knew that with a certainty that burned in my chest - I'd felt it when I first laid eyes on him, even that night when I had flicked him off; I was never one to believe in destiny, or a higher power: Gabriel was my fatemaker.

I went to his ear and placed a kiss just beneath it, whispering, "I want to have your babies." It was difficult to believe that those words even left my mouth, but when my heart skipped a beat, when I felt the love in his eyes as he looked at me, I knew then, just as much as he, how serious I really was. "I want to keep it, Gabe. But I want them to have a brother, or a sister, and I want them to look to you - only to you, as their father."

"Madeline..." Gabriel susurrated, water filling his beautiful brown eyes. He pulled me in long and tight, and after our great hug and embrace was over, I pulled myself back just a little, and I moved my hips, sending a hand down to his still erect cock. Then, I guided that gorgeous head to the entrance of my soaked pussy, my pussy that was greedy and in supreme need of his sex; every inch of me ached for it, every part of my mind turned for it.

When I managed to pop it inside of me, I instantly felt the warmth and the relief and the bliss. Everything slipped away. All worries, all fear. Each inch that I fed myself, each moan that I gave and for every groan from Gabriel that my ears picked up, it only stirred me into a higher, more delicious state of sexual arousal and frenzy. I wanted to harass this man like I'd never messed something before, I wanted to be taken by him in ways that I couldn't imagine - and as my heart thumped in my chest, pounding so quick and fast in my ears, I began to ride him.

I rode his cock long and hard, fast, so very fast I moved. But idiot. It was all so perfect. The way that my hands felt against his chiseled chest, the way his cock filled me perfectly like there wasn't any in the world that could fill me like Gabriel. I knew, I knew that much in my soul - he was the man that was slowly but surely threading every faucet of being into my soul. And I, I was just the willing canvas, ready to accept and take him all in, now and forever.

Gabriel pumped his hips, and in turn, I gyrated mine against his cock, that was so full of life and sexual vigor. 

He slammed into me, into my wet little pussy, and he groaned and groaned some more; the first sheen of glistening sweat forming along our bodies. He told me between hard breaths how he would idiot me like this every day, that there wouldn't be a morning that would go by without me being eaten and then promptly fed afterward, before being taken a second time and then thrown over his shoulder and brought to the shower.

"Gabriel," I cried, "I want you to fill this naughty pussy, only your cock will do," I whined, I begged and I pleaded. "This pussy has to have your cock, please," I said, "please, don't ever stop this groin."

"Never," he responded now, like some kind of animal unleashed. Feeling him raw and unprotected, it was miles beyond better than what we’d been used to. Every delectable, hard inch, moved through me effortlessly – all of my juices coated that glorious cock of his, and with each penetration, I could feel him getting closer and closer inside of me. The way that he bucked his hips, the way that his firm cock twitched inside of me. I had him now, he was mine. And so I moved my hips even faster, to better match his aggressive rhythm - my throat strangled by devil's love, all I could do was howl out these sexual noises from somewhere deep within my chest.

When I felt his hands squeeze hard on my backside, and his cock lurched forward to the furtherest point it could reach; that was when my body began to shake like a leaf, and all of my muscles contracted. Feeling his seed shoot inside of me, feeling my walls tightly hug the shaft of his unleashing cock, it pushed me over my edge and sent me into a blissful spiral of a climax. Each wave of pleasure cascaded into another, and Gabriel rose to meet me, holding me tightly in his arms.

I made certain to not let his cock leave me. And I could feel each and every part of his cock juices, as they slid out of me and down his shaft, as they dripped down, down, down.

"Idiot," Gabriel susurrated, "you just felt so good."

Coming back down to earth, my whole body broke free form some unseen spell, and all of the energy that I used to keep myself on him vanished. So I collapsed into him, and in turn, Gabriel slowly brought us down to the mattress of the bed; even still, I was careful to not let him leave the embrace of my groin.

"I love feeling you inside of me," I confessed, "it always just feels, I don't know. Satisfying?" My lips curled into an impish smirk. "Hey," I said, wiggling against his still mostly erect cock.

"What?" He smiled brightly at me, and rubbed at my rear with his free hand.

"I'm going to talk with my parents, make up with Dad and everything," I felt my heart tug at the thought of making up with him. Having that conversation wouldn't be fun, but I'd been gone for long enough. I never wanted things to be so bad with him anyway. "Would you be willing to meet them later?"

"Meet your parents?"

I nodded my head, "I really want them to at least, you know, start to know you. Please?" I could sense the doubt in him, could see the fear in his beautiful eyes. "It's okay," I told him, "you won't screw it up, I promise. They'll love you."

"What they will think, is that I'm stealing their daughter away," his eyebrows briefly glided upward, "if they see me, they will see me as nothing more than a bad influence. They won't approve."

I tilted my head and ran my fingers along Gabriel's jaw, "Well you are a bad influence. Or at least, a naughty one." I grabbed his chin tightly, and forced him to look into my eyes. "I don't care if they don't approve. You can win them over, I know you can - maybe not today, or tomorrow, or a year. But we have to start, don't we?"

Gabriel grumbled at the prospect of having to meet them, but I could already see he was having a change of heart. "As you wish, princess," Gabriel said softly and my heart warmed.

"Good," I smiled, though not for very long.

"There is... ONE condition, though," Gabriel said.

"You know that I hate conditions."

"Once I meet your family, you have to meet with mine. Okay?"

I rolled my eyes, "Done deal."

“You want me to drop you off and go now?” He asked.

“No, no,” I insisted, “I’ll take the bus and call you later. You get your beauty sleep,” I sat up and made my way to the edge of the bed, and just as I was rising, Gabriel snaked a hand around my mid-section

Today was going to be a very interesting day.

***

Part of me was dreading it the whole bus ride, and part of me couldn’t feel any more relieved in getting all of this off of my chest. I felt like a fool. Inside, I wanted to cry at the thought of my own parents judging me, scolding me and humiliating me for getting pregnant.

The thorns of anger roped their way around my heart, when I thought about Damien. It wasn’t too late to go back, but in the back of my head and heart – I knew that I’d never forgive myself. This was a choice that I never should have had to make; no woman should. I tilted my head to the side as the bus ran along the street, spying outside the window all of the people and the buildings and the trees. My life was starting to have a sense of direction, albeit unexpected directions at that, but it was a start. I'll finish this semester of college, but I can't do any more of it - it just wasn't what I wanted right now, and Mom and Dad will just have to understand.

Once I got on to my familiar home street, I walked down the sidewalk with the still not-even afternoon sun baring down on me. Each step that I took was exhilarating, and it made my heart pump heavy in my chest. I'd been clean from drugs for a longer period than ever before, and with Gabriel as my pillar of love and protection, maybe, just maybe I can stay strong this time.

I didn't have my key on me, but I saw Mom's old yellow punch-buggy sitting in the driveway. Knocking on the door hard three times, I pulled in a nervous breath to try and calm my ever present nerves. There wasn't a noise to be heard, save for the wind cutting against me and whooshing at my ears. Each heartbeat of time was like another stab at my chest, the waiting was killing me.

And then there was a noise, of locks being undone. The handle moved and the door opened, revealing my mother's teary eyed face. Her lips curled into a huge smile, and her face crinkled with delight. "Madeline!" She couldn't restrain herself, and she immediately went for me - wrapping her dainty arms tightly around me for a big hug.

"Oof!" I said, "I missed you too, mom." I couldn't help but give a little laugh, as the warmth of seeing her again ignited happiness all through my body. Coiling my arms around her, I leaned my head against her person, and for a peaceful moment we embraced; all was well, and all was right.

"Your father thought that you were never going to come back," her voice quivered, "he feels so bad about what he did, honey."

"I know Mom. I know."

She pulled away from me and hastily ushered me inside, closing the door behind us. "Honey!" She yelled, "MJ's home." Not a moment later, I heard the sound of a door above me being hastily opened, and Dad's feet shuffling against the floor as he made his way to the staircase. He peeked out from the corner, and even from this distance I could see the pain and joy in his eyes; Dad was dressed up in a yellow button up shirt and dark brown work slacks.

Dad took a moment to compose himself, his nostrils flaring and his adam's apple bobbing. He didn't move for that moment, no, just stood there looking at me - trying to speak something through the silence; maybe he couldn't formulate the words that I knew he wanted to tell me. Or at least, I hoped he wanted to tell me something good.

Instead, I said, "It's okay, papa," I stepped forward, "I've forgiven you for what you did. Can you--"

And for the second time in my life, I saw my father break in the time it would take one to snap their fingers. His face scrunched up, and his thick brows sank down. "Maddy!" He said in a broken voice, his body moving in such a way that it looked like he was about to fall to his knees. Not a heartbeat later and he was flying down the stairs, the color of red gracing his cheeks as he took the stairs two steps at a time.

Mom made certain to get out of our way, and I in turn, moved to meet papa.

Our arms found one another, and he hugged me so tightly and so greatly I thought for sure that this was the end. I'd never live to see another day. It would be an alright way to die though, I suppose.

Dad spoke again, hugging me tighter, "I'm so sorry honey," his voice was full of honesty and emotion, and just hearing him so broken made little bits of glass burn through my blood. I sank into his embrace more, and rubbed at his back. "I'm so sorry," he said, "I'm so sorry," his sobs came and went, and his fingers dug into my scalp, "I didn't mean it, you know I didn't."

"I know," I assured him as mother watched us with her sad, doe eyes.

"I'll do anything to make us right again, please," he begged and pulled from me, locking eyes with me. "You've been my world since the day you were born, since before. I was a fool, and I promise you anything stupid you do," he cracked a small laugh and wiped away the wetness of his eyes, "you get it from me! Not your mother."

We all shared a small laugh then, "Mom does plenty of silly things, Dad. I forgive you, please, don't cry it hurts too much," my heart felt a terrible pressure still at seeing him like this. "There's a lot I want to tell you... and I have to ask... for your forgiveness as well."

They both looked at me with pensive gazes, and Dad spoke, "Alright, MJ. I promise I'll be patient, you know we both love you so much - the house just wasn't the same without you."

That made my insides warm and fuzzy, to hear something so simple. It made me feel loved and good, something that Gabriel made me feel on the daily - something I thought I'd never be so blessed to have in my life.

In my head, I silently thanked him for taking care of Damien for me; a part of me regretted not giving into hate, and simply letting my dark savior rid the world of such a terrible creature. But, at the end of the day, forgiveness was what got everyone through this wicked, wicked world.

The world needed more understanding, and today, the three of us would try our best at accomplishing that.

Sashaying towards the kitchen, I brought the three of us to the breakfast table and we all sat down. Before I had a chance to start anything serious, Mom was quick to put her hand on mine and squeeze; I was then given an earful about how creepy Damien had been acting from before, and that Dad didn’t eat for days after he’d struck me.

When I was good and caught up on their activities and doldrums of day to day living, I announced, “I’m clean, and I’m staying clean. For good this time.”

Mom’s eyes lit up, “That’s great to hear, MJ.”

Dad’s lips curled into the tight smile that I always knew him for, “Do it,” he said, “don’t just say it. But I’m proud to hear that, MJ.”

Still, even through their smiles and congratulations, I could sense their doubt. “Yeah, while I was gone, I was staying with a friend,” I explained.

“Who?” Dad asked.

“You two haven’t met him before,” I continued, “but I’d like for you guys to meet him. He saved me a while back, when I was coming home one night – I got attacked, but he was there to help me. He’s good, and he’s kind and funny, and he’s the father of my unborn child.”

When I dropped that last bomb on them, their jaws went slack. Well, at least it wasn’t shouting.

“Your child?” Mom asked, recoiling in her chair an inch.

“Madeline…” Dad said in shock.

“I was just as shocked as you guys, and I’m going to keep it. I’m going to keep it, because I don’t think I can live with myself if I terminated.”

I could see the hurt and the confusion in Dad’s face, “M-Madeline, that’s – that’s something we need to discuss.”

Mom’s lips trembled, “Come here, honey,” she said, starting to get out of her chair.

“No, it’s okay,” I told her, “thank you though, mom. We’re talking about it right now, and it’s my body, and it’s what’s happening.”

“But, MJ—“ Dad started.

“Dad—“

“T-this could ruin your life! No, no, no. This will ruin your life, sweetheart. You can’t do this,” he went on a tirade, bringing his hands up to the table, and already priming to get out of his chair.

“No dad, this isn’t going to ruin my life. It’s going to save it,” the hurt stabbed at me from all ends, it was so sudden. “This is a gift, I’m coming to realize,” I sucked in a breath, “and that’s not something I thought I’d ever think or say. Loving Gabriel, taking care of this,” I placed my hand on my belly, “it’s going to keep me clean, keep me focused, and cut out all that pain I’ve carried since Brandon died.”

Mom bowed her head, not saying anything. She clutched at her white dress.

Dad shook his head, “You haven’t even known the man for very long, we haven’t even met him!”

“It’s complicated,” I admitted, “but I’d like for the both of you to meet him. He ran Damien out of town for me,” I added.

“Good,” Dad snorted, “he was nothing but bad for you anyway.” Finally something we could agree on.

“Yes. I’m going to finish out the college semester too, and then I’m dropping out; there’s nothing for me there, I just don’t have the drive for it.”

Now it was Mom’s turn to be upset, “MJ, this is too much. Change should be gradual, this is, this is like flipping over the table board and calling it progress!”

“I’m just not happy,” I told them, shrugging my shoulders and looking between them, “I’m just not happy here. I’m not happy with what I’m doing, please, just meet with my boyfriend – I promise you, even if you don’t like him initially—“

Dad looked incredulous now, “That sounds promising,” his sarcasm was scathing.

“He’ll win you over…”
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Gabriel

I’d gotten maybe another hour or two of sleep at the most, and as I stood before MJ’s home, I couldn’t help but look at it with a new appreciation – a new sense of wonder. This was her home. The place where it all started for her, in those walls, and in those rooms, so many moments must have unfolded.

Something curious arrowed through my chest, and I banged on the front door.  Seeing such a nice, normal house – if I hadn’t known about the tragedy she suffered here, I found myself a touch envious of the clearly nurturing environment her parents had raised her from.

When the door opened to reveal Mads, my heart dropped in my chest. It amazed me, every time I looked at her, at just how much my body responded to her natural beauty. Taking in those lips were a feast in and of themselves, witnessing the blue of her eyes – drinking in the view of her black and red hair; all the curves that made up her hour glass body.

I was smitten. I was smitten and for once, I didn’t feel afraid.

“So nice of you to finally show up,” she japed, moving to the side and flourishing with her hand to invite me in.

“An outlaw arrives exactly when he intends to arrive,” I replied, flashing her a smug little smirk.

“Which would be late,” she tried to clarify.

I raised my eyebrows and stepped through the doorway, turning my head to face her, “Makes it all a bit more dramatic, no?”

Madeline looked like she wanted to rip my throat out right there, so instead of letting her do such a foolish thing – I smiled and pulled her to me, planting a long, aggressive kiss on her lips. It was wet and smooth, and god did she taste divine. Felt it straight in my balls, at how badly I needed to be inside of her again – even if it had only be just hours ago since I was there. The memory of it was on my cock. The way I filled her. The way that my seed pushed inside of those delectable walls, and leaked out as we embraced each other naked.

I pulled away and pointed with my head inside the house, “Did you butter them up for me, baby?”

“Well I made them pretty confused and mad with me,” Madeline blessed me with a sly grin. “It’s the best that you are going to get, wonderwall.”

“Say what?”

“Nothing,” Mads replied, and pushed a short, amused breath from her nose. She then grabbed me by the hand and pulled me along into the kitchen. The kitchen itself had simple white tiles, and there was a cool looking breakfast table, which her father and mother occupied. Their family definitely wasn’t poor. Beyond the table was a tremendous silver fridge, sleek and no doubt loaded with various delectable goodies. Hell it made my stomach churn with wonder just looking at it.

“Mom,” Madeline said, letting go of my hand, “Dad. This is Gabriel.”

Scanning their faces, I could tell that they were obviously taken aback by my looks. To them, it was clear that I was trouble – but at least I was good trouble. “Nice to meet you,” I clipped more harshly than I intended, extending a hand towards the father.

The father got up from his chair and squeezed my hand. For a quick moment, we had a silent war of who could grasp whom the strongest. Come on now, pops, don’t play that trash with me. “Hello,” he said in a deep voice, “we’ve heard… so little about you. I’m Cedric.” Well he was rather blunt.

Madeline’s mother gave word, “Cedric!”

Cedric turned to his wife, “Sorry,” he then looked back to me and mouthed the apology, and our hands went back to our sides.

“S’all good,” I rolled my shoulders and give a curt, stiff laugh. Maybe this wouldn’t go quite so well as Madeline had been hoping. 

The mother shook my hand next, using both of her hands and being gentle about it. “Don’t mind my husband, sometimes he just stuffs all of his manners right up his humongous rear. You can call me Marlene.”

Pulling out a chair for myself, all of us became seated. The four of us exchanged woefully awkward looks, each of us performing our own nervous little ticks. I shifted in my chair, Madeline picked at her nails with her head down; Cedric must have thought that there was some fine print of which he could read, written on my forehead, seeing how he couldn’t help but stare. Mads’s momma just plastered on a big smile, it was hard to tell if this was genuine or forced – but for some reason, I wanted to believe that it was real.

Madeline ended the tense quiet, “Gabriel’s great with cars, dad. He’s a mechanic.”

Cedric didn’t bat an eye, he just looked right at me, “What kind of man gets a girl he hardly knows pregnant,” he said derisively.

“Excuse me?” I said, raising a brow and leaning forward against the table.

“Sorry,” Cedric said, “but I’m not trusting someone that took advantage of my little girl. You’re as bad as the other one,” he grumbled.

I put my hand up before Madeline could interject, and said: “With all due respect sir,” it was proving difficult to control those crackling emotions just beneath me, “I’ve been nothing but honest with your daughter. I helped to get her clean,” I said with some emphasis, “not to get her pregnant. I advocate safety.”

Cedric looked to Madeline, and then to his wife.

Madeline put a hand to her mouth, and I could tell that there was something she wasn’t telling me. Before anyone could get another word in, she brought her hand from her mouth, “Dad,” she said, “I’m sorry. I just. It was already so embarrassing. Going forward, I want Gabriel to be my child’s father,” she explained. Madeline nervously bunched up in her chair, and I sent a hand to her arm to comfort her. “Damien… he got me pregnant. He, he poked holes in the condoms that we used.”

Madeline’s mother promptly scooted her chair over to MJ and put a hand to her back, “Oh, sweetheart…”

Cedric’s jaw went slack and his eyes rounded, “That jerk,” he seethed. “I’ll kill the mongrel,” I could feel the rage coming off of the man; he jumped from his chair, the wood forcibly sliding against the tile floor.

“Don’t bother,” I said, “I gave him a good, hard talk.” My eyes were cold as ice, as I looked up at MJ’s father. From what I could gleam, he understood what I meant. Still, he looked at me for what felt like forever, his chest rising like a mountain moving; in that instant, I knew that we shared one bond. That we would kill anything that threatened MJ’s happiness. Don’t worry your head old man, these bones may be getting older, but I’ll be kicking rear well past your age.

Cedric’s lips tightened together, and his chest relaxed – a long breath pushing from his nose, from this angle he looked more of an old dragon than a man. Finally, he slowly sat back down and said simply: “Tell me more in private.”

Madeline shook her head, “Dad, don’t—“

Her mother interrupted, looking between me and her husband, “I always hated that creep, what did you do?” She asked with trepidation in her voice.

“I did what needed to be done,” I explained, tilting my head to look at Madeline and her mother, “I’d do it again, but it’ll never happen a second time.” That was a promise that I made to my girl, more so with my eyes than with my words.

Cedric subtly nodded his head in agreement. “Is there anything else we need to know, MJ?” His tone was hard, but there was some sadness in it too – like he didn’t dare to push MJ too hard.

“Well, since you’re asking…”

I made sure to stop her from explaining, “I’m part of a motorcycle club,” I said flatly, “and yeah, I do fix cars. Come on down whenever and we’ll hook you up with family rates. But, you two seem like smart suburban folks; sure that you’ve heard some stories both around town and elsewhere in the country, not to mention on TV.” Taking in a breath, I gave a long, telling look to her father. “I want to assure both of y’all. The club that I roll with, New Knights, we’re enthusiast at heart – and if you want to see us for what we are, you do us the courtesy of hearing it from us first hand. No second hand BS.”

MJ’s mom seemed more alarmed by the discussion than Cedric. “I’m not going to ask right now,” she said, “I’ve been told enough today, I think I’m going to have to make a bucket sized margarita for later tonight at this rate. We just want what’s best for our girl…”

Throwing my elbows onto the table, I turned to face MJ’s mom. I could hear MJ whispering something to her, no doubt trying to help ease me into this difficult situation. “Look, I get that.”

Cedric bumped in, “I don’t think that she should have this baby,” he shook his head repeatedly.

“Not your choice,” I clipped, “she’s well aware she doesn’t have to keep it.”

“She shouldn’t,” the stubborn ox of a man affirmed.

I just laughed, “You and my pops would get along well.”

“Hmm,” Cedric hummed.

“Like I was saying. We all want what’s best for her, but at the end of the day, she’s a woman grown.” In my head I corrected myself to ‘only just grown’ because dang that body and mind were in their prime. “Life’s not always about what’s best, it’s about what we want. I’m not expecting you guys to fall head over heels for me, no matter how good I look.”

The table shared a quiet, amused laugh. Thank the gods.

“Just give him a chance,” Madeline pleaded, “when’s the last time I’ve ever wanted you guys to meet the dudes that I bone?” Cedric cleared his throat at that, meanwhile I couldn’t help but inwardly chuckle. “We’ll have him over for dinner this week, the boys can grill and mom, we’ll do sides and stuff.” I didn’t bother to mention how busy I might end up being.

“Really?” mom asked, “honey you never want to do that kind of stuff.”

MJ just smiled, and then looked at me, “I do now.”

Her mother looked to me as well, “I don’t know what exactly you did.” Highly inappropriate things. “But if my daughter is happy… then I am too.”

Maybe winning them over wouldn’t be impossible after all.
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Madeline

The sun was inching its way towards its final resting place, and the last dying breaths of orange washed over the building that Gabriel told me was his club home. The building stood mighty, but it was no doubt rough around the edges. It was no more than two stories in height, and a great set of red metal letters spelled out Hammond. It looked like there was room enough for more, but they were stripped off of the building’s face. Just outside the perimeter was a long row of barbed fence and a gate, which was manned by two Prospects – Gabriel explained that those were men who wished to be patched one day. The newbies of the MC, but above hangarounds, or clubfriends. Directly to the side of the New Knight’s HQ, was their small repair shop, about half as big as their clubhouse.

Gabriel had his arm entwined with mine, and a subtle, yet entrancing smile, on his face. “Don’t let the boys scare you, most of them aren’t as hard as they look.”

“I’m not sure I believe that.”

Gabriel tilted his head, “Just trust me. The scarier they look, the softer they are on the inside – think teddy bears wielding knives. They’re all fuzz on the inside.”

I laughed sharply, “Please just stop with the images, you really do suck at them.”

“Ah, I do, but only half as much at what you’re so good at sucking,” Gabriel whispered, sending a hand to my butt and squeezing hard. Warmth flooded me, and I let a soft, private giggle escape me. Just that simple act, and those salacious words were enough to make me yearn all over again for his erotic touch. We walked through the front door, and my ears were instantly greeted with the sounds of mellow rock playing from a stereo.

My shoes tapped softly against the hard, paved concrete floor. There were a number of club members in the room, and all of them either turned on their heel or craned their head to glance at me. Somehow I felt naked, suddenly. There was a woman, too; beautiful with a head full of blonde hair. She was standing by this handcrafted looking bar. Not a very large one, mind you. Enough to seat maybe three people at its counter. The counter itself looked like it was made from some finely polished, rich, dark colored cherry wood. There were little LED, Christmas type lights that were strung along it. The woman that stood behind it, with those pretty eyes, smiled at me. Behind her was a large mirror, and in front of it, was a great wooden shelf of sorts that held numerous, multi-colored bottles of various liquors.

I waved to her casually, and smiled back at her.

Gabriel brought a hand out towards the woman, “Mads, this is Chelsea. Chelsea, this is Madeline.”

“So cool to meet you,” Chelsea said.

“Thanks, I love your hair,” I told her truthfully as we walked onwards to the middle of this lounge type room. There was a big couch that looked like it could sit 6 people, and a wide screen TV showcasing some basketball game. One man in particular was looking at me with fierce purple colored eyes. He had a wild beard and a crazy aura about him, but his lips curled into a smirk.

Beyond the crazy one, there was a man with black hair and multi-colored eyes. He was gorgeous, but more rugged than Gabriel – less man pretty, overall. At this man’s side was someone that I did recognize; Jasmine Giuseppe. She gave me that same smile that she had long before, and I quickly waved at her.

Gabriel chuckled to himself, and before he could get a word out, some man in the corner of the room sipping on a bottle of beer made a loud whooping noise: “Tell me that is up for grabs, VP.”

I hollered back at the man, amused, “Not a chance.”

Gabriel added, “Strictly off limits, unless you want to get your face retooled. Might do you some good though, Sex. Everyone, this is Madeline.” Before I could inquire, he leaned to my ear and whispered, “that rear over there is Sexton. He’s all bark and bite.”

The people on the couch got up from their seats and moved over to greet me; namely the President of the club, he extended a hand, “Good to meet you. I’m Luke, and this one here,” Luke nodded his head to the bearded one. “This is Jethro.”

“Same to you, and to you too, Jeth.”

Jethro grabbed my hand next, much, much stronger than Luke’s grip. “Your skin looks soft as churned butter.” He gave me a toothy smile, and I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be creeped out or flattered.

“Thanks, I think? Never heard… that one… before.”

Jethro looked to Gabriel then, with a knowing smirk. “Every part of her that soft?” Now my face was quickly turning red.

Gabriel punched at the man’s chest and snorted, “Cut it,” he said, and then mouthed ‘hell yes’.

Jasmine sidled over to me and embraced me with a tight hug, “You look good,” she said.

“Thanks,” I told her, “I owe it to you and Gabriel.”

“No,” Jasmine shook her head and squeezed my hand, “you owe it to you.”

I didn’t say anything then. Just smiled as warmth pressed against my chest.

Luke looked past us and over to the bar, and then brought his arms out and his brows up, “Drinks? I want to get to know this pretty little thing Gabriel’s been so clearly smitten over.” Sexton came out from the corner he was hanging out in and was the first to hit the bar. Jethro laughed in amusement and chanted ‘drinks’.

Gabriel brushed back his brown hair and chuckled, turning over to me and giving me a quick look before scooping me up, making me squeal. He carried me over to the bar and called for me to get up on his shoulders, so that I was sitting on top of him with Sexton and Luke flanking us on either side; Jasmine stood beside Luke and Jethro leaned against the counter by Sexton.

Chelsea hastily filled up a pitcher of beer and got us each a glass. While this was going on, Jasmine called out: “Phoenix!” She gave me a wry smile, putting a hand on her baby bump, and then craning her head back towards the TV. A man popped out from a door close to that wide TV and Jasmine continued, “turn that up loud and put on some music.”

This man, Phoenix, whose hair was a dark, dark black, gave no show of humor or recognition. He only strolled over to the couch and picked up the remote, setting the station to some rock broadcasting channel.

Jasmine raised her chin, “Good man.”

Chelsea dipped beneath the counter and pulled out a bottle of beer from a cold chest. She then put the cap to the end of the counter and smacked the seal off, making a satisfying sound. Chelsea poured it in Jasmine’s glass and winked, “Non-alcoholic.”

“Thanks,” she replied.

Gabriel picked up his glass of beer and raised it up to me, looking up at me with those eyes, “One for you?”

“One’s enough,” I smirked, grabbing it from his hands and sipping down the cold wheat that washed down my throat and delightfully sank into my stomach.

Sexton downed his drink in something close to three gulps, and then grabbed the pitcher and poured himself another. “So how’s Gabriel in the sack?”

I looked over to the man and grinned, “Not telling.”

“Oh come on,” he groaned, “that’s no fun.”

“Still not telling.”

Gabriel just drank his drink and Jethro chimed in, “I really dig your hair. You gonna come over here and give us greasy mongrels something pretty to look at on the daily?”

Gabriel snorted, “You check out her rear for more than a second and I’ll bury you, Madwild.” Was that his nickname, I guess?

Luke threw his head back in laughter and wrapped an arm around Jasmine, smushing her against his person, “Too afraid to check out the Prez’s woman, but you’ll lay eyes on the VP? Guess the crown does have its perks.”

Chelsea cleaned up some dirty glass with a white cloth and spied at Luke, “Yeah, like not being to cut him off at night when you’ve thought he’s had enough.”

Sexton cleared his throat, “We prefer to think of Luke as a… connoisseur of the finer beverages that this world—“

Chelsea interrupted, “He’s a bloody alcoholic,” she shook her head.

Luke brought up a finger and gave her, from what I could gather, a stern, if not playful look, “It gives me courage and it keeps my spirits spritely, so that I don’t have to yoke any of you fools around here. You know that, Chels.”

I chimed in, “That, that does sound like alcoholism.”

The gang had a mixed, laughing response. Maybe I’ll fit in after all.

Sometime later, Gabriel escorted me to one of the spare bedrooms – the one that he used when he wasn’t at his place. We’d had a long night of hanging out and playing pool with the boys, and Chelsea promised to teach me how to bartend so that I could have a shot at getting better paid work. I had to admit, it was super exciting to think about getting to spend some time bonding with her, and on top of that, learning a skill I’d wanted to know about off and on through life.

Gabriel asked, “What are you thinking about?”

“Nothing in particular,” I cinched an arm around his waist and planted a kiss on his cheek.

“Now I’m definitely convinced you’re planning something,” he scooped me up again and plopped me down on the bed, crawling on top of me and flashing that beautiful smile just before pressing his lips against mine. My whole body became filled with warmth, and we shared a sexy moment of a little laugh. Together, we were just better. Stronger. Everything just felt right.

It wasn’t a feeling that I was used to. And it scared me that this might be my new forever.

Gabriel planted a long, hard kiss on my lips, and ran his hand through the softness of my hair. He pulled back for a moment and whispered, “I love you, baby.”

I just yanked at the collar of his shirt and kissed him back, “I love you too, rockstar.”
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Our Happy Ending

Sometime Down the Long, Winding Road…

Flopping down onto the comforting splendor of my bed, I sank down into the mattress and let out a long sigh of relief; having dinner with Mom, Dad and Gabriel was great. Fantastic, even. Things had come along so well between all of us, that I hardly would have believed it if someone had told me things would be this way. But, even still, it was draining. I still tried as hard as I did on that first day that they met him, to make sure that they still liked and were impressed with him.

Meeting Gabriel’s father, Daniel Wilson, well, he was harder to get to come around than even my folks. Turns out, that he didn’t approve of me not being grown up from or around the MC life. That didn’t stop Gabriel from arguing nearly every week that we were right for each other. In my heart, I knew that one day he’d come around; when he see’s the grandchild that we’re going to give him, his heart’ll come back to him.

Placing my hand on my swollen belly, I smiled and felt a finger of joy press against my heart. I kept my hand there, waiting, hoping for our little girl to kick. Still, I knew in the back of my mind that I didn’t need to try quite so hard – I knew that things would be okay, that for once, almost everything was well in the land of me and mine.

Crazy to consider, really.

When I felt little Josie kick, a smile walked along the lines of my face. She and Gabriel were the shining lights of my life, the burning candles in the darkness that cut all of that bad away. Never once did I hear back from Damien, and all of his goons and friends and fiends that he sold to agreed that he skipped town. Some part of me, for the child’s sake, wished that he would become a better person. Maybe one day he would, but for now and ever, there was only one true father to this child.

As if I had silently called to him, that was when Gabriel came through the partially opened door.

He was dressed in a dark blue Henley and black jeans, and a smile was etched on that beautiful face I couldn’t turn away from. “Tired?”

I nodded my head, “Mhm. Sit.”

He dipped his head, “As you wish.” Gabriel then strode over to me, got onto the bed and crawled beside me. He put his large hand over mine, so that both of our hands were resting on my belly. “Have you been thinking of a name?”

“Yeah,” I admitted shyly. “Do you like the sound of Josie?”

Gabriel smiled, “I think that’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl, from the prettiest soon-to-be mother in the land.”

“Oh cut it,” I joked.

Gabriel pressed his lips against mine, and we both felt our little Josie kick. He broke the kiss first, but we both looked to my belly with happy, rounded eyes.

“I guess she approves,” I pointed out, and we shared a quiet laugh. I turned onto my side and Gabriel snuggled up against me, stroking my belly and kissing on my neck.

We fell into a peaceful nap, and all the worries and woes of life washed away with our love.
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Epilogue: Darkness Broods Over Sequim

There was a winter’s breeze in spring, and I couldn’t shake this bad feeling in my gut. Weight. Terrible, thick, and heavy. Every joint in my body ached with this… unease. Walking through the courtyard at night, there was only the silver moon and a few orange lights, like beacons in the overwhelming dark, to guide my way. Nobody could know who I was meeting here.

Not that I couldn’t leave a trail of ash and smoke in my wake if someone did.

The soles of my boots thumped against the smoothed out pavement of the lavish courtyard. Several darkly colored benches peppered the location, and a fountain of resplendently decorated angels spewed out water; the liquid trailed from their wings, like beautiful feathers from a granite crow. Out in the distance, as I approached, stood the man with the plan. The perimeter had been secured by his people, and the cameras were always being watched. Everything and everyone was accounted for.

Tonight, we were two ghosts sojourning in a place where I did not belong.

Closing the distance, the man had a silvery pompadour head of hair. He did not smile, no, the man never did. I stopped in front of him, produced a pack of smokes from my jacket, cherried a cigarette and pushed the smoke from my nose.

My boss watched the smoke lazily travel, “Phoenix,” he said.

“Boss.”

“I don’t see a patch on that jacket,” he said.

I had another drag, “Nope.”

“I am not a patient man.”

“Neither am I.”

“If you need help,” the boss gestured openly with a hand, “I can help. Trust me, you’ll want my help.”

“I’ll get there.”

“You had better,” the Boss stepped forward, invading my private space. “Thirty days, John. I expect a patch.”

Like a stone falling from some cliff, my gut dropped. This man has got to be certifiably insane. “That’s not poss—“

“Thirty days,” he repeated, jabbing a finger at me. The lines of his face grew hard, and he graced me with a scowl, “every day that I wait. Every hour that I stay awake at night. I cannot take it, John. Have you lost a daughter?”

I cleared my throat, and went to take another drag.

The boss smacked the cigarette from my hand, causing ash to burst through the air and the cancerous stick to fly and fall next to the fountain. Adrenaline, a small bit of it, rushed through my system – and a rush of heat pricked at my chest. I recoiled a step and locked eyes with the man, pissed off like a demonhound freshly let off his leash.

Acting without thought, just on pure instinct. I whipped out my pistol and aimed it right at the idiot’s head.

He stepped forward again, so that the barrel kissed his scrunched up forehead. “I asked you a question.”

I breathed hard through my nose and kept my gun steady on his head.

“That’s what I thought,” he said, “you wouldn’t know the pain of it. The grief. The regret.” The anger gleamed in his eyes, and that str