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The Italian
Chapter 1
 
Canada was incredibly colorful. Not as colorful as Italy, but nothing could ever compare to home for Domenico Moretti. It was late summer, and the bushes were full of berries ripe for the picking.  Dom picked some, nibbling on a handful as he walked through the woods with caution. Bow and arrow in his hand, it was quite obvious what he was there to do. If the opportunity presented itself, he would go hunting. His dog, Gelato, sniffed around trees, making almost no noise—surprising for a dog his size. He was a hunting dog and was pretty good at catching rabbits. Together, they were a good pair. 
Dom liked hunting. It was a good way to quiet the noise inside his head. He wasn’t one to talk. Words could get you in trouble, but he couldn’t stop the replay of thoughts in his head, making him question every decision he ever made. His family was gone… somewhere, and he could only hope they were alive. Either way, their present was on his hands. Whether it be blood or sadness, he missed the loudness of family, and in the woods, he felt especially alone. Loneliness had already crept in. Without Gelato, he would have gone crazy. 
Sometimes it was frustrating having a dog as big as Gelato. He was a brown Tibetan Mastiff. By default, he didn’t do well with smaller spaces, but the cabin was big enough for the two of them. It was simple in décor and accessories, which meant there weren’t too many things for Gelato to accidently run into or break. Overall, he looked a lot like a lion and was just as protective as one, which Dom appreciated. He didn’t have many people to consider loyal anymore. He’d take it in any form he could get, even if it was canine. 
Gelato stopped in his tracks, sniffing the ground and whining. 
“What is it, boy?”
Gelato stomped his feet, trotting towards something, prompting Dom to follow him. They had a good relationship, and Dom trusted Gelato as much as he trusted his own instincts. If Gelato was acting funny, Dom wanted to know why. The answer didn’t take long to become clear. 
“What is that?” 
He was asking himself because the answer was clear. 
There was an unconscious woman with a head wound lying on the ground in between the leaves.  Her hair was splayed out around her like a halo, and despite the indication that she was unconscious, she looked like she could have been taking a nap. Her cheeks were flushed a healthy pink, and her long eyelashes fanned against her skin. Dom kneeled to her side, checking her pulse, and sighed with relief when he felt it. She wasn’t dead. He touched her head, checking the wound, and concluded she had been unconscious for some time. Long enough for the blood to dry on her head and scalp. She looked young. She had to be around her early twenties, maybe older, she didn’t look like she was from around here.
He stood, walking around her body, surveying her disposition, and figured she was okay to transfer. Not far from her feet, he noticed a camera. It was too fancy to be left outside and too close to her body to be considered a coincidence. So he assumed she was a photographer or had been in the woods to take pictures. He grabbed it, looping the strap around his neck, sliding it to his back so it wouldn’t hurt the woman he held in his arms. 
Dom walked back home with her in his arms, passing through familiar trees and paths only he knew, while contemplating whether he should call someone to help her. The police were out of the question—he was intentionally off the grid—but perhaps he could call someone else. He just wasn’t sure who. The mountain path grew wide where the soil was soft and then narrow in rocky passes. To a stranger, it appeared impassable, but he knew better. Right when it seemed the trees would close off, there was the entrance to his cabin. He walked through, turning sideways so he wouldn’t hit her head on anything, and continued to the place he called home. 
It was an old, dingy cabin with barely any space and outdated wooden furniture. In another life, he wouldn’t have been living here, but this was his life now. His two-room log cabin might have seemed small to others, but he was taking the minimalist approach. He didn’t need much. He had his life. If he had his family, he wouldn't need anything else in this world. Gelato was a bonus. One room was his, and the other was Gelato’s room. A dog that big needed his own space, and to be frank, Dom wasn’t the kind of man to let his dog sleep in his bed. From the outside, the cabin looked worn. It should have: it had been standing almost one hundred years, but inside it was right as rain. Safe, secure, sturdy, and the perfect safe house for two. 
Three now.
He slid her body onto the couch, careful that she was comfortable, before grabbing his satellite phone, unsure if it would work. 
He turned it on, and no satellite was found, which made his decision clear. He wouldn’t be calling anybody. He couldn’t. He would be taking care of the beautiful blonde himself. 
 



Chapter 2
Dom had had his fair share of experiences with violence. He knew his way around a wound, so he worked without hesitation, filling a bowl with water. With the bowl on the table, he grabbed a washcloth, hydrogen peroxide, antibiotic cream, and a bandage. Her eyes fluttered as he wiped the blood from her face, and she came to herself just as he was taping down the bandage. 
“Where am I?”
He could see her staring with curiosity at the wooden beams that made up his ceiling, as if the answers to her questions would suddenly appear. Her eyebrows furrowed, and even though she looked like she had been through the ringer, he found her adorable. 
“In my cabin.”
She struggled to sit up, he helped her and turned to clean up his mess. 
“And who are you?”
“They call me Dom,” he said, sticking his head out the bathroom door as he put away the first aid supplies.  
“Dom,” she murmured, looking around. “Why do you have a lion in your living room?”
“That’s a dog,” he said loud enough for his voice to carry. 
“Hello, lion that’s supposedly a dog. Are you dangerous?” she asked Gelato, as if he would answer her. He did, in his own way, with a slobbery kiss and a wagging tail.  “I’ll take that as a no.”
He didn’t look harmless, but she imagined since she was lying on the couch and not wielding any weapons or yelling at her owner, he would appear docile. 
“His name is Gelato.”
“That’s cute,” she mumbled, risking holding her hand out to pet his head. “You don’t look like Italian ice cream,” she said in a high-pitched voice as he closed the distance between her hand and his head.  She rubbed his head, feeling his soft fur. “No, you don’t. No, you don’t. You look like a triple-large scoop of all the calories in ice cream.”
“I think you hit your head. I found you outside,” Dom said after he'd returned quickly and poured the water from the bowl into the kitchen sink.
She touched her forehead with tenderness, wincing at the pressure. 
“Is this your camera?”
She looked where he pointed, to a very expensive-looking camera, the kind that a professional would use, not the flimsy kind tourists used to take pictures, and nodded. “I was outside taking pictures.” He wondered why she chose to do so with a camera. Now, most phones were as good as any fancy camera. He didn’t know too many people that actually took pictures and had them developed anymore. 
Dom spoke from the kitchen, fixing her a glass of iced tea. “You a journalist?”
“It’s more of a hobby.”
He figured she'd need something to eat, but not knowing what she preferred, he grabbed a pack of saltine crackers and set them down on the table between them. “It’s got to be more than that; you were alone in the woods.”
“A passion, really,” she said, cradling the camera like it was her baby. 
“I can see that.” 
He slid the snacks toward her and without thinking, she took the offering. Gulping down the tea like she hadn’t drunk in ages. She was most likely dehydrated. 
“I must have fallen and hit my head,” she said, breathless from finishing her drink in seconds. 
He could see that, too. Sitting back, he could see a lot of things. One being that the woman who stared at him with big blue eyes was very pretty. Second being that no woman had ever been in his cabin before. Sure, he harassed them sometimes, but in their homes or in a hotel. Never in his cabin. That would be a breach of security. He valued his life more than a night of pussy. 
“You got a name?”
“Oh, yeah. Anna. Adams,” she said, holding her hand out to shake his. 
He shook it, noting the softness of her hand.  “Nice to meet you, Anna.”
“My friends call me Ann,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. 
Was he a friend? He nodded, not ready to use it yet. “Let me see if my satellite phone is working yet.” She watched him in anticipation, and he shook his head, seeing the bars. “Not yet.” 
She turned to look out the window, taking in the wall of glass which displayed a clear view of the sun setting today. 
“Do you mind staying? There’s not much I can do for you, and I wouldn’t recommend trying to find your way back down the hill, but if you really want to go, we can.”
She surveyed him, trying to see if he was trustworthy or not, he assumed. “I can wait it out.”
“You sure? I know someone like you probably has someone out there worried about you.”
She combed her fingers through her knotted hair. “Not really. My parents are dead.” Then, with wide eyes she covered her mouth. Clearly, she hadn’t meant to say that. Not willing to make her feel worse, Dom decided to keep talking, smoothing over the faux pas. 
“Have any siblings?” Dom himself had three: a brother and twin sisters. They were sometimes more in his business than his mom was. 
“Nope. I’m an only child.”
So no one to be worried about her, he thought to himself, which was sad… and dangerous. Good thing he wasn’t a serial killer. Everybody needed someone. He couldn’t imagine his childhood without his siblings. 
“Well, let’s get you fed.”
His mom believed food was the answer to every problem. 
“Do you need my help?” she asked, standing before staggering with unsteady steps. He helped her back to the couch. “No. Trust me, this is simple. I can handle it.”
She smiled up at him. “Okay.”
 
Domenico kept fresh ingredients. They were easy to grow, and the smell reminded him of his mom. Moving from memory, he cut tomatoes, basil, onions, and garlic before moving them into a pan to sear while boiling noodles. In less than twenty minutes, he made his mamma’s favorite pasta dish and served it steaming on two plates for Anna and himself to eat. 
“I’m impressed,” she said after one bite, staring at her fork with disbelief. 
He would have asked why, but he was used to it. Apparently, men in Canada weren’t partial to cooking fantastic Italian food. 
“I’m honored,” he said.
“Seriously,” she said, covering her mouth so she could talk, even though her mouth was full. “This is amazing. I’ve never tasted anything like this in my life.”
“It’s just a simple pasta my mom used to make.”
“It’s like sex in my mouth,” she said without thinking, and then blushed a rose pink. 
He smirked, gave her a devilish grin, and they both locked eyes in silence. “I’m glad you like it.”
Anna cleaned her plate and had seconds. Cooking made him feel good, but people enjoying the food made his heart light. 
Anna stood up, carrying the dishes to the kitchen despite his assurance he could do without her help. He was glad to see that she seemed to be doing a little better despite her injury. Side by side, Domenico washed dishes as she rinsed and dried. He was aware of her proximity, thinking of the way her fingers lingered when he passed her a plate and the way she brushed past him to put the dishes away.
 



Chapter 3
 
Dom woke early, early enough to see the sunrise, and smiled. It was going to be a gorgeous day. He had barely been able to sleep. The couch was too small, and he was acutely aware of the petite woman in his bed. He brewed coffee and sat out on the back porch to enjoy the ocean view. Something about the silence of the morning made him relax enough to think through the last night. Anna. Just outside of his cabin was a large expanse of birch trees and past that, there was a great cliff and some body of water. He never ventured too far to see where the edge of the cliff was, for fear that Gelato might tip over.  Here on his porch and at the right angle, he could see the shimmer of the wave breaks against the shore. 
He was attracted to her, and something told him it was more than a physical attraction, but he wasn’t sure why. He was in no way a ladies’ man so to speak, and although he hadn't found the love of his life before, he still held out hope. Women never made it hard for him to know they were interested, but he was a true romantic. He had sex and was not opposed to a one-night stand, but he liked knowing that one day he would be with a woman for the rest of his life. 
“Mind if I join you?”
Her voice came from the open patio door.
“Sure.”
She held a steaming cup of coffee cupped in her hand as she stood in front of him in the white t-shirt he'd loaned her. The morning air was still cold; he could tell from the noticeable way her nipples stuck out. Her hair was in a messy bun, and her blue eyes sparkled in the rising sun. She was beautiful, and he couldn’t take his eyes from her.  
“Good morning,” she said, smiling once she was seated, coffee safely on the side of the chair. 
It was a good morning. 
“And good morning to you, big guy,” she said, rubbing Gelato’s big head. He leaned into it, getting all the attention he could before she sat back and sipped her coffee. He complained but calmed when she continued to rub his head with her foot.
“He is huge. What breed is he?”
“Tibetan Mastiff.”
“Are they naturally this big?”
“Sure are. Gelato was actually the runt of his litter, if you can believe that. His siblings are huge compared to him.”
“Wow. I can’t imagine anything any bigger than this.”
“He’s a big softie. I keep him around because he’s a great partner and guard dog.”
“I bet,” she said, taking in the size of his paws. “If I tried to rob your house and saw him, I’d turn right back around.”
Dom changed the subject. “How did you sleep?”
“Like the dead. I felt bad at first, because I figured you weren’t comfortable on the couch, but then I fell right to sleep. I must have been more tired than I knew.”
He could understand that. Some days he worked so hard that he didn’t even remember falling asleep. 
“Have you eaten yet?”
“No. I was waiting for you,” he said, noticing how she watched him. “What?”
She smiled. “I like your accent. Where are you from?”
“I’m Italian,” he said, keeping clear of things that didn’t need to be said. 
Like why he was here instead of there. 
“Tell me about Italy?” 
She tilted her head to one side while listening 
“It’s beautiful. The food is wonderful, and the people are more passionate. Have you ever been?” He smiled, turning the focus back to her. 
It was always a pleasure to see Italy through new eyes. He could easily picture the lavish sports cars seen regularly on the street, and the colorful clothing women wore. The smell of his mamma baking and the sound of his uncles cursing at the missteps of soccer teams. Gelato made with milk, not cream, and the salt on his skin from the beach. It was all too much, and his heart jerked in his chest for dredging such memories up. 
“No. I’ve only seen pictures online. It looks unbelievable. One day I’m going to go.”
“You should, but not alone. Men will be throwing themselves at your feet.”
She giggled as he stood up. “I’m going to make us some breakfast. Are you allergic to anything or prefer not to eat certain things?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ll eat just about anything.”
“Great.” 
She followed him into the house, setting her mug on the counter. “Would you happen to have a small USB cord?”
“I think so. Why?” He looked over his shoulder while pulling ingredients from the pantry. 
“I would like to see if I can upload my pictures. I need to make sure my camera isn’t damaged.”
“Let me see,” he said, walking towards the bedroom. Her camera looked expensive, and he wasn’t sure what cord she might need, so he grabbed all the ones that could be connected to the computer. “Is it one of these?”
She sat at the table with the camera as he booted his computer and typed in his password. “Here you go.”
“This works,” she said, holding a cord up with a smile. 
“Great. Do whatever you need to do.”
She worked without talking, and Dom found he appreciated the quiet companionship. 
“Hey, can I use your phone?” she said, looking up from the computer. 
“Sure. Let’s see if it has a signal yet.” He turned it on and held it up, trying to get more signal. “It looks like it’s working now. Here. Type in a number to see if works.”
She dialed and smiled after a few seconds. “Hey.”
Dom went back to cooking, trying his best not to eavesdrop, but he couldn't help himself. 
“I got your email. I know I said I would text you, but I lost my cell. I’m alright, and some guy rescued me. I'm staying with him until I find my car later today.”
He turned and leaned against the oven, watching her from his view in the kitchen. She sniffed the air with her eyes closed. Dom was looking forward to her tasting the food and confirming if it was as good as it smelled. 
“I’m not sure where it is, but we’ll find it.”
Dom turned the skillet off and grabbed the plates and silverware. 
“Hey. I've got to go. I’ll call you when I’m home.” There was a small pause. “What? I can’t hear you. Love you, Rach. Bye.”
She stood up, closing the computer and set it in the living room. “Thanks for letting me use that.”
“No problem. You find what you were looking for?”
“Sure did. Just checked my email and a few message boards.”
“Great,” he said, standing at her chair, waiting to help her sit down. 
“Guess chivalry isn’t dead, huh?”
He chuckled. “Not for Italians.”
She smiled at the plate. “So what is this?”
“Garlic zucchini frittata.”
“Smells great.”
“Let’s hope it tastes that way, too.”
She giggled, cutting with her fork. “It will. I’m sure of it.” 
They ate in silence, and only when her plate was clear did she say, “Told you.”
He smiled. “You’re too kind.”
“I hope you don’t mind if I eat and run.”
He did, but he couldn’t say that. “Of course not. I’m sure you have places to go.” And no reason to stay, he added without saying it out loud. 
“I would like to find my car, and maybe the other things I lost.” 
He could help with that. He wanted to help her, and he was interested in any way he could make the time they spent together last longer.
“Well let me clean up and then well be on our way,” he said, rubbing a hand over his dark stubble.
 
 



Chapter 4 
Dom drove, and she spent more time looking at him out the corner of her eye than looking for her car. His hair was still damp from the shower and sticking up at strange angles. He kept rubbing his hands through it. With his sleeves folded up to his elbows, he looked a lot like Bond after hours. It was even harder for her to concentrate, even though she tried. But it wasn't like her car would be hard to miss. It wouldn't be difficult to spot an abandoned car on the side of the road. He couldn’t miss it, even if she did. The view of him controlling the car was better than anything she’d see out her window anyway, as long as he didn’t catch her staring. 
“Is that it?” 
“What?” She blushed, biting her lip and hoping to heaven he didn’t notice she'd been watching him. 
“Over there. Is that your car?” 
Old. Ford. Red, and somewhat dented, on the side of the road. It certainly looked like her car. Alone at the base of the hill she'd thought would be a great idea to climb alone and take pictures of the ocean view. 
“Yep. That’s it.”
Dom climbed out and walked around the car, surveying its doors and wheels. 
“Strangely, it seems fine.” He yanked on all the door handles, none of them budged. “Consider yourself lucky no one broke a window or tried to take it.”
She got out of the car, unsure of what exactly she should be doing to help and nodded along. “You’re right. Thank you.”
“So where’s the rest of you stuff?” He looked around as if her things would appear out of thin air. 
“I’m pretty sure I lost it all on my way.”
“Then let’s go,” he said, smiling over his shoulder as he walked up the path she took. She smiled back, enjoying the view more than the hunt for her lost things. Dom had a very sexy butt, she noticed. It wasn’t long before retracing her steps led her to her backpack, and further along the ravine, her very dead phone. 
The reason why no one had found her was the same reason none of her things had been stolen: It was a fairly secluded area. Together, they were able to find everything she'd lost. She even managed to get pictures of the view she'd missed last time due to the clouds. In total, it took them a little over an hour, and she was both disappointed and unsure what to say as he walked her back to her car. 
“Start it up. I want to make sure it’s okay before I let you go.”
She reached in, starting the engine, and against her silent wishes, it started up perfectly. Sure, the growl of the engine was a bit sleepy, but strong nonetheless. 
“Let it run a bit,” he said, crossing his arms over his broad chest. 
She nodded in agreement as she leaned against the car. 
“You’re sure you know where you’re going?”
Her hands fidgeted in front of her as she nodded. “Yes. I think I can remember just fine. It was practically a straight road. One right and then follow the street signs all the way back.”
“Right. That’s good that you remember.” He squinted upward, taking in the bright sun and the sky. ”We’ve made good time. You’ll be back in the city before dark.”
“I should be,” she said, pushing a piece of her blonde strands behind her ear. “Thanks,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “For everything.”
He held her tightly, so tight she could feel the wide planes of his chest and smell his cologne. He was warm, and she wished for a moment that she didn’t have to let go. 
“It was a pleasure,” he murmured, his baritone caressing her neck. 
She sighed and pulled back. They hugged much longer than was appropriate. Any longer would tempt her to do something about the tingling between her thighs. The tingling she was trying to ignore. 
He kissed her on both cheeks, so close to her mouth and yet so far. “Well, off you go then,” he said, holding the door open until she was seated and closed it softly.  
“Goodbye,” she mouthed as she drove off feeling sad. Goodbyes weren’t hard for her. She didn’t mind them, but knowing she might never see that man again made her heart ache. He stood looking like a model in her rear mirror with his fists pushed into his pockets. 
 
The entire ride, she drove thinking of him. His face and the way his eyes seemed so sad when they were burning with intensity. He was more than hot, and she wanted to get to know him. If she could have, she would have, but she just couldn’t afford to. 
An hour and a half later, just like he'd said, she arrived in the city before sundown. 
Her apartment was as she'd left it. One bedroom with a bed partially made, a living room with a dead computer and a yoga mat instead of an entertainment system or a TV. An untouched old cereal bowl had been left in the sink, and there was a bathroom too small for two. Without Dom, it seemed emptier and lonelier than usual.
She dropped her bag and climbed into the shower. Even though she'd showered at Dom’s, wearing the same clothes made her feel gross. It didn’t take long to revive her. She had to get out quickly, too tempted to daydream about Dom and the way he might touch her body. 
With wet hair and skin clinging to her bathrobe, she sat at the living room table to boot up her computer. There were a few things she needed to check. A quick perusal of her email showed Facebook notifications and a reminder from her friend Rachel that finding a daddy took time. Funny enough, there were three notifications from Sugar Baby, so she clicked one, taking her to the website. 
It was as she remembered it. Sleek and discreet. Anyone walking by wouldn’t be able to guess she was on a site that helped women pair with men with money. Her inbox had a few men interested in knowing more about her. She clicked through their profiles, looking at nothing in particular and seeing nothing that was worth her time, so she deleted their interest emails. Sugar Baby was a lot like Tinder. It took interest on both sides to be a match. They could inquire, sure, but it was the babies who made the final decision. 
She sighed and stretched before going to the kitchen. She opened her cabinet with both hands, wide, as if there were so many options. 
“What’ll it be, Ann? Cereal or ramen?” she asked herself aloud. “Ugh. So many choices, I’m not sure, but I think the milk’s going bad soon. Cereal it is, then.”
She grabbed the box of generic fruit loops and poured the milk over it before sitting with her spoon. This was her everyday routine. There wasn’t much else she could do. This was the life she would be living until she could afford something else. Her parents had died leaving her with next to nothing. With hard work and good grades, she got just enough scholarships to pay for her semester tuition. Their inheritance allowed her to get an apartment off campus so she could have some privacy and room to herself. Everything else, like car maintenance or gas, was up to her. She’d been working in the university library before Rachel introduced her to the life of Sugar Baby. In her words, “You’re a babe. You could do so much better than the library.”
Anna, being the naïve girl that she was, had taken offense and had thought she had been saying she should be working somewhere else. 
“Excuse me? All the TA positions are full.”
“No, babe. Something that pays much more than that.”
“What? I haven’t seen any positions open,” she had said with her hands on her hips. 
Rachel had laughed and shaken her head. “It’s an off-campus position.”
“But you don’t own a car; how can you be working off-campus?”
Rachel had quit two months before, claiming she had something much better lined up, and since then, Ann hadn’t seen much of her. When they did run into each other, she couldn’t deny that Rachel did look much better. In addition to the upgrade in wardrobe, she seemed much more relaxed about tuition or buying books, which prompted Ann to admit she missed having a friend in the library. With a little prompting, Rachel shared the world of sugar daddies with Ann, and like a master to a grasshopper, she walked her through all the steps to setting up her profile and sussing out whether a daddy really had money or was only stunting. 
So far, she’d only been on the site for a month. She’d gone out on a few dates, but none of the men were interesting enough for her to be okay taking their money while they spent time together. She knew her man was out there; she just hadn’t found him yet. She tilted her head back, gulping down the dregs of milk and cereal before licking the top lip and sighing. If only the right man looked something like Dom and came with a lot of money. 
But what were the odds of that? 
 



Chapter 5
He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to remind himself to relax. This woman was giving him undue stress. He just couldn’t stop thinking about her. Anna. What was she doing? Where was she right now? Would he ever see her again? His toe had been rock hard since she left and he needed relief. He decided to drive into town. 
There was a bar there, and it was Friday night. Burning off steam shouldn’t prove too difficult. Even though he'd been living in the mountains for almost a year, he didn’t know anyone personally yet. Inadvertently, the town held some familiar faces. 
“Hey, Dom,” the waitress said, sliding her hands down his arm. 
He wouldn’t have known her name if it wasn’t for the name tag on her chest. 
“Hey, Cherie.”
In general, he avoided the people in town, but it was a small town. People talked. He was foreign, and worse, elusive; of course people were interested in who he was and how they could get to know more about him. Which was why he didn’t come into town often and never brought women to his cabin. 
A woman was sitting by herself in an empty booth, curl of hair around her index finger, eye-Dom and daring him to come over and speak. He had more self-control than that. He might have been harder than steel, but he hadn’t lost all the blood in his head. 
“Something on your mind?” Cherie slid her finger under his chin, refocusing him to look at her and not around the bar. 
“No. Let me get a rum and coke.” If there was something on his mind, he wasn’t planning to spill the beans to her. Dom knew people did that, but his worries were not for sharing. Plus, he had to be careful how much he drank and where. He did not have the kind of life story that anyone could hear. Unfortunately, his secrets and past were a little bit heavier than the average woeful tales. 
“One rum and coke, coming right up,” she said, popping a bubble from her gum.
The manager came from around back and held his arms out, as if inviting Dom in for a hug. 
“Mister Italy. Long time no see. How are you doing?”
“It’s good, Jim,” he said, holding his glass up as a toast. 
“You should come around more often. The ladies love you, man. Every time you leave, women ask about you, you old mongrel. Leaving a trail of broken hearts.”
He shrugged just as an older man came into the bar and sat right beside him. As if there weren’t tons of bar stools vacant. 
“Hey, Charlie!” Jim clearly made it a priority to know his customers. 
“How are you doing, Jim?”
Cherie poured whatever Charlie's regular was and tipped her. 
“What’s a guy like you doing here?”
“Where should I be?”
“In between a long pair of legs. There are tons offering,” he said, looking around the bar. “Take your pick.”
Dom shrugged. Charlie looked to be in his early 50s and was obviously wealthy. He didn't look like he was from around here. “I hadn’t noticed.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I’m in oil. I’m taking a break from an entire day of trying to invest in a pipeline going through the area.”
That was very helpful information. 
“That’s interesting,” he said to be polite, not because he actually wanted to talk. If there was anything that screamed leave me alone, it was drinking before five o’clock and alone. He was looking for quiet, not a pep talk from a pervy old man. 
“Maybe to some. What I’m finding more interesting is all this cat meowing around you.”
That was a way to say it. “Like I said, I hadn’t noticed,” Dom growled, hoping to make it clear he wasn’t interested in talking. 
“Well, I’ve got eyes. I'll notice for the both of us,” he said, appreciating one blonde who was staring at both of them while chewing on a cherry stem.
A brunette with long legs came up and sat one stool down from Dom before crossing her legs and swiveling toward him, giving him a good view.
“Cherie, can I get a sandwich to go?”
“Sure thing, toots,” she said, turning towards the rarely used kitchen. 
“Hello, gentleman,” the brunette said, squaring her shoulders. 
“Hello yourself.” Charlie said suggestively. 
Dom chose to speak by raising his glass.
“Isn’t it a bit early for drinking?” she asked, licking her lips. 
“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” Charlie murmured before raising his glass for a refill.
“And what about you, Mister Tall, Dark, and Mysterious?”
“What about me?”
“What’s got you drinking in the middle of the day?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” he said with a smirk, hoping it would soften the sting of his rejection. 
Cherie returned with wrapped aluminum and the brunette rose to her feet. 
“Here you go, dear.”
She paid with her debit card and smiled. She waited with her chest thrust out, but Dom couldn’t pay attention. All he could think of was Anna and what she might look like waking up in his bed. 
“See you later, Cher,” she said with a twinge of disappointment as she turned to leave. 
“See you later, honey,” Charlie yelled after her, though it was obvious the brunette wasn’t looking to hear from him. 
As soon as the door closed, he spoke up. “Good lord. Do us both a favor and pick one.”
Maybe he would have, if the blonde had had more curves. She was skinny with huge belly and a ridiculous shade of red lipstick that reminded him of a clown. He was more interested in a sleepy blue-eyed woman with curves that he could hold onto and perky nips. 
“No can do, man,” he said, tipping his cup back before slamming it down on the aged wood. 
“Why not?”
“None of them are what I’m looking for.”
He stood up and grabbed money from his wallet before throwing it on the bar counter. 
“The one I’m looking for already got away.”
 



Chapter 6
Anna reclined on her couch, scrolling through the hundreds of photos she had taken on the mountain. Sure, she had hit her head, but at least the story had ended on a good note. She did everything she was there to do, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about that. She had spent a little over twenty-four hours with Dom, and he had been nothing like she had imagined. He was hot. She got that when she had seen his picture for the first time, but he was more than two-dimensional now. He was kind, caring, and could cook his rear off. She felt a little guilty but stopped that thought before it could run its course. She was alone, and people on their own had to make hard decisions. She had had enough experience with hard decisions the past year from being homeless, dumpster-diving for food, and convincing herself she would get a degree in business administration even if it killed her. It was practical, and wasn’t she just the perfect Canadian for living up to their motif? She was going to sell her pictures and be happy. That’s what her parents would have wanted. 
Her computer chimed, letting her know she had an email, and she clicked on it, hoping it was a confirmation of her payment. And it was. She sent the message hours ago, but her mystery client was unreachable. 
Guy29834: You found Dom?
CameraChick: I did. He was right where you said he’d be. 
Guy28834: I’ll transfer the money now. 
Who knew there was a market for people who wanted to hire women to find men? She would call herself an escort, but Dom hadn’t taken her anywhere, and she wasn’t a prostitute. Dom also hadn’t acquired any of her services. She was just a broke college kid, doing whatever she had to for rent payments. It wasn’t like she was doing anything super wrong. At least that's what she told herself to clear her conscience. The guy hadn’t asked her to kill Dom or anything. If he had, she would have said no. Obviously. 
He had just messaged her out of the blue on the Sugar Baby site, and she'd thought he was just another client. But then he'd asked her for services that were a little different than what she was used to. Who was she to say no to that? He paid well and had just asked her to do odd errands. She had never met the guy in person, but he messaged her consistently, and he paid well. So far, it had only been random things in relation to Dom. Find out where he lived, meet him, get him to like her, and leave a hint about what she did. So far she had completed all her tasks without fail. It was up to Dom what happened next. Even though she had met him under suspect circumstances, Anna felt butterflies in her stomach at the idea of seeing Dom again.  
 
*****
 
Dom had always been suspicious. He was cautious, and even though he knew how to have fun, he didn’t take uncalculated risks. This was why he was still alive and why he had made it out of the drug bust alive when everyone else either had died or had gotten locked up. Some would say that was good luck, but seeing as it was the number one reason on a long list of why his family was no longer with him, he thought it was bad luck. Still, caution rang true as he checked his browser history. Sure, Anna looked harmless, and not even remotely dangerous… and sexy, and… he shook his head and refocused. She looked like she was innocent, but he needed to be sure. What if she was secretly a spy or something? It wasn't the first time that one of his enemies would've sent somebody after him, so the thought wasn't that irrational.
The browser history was almost nonexistent. He wiped it after every use, so it was easy to see what she had been doing. 
Yahoo mail.
Gmail. 
Twenty20. 
Never heard of it. He clicked it to be sure. It was a website where you could sell your Instagram pictures. That made sense. He saw the camera; she was clearly a photographer. 
He went back to the history. 
Seekingarrangement.com
“What is that?” he wondered aloud before clicking it. 
Mutually Beneficial Arrangements. Home to over 5 Million Sugar Babies, Sugar Daddies, & Sugar Mommas
Well, the website made it very clear what it was. Was Anna a sugar baby? Dom sat back from the computer with uncertainty. She was certainly beautiful enough to be a sugar baby. Any man would gladly spend time in her presence, even if they had to pay; he would. But why was she on it on his computer? 
'I just need to check my messages.' 
That was what she had said. 
Dom looked on the site and saw there was no way for him to search her name unless he was on the site himself. 
He stood up quickly, scaring Gelato who was resting by his feet, to pour himself a glass of whiskey. 
“I really shouldn’t be doing this.” Gelato raised his head in confusion, and seeing his owner wasn’t in danger, laid his head back down. “But I’m going to do it anyway,” he said, clicking the register button to log in. 
The internet was working slowly, but not slow enough to deter Dom from what he was doing. He set up his profile, not giving much thought to the answers. He wasn’t looking to make a connection with anyone. He was looking for Anna, so who cared what his favorite things to do were, or what his age was. He briefly considered the fact that he wasn’t supposed to be using the internet or social media as he could be tracked with it, but since he hadn’t put any of his real information on it and had a location blocker on his computer, he would be okay. He thought about what he should use for a profile picture and chose the one his sister had taken of him coming off the beach in Italy. The water was beautiful, and he was shirtless. It was one of the last memories of his family when it had been whole – not bullet-riddled and torn apart. He shook his head, clearing the images of his father shot and on the cement floor, holding a young Dom’s hand and telling him he had to be the man of the house now. The responsibility to take care of his mamma and siblings was a weighted crown he was forced to bear. It was a crown no one would choose and came with extra baggage that he had no idea he’d have to carry at the time. Like being so poor, his family was almost homeless, and trading his soul for gang affiliations just so he could get a decent pay and make sure his family stayed fed. He took everything life threw at him, even bullets, to get them out of that rough neighborhood.
He stood up quickly again, shocking Gelato for the last time. The dog huffed as he walked to the bedroom where he could sleep and not be disturbed. Dom refilled his glass and sat back at the computer, satisfied with his decision. He cropped the picture to only show his muscled torso and sat back stunned as he pressed complete and realized the profile was public. It was tiring and had taken forever. Internet out here was nearly the equivalent of dial-up. Still, it was done, and he decided it was enough for one night. He didn’t know how he planned to find Anna. He was sure the women didn’t go by their real names on there, but Dom was optimistic he had enough clues to help him find her. 
 



Chapter 7
Anna drove back from the university, bubbling with ideas she couldn’t wait to try out on the pictures she would be taking this weekend. She liked how empty the campus had been; it made it easier to park when she came for her extra-credit photography course, even if it was only offered during the summer. Sure, it limited the number of hours she could work part-time as a clerk on campus, but if she found the right sugar daddy, she wouldn’t have to worry about any of that. She stopped when she noticed her cellphone buzzing. Her friend Rachel had just texted her.
Rachel: I got us a table in the back.
Anna shook her head. Rachel acted like they didn’t eat at the same table religiously. It wasn't like that table had done them any favors. It was the table where they had met, and for some reason, they kept coming back to it. 
Rachel had a face of perfection. Her nose was thin and straight, a perfect model for what someone getting plastic surgery might ask for. Her eyebrows were thin and rounded and on her small, pert face; it was no wonder she had such success as a sugar baby. She was slender, not curvy like Anna, and tall. She was great eye candy. 
When they first met, Rachel had dumped her bags down on the bench and shoved her way in, the Starbucks was packed and there was nowhere to sit. Anna decided to uninvite herself from the table. Why would someone like Rachel want to sit with someone like her? 
Or so she thought. 
“What? I know I don’t stink.”
It had made Anna laugh and had been enough to break the ice between them. They had found out they went to the same college and worked different shifts in the library. It was an easy friendship, and now it was one of mentorship as Rachel had introduced her to the SB life. 
“Finally, girl. I was debating if I should wait for you or stand in line.”
“You should have stood in line. You see how long that line is.”
“Fine,” Rachel said, snatching her purse from the table. “Don’t even,” she said, cutting off Anna before she could talk. “I know what you want. You don’t even try to be spontaneous.”
“Well, get me a blueberry scone. How’s that for spontaneous? I’m hungry.”
“And who’s going to pay for that?” she said over her shoulder, and walked to the line nonetheless. 
“You got a daddy now. Splurge a little,” she called just loud enough to make Rachel snicker as she walked away. 
Rachel returned with tea hot enough to burn all her taste buds and an iced coffee, plus a lemon scone for Anna. “They didn’t have blueberry.”
She wasn’t picky, and she tore into it without waiting, finishing it in four bites.
“Dang, girl. Please tell me this appetite is from an increase in physical activity, and by physical activity, I mean sex, not any more of those hiking trips for pictures.”
Anna blushed. Dang. Did Rachel have to say everything she thought out loud?
“I’ll take that as a no.”
Well, not by choice.
“Well, I’ll have you know I did meet somebody.”
Take that. You’re not the only one who can get a man.
She clapped and leaned forward. “Someone from the site?”
Unfortunately. 
“No.”
The disappointment was clear in both their frowns. 
“Well, where then?” Rachel really struggled with the art of storytelling; she always pushed all the details so she could talk.
I’m getting to it. 
“In the woods.” She rolled her neck. “On one of my hiking trips for pictures.” She spoke with more bite than she meant to, but Rachel took no offense. 
“And?”
She rolled her hands in the air for her to hurry up. 
“And,” she said, sighing. “I hit my head. Dom found me, and he took care of me for the night until the next day when he dropped me at my car, and I came home.”
“Dom,” she moaned. “He sounds sexy. Please tell me he’s sexy.”
She didn’t have to exaggerate even a little bit. “He is.”
He really was. Anna lost herself for a moment, daydreaming about him. He didn’t say much, and she wished for the fifth time that day that she could go back and say something to him. Get his number or something. Anything to guarantee they would see each other again. 
“Oh. Little miss thing has a crush. I can tell by the dreamy look in your eyes.”
“I mean… he was really cool. He was smoking hot, but it was more than that. The way he cleaned my head wound and cooked for me… and the attraction, it was just burning up. I felt like there was a fire in my veins and I was dying for him to kiss me. I don’t know what else I had to do for him aside from lay out a red carpet.”
“Okay, so go back to his house. Say you left something there and then operation knocking boots is a go.”
If only it were that easy. 
She laughed more from the wording than the scenario. “I can’t do that,” she huffed and stirred the whipped cream into the brown beverage. “I don’t even know his full name. I just know him as Dom, and I couldn’t even remember how to get to his place if I wanted to.” She stared down into her cup with dejection. “I have to face the facts, Rach. I’ll probably never see him again.”
“Ugh, you are one Debby downer.”
Downer? Maybe but it was better to be a realist than an optimist. 
“Well, cheer me up then. Tell me about you,” she said, knowing full well that this was the intro Rachel had been waiting for. 
Rachel talked about everything. Her current situation, how she met her current daddy, her monthly allowance, the new car and sweet apartment he rented her, and the agreement to exclusively date him. She was halfway listening, struggling to stay in the present instead of reminiscing of that past with Dom. 
“You agreed to that?”
“Girl, yes. I sure did. I took down my SB account, and I won’t be reactivating it until our agreement is severed.”
 “Dang. I mean, the money is good.”
“Good?” She slammed her cup down without a scene because it was now empty. “The money is great! I've never felt this carefree in my life!”
“And all of this for the company?”
She smiled smugly. “Yup. We haven’t messed yet, but I’m warming up to the idea. He’s not ugly.”
“I thought you said you didn’t have to have sex in a SB arrangement.”
“You don’t. It’s your arrangement. You both decide and agree on the terms. I didn’t say I wouldn’t, but I only offered my company. He’s hinted at it, but he doesn’t pressure me. So far, just dates to fancy restaurants, events, and fundraisers. He flies me out on the weekend, to New York, where his company is.”
“What’s he doing down here then?”
“He’s an oil tycoon. Struck gold somewhere Syria maybe? And since then he’s been basically a billionaire without trying. He travels wherever he wants.  He’s addicted to skiing though, so he travels here pretty often.”
“Well, I’m really happy for you,” Anna said with a fake smile, though jealousy cooled her blood. When was something like that going to happen for her? She was so looking forward to being able to just focus on her studies and not being stressed about making rent. Not including money for food or textbooks or a idiot wax job in case she had a date for a prospect daddy.  
“Oh shoot,” she said, ducking her head.
She’d only just caught sight of a man at the Starbucks entrance, but the face was too familiar for her to be wrong. If it was who she thought it was, she needed to stay out of sight. Today was supposed to be a good day.
“What?” Rachel turned to look in the direction Anna cringed from. Seeing nothing, she looked back again to see Anna’s head on the table with her hands over her head. “Seriously, are you five? What is this?”
“Don’t look.” She glanced up, hoping it wasn’t too late, but he saw her. 
There was no doubting it by the way he spoke to his friends and turned to walk their way. 
“Who’s that cutie coming our way?”
“My ex.”
Well, that was it. She couldn’t hide, and she wasn’t a coward, so she couldn’t run. Instead, she combed through her blonde hair, hoping she looked alright. Even if he was her ex, she wanted to look good. 
“Anna? I thought that was you. You look different.”
No, she didn’t. She looked the exact same, and so did he. With his heart-shaped face, long eyelashes, and floppy strands of dishwater-blond hair, he looked more cherubim than like a grown man. The platinum-blond peach fuzz that refused to grow into a beard made the look even worse. She thought he was so cute in his constant attempts to be “manly.” His brown eyes bore acute sadness as he took her in. No, they both were the exact same. The only difference was she was single now and no longer his. 
“Um. Right. Hey.”
She felt so awkward and embarrassed. 
“Haven’t seen you in a while. How you been?”
Of course he hadn’t seen her in a while. They had broken up last semester, and he didn’t have the same major as her. The pre-med building was on the opposite end of campus from the business admin building. It wasn’t like she was going to go out of her way to talk to him. She knew it would be difficult to endure, like this moment. 
She could tell from Rachel’s face that this was as painful to watch. “Great. Ethan, this is my friend Rachel.”
Rachel held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you as well,” he said, shaking her hand, though he was only staring at Anna. “I didn't mean to interrupt, but I just had to say hey. I hope you’ve been well.”
“I’m great.” She’d already told him that. “Thanks for asking. I hope you’re doing well, too.”
Well, enough to go back to his friends and leave her alone. Their parting words should have said it all, “Good luck.” She never said, “I hope we can stay friends.” She knew that would have been impossible, and considering how strange she felt talking to him, she knew she was right. This was painful. 
“Yeah,” he said under his breath, as if thinking of something more to say.
“Well, I’ll be off then. Friends are waiting on me.” He glanced back at the three boys staring from the Starbucks line. 
“See you around.”
No, she wouldn’t.
“Bye.”
“Oh my goodness, pulling teeth was better than that,” Rachel groaned as soon as Ethan was out of earshot. “Please tell me what that was about.”
Where to start? It was such a long story. 
“That’s Ethan.” 
Ethan’s presence left Anna feeling bereft and guilty. Even though they had broken up months ago, she still, in a way, felt bad. 
“He told me that already.” Rachel leaned forward, ready for a juicy story. 
“We broke up.”
Rachel rubbed her hands down her cheek. “Really? I got that much when you said the word ex, Anna.”
“I broke up with him,” Anna said, still staring at his back where he stood in line. She could tell from his stance that his friends were doing the same thing Rachel was doing – probing for information. His friends peeked at her from the corner of their eyes and she resisted the idea to cover her face again. 
“Okay, now we're getting somewhere. Why?”
Why had she broken up with him? To him, it seemed like the breakup had come out of thin air. But to her, it was like finally coming up for air. He hadn’t done anything wrong per se. He was a gentleman and had tried to make her happy. He just didn’t make her feel butterflies in her stomach when she saw him. 
She sighed with relief, watching Ethan walk out the door with one parting glance her way.
“He didn’t excite me.”
She waited for the criticism that most women gave. They usually asked something like, 'Did he cheat on you?' or 'Was he bad in bed?' and when she said no to both, those answers made them suck their teeth and call her crazy. Something like, 'Girl, you’re dumb throwing away that good man,' or 'More for me.'
“I get that.” 
Rachel nodded with understanding in her eyes.
“You do?” Her voice lifted with optimism.
“Hell yeah, I do. Life is worth living. No time to be wasted on someone who bores you.”
Well, it wasn’t that simple, but sure. 
“Thank you,” Anna said, standing up and collecting her trash. 
Rachel slung her arm over Anna’s shoulder as they walked out. “For what, girl? Being your hot SB guide?”
“Sure,” she said, laughing. “For that, amongst other things.”
 



Chapter 8
Scrolling. That’s all Dom had been doing for the past hour, and he wanted to rip his hair out. The website wasn’t kidding when it said over 5 million people were on there. He couldn’t find her. He searched her name, and there were so many Annas, he wanted to scream, but he continued on, and from what he could tell, none of them were who he was looking for. Blonde? Yes. Blue-eyed? Yes. But his? No. So when he got to the last page of Annas, he decided to try a different way to find her. What did he know about her?
Not much. Dom sighed.
Gelato grumbled and scratched at the door. He wanted to go for a walk. 
“Not right now, buddy.”
He whined and scratched at the door. Dom scrolled a little more before opening the door. 
“Fine. You want to go out? You go on your own.”
Gelato huffed a bit and ran out the door. He didn’t need Dom at all; he could walk himself. 
Dom chuckled as he walked back to the computer. He and his dog were too alike sometimes. 
Back to today's task. He wouldn't give up until he found her. So what else did he know? He knew Anna was beautiful, funny, and liked to eat. She held her camera like it was her baby. Her camera! That’s what led them to meet in the first place. Her trying to take pictures. He searched photographer and skimmed a bit. Not seeing her he tried the word “camera.”
Bingo.
CameraChick. There she was, staring at him with one big blue eye wide open and searching, staring into his soul. The other was squinted behind the huge camera, the same one he'd rescued when he had found her.
He leaned back in his seat, rubbing his growing beard. He found her. Now what?
Dom couldn’t believe Anna was on this site. The idea of her, waiting for someone to buy her time was frustrating. He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. He was on edge, maybe a little jealous, too. He was feeling a little too much, disappointed that a woman he liked so much would be on a site like this, and angry that a woman on a site like this had him all over the place. 
His mouse hovered over the Contact Anna button as he weighed the risks. This was a risk. What was it about this woman that he couldn’t leave her alone? Why did he need to talk to her? Now that he knew how to contact her, could he resist?
He left-clicked and stared as the empty message box appeared. She was worth the risk. He needed to see her again. He needed to say something. The little blinking line made him feel stupid, and there was so much on his mind that he decided to keep it simple. Starting slowly never hurt anybody. 
D: Hi. 
He pressed send and smiled at the light feeling in his chest. He hoped she responded. She wouldn’t know it was him either by his profile picture because it was just a picture of his abs, not his face. He stared at the computer for a minute, willing her to message him back before walking away to grab a beer.  There was nothing to do but wait. 
While he was waiting, he decided to give Gelato some of that companionship he'd been after earlier. 
“Gelato!” His loud whistle carried into the woods. “Here, boy.”
 
*****
 
Anna walked through the door to her apartment, feet throbbing, and threw herself onto the couch. It had been a long day. Dollar Tree, the discount store where she worked part-time, had had some kind of no tax sale and the lines had been crazy. You’d think it wouldn’t be a big deal. Everything in there was already a dollar or less, but the annual sale drew in all the crazies. She had been ringing customers up until the literal last minute. 
She kicked off her shoes and went to heat up some leftovers. She drained a glass of water while she waited for the microwave to beep, and then ate while standing. It was that kind of day. She felt like a zombie, and only a long bubble bath could bring her back to life, but she knew if she did that, she would go straight to bed when she got out. So she decided to do all her work before bath time. 
She pulled her laptop from her backpack, slow enough to feel all the muscles in her back. Her message icon jumped with excitement on the home screen. 
“New message from SB,” she said to herself before clicking the link. 
She pursued her lips at the abs in the picture before clicking to look at the profile of D. “What kind of username is D?”
To be fair, her username was CameraChick. She had no room to judge. It was pretty straight forward, everything looked good and in order enough for her to read the message. 
D: Hi.
It was short, sweet and to the point. She wasn’t sure what he wanted or who he was for that matter, but it wouldn’t hurt to say hi back. 
CameraChick: Hey yourself. 
He must have been invisible because she thought he was offline, yet his message came right back.
D: I saw your profile, and I like. You free to chat?”
She had no plans that couldn’t wait a bit. 
CameraChick: Sure. What exactly did you see that you like?
D: Location. You’re close by. 
CameraChick: You’re in Canada?
D: Yup. Which is why I want to know if you’re free this Saturday. Your profile appears to be exactly what I’m looking for. Can we meet to see if we’re a good match?
She had no plans on Saturday. She rarely did, but he didn’t know that. 
CameraChick: I don’t know yet. Let me check and get back to you. 
It was only Wednesday. She had time to figure it out. 
D: Okay. Let me know. I’ll be waiting. 
Anna slid the computer from her lap and sent a quick text to Rachel. 
Anna: 911. Call me. 
She didn’t have to wait long. She picked up on the first ring. 
“Rach?”
“Yeah, girlfriend. What’s the deal?”
“Well…”
Now that she was on the phone, she wasn’t sure what to say. Rachel seemed to know everything and Anna was tired of being the naïve friend. 
“Come on, Ann. Don’t get shy on me now. Talk to me. What’s up?”
That was encouragement enough for her. “I got a dinner invite.”
“From a PD?” P.D. meaning potential daddy. Rachel routinely abbreviated things. It made it easier to talk about being a sugar baby without eavesdroppers being judgey, or worse, trying to interfere. 
“Yeah.”
“Okay. Great. Tell me when and where. I’ll come by and do your hair and makeup for you since I know the extent of your beauty routine is running a brush through your hair and mascara.” 
“Well. We haven’t set a time or date or anything. I …” She didn’t want to admit it, but she had to. “I didn’t accept yet.”
“What?” 
Anna held the phone away from her ear to protect herself from Rachel’s screech.
“Why not? And Anna, you better have a good reason.”
Anna sighed. Even though she meant well, sometimes Rachel spoke to her the way a mother spoke to her child. 
“I’m just not sure I’m ready.”
“Oh. Really? And what’s holding you back? Your non-existent sex life or the bills piling up on your table?”
To be fair, she had moved them from the table to a drawer in the kitchen. 
“No, it’s not that; it’s just... I’m not sure it’s right?”
“Girl, are you really having moral second thoughts when you got bills to pay?”
Anna laughed, because she knew that was a hindrance for some women. They felt being a sugar baby was morally wrong.
“No. It’s not that.”
“Then get to explaining, girl. I ain’t got all day.”
“It’s Dom.”
“And he is?” She could imagine Rachel’s perfect brow arched in question. 
“The guy I told you about the other day.”
“Oh, the knight in shining armor you’re crushing on, but can’t seem to find his house again and forgot to at least get his number. That guy?”
When you say it like that, it sounds stupid.
“Yes. Him,” she admitted.
“Girl! You do not know him from Adam. You can’t be putting your life on hold for a man you don’t even know!”
But she did know him. She knew him enough to know she wanted to get to know him better. 
“I mean, it’s more than that.”
Rachel made it sound like she was pining over a man that didn’t exist, but he did. He did, and he was somewhere nearby, she just didn’t know where. What were the odds she’d run into him again?
“Anna, listen to me,” Rachel said, interrupting her internal dialogue. “Your life cannot be put on hold for a man you do not know. You need to move on. If this man wants to be your daddy, for the right amount, let him. If you happen to meet your Dom sometime after that, cross that bridge when you get there, love. Don’t go burning bridges that aren’t even there.”
She was right. Rachel could be loud, egotistical and overly sexual, but sometimes she was downright wise. 
“You’re right.”
“I know,” she said, causing Anna to shake her head. “Now get off my line. Go get you a new daddy and call when the deed is done.”
She hung up while Anna laughed, not waiting for her to say goodbye. 
Anna stared at her phone, then at her computer where the chat messenger was still open. It taunted her, and she decided Rachel was right. What did she have to lose?
CameraChick: I’m free on Saturday. 
D: Great. I know the perfect place to go. 
He sent her an address, and they agreed to meet there at 7pm.
It was official. She had her first date as a sugar baby coming up. What was she going to do?
D: I made the reservation just in case you get there before me. 
CameraChick: What name is it under?
D: Dom.
She tapped her foot thinking through the butterflies in her stomach. What were the odds this Dom was him? She decided the odds were high enough that she had to go. Unwilling to miss out on the possibility, she typed back. 
CameraChick: See you there.
 



Chapter 9
Saturday night. Anna climbed out of her cab more nervous than a hooker in church. She’d been on dates before, but this was her first time meeting a man from the site. What exactly does one say to a prospective sugar daddy? She could hear Rachel in her head. You say hi. Duh. 
Together, they decided via SB messaging that they would meet at a small, high-end seafood restaurant. Why she insisted on being super early, she wasn’t sure. Maybe because just thinking about possibly being on a date made her knees weak and she didn’t want to risk tripping and falling on her face in front of him. So there she was, thirty minutes early. She stood in the parking lot, looking around in case he came early, too, and then decided from the catcalls that she was safer inside than waiting outside. 
“Do you have a reservation?”
“There should be one under Dom.”
The woman’s manicured finger skimmed down a list before she found the name and smiled up at her. “You’re early, I can seat you at the bar for now?”
“Sure.”
“Right this way, Miss.”
She sat and fidgeted with her clutch until she decided to busy herself with her phone. The SB app came up, and she stared at his profile picture again. How would she know if it was him? He wasn’t likely to come to dinner with his shirt off. Or worse, what if he was a catfish? What if he was huge and hadn’t had those abs since college, but hoped she overlooked it because he was rich. Or even worse, what if he didn’t show?
The waiter came by with a menu. “May I get you something to drink?”
"Red wine, please, for now. Thank you,” she said, not bothering to look at the laminated pages.  
From her seat, she had a view of the entrance; only couples came and left. She fidgeted, adjusting the strap of her dress and mushing her pink lips. She knew that she looked great; she had checked five times before she left. She was showing just the right amount of skin, sexy, but not too sexy, which was hard to pull off. If this wasn’t her Dom, she didn’t want to seem too inviting. Even if this was her Dom, technically this was their first date, and she wanted to seem inviting, but not too inviting.  But what were the chances she’d meet a very sexy man named Dom and a day later receive a message from a man named Dom, too. The chances that the two men were the same were good. 
She wore a black summer dress and her favorite Free People heels with a cute boho clutch she had found at a thrift store. Her hair was up in a messy bun, because Rachel insisted she had a beautiful neck and sun-kissed skin that she should show off whenever she could. 
With nothing left to do, she perused the bar menu. She decided she would be ordering the butter chicken and pilaf rice no matter what. Even though the place was known for its seafood, she wasn’t in the mood. She let herself soak in the ambient music for a few moments and wondered what the French words on the menu meant. 
Anna almost jumped from her seat when the daddy made his entrance. 
It was him, her Dom. 
He may have left Italy, but he still owned very nice clothing; he was no longer in his blue jeans, plaid shirt over his white T, and his Blundstone boots. Tonight it was a dress shirt, tight blue jeans, and his best Italian leather shoes. His confident stride brought a small breeze of his cologne to the table. He looked great, and he smelled like a million bucks. He was hot. She looked down at the menu, feeling her cheeks heat and trying to hide her excitement. First, she was staring like an idiot who couldn’t speak, and now she was blushing like a schoolgirl. 
It was really him. She couldn’t believe it was him.
“It’s you.”
“Good evening, Anna. Funny meeting you here, no?”
She giggled. “The pleasure is all mine.”
The waiter appeared behind him. “I can seat you at your table now.”
Wine in hand uncorked the bottle she poured a taste into their glasses. 
“I hope you don’t mind; I ordered some wine.”
He turned the bottle to read it. “I don’t mind. Great choice.”
“So,” she said, “I still can’t believe it’s you. I mean, the picture was just abs, I wasn’t sure who I was meeting.”
“Well, rest assured, the picture is authentic. If you want, I can verify the picture was in no way photo shopped,” he said, moving to unbutton his shirt. 
“No!” 
He chuckled. “I am teasing.”
She could feel her cheeks burning. He had appeared to be indifferent to undressing in a restaurant, and she was flustered. 
“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”
“I thought it would be better as a surprise. Were you surprised?” He glanced up from the menu to see her eyes. 
“Very.”
He licked his lips before speaking, and Anna struggled to move her gaze from his mouth back to his eyes. “Then it was worth not telling you.”
“But how?”
“I saw the site on your browsing history.”
She blushed. Of course he had. “And you don’t care?”
“About?”
She leaned forward, whispering, “About me seeking arrangements?”
Most men were put off. They thought it was high-class prostitution. He shrugged, sitting his menu down, sure of what he wanted. “Does it matter?”
Of course it did. They were out tonight… on a date. At least she thought it was a date. If it wasn’t, she needed to know. Especially if he wasn’t considering her as a sugar baby. It was all too confusing. 
The waiter chose that time to appear and take their orders. He was very thorough, asking every possible question before leaving with his small notepad in tow. Dom complimented her as soon as he left. 
“I like your dress.”
She blushed and thanked him. “Thank you.”
She stared off to the side, too nervous to speak. What should she say? What did he think about her being on the site? Was he upset?
“Anna.”
His voice sent shivers down her spine and commanded her attention. “Yes?” She stared into his intense eyes. 
“There’s no place I’d rather be than here with you. If I had a problem, I wouldn’t be here. Okay?” He waited for her to nod before continuing. “Now, tell me about yourself. I want to get to know you. ”
 Anna felt the world melt away as she stared into Dom’s eyes. She didn't even notice the waiter coming or going. She almost forgot that they were here to eat, that was how strong their connection was. Her poor heart didn’t get a break; it raced throughout dinner and dessert, reminding her that it wasn’t a fluke. The first time they had met, there had been an attraction at first sight, and she was feeling the exact same way now. Yes, one could say they had met under precarious circumstances that would make this a bad idea, but she couldn’t see that. All she could think about was how he made her feel. Throughout dinner, he wanted to know everything about her. Where she worked, what she was studying in school, her favorite things, where she was from and about her family. No man had ever doted that much attention on her on a first date. Usually, they only wanted to talk about themselves. 
She felt bad and tried to steer the conversation his way, but his answers were always short. 
“You said you were from Italy; what part?” she asked.
“A small fisherman’s market; you probably never heard of it. Tell me where you’re from.”
“What do you do?”
“I work in construction. What about you? Are you a professional photographer?”
“How long have you had Gelato?”
“Not long. Do you have any pets?”
Each short answer always rounded back to her in a way that made her believe he was actually interested in her answers. How could she be suspicious of a man leaning in to hear every word she was saying? 
The meal was fabulous. She went through with her order, and Dom ordered a lobster soup. She imagined he would spill at least one drop on his black shirt, but no, he didn't. He ate like a gentleman until every drop was gone. The wine was a perfect accompaniment, and the waiter somehow understood they wanted to be left alone. Everything about dinner was perfect, and the company was even better. She didn’t want the night to end. 
She thought Dom felt the same way until he snagged the waiter for the check. She checked the time on her phone and frowned. It wasn’t even that late. The waiter was quick about the bill, and less than five minutes later, Dom signed the receipt, much to Anna’s disappointment. He glanced up as he closed the pen in the leather fold to catch her chewing her bottom lip. 
This was the part where they had to say goodbye. Her forehead creased, unsure how else to prolong the evening. Maybe she could hint that she needed a ride home. He wouldn’t send her back home in a cab, would he?
“Want to go dancing?”
Her face brightened. Of course, it wasn’t over. Absolutely. “Yes.” 
 



Chapter 10
It had been a long time since Anna had gone on a real date. Not that she didn’t like dates, but dates were expensive. Usually, they involved her getting dolled up with more clothes or makeup than she could afford, and since she was still in college, there was the occupational hazard of going Dutch. That was what happened when you went out with another student, but now she was fishing in bigger waters. Dom was a whole lot of man, his pockets and his tastes confirmed that. Right away, Anna could tell everyone who waited in line was thirty or older. Her step faltered as they approached the door, but Dom held her arm tight enough to stop her fall. 
“Don’t worry,” he said with a smirk. “I know the guy at the door.”
“Domenico.”
Domenico. She’d never heard his full name before until now. 
“Victor.”
He was tall, with buzzed hair and mean eyes. Dressed from head to toe in black, his body appeared to be a menacing shadow guarding the club door. His muscles were bulging, and had she been standing alone, she would have run away. The only thing keeping her from fleeing was the assuring grip Dom had on her waist. 
Victor stared a little too closely at Anna, making clear he knew she didn’t meet the age requirement. With a parting glance at Dom, he let them in. 
“Enjoy.”
The club was a high-end cocktail bar surrounding a large dance floor. The music and the lighting made clear what the banner above the entrance stated. Saturday is Salsa Night. 
Anna panted in panic. She wasn’t much of a dancer to begin with. She was a university student, for goodness sake. Her experience with bars and dancing consisted of head bobbing and arms waving in the air. When she imagined dancing, this was not the kind of dancing she was thinking about. 
Dom clenched her hand with reassurance, and she might have believed him if there weren’t already a few couples on the dance floor killing it. Just watching them was electric. They moved together like waves, on each other one minute then twirling away the next. It was sex on a dance floor, and there was no way she could do anything close to that. 
“Come on,” he said into her ear over the loud music. “You look like you need a drink.”
She needed more than that. She needed a lifeline, more like a life vest, because if she got anywhere near that dance floor, she would be drowning in failure and not being able to measure up. Those people looked like professionals. 
They sat at the bar, pivoting to get a good view of the dance floor. Anna sat mesmerized, both horrified and impressed by their moves. She didn’t even notice that Dom had already ordered for her. 
“I got you something sweet.”
A daiquiri. Just what she needed. Sweet enough for her to gulp it down. 
“Woah! Slow down.”
It was a daiquiri, not tequila. She would be okay for a while. 
“I’m alright.”
Dom smiled as if she was his private joke and sipped his cognac. It wasn’t long before a song came on that grabbed his attention. 
“Come on,” he said, grabbing her hand to lead her to the dance floor. “I love this song.”
“Wait!” She resisted only a little, afraid to cause a scene. He pulled her along as if she weighed nothing. She was acting like a pig being dragged to the slaughter. 
“Dom, you don’t understand,” she said between clenched teeth and a fake smile. “I can’t. I don’t know how.”
But it was too late. They were already there on the smooth floor among bodies lost in the rhythm of the song. 
She threw her arms around his neck, reminiscent to a high school prom dance, and pleaded. “This is a mistake. I don’t know how to dance like this. Just let me go, and I’ll wait at the bar.”
He shook his head. “I don’t want another dance partner.” He leaned back far enough for her to see the confidence in his eyes. “Follow my lead.”
Anna couldn’t remember the last time she'd followed any man, but she had no other choice. She let him guide her hands until they were properly positioned and started to move them. She held her body loosely, pliant and ready for a catastrophe, but magic happened. He was amazing, and somehow she was floating along with him. His hands held tight to her lower back, clenching tighter when he yanked her towards him so close their lips almost touched. His eyes made her forget they were on the dance floor, and as she leaned in to kiss him, he turned her, spinning her body so she was facing the other way. 
The song was torture, not stopping to give her a break, just like his dance moves. His hand on the small of her abdomen, his fingertips brushing her breasts as he turned her again, him pressing her back into him and feeling the hardness of an impressive cock. Their hips swiveled together, rocking back and forth, making her wet with wanting. If this was how hard he was on the dancing floor, she couldn’t imagine how big and hard he’d be in the bedroom. 
The music pulsed through her body, making her slink across the floor. It was as if an Argentinian possessed her body for a moment. She was not the girl with two left feet anymore. With Dom leading her, she looked like she knew what she was doing, and everything she was doing was turning him on. 
“Il mio fiore,” he whispered to her. She gasped as his breath tickled her ear. What was he saying? Her insides quivered, wondering if it was as dirty as their dancing. “You’re doing perfectly.”
Her sex clenched at his voice. Somehow what she imagined would be the most embarrassing moment of her life turned into the hottest. It was sexy, the way he controlled her, ruled her to bend, twirl, and gyrate for him and on him. Nobody could make her body do the things he was doing to her, and she didn’t want him to stop. 
And just like that, the bass sounded one last time, and the song came to an end. 
Dom helped her stagger off the dance floor. She would have fallen over without him. It wasn't the drinks that made her feet unsure. It was the way Dom rocked her body. She felt like they just messed salsa style, and curse her, because she wanted to do it again. 
She bit her lips, watching him, wondering what was next as he leaned over the bar to order another drink. 
“Don’t worry; we’re going to do that again.”
And they did. Dom treated her to several moves and songs on the dance floor. They danced and drank fancy cocktails with no regard for the time. Anna only knew the time because she used her phone as a hand mirror before Dom pulled her to dance to a slow song. 
If fast salsa was, slow salsa was making love. Dom made sure she felt every inch of him, from the way his hips moved to the strength in his arms when he held her up, and the comfort of his chest. He twirled her so she was facing him, and she gasped at the sadness in his eyes. 
“I hate to say it, but I better be getting you home.”
She sighed, but didn’t agree. With Dom, she would have stayed until the next day. “Where are you staying?” He was a long way from home and had been drinking. 
“Don’t worry your pretty little head. I rented a hotel for the night.”
She nodded without looking up. There was no chance he’d try to stay the night in her bed. 
His finger slid under her chin, forcing her to look into his eyes. His gaze fixed on hers, so clear and piercing she could swear she saw right into his soul. “I don’t want this night to end.” 
The entire night he teased her, touching her, rousing her, and making her feel alive. Drinking hadn’t helped. That liquor made her skin feel heated, and her thoughts went straight to sex. Even though he had been a perfect gentleman, she was tired of letting him get away. 
“It doesn’t have to be.”
His eyes widened with surprise before his lips were on hers. 
She moaned into his mouth. His kiss lit a fuse inside of her, and it was fireworks. Fireworks. 
She arched into him, wild and demanding, raging out of control and completely forgetting where they were, but Dom didn’t release her or hold back. His mouth ravaged hers, totally possessing her tongue. His body smothered hers, and she was powerless to the desire consuming her with a raging flame.
Goodness!
He pulled back, taking her body in with a hungry sweep of his gaze. She shivered, feeling it like a touch. 
“Let me go pay the bill. We need a cab.”
Hell yeah, they did. The hotel room was waiting, and Anna wasn’t sure they would make it. 
 



Chapter 11
They couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Dom pulled her onto his lap, kissing every inch of unveiled skin. 
“Where to, Sir?” The driver acted as if they weren’t about to strip naked in his backseat. 
“Four Seasons in Vancouver,” he said, leaning both of them over so he could pull his wallet from his back pocket. 
“This is more than it’ll cost,” the cabbie said, looking at the wad of cash in his hand. 
“It’ll be your tip if you expedite the travel time.”
“Yes, Sir,” he said, turning ahead without another word. 
Anna whimpered, gasping as his lips teased their way across her collarbone and his hands pulled down her dress straps. She didn’t have a chance to worry about indecency. His mouth lowered to her breast and every thought in her mind was obliterated. 
Oh!
Falling into the pleasure was easy. Dom knew what he was doing. His tongue licked and swirled around her tender flesh until she was shaking with sensation. 
“Dom. Please.”
She needed more. 
She dragged his tongue along the curve of her breasts until she was aching and restless. It wasn’t enough. 
His hand replaced his mouth as he pinched her nipples hard, causing her to arch her back. 
“Yes!”
And then he stopped.
Her eyes snapped open to find Dom leaning away and sliding her straps back on her arm. 
“Wha—”
His gaze dissuaded her second thoughts. He wasn’t stopping.
“We’re almost there.”
She understood. He had no plans to wait for her to get redressed or make themselves decent. 
She was right. 
Dom practically jumped from the moving car, pulling her with him. 
“Thank you, Sir,” he called over his shoulder, and Anna caught the cabbie’s slick grin. 
She couldn’t even be mad at him; they were two seconds from giving him a very X-rated show. If she were honest, they already gave him one full of adult content. 
“You’re more than welcome.”
Dom walked with certainty, each step bringing him closer to his room, and with one swipe of the card, they were inside. 
He threw her onto the bed, pulling the dress away so quickly, the straps almost ripped on her shoulders. 
“Do you like these panties?”
She didn’t answer fast enough to stop him from ripping them from her body. He must have felt her cringe because he said, “I’ll get you another pair.” She really hoped so. She didn’t have any extra money in the budget to replace the cute and expensive Victoria’s Secrets she'd bought on a whim. 
Anna’s pulse raced as he gripped her thighs, not pulling her closer or leaning in. Her gaze never left his, and even though she was trapped in his hold, his body looming over hers, solid with a mass of muscles, power, and lust, she wasn’t afraid. He unbuttoned his shirt, moving with ease even though the buttons were small. She was ready to see his chest. Was he smooth, covered in muscles, or hard and hairy? Her stomach clenched as she yanked up his shirt, pulling her mouth away to see his olive skin dusted with short dark hair. 
He planted a soft kiss on the inside of her thigh, causing her to hiss. It was too soft. Too gentle. Too much with everything she was feeling. 
He didn’t move until she opened her eyes again. 
“Watch.”
It was an order. 
Holy hell.
“I’m going to give you a show.”
A shudder of desire at the promise, made her breath catch, but she didn’t close her eyes. 
“Now where were we?” 
It was erotic, feeling Dom’s tongue on her clit as his eyes locked with hers. He exhaled, tingling her skin with warm air before he licked again, stronger this time. 
Pleasure spiraled through her, and she moaned loudly since they no longer had an audience. 
“You taste as good as you smell,” he murmured, nibbling at her thigh. “So sweet.”
Her blood was boiling. Desire unfurled inside her as Dom dipped his head again, licking her clit slow and leisurely. Anna bucked against his mouth, and he braced her down, smiling as he continued his torture. Lapping, swirling his tongue over her, driving her mindless with desire. 
“Please!”
Anna heard her own voice from a distance. Begging for something, but even she didn’t know what.  
“I need you.”
That was it. 
Dom lifted his head, watching her with a sexy stare as he moved with no rush. His two fingers slid deep inside her, quelling the ache for now. 
Her eyes still locked on his, she bit her bottom lip to keep from screaming. The wave began to crest over her. She was close to coming undone and opened her eyes, forgetting she was supposed to be watching. 
He fluttered his fingers inside of her. Firm strokes with his thumb pressing into her clit. It was just the right amount of pressure, and she came undone. 
There was electricity in his eyes when she opened hers to find him watching. She blushed. “What?”
“Bellissimo.” He talked while he undid his belt. “That was beautiful.”
The buttons came undone one by one until the abs that were in his profile picture were right before her in real life. Next, his pants and boxers in one hard yank after he grabbed a condom from his pocket. His cock jutted from its confines, hard and ready to give her the relief she needed. He traced over her shoulders as he centered himself between her thighs. 
She reached forward, grabbing his well-endowed member, causing his eyes to flutter closed with a tortured groan. 
Anna was tired of waiting. Her legs wrapped around his waist, begging him to be inside of her. He sheathed himself in seconds and appeased her. 
“I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time,” he said, rubbing his head between her wetness. 
“You have?”
He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out as he sunk into her already sensitive body. She whimpered, tightened her thighs until he was all the way to the hilt. 
So thick. 
Stretching her, filling her up until there was nothing between them. 
He stilled, and neither one of them moved. There was only their breath in their lungs and the connection between them. 
Then he opened his eyes, hypnotizing her, and together they moved. No words needed to be spoken as friction built between them. He rocked slowly, building pressure and finding their rhythm. Anna could do nothing but hold onto him. Their interlocked hands tightened above her head on the bed. 
He let one hand go to grab her hips and ground himself against her, touching a deadly sweet place inside her. 
“Idiot!”
Her eyes blazed, and he bucked against her, hitting that spot again. 
Yes!
Dom let her other hand go, no longer interested in slow and steady. Anna gripped the sheets right there with him. She didn’t need slow and sweet. She needed feverish and a release for all the sexual tension between them. 
She could feel him everywhere. In every nerve as her body exploded with pleasure. She shuddered against him, flooding against him. He threw his head back, the tendons in his neck standing out sharply as his orgasms rushed closer and closer, until he came with her. They were both falling, falling into each other with no end or beginning. Dom collapsed against her, using the last of his energy to roll to his back beside her, and they both panted, catching their breath. 
“That. Was. Amazing.”
He propped himself up on one side to smirk at her. 
“And that was just the beginning.”
He hadn’t exaggerated. 
Not sure if he was making up for lost time or trying to make a good impression, Dom kept his word. They made love throughout the night, falling asleep in heaps of limbs before he woke her again with kisses and tongue licks on her clit. When he finally grew tired, they both fell into a deep sleep. So it was no surprise that she woke deliciously sore and thankful. Dom was sitting at the small table in the corner, sipping from a mug that smelled like coffee, looking like a GQ model. She rubbed under her eyes, wondering if she looked closer to a skunk or a raccoon with her smeared makeup. 
“Please tell me there’s one for me, too.”
He pointed to another mug, and she pulled herself from the bed, tugging to drag the sheet with her. 
“Don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“Don’t bother. I saw it all last night, and it’s even more beautiful in the daylight.”
She blushed, but obeyed, happy that he, too, was sitting in the nude so she wouldn’t be alone. 
They drank in silence.
“Want me to order breakfast?”
“Oh no, thank you.” 
He’d already seen her naked, fresh out of bed, and smelled her morning breath. She didn’t need to prolong this special kind of torture. Not while he looked that amazing and she looked like she’d been rode hard and out away wet. When he finished his mug, he went to shower alone. The next time she saw him, he was dressed in his wrinkled clothes, wiping his wet hair with a towel. 
“I guess that’s it then.”
She didn’t know why she had said that.
“Is it?” 
She hadn’t expected that response and stood dumbfounded in her equally wrinkled dress. 
“I do know. I just figured since…”
She stopped before she made too big of a mess. She never knew what to say and bit her bottom lip to stop the awkward word vomit. 
“I don’t want this to be over, Anna. I want to see you again.”
Good. She was having a hard time saying goodbye.
“I want to see you again, too.”
“Then we will.” They exchanged numbers and email addresses since she knew sometimes his phone didn’t get service in the woods. 
“You sure you don’t want me to take you home?”
“No. I want to get some more rest,” she said, running her hands through her hair. 
He kissed her on both cheeks and smiled with satisfaction before climbing into his car.
“See you soon,” she said from the hotel doorway.
“Ciao, bella!”
 



Chapter 12
Back at the cabin, Dom approached a grouchy Gelato with apologies and grabbed dog food.
“You had enough to last you all night. It’s not my fault you ate it all.” He talked over the food, hitting the plastic bowl. “It wasn’t even twenty-four hours. You weren’t going to die.”
Gelato barked once and continued to eat with an attitude. 
“You can’t have an attitude and eat. You can’t have it both ways, mister. And I had a great time. Thanks for asking.” Gelato ignored him until he mentioned Anna’s name. “Oh, now you care. You only like her because she rubs your big head in all the right places.”
Gelato wagged his tail, and Dom smiled despite his fussing. Dogs were a good judge of character. If his dog liked her, she was worth keeping around. 
“I’ve got work to do today. You coming, or you plan to mope all day?”
Gelato grumbled but followed him out the door. There wasn’t much to do, but Dom wanted to restock on the firewood and double-check the cameras he had set around the perimeter. The line was secure, but anything from a good rain or an animal could disconnect them or reposition them. There were five cameras in total. Three pointing towards the house entrances, and two pointing towards the backwoods and the only entrance path. Dom couldn’t afford to be surprised. 
He worked, barely processing what he was doing. Anna consumed his thoughts. What was it about her? He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Their time together was a breath of fresh air. He almost forgot he was supposed to be in hiding. Almost. Still, he wanted to be with her again. He wasn’t sure about the whole Sugar Baby thing. The thought of Anna dating other men drove him crazy. His fist clenched around the ax handle just thinking about her sexy body underneath anyone but his. But how could he tell her that? She would think he was a crazy man. The site made it clear that it was an arrangement. Maybe there was a way to get her to agree to exclusivity. The thought blossomed in his mind and bloomed as he worked. 
It took him three trips, but he managed to restock the shed with wood that would be dry and ready, should any emergency occur. He reset the camera wires and double-checked the feeds that came to his computer with ease, still thinking it over. Only when he was sure the line was secure and encrypted did he realize the time. His stomach growled loudly. 
“Time for lunch.”
Dom was in the mood for something quick and easy. An Italian sub fit the description. Dried oregano, Dijon mustard, shredded lettuce, ham, salami, roasted red peppers, provolone cheese, and small red onion sliced on bread sated his hunger. Gelato, the food monster, whined until Dom gave him some leftover ham slices. 
Lunch cleared his head and he nodded, sure of himself as he opened the message tab. 
Anna, 
I want you to come over this weekend. Pack a bag and send me your address. I will send a car. I have a proposal for you, and I hope you accept.
He had a sugar proposal, and he was going to propose it to her face. Technology was a horrible medium for things of the heart. It wasn’t the Italian way. 
Anna messaged back within five minutes. 
Of course. See you Friday.
 
*****
 
What could it be? What on earth could Dom want to propose? She knew it wasn’t marriage. Could you imagine? She felt so much for him, and she hoped it was reciprocated, but those feelings weren’t enough to warrant wedding bells. But how exactly did she feel? They’d just met, but the connection was undeniable. It was like magic waiting to happen. It was everything she’d dumped Ethan for. She knew butterflies weren’t just a thing in movies or books. It was real, and with Dom, she had that. So what else could he be proposing?
Oh!
It clicked. This entire time they’d been messaging via Seeking Arrangements. This was probably a sugar baby proposal.
Her stomach flipped, and she wondered if that were true, how would she take it?
She couldn’t be offended. She was on that site seeking arrangements, and if it wasn’t Dom, it would be someone else. It had to be. She needed it. So why not take arrangements with someone she actually liked, someone she knew and already had a connection with. 
It made sense.
But it also set her teeth on edge. 
Why?
Why indeed.
She figured it was the money. She felt weird about taking it from him. Arrangements always came with an allowance, and even though she needed it, she didn’t want to take it from him. She could say no to it all, but would she?
Her mind couldn’t gather an answer before the driver opened her door. 
“We’ve arrived, ma’am.”
“Great. Thank you,” she said and climbed out, smoothing down her dress. 
It was now or never. She was doing this. 
Now.
 



Chapter 13
Dom opened the door grinning ear to ear. He grabbed her weekend bag and set it down. Then he grabbed her and brought her close. He smelt so fantastic. Kissing each cheek slowly and grazing her lips as he passed them. 
“It’s so good to see you.” He whispered in her ear.
“Likewise.”
Anna expected many things. A candle-lit brunch had not made the list. The little cabin looked a lot like a movie set, with modern appliances mixed in with handmade wood furniture. The living room open to a small dining room and kitchen. In between the kitchen and dining room was the backdoor, and to the right was the hallway that led to the bathroom, and two bedrooms occupied by one bachelor and one dog. Who knew somewhere in the cabinets and drawers lay candles and furnishings to pull off romance in the middle of the woods. 
“Wow. This is amazing.”
“I would have lit more candles,” he said, ushering her in the door, “but I didn’t want Gelato to accidentally set himself on fire.”
She could see that happening without too much provocation. The dog was huge, and his fur was not the kind to lay down. 
“Well we wouldn’t want him to melt, now would we?”
He chuckled and scooted her chair under the table. “He would never forgive me if I let that happen.”
Two plates with metal covers sat on the table. In between them was a vase holding a single rose, and two lit candles. Anna looked up to see him watching her with anticipation. 
“Hey. I hope you’re hungry,” 
“If you’re cooking, absolutely.”
“Good.” 
She could tell he was excited. He moved with a nervous energy like he wanted everything to be perfect. To her, it already was. They were together. Face to face at his dining room table with homemade French toast, fresh squeezed orange juice, two bowls of fruits, and heated syrup in between them. 
“This looks delicious.”
Her plate was so pretty, she was debating ruining the moment to take a picture for Instagram. 
“I can’t wait for you to try it. Go on. Take a bite.”
It practically melted on her tongue. She moaned, sucking every morsel of flavor from the fork. “It’s a sin. Toasty, flaky, with butter, cinnamon, powdered sugar and … is that banana?”
He chuckled. “Yup.”
“Gracious. Hanging out with you is going to gain me an extra session in the gym.”
“Nonsense. I love your curves.”
She blushed at his bluntness. 
“More pounds is just more for me to hold onto.”
His voice made it very clear what he was referring to, and she took another bite to prevent herself from knocking everything off the table and inviting him to take her body. 
She cleared her throat and spoke in between cutting another piece of her French toast. 
“So. You said you have a proposal?”
He set his utensils down and nodded. He was nervous, but she could tell by his eyes that he knew what he wanted. 
“I do.”
She waited to hear it.
“I want to offer you an arrangement.”
So she was right. It was about an arrangement. She was just glad he didn’t say, ‘I want to be your sugar daddy.’ That would have been embarrassing. 
“I would offer you five thousand dollars a month. You would come out every Friday after school and stay until Sunday evening. You wouldn’t have to worry about transportation. I would pay for you to have car service with the understanding that you don’t mention our arrangement to anyone and you agree to be exclusive to only me. I want you to shut down your sugar baby account and agree not to date anyone else. If you accept those terms, I promise to be the best,” he confidently stated and continued, “sugar daddy you’ve ever had.”
She smirked and finished chewing before speaking. “And how long would this arrangement last?”
“However long you want it to. You can break it off anytime you want.”
There was nothing for her to think about. It was perfect and exactly what she wanted – Dom. 
“Yes.”
So many things ran through her mind. She couldn’t believe this was happening. She tried to remember everything Rachel had said about her arrangement. 
“I’ll need all that in writing.”
She was only 21, and it was clear Dom was somewhere in his mid or late thirties. She was attracted to him, and yes, they had strong feelings for each other, but she had her entire life ahead of her. In her mind, sugar arrangements were “for now.” None of this could ever equate to forever. 
“I can do that.”
She almost forgot what he was responding to, but nodded as he walked to the backroom. 
“Be right back.”
She heard a printer, and then he returned with a simple contract, following the arrangement template, and a pen. 
She signed her name on the dotted line with the date. 
He looked up at her as he signed his name. 
“I am an honest man, Anna. Nothing means more to me than keeping my word. I vow to you that I will do that. I ask for the same courtesy as well.”
She gulped and tried to smile. 
“I promise to keep every word in our agreement.”
Those magic words unlocked a wide smile. “Thank you.”
He signed quickly and took it with him to the kitchen. She didn’t have to wait long to see why as he returned with a bottle of champagne. 
“This is cause for a celebration.” He poured her glass with a steady hand, back in control now, and leaned over to kiss her neck. 
“You don’t know how happy it makes me to know you’re mine.”
“That’s right, baby. I’m all yours.”
“I really like the sound of that,” he said, taking her into his arms and kissing her. She closed her eyes to the taste of champagne on his lips and the thudding of her heart in her chest. She was just starting something with Dom… something that would be long-term. A pang of guilt ran through her chest as she reminded herself that she was originally hired to find him.
Should I tell him?
 



Chapter 14
Anna couldn’t believe her luck. Neither could Rachel. Not only was Dom the perfect sugar daddy, but she actually had feelings for him. 
“I mean, it’s only been a month, but it’s perfect. I kind of feel like I cheated or something.”
Anna held the phone as she turned the corner, squinting at the street sign to make sure she was going the right way. 
“Cheated at what?”
“I don’t know. Life? You’ve been seeking arrangements for…. What? A year?”
“Yeah. So?”
“So it took you an entire year to find your perfect match, and it took me two weeks?”
“Hey. Don’t rub it in my face. You got lucky, but don’t worry, karma’s tough… to us all. Your time will come.”
Anna grimaced. “Hey! That sounds a lot like you're wishing something bad happens to me.”
“I’m not wishing anything, honey. I just know that these are the break. Some people take more hits in life, but we all know what it feels like to hit a home run and strike out when you’re at home base.”
Anna parked her car and pursed her lips. “Wow, Rach. That sounded a lot like real advice.”
“Don’t get used to it,” she said in between laughter. “I’m now going back to being the Naughty Jiminy Cricket as your guide.”
Anna shook her head and was beyond amused. Rachel was turning out to be one of her best friends. Yes, they had met under the strangest circumstances and before, Anna had thought Rachel didn’t like her, but now, they were like two peas in a pod.
“Okay, Naughty Jiminy. I got to go.”
She groaned. “But it was just getting fun.”
“I know, but I have to go. I have something to do.”
‘Oh yeah, that’s right. You told me. What are you running off to do again?”
Rachel asked again like Anna hadn't told her she wasn't going to tell her what it was before. “I hadn’t mentioned.”
“I know you sneaky jerk. You can mention now.” Listening to Rachel, one would think Anna had a secret lover or baby on the side. 
“No time. Gotta go. Love you. Bye.” 
She hung up with a smile that faded in seconds. Rachel was like a dog with a bone. She wouldn’t let Anna drop it until she spilled the beans. Thing was, she didn’t want anyone to know what she was doing right now. Not Rachel, and especially not Dom.
She checked her hair and makeup before donning a pair of shades and climbing out of the car. She needed to get in and get out. This wasn’t a trip for pleasure. It was strictly business, and the sooner she was done, the better. She needed to make it to the salon. When she returned to the cabin, her hair had to be done; that’s what she had told Dom she'd be doing while he was gone. 
The hostess held the door open with a smile. “Good afternoon, ma’am. Table for one?”
“Two. I’m meeting someone.” She skimmed the room as she talked and saw a man waving at her. 
“That’s me,” she said with a polite nod and walked towards the table. 
There he stood in luxury clothes, with his black hair gelled back and a small smile that some women would find inviting. He was young. Much younger than she expected. Most men on the arrangement site were in their older forties, yet he looked like he was in his mid-twenties, and had the demeanor of a man used to getting his way. Anna could see that. He could be considered attractive. His olive skin, dark hair, and dark eyes that were filled with confidence could get him in most doors. In another life maybe she would have considered him attractive, if she wasn’t already falling for Dom. He held his arms out in a welcoming gesture that Anna felt would be rude to ignore. 
“Ah. Mi bella Anna!”
He talked as if they really knew each other. 
“Um, hello.” She felt awkward standing in his arms as he kissed both her cheeks and finally pulled back to sit. 
“How are you?”
“Um. Great. Thanks for asking.”
She didn’t want to be rude, but she really didn’t want to stay. “Are you thirsty? Can I get you anything?” He didn’t wait for her to answer before waving the waitress over. 
“Yes, Sir?”
“She wants something to drink.”
The waitress stared at Anna with expectancy, so ready to serve that she felt compelled to order. "Just a sweet tea, please.”
“Of course.”
Again, she sat in awkward silence as the man before her sipped his coffee. “So. You may not know, but my name is Luca Roberto Costa.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” The waitress chose to come with the tea then, and with more gratitude than she had ever had for a waitress, she sipped from the white straw. 
“And you are Anna Adams, no?
“Yes, that is me. In the flesh.” She forced her lips into a smile before she clasped her hands in front of her. 
How could she ask for the money without being rude?
“Well, thank you for meeting me.”
“Well, you do owe me a large sum.” She spoke with confidence, but her flushing skin gave away her embarrassment.
“I understand. You believe me to be a charlatan, and for that, I am devastated.” He reached for her hand. “I am an honest man and have come to prove my honor.”
He turned to the duffel bag beside him and didn’t react to Anna’s gasp at seeing his bag was brimming with cash. He pulled out three small stacks and set them in between them. 
“As promised.” He looked very satisfied with himself. “Three grand. For all your help.” He continued talking like there weren’t literal thousands of dollars on the table and she sat unsure whether she should take it and risk looking greedy or leave it and risk the talk the staff would start assuming what exact services she’d rendered him.
He took the decision from her. “Here,” he said, pushing it towards her. “Go on. Take it.”
She stuffed the cash into her small backpack, putting them out of sight. “What exactly did you do with Dom’s information?”
“Ah, my friend, now that is my business.” He had the nerve to appear cheeky, as if they were friends and could joke around. “If I told you, I would have to kill you.”
He laughed, not caring that she was both too nervous and embarrassed to laugh along. She had just met him; how could she know if he was telling the truth or joking? 
“Okay then.” She stood up, not wanting to spend any more time with this man. She got what she had come here for; she didn’t need to sit around any longer. “Well, thanks.”
“The pleasure is all mine. If I need any more from you, I have your number,” he reminded her as she walked away. 
She nodded her head but didn’t turn around. He no longer had anything for her. If the past stayed in the past, her future with Dom was looking up. 
Her hair salon was five miles from where she was now, and she drove there feeling as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Her business with the Italian man was over. It had been strange work, and she did worry that Dom would find out, but now that he wasn’t messaging her anymore and now that the money he'd promised was received, she could pretend none of it had ever happened. All traces of their history were gone from her web browser and her phone. With a quick trip to the bank, there would be nothing to show her dishonesty. 
That made her feel better. She felt so good, she added curls to her hair and highlights. When Dom’s driver came to pick her up, she was overjoyed and anxious to see what he thought of her new look. She touched the curls as the car drove the familiar hill, smoothing down invisible frizz so she could look her best when he saw her. 
Dom was waiting for her at the door.
“Hey, baby.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and stood on her tip toes to kiss his warm lips. The last month of their agreement had brought them close, and now instead of feeling nervous, she was comfortable enough to claim his body and house home. 
“Hello, Anna.”
Something about his tone was off. 
“Did you enjoy getting your hair done?”
“Mhm,” she said, brushing past him into the house. “I tried something new.” She sat her purse down on the couch and turned in a small circle to give him the full effect. “What do you think?”
“I think anything you wear looks lovely.”
The words were right, but the tone was off. Something wasn’t right. 
“Is that all?”
That wasn’t the reaction she had been going for. 
“There are more pressing matters to attend to.”
She sighed but nodded. Her man was intense, and not always the most social. 
“Alright.” She sat down on the couch, preparing to hear one of his 'I need to leave for business' speeches and how many days he’d be gone. “What is it?”
“We need to talk.”
There was not a single person on this earth that liked to hear that phrase. That phrase was like a kiss of death, a foolproof way to make a toe soft and make a woman’s heart race, which was what Anna’s was doing. 
“About?”
“About how you breached our agreement.”
She stared at him dumbfounded. Their arrangement was straightforward and clear. There wasn’t much she could do to ruin it. Her mind ran through everything she might have done or said since the last time she had seen him. She couldn’t figure out what might have made him upset. 
Her brows scrunched together in confusion. 
“I think there must have been some kind of mistake.”
“No,” he said, still standing at the door. “There has been no mistake.”
“But, Dom, I did everything you asked of me.”
“You did… everything but one.”
“I canceled my SB account and haven’t reactivated it. We’re exclusive, and I haven’t talked to any other man.”
“So not only do you go on a date with someone else, but you have the gall to lie about it to my face,” he said.
Blood drained from her face when she saw Dom nod in acknowledgment. “Exactly, Anna. It’s written all over your face.”
“Dom, that wasn’t what you think it was.”
“It wasn’t?” His tone scolded her like a school girl. “So you weren’t out with another man?”
“Yes, but…”
There wasn’t too much she could say. Saying anything else would make it worse. 
“But what?”
“But that wasn’t what it looked like.”
“So you were not out with another man?”
“Technically yes.”
“And this man did not buy you a drink?
The more he talked, the worse it looked for her. She wasn’t sure how much he knew, but she was hoping she could still salvage what was left. 
“He did but—”
“And he also didn’t give you wads of money?”
That was it. There was nothing left to clean up. He had seen it all. 
“Yes.” Her voice was barely a whisper.
“Then you broke the words you signed in our arrangement and my trust.” 
She hung her head in shame. There was nothing she could do fix this.
“I didn’t…”
She didn’t know what she could say, but she wanted to try and rectify it. He cut her off. 
“Your driver is waiting outside. Please collect your things. He’ll take you home.”
She sat there, stunned, unmoving as she processed his words. 
“If I find anything of yours up here, I’ll be sure to have it sent to you.”
She finally looked at him, seeing cold eyes. “So that’s it then?”
“That’s all it can be.”
It couldn’t be. “But I only messed up once.”
“No, you were only caught once.”
That was true. 
“I don’t know how long you’ve been lying to me or about what. How do I know you were even going to tell me? If I hadn’t run into town for a last-minute errand, I probably never would have found out about you and him.”
“But… there must be some way I can earn back your trust.”
“Trust is a lot like a piece of paper, Anna. If you ball it up and try to straighten it again, it will never be the exact same.”
“I know, and I’m sorry.”
“Not as sorry as I am,” he said with muted eyes and a neutral face. She hated that she made him look like that. She wanted nothing more than to see his smile again. 
“Please. There must be something I can say.”
“No, there isn’t.” He walked to the door and opened it, holding it out without looking at her. “I can’t believe a word you say.”
The invite was clear. He wanted her to leave, and with a hung head, she did that, knowing she had no one to blame but herself.
 



Chapter 15
Dom hated losing control. Control was the only thing he had in life. He didn’t let anything happen to him without his permission. All the consequences in his life were from decisions he had thought through and made on his own, but not this. Not Anna. She had come out of nowhere and stolen his heart without permission. To say he was lovesick wouldn’t even come close to the truth. He was borderline depressed. Without her, the house was too quiet. Gelato was grouchy, because no matter what, Dom didn’t rub his head the way Anna did. Cooking for one wasn’t as fun as cooking for two. He cursed under his breath, nicking his thumb with the knife. It wasn’t deep enough for stiches, but deep enough to bleed, and he sucked it into his mouth with an attitude. 
This was all her fault. Why did she have to lie? It wasn’t that she lied. Everybody lied, it was that she had broken his trust. His life was in danger and he didn’t reach out to anyone. He didn’t have friends, and he didn’t need anyone, but he had let her in. He had allowed it, and like a thief in the night she had stolen his heart and made him believe she was worth it. 
But was she?
His heart said yes. His mind said differently. 
He wondered if he was overreacting. Was he wrong for sending her away? He didn’t even hear her out. If he was wrong, would she take him back if he apologized? Should he wait until she apologized first? She was, after all, the one in the wrong. If he was honest, he had some things he needed to admit to her, and they could stand to get some things out in the open, but she had made a conscious choice to lie to him. He was lying by omission to protect her. 
Did that make what he did any better?
 
*****
 
Anna laid in her bed, woken by a noise she didn't recognize. 
There it was again, banging on her front door. She groaned and rolled over. 
“Anna Adams! You get up!”
It was Rachel. She could tell from the voice. 
“I know you’re in there.”
She had no reason to get up. It was a Saturday. She didn’t have class, and she didn’t want to talk to her friend. She groaned and put her pillow over her head as Rachel continued to bang on the door.
If she didn’t let her in, her neighbors would complain and then she would have to explain to the landlord, or worse, to the cops, that it was just a friend. She really didn’t want to go through all that. 
With a huff, she stomped to the door. 
“Fine. Come in!” She yanked the door open and stalked away, not waiting for her to come in. “Close the door on your way in.”
“Finally!” Rachel frowned behind Anna and covered her nose. “Ew. You reek!”
“Thanks.”
She should. She hadn’t done much in the two weeks since Dom had kicked her out of his cabin. Aside from throwing on clothes, so she wouldn’t get fined for public indecency, she went to class and came home. Anything else, like cooking or cleaning, required too much energy. An entire week passed, then seven more days after that, and she felt like she was dying the slowest death. What would she be like in three weeks? A month? Would she be inconsolable?
“And you look like the cat dragged you in after a car ran you over. You need to shower.”
She didn't want to do anything. She wanted to lay down and stay there until summer was over. Anything else needed to include Dom, and since she was sure her plans weren’t changing to include him, she was content under the covers. 
It wasn’t long before Rachel snatched them back off her head. 
“I’m not kidding, Ann. You stink. Honest to heaven. He is just a man! Get your rear up. You need to get a new guy, and I can tell you right now, no man is going to come near you with that rat's nest on your head.”
Dom would, she was sure of it. 
“Rach, what do you want? Can’t you just leave me alone?”
She sat on the edge of the bed, barely shifting it with her weight. “No can do, babe. You’re my friend, and that’s what friends do.”
‘Well, as a friend, can you buy me some more ice cream? I ran out of the Bluebell.”
“I will not. It’s one thing that you stink; I’m not making it worse by allowing you to get fat.”
She huffed and rolled over. Rachel wasn’t helping her mood. If anything, she was making it worse.
“You just don’t understand. Just leave me, Rach. Go, and I’ll see you Monday.”
“No. No. No. No. Listen, babe. You have five minutes to get up, or I'm going to fill a cup with water and pour it on you. You’re either taking a shower, or I’m giving you a bath in bed.”
What were the odds she wasn’t playing?
When she felt Rachel get up from the bed, she decided it was best not to take the chance. Cleaning herself would take work, she didn’t want to add cleaning the bed, too.
When Rachel returned, Anna was already standing under the shower stream, detangling the knots in her hair. 
“Good. A shower will help you clear your head.”
Rachel sat on the toilet talking while Anna washed and listened to tales of her daddy and where she’d recently been. It wasn’t that interesting, and Rachel knew that. She was only giving her a semblance of normalcy so she could feel like she hadn’t missed anything in the two weeks she had spent wasting away in the bed. 
She stepped from the shower, with a towel wrapped around her body and a towel wrapped around her head. 
“Feel better?” 
She actually did.
“Yeah.”
“Good. Now get dressed; the kitchen is next. It stinks in there, too.”
It should, considering she had been ordering food all week. Dom’s allowance had given her a considerable size nest egg, and so she splurged, not cooking and not eating anything healthy. Dishes were piled in the kitchen, and the trash was overflowing. Anna went to take the trash out, and when she returned, her bed was stripped clean. 
“They’re in the wash.”
She smiled. Rachel got on her nerves sometimes, but she was a true friend. Together, they cleaned the kitchen. Anna washed, and Rachel dried. It took an hour, but finally, the kitchen looked livable again. They both crashed on the living room couch, tired but content. 
“Thanks for coming.”
“That’s what friends are for,” she said, crossing her legs as she looked Anna over. She didn’t look too different. Her wet hair was in a high ponytail, and she was comfortable in her sweatpants and cropped shirt.  She was silent for a moment before she spoke. 
“I was worried about you.”
Anna felt her heart lurch, and in a rare show of friendship, she hugged her. “Thanks, Rach. I’m alright. Just hurt.”
“Talk to me.”
Where should she start? There was so much to say. 
“I just…”
“Take your time,” Rachel said, rubbing a calming hand on Anna’s leg.
“I just ruin everything.”
In her mind, she really did.
“I told a lie, and now Dom won’t talk to me. It’s like I can’t have nice things.”
“Oh, honey. That’s not true.”
Anna nodded with tears in her eyes. “Yes, it is. Trust me. I know. Every time I have something, I mess it up. I don’t deserve to be happy. Look at what happens when I am.”
“That sounds human to me. Trust me, we all think were idiots in some way or another. I didn’t get straight A’s like my parents wanted, and when they decided they wouldn’t pay for my college tuition anymore, I started stripping to pay off my loans. I’m not even the dream daughter, but I’m here, and I’m doing alright.”
“But...”
“But nothing, girlie. We all have a past. Even Dom. I’m sure of it. He’s got his secrets and things that he’s not so proud of. That’s what makes life worth living – the ups and the downs. I bet if you talked to him, maybe explain and apologize, it would all work out.”
“But that’s just it, Rachel. I can’t tell him what I did. It will make him hate me even more. At least right now he’s just mad, but if I told him the truth and admitted exactly what I did, he will not only hate me, but the good memories we had together, too.”
“So that’s it then?”
Anna nodded. How could it be anything else?
“Well if you’re just going to quit, I suppose he’s free for me to go after then.”
Anna’s mouth fell open, stunned that a woman she would consider a friend would admit something like that. 
“What?” she asked a little too innocently. “You’re not going after him. According to you, it’s done. Over. Finnito, so he’s open game. How much did you say he paid you monthly? That sounds very doable.”
“But you already have a sugar daddy?”
“And?” She picked a bit of dirt from her nails. “I only see him every other week. I bet I could negotiate a similar deal with Dom that wouldn’t overcomplicate anything. What’s his username again? He treated you so nicely; I wonder if I can get the same treatment.”
Anna growled and pushed Rachel. “How could you?”
“How could you?”
“Excuse me?”
Rachel spoke calmly, unbothered with Anna’s anger or her reddened face. 
“You’re clearly in love with this man.” She held her hand up, preventing Anna from going forth with her lie of denial. “You are. I can see it all on your face and yet you’re willing to throw it all away because of a lie. I would rather know that I did everything I could to have him than know I could have done something and wonder what if for the rest of my life. You think I’m the only woman on earth who has eyes? Who can see he’s not only sexy, but kind? I bet he was a beast in bed.”
Anna’s fist clenched just from imagining anyone in bed with Dom but her.
“Judging by your face, I’d say he’s a stallion and knows how to cook too? Mm.” She smacked her lips. “Delicious. You can take him home to meet Momma.”
Anna clenched her fists so tight they were turning white, and she felt like she was two seconds from hitting her best friend. 
“Not even you would stoop so low to be with my sloppy seconds.”
“Of course not,” she said, shrugging with nonchalance. “I just wanted to see how riled up you’d get.”
She released all the breath left her chest and relaxed, hating how right Rachel was. 
“Which proves my point. You can’t just go because he said go. You need to find out if this thing is over, because if not, you’re going to regret it for the rest of your life.”
She was right. 
Dang it.
She was right again. She had to do something. At least try because she and Dom were worth that much. 
 



Chapter 16
Too long. That’s how long it had been since Dom had seen her face. He didn’t care to count the exact days, because whatever it was would equal too long. And even though he was mad at her, just seeing her stand in his doorway would be a balm to his aching soul. He had been intolerable since had she left. Even Gelato took to avoiding him unless it involved food. And he was too stubborn to reach out to her, even though his arms longed to hold her and his toe was begging to be inside her. He stood stiff as a statue while she poured her heart out to him. He was cautious and caution said not to let down his guard again. 
He had other things to think about. Things he really needed to worry about, though his big head and little head were only focused on one thing. 
Anna.
He was a mongrel, a stubborn, cautious mongrel, but a mongrel nonetheless. 
 
*****
 
By now, Anna knew the way to Domenico’s house. She knew each turn in the road as well as she knew the way to her own home. She drove the unpaved road slowly, making sure to take every turn with caution and tread lightly over any perceived ditches or gravel. Her hands gripped the steering wheel, and her heart was in her throat as she pulled up to the unmarked driveway and waited. 
No time like the present.
With that, she swung open the door and forced herself to walk to the front door. One knock was sufficient – there was no doorbell, and the house wasn’t big enough for him to pretend he couldn’t hear her. 
He didn’t bother with formalities. 
“What do you want?”
That stung, but she continued on, albeit with hesitation. 
“Hello, Domenico. I was hoping we could talk.”
“We’re doing that now.”
She winced. His tone, his guarded eyes, and his unsmiling face were too much like torture. What could she do to get the old him back?
“I wanted to say I’m sorry.”
“Okay,” he said, leaning against the doorframe, intentionally not inviting her inside. “You wanted to say sorry, so go ahead.”
“I am so sorry I abused your trust. I hope you can forgive me, and more importantly, I want to earn it back.”
“How can I know that I can trust you?”
She didn’t have an answer for that. 
“This was all just a misunderstanding.”
It was more than a misunderstanding. It was a colossal mess up of more epic proportions than she was willing to admit. 
“Oh? Is it?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. What she would do to lay her head on his chest again. 
“If you would just listen.” 
She just had to get him to listen. 
“Okay. Fine then, explain it to me. What did I misunderstand?”
There were two ways out of this, and one was to lie. Lying was what got her there in the first place. She gulped and opted for option one.
The truth.
“I wasn’t on a date. I was with a previous client just to collect the money he owed me.”
“And why didn’t you tell me about him?”
“Because I didn’t want you to know.”
“Why?”
“Because.” She hesitated. “I was embarrassed and scared.”
“Why?”
She shrugged, frustrated and upset. “I don’t know! I don’t like doing any of this. If I had it my way, I would have a great paying job by now, but I don’t. Instead, I have debts, loans and a sugar daddy who gives me a monthly allowance.”
He didn’t say anything, so she continued. 
“I do all kinds of weird odds and end jobs. I was only there to collect my money.”
“And what job did you do for him?”
Silence fell between them as she weighed the pros and cons of honesty again. 
“He was a man who paid me to get to know you.”
He didn’t say anything for so long, she didn’t know what to think. But finally he moved aside; without saying a word, he invited her into the house and she followed him to the couch. 
“What do you mean?”
“I meant what I said.” She wrung her hands in her lap, too nervous to stay sitting. “Just a guy who contacted me through arrangements. He told me where I could meet you and that my job was to meet you.”
“So the falling, hitting your head, me saving you, all that…was a lie?”
“No! That wasn’t a lie. It was some sort of weird coincidence. I really was just in the area taking pictures. I was planning to go to your house and say I got lost or something, and ask for directions, but I fell and hit my head. I didn’t know that you would find me. I didn’t know that I would be found at all. I could have been eaten by a bear!”
“And what? Liking me, making me fall for you? That was all made up, too?” The disbelief and fury were written all over his face.  
“I was just a job to you?” he hissed, stepping closer with each word until they were face to face. 
“No! None of that was planned. Honestly, Dom. I just fell for you.”
He shrugged and went to the kitchen to fix himself a drink. His face was passive and blank as he poured. She hated that she put that look on his face. “I don’t believe you.”
“I swear, Dom. It was nothing nefarious. All simple things. He only asked me to do three things. Meet this man. He had a picture of you. See if you can get him to trust you. I made sure you found my SB login from my browsing history so you'd have a way of contacting me again. And the last thing he had me do is find out if he’s Italian. Which you told me you are. Three questions. Three grand.”
She kept talking, so worried about saving her own butt that she didn’t catch how obviously shaken up he was.
He grabbed her arms, causing her to yelp in surprise. “Who asked you to do that, Anna?”
“Um?”
“What did he look like?”
“I thought you saw him,” she said dumbly. 
“No. I only saw the back of his head.”
She stared at his face, as if memorizing it. “Well, he looked a lot like you, actually.’
“What was his name?”
She struggled to think, caught in emotion and the pressure Dom put on her arms. “Luca Roberto Costa.”
This time the panic in his eyes was visible. 
“They’ve found me.”
He dropped her arms and ran to his room. “I’ve got to go.”
She followed him, watching from the doorway as he flung the little bit of clothes he cherished into a duffle bag. 
“Dom, what’s happening? Talk to me, please. We can work this out.”
He paused, long enough to show her he was serious. “There is nothing for us to work out. I’m leaving, and you’re not coming with me. I’ve made enough bad decisions to last a lifetime.”
Her mouth hung open as he continued muttering to himself. 
“Check the surveillance. Less than 24 hours. Send Gelato to Anita. “
It was as if he truly believed what he said had been enough, and ten minutes later when he looked up to find her still standing there, he frowned. 
“Why are you still here?” His tone was enough to make her flinch… but not back down.
“We need to talk about this.”
“I told you to go home.”
“I’m not going anywhere! Not until you tell me what’s going on.”
His lips flattened into a straight line. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”
That was enough to push her over the age. “You talk about honesty and being straight-forward, but I’m not stupid. I can tell you’ve been keeping secrets of your own. What are you hiding from me, Dom? You promised me honesty, too. Or was that vow lip service?”
“You don’t know what you’re asking for.”
“Yes. I do! I want to be with you. I’m trying to work through this, and you’re not being helpful in the least bit.”
“You want to know?! The mafia is coming to kill me.” He spoke without emotion, as if it all drained from his body. “Finally.”
 



Chapter 17
She must have heard him incorrectly. She was almost sure of it. She didn’t hear him say the mafia was coming to kill him. Nope. She did not hear that because that would mean they were also probably coming for her. 
“Why do you think that?”
He hadn’t said it like he was thinking it. He said it like a man sure of his own name. 
“I don’t know, maybe because I’ve been living here hiding out for a year and hadn’t seen a single Italian, and now since meeting you, you tell me not only do you see another Italian, but they’re asking about me.”
Her eyed widened. Did she lead the mafia to him?
But why was the mafia after him to begin with?
She opened her mouth, almost afraid to ask, but he beat her to it. 
“Yes. I did a lot of bad things. I’ve done things. I have killed people, but I’m not a bad man. And that’s not why they want my head.”
There was so much to process in those few sentences. Dom had killed people?! He was a murderer, and yet, somehow he wasn’t a bad man? AND someone wanted him dead. Her brain struggled to process that. What would she do with that information? What could she do? She decided to tackle that after the issue at hand.
“They want you dead?”
“Yes, because I turned on them.”
“Them?”
He sighed and sat on the bed, beckoning her to sit beside him. 
“I joined the gang when I was barely thirteen. I didn’t have a choice. My father was murdered right before my eyes, and I had three younger siblings to look after. My mother, bless her heart, tried, but she couldn’t work hard enough to feed us and put a roof over our heads.”
“So you joined the gang?”
He nodded. “Easy money. They didn’t care that I was young. In fact, they loved it. My face made it easier for me to go unnoticed. They exported what we call dual-use industrial equipment, the kind the military and civilians can use, but without authorization from the Italian ministry.”
He took a deep breath and then focused on something far away, a dot on the wall, barely blinking as he went on. 
“We got caught. We got caught with our hands dirty in a deal with a Siberian gang. I lost a lot of my brothers that night. I saw them go down one by one. The few that refused to run and get shot in their backs were arrested. Including me. The Italian government proposed a deal to me. In exchange for immunity for myself and my family, I had to bring down my own gang.” He turned to Anna, eyes haunted with heartbreak and betrayal. “It was never a choice. It was lose-lose from the beginning. I couldn’t sell my family down the river. They didn’t know what I did to put food on the table. They knew it probably wasn’t something legal. I never left the house until dark, but they didn’t know the details. None of what I did was their fault. But I couldn’t rat out my gang either. I had sworn an oath to them. They would have me killed for talking to the cops, or worse, skinned my family alive and let me live with the regret. But the government promised that without my cooperation, they would have me thrown in a cell to rot for life.” He hung his head, pulling the ends of his hair. “And that is not a life.”
She wanted to comfort him, but wasn’t sure how when he was so vulnerable and possibly still upset with her. 
“They relocated my family. My mom, twin sisters, and my brother, all gone from me. I don’t know where they are and I tried the best I could to find out. When it became clear that I would never find out, I mourned, Anna. I mourned. Do you know what it feels like to believe someone you love is dead, but you can’t see their bodies to be sure?”
She nodded. 
She did know. 
The car crash that had killed her parents had left two mangled bodies. Too mangled for a child to see. They had been identified by their dental records, and she had gone from loved to orphan in a day. 
“So you came here?”
“I came here,” he said, looking into her eyes. “I did everything they said, put my life and my family’s lives at risk, and was placed here in British Columbia without a word of where my family was or if they were okay until the deal went through and whoever they were looking for was brought to justice.”
“And I ruined it. You were laying low, and I blew up your spot.”
He smiled sadly and caressed her cheek. “It appears you have.”
“And that’s why you have to go.”
“I have to. I am no coward, but I refuse to die here. If I must go, I will fall to my knees in my own country. I would prefer my blood be spilled in the land where I want my bones to settle.”
It was so poetic and depressing; she teared up. 
“I’m sorry.”
Again, he touched her cheek, almost checking to see if she was real. “It’s not your fault. You were just trying to make a living. I can understand that more than anyone.”
He took a deep breath then stood. “Go pack. I will call a driver. He will take you home.”
It sounded a lot like what he had said to her before, and she didn’t like it. 
“No.”
Her defiance shocked him. 
“No?” His tone suggested he must have misheard her. 
“No. I won’t be going. I am not leaving you. No.”
She had done it before, and it had felt like trash. She wasn’t going to do it again. 
“Anna. You must not have heard me correctly. I am not going camping. This is not a vacation to Vegas because I am tired of the cold weather. I will be running for my life.”
“No. I heard you.”
“Then what don’t you understand?”
She could see the tension in his eyes, the worry, and the tiny sliver of fear and she knew he thought she would break. 
“What don’t you understand? I am going with you. I’ve made up my mind. Hurry up and finish packing; I don’t know how much time we have.”
He couldn’t have been more shocked by her, and perhaps it was the stress, but he laughed. He actually laughed at her. 
Anna frowned, and he snatched her up too fast to stop him. They were face to face, and she could see the small flecks of gold in his eyes. “You are the most pleasant surprise.”
She blushed.
“Anna, please tell me there is nothing more between us. If you want to come with me, we must be honest with one another. I have never told a single soul what I just told you. I cannot take it back, but I can leave you behind if you are unsure how you feel about me or my past.”
“I know how I feel Dom… wait. Is that even your real name?” Her eyebrows arched and he smirked. 
“I can tell you that I went to college. Dom was my nickname, and I used it for my alias, Domenico Moretti. My real name is Danilo Costa.” He shuddered. “I haven’t said my own name in years. Danilo Costa, son of Antonio Costa and Sofía Costa.”
“Nice to meet you, Danilo. My name is Anna, but my friends call me Ann.”
Then he was kissing her with long, drugging kisses, owning her tongue and mouth until she moaned against his lips. He pulled back and kissed her on the forehead before speaking. 
“Get your stuff. We have to go.”
He was right. She grabbed her weekend bag, forgotten in the living room, and threw in her toiletries from the bathroom. 
“What are we going to do with Gelato?”
“I have a friend who owns a dog grooming shop. I’ll be leaving him with her.”
Anna wondered if this friend was more than an actual friend, but bit her tongue. Now was not the time, and she trusted Dom. For the past three months, he had been hers, and now she had zero intentions of letting him go, so if his friend had slept with Dom, all she had now were the memories. 
“I’m packed,” she said, tossing the bag to the front door. “What do we need to do now?”
“Turn on the computer!” he yelled from the bathroom as she booted his computer on the living room table. 
“Password?”
“Bergamo, Lombardy.” He spelled it out for her so she wouldn’t spell it wrong.
“What’s that?”
“The place where I was born,” he said, emerging from the bedroom with his own bags.
“Now what?” She stared at the blank computer screen. It was very nondescript, with no shortcuts saved on the front and a very basic blue background picture. 
“Here,” he said, sitting beside her on the couch and putting the computer on his lap. “I need to check the surveillance feeds.”
Anna was shocked to see views of everything surrounding the house and inside. 
“You have cameras everywhere?”
“Yup. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”
He ran through the feeds from the past week in fast-forward, making sure no one had been on his property or around it. 
“All clear,” he said, switching back to current day and running through the past hours. “No one was here,” he said with relief. 
“But someone is here now,” Anna gasped with horror as a truck from camera one pulled up to the house.
“Incredible. We’ve been found.” 
It was not the kind of declaration of a man planning to go down without fighting. She turned to see his face tight and his mind obviously calculating. 
“What are we going to do?”
“We,” she liked the sound of that, “are getting out of here. Alive.” He paused, still thinking. “One way or another.”
He ran to the room and came back carrying two guns. 
“Do you know how to shoot?”
Her wide-eyed expression said it all. “Okay. I’ll take the shooting. You can run and keep up. Grab the bags and wait at the back door.”
He tucked both guns into his waistband and carried the computer as he walked to the backdoor. 
“Gelato,” he called. The dog was already pacing in front of Dom, ready to fight and protect him. He was smart enough to discern something was wrong. 
“Sit boy,” Dom commanded, leaving Gelato where he was needed the most: with Anna. 
Dom typed quickly in the computer, splitting the screen between the camera feed and wide lines of code. 
“What are you doing?”
“Deleting all my files and setting the system to self-destruct internally in two minutes.”
Wow. It felt a lot like her life suddenly had become a suspense movie, not the kind of life a poor college girl would be living. 
She watched Dom’s fingers fly over the screen and the camera feed with bated breath. Three men exited a black sedan after it pulled up the dirt path instead of parking right at the front door even though there was room. In no rush and clearly armed, they descended slowly from the car. The split screen switched between cameras, showing that the sedan was alone. No one was surrounding the house or trying to sneak in from behind. Those men and whoever was in the black-tinted van had come alone. 
“That’s the guy that paid me,” Anna said, pointing to the screen as one of the men removed his shades. 
“Are you sure?”
“Positive,” he said just before Luca called out Dom’s real name. 
 



Chapter 18
“Danilo.” Not Dom or Domenico. Danilo. His true name, and the man said it with a familiarity that left Dom longing for more. He stared into the computer screen trying to place who the man was and how he knew who Dom really was. He didn’t have to think long. 
“Sono io. Tuo fratello.”
It’s me. Your brother.
Dom hadn’t seen his brother in three years, his sisters and mother in five. The last time he had seen his little brother was when he had come to beg Dom to come home, but he hadn’t listened, and now he was in Canada. Missing everything about home. 
He could hear their voices on the other side of the door through the camera’s microphone. 
Luca was his brother’s name, but the man before him didn’t look like his little brother. His younger brother by ten years had aged. It had only been three years since they had last spoken, but his bright eyes were now dull, and his chin was covered in a beard. Mamma would have never let him grow a beard. He peered closer to the computer screen trying to see his face. In it, he could see the remnants of the small boy he had taught to fish and how to ride his bike. Luca and his two friends, clad in all black and still wearing shades, walked slowly to the door. Despite all the warning bells in his head, his hand loosened from the gun handle in his waist. 
He could now hear the men’s voices on the other side of the wooden door. Anna stood frozen at the back door, hand on Gelato’s head for stability, and he realized he was willing to risk it all. If it was his brother, truly his brother, he would die by the bullet of that hand with a smile on his face.
Still, his hand trembled, hovering over the doorknob. 
“Danilo, per favore.” 
Please. 
He gave in, turning the door and squinting past the sunlight to see his blood in the flesh. It was him. 
Luca didn’t wait for words; as soon as there was enough space to push through the entrance, he threw his arms around his brother, pulling him close. 
“I thought I would never see you again,” Dom said, shedding unchecked tears. 
Luca smacked Dom’s back, nodding. “I promised Mamma I would find you, either your face or your remains.”
So they had thought he was dead, too. 
He pulled back and smiled at the boy he could remember being born. Dom could remember every sibling’s birth, but his brother’s he remembered the most vividly. It had been the first time he had realized he would be responsible for someone other than himself. When his twin sisters were born three years later, it made Dom feel a sense of protectiveness he hadn’t known he could feel so strongly, but with his brother, it was the sense that he had to be great so he wouldn’t lead Luca astray. 
“Please come in. Sit.”
Luca did, and seeing Anna standing there, he smiled at her as he sat on the couch. The two men with him chose to stand. “Mi bella! You are still here. I must thank you. Without you, none of this was possible.”
That was not the right thing to say. All her adrenaline released and anger set in.
She stomped over to him and poked him in the chest. Even sitting they were almost the same height. “How dare you? How dare you use me that way? You nearly ruined everything, and you had me scared out of my mind. We thought you were the mafia! Why did you have to message me?”
“Because you are my brother’s type,” he said matter-of-factly with a shrug.
His brother had not changed. He was a man who did what he liked, when he liked, and saw it as the only way. Stubbornness was a Costa trait, but the bravado and nonchalance was all Luca. Dom laughed, breaking the tension, and pulled Anna onto his lap. 
“So while you are looking for my body, you are playing matchmaker? I thought we left such nonsense to Mamma.”
Luca smirked and shook his head no. “Mamma is nosy and refuses to see that a man will not settle down until he is ready. You have always been ready; you were just waiting for the right girl.”
Anna, still bristling, relaxed at hearing that. Dom liked the idea that she, too, believed she was the right one for him. If only he could tell her that himself. 
“And the men?
By now they had removed their sunglasses, but stood without speaking at each entrance. 
“Bodyguards.” Luca spoke as if everything could be said with a shrug. Nothing was a big deal. 
“There are men looking for you. In case I ran into them while looking for you, I brought back up.”
It made sense. Italians were a vengeful lot. They could hold a grudge.
“Luca. Tell me. Where is Mamma? And Grazianna and Graziella? Please tell me they are alive.”
That was the important question. He needed to know that his family was alright… still intact, though it was no longer whole. 
“They are alive and well. They are waiting for my word in the truck.”
Again, his delivery was unprecedented. Dom sat stunned before he clambered to his feet, forcing Anna to stand. “That truck. The one out there?”
Luca nodded. “Yes. I told them to wait just to be sure, but I was positive you were who I thought you were.”
Dom ran outside. The bodyguard at the front door stepped to the side just in time to let him through without a physical altercation, and both back doors opened to reveal three women. 
 



Chapter 19
Anna felt like awkward watching this very private moment. Truly a moment that was both touching and so filled with love, she wanted to turn away. There was no denying Domenico loved his mother. It was clear in the way he held her to his chest, and she wept. 
“Mio figlio.”
Two women with identical looks got in the huddle, throwing their arms around the two bodies and crying happy tears. Even though she and Dom weren’t officially dating, she wanted to be a part of that hug. She wanted the kind of familial bond they had. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt like she was a part of a bigger whole. Her parents had died when she had been ten; since then, she couldn’t remember anyone making her feel as loved as her parents had made her feel. 
Luca stood beside her at the door, taking it all in. “You should go over there.” His thick accent coated his words. 
She watched as Dom’s mother pulled back from their hug to look over him and fuss about his weight. 
“Oh. No. Dom and I aren’t dating. It would be…” wonderful. Amazing. Exactly what she wanted. “Inappropriate. We just have an arrangement.”
“You sure about that?” He looked into her eyes, not letting up, as if peering for the truth and when he found it, he nodded as his hand with knowing. “You should go over there,” he repeated before pushing her towards the mass of people now separating. “Introduce yourself.”
Danilo’s mother looked like a queen, the way her silver hair was wrapped in an elaborate bun and clipped to the back of her head. The wrinkles around her eyes and mouth seemed to have been from smiling and Anna hoped they were. From what Dom had told her, her life couldn’t have been easy and being separated from a man as good as her son, she imagined would be almost unbearable. Considering she had experienced it for two weeks, she could only imagine how her heart would ache if it had been any longer.  
Dom wiped his eyes and seeing Anna, smiled. “Mamma, this is Anna.”
The small woman pulled Anna in with hidden strength into a big hug. Tears beaded at Anna’s eyes from the love and warmth. It had been too long. 
The woman cleared her throat. “Nice to meet you. I am Sofia Costa.” She spoke in a slow, even pace, and her accent was thick, as if she hadn’t spoken English for a very long time. “These are my daughters, Grazianna and Graziella. How do you know my Danilo?”
It was clear what she was asking, and Anna turned pink, not sure how to answer. 
“Mio Dio. Only five minutes and you are already prying, Mamma.”
“What? What is it? Can’t a mother who hasn’t seen her son in five years be interested in his life?”
Even though he pretended to be embarrassed, Anna could tell he was more than content. He ushered the family in, and together, between talking and Dom’s mom taking over his kitchen, they began to catch up on everything that had happened over the past five years. The government placing his family in witness protection. The mass shootings at anyone who might know where Dom was. The manhunt for the gang leader Piero and his final demise in a basement since he refused arrest. Dom’s mother smiled while talking, though tears slid down her face. 
“You can finally come home, mio figlio. We can be a family again.”
Anna didn’t miss the longing in her voice, nor the uncertainty on Dom’s face, and because she knew it was better to see the glass half empty, she opened her mouth to seal her own fate. “That’ll be wonderful, Mrs. Costa. I’m sure Dom, I mean Danilo, misses Italy. He told me it’s very beautiful.”
“Well, you can see for yourself. You must come visit. There is always a room in my home,” she said, standing up. She swatted at the hands of her children, extended in case she needed help. “I am old, not an invalid. Leave me alone.” Anna couldn’t help smiling at their relationship. It was clear how much she loved her children, and they loved her. 
It didn’t take long before the Costas slipped up and started speaking in Italian. Hearing the foreign words from Dom’s lips only made him even sexier. She watched him laugh with his mother in the kitchen while they made dinner for everyone. Occasionally stopping to embrace, joyous they are reunited. Luca was watching soccer alongside bodyguard number one and content without talking to each other while one of his sisters engaged in a conversation with bodyguard number two. 
Grazianna or Graziella, she wasn’t sure which one, sat Indian style beside her and spoke before she could attempt a casual conversation. “So… how long have you and my brother been dating?” The twin watched her with wide green eyes as she replied. 
She could feel her cheeks heating and revealing her secrets. “We are not dating.”
“I am not my mamma. You do not have to lie. My brother is a good man. You cannot do much better.”
Anna, not sure what to say, said the first thing that came to mind. “I’m sorry, you probably get this all the time. Which one are you? I can’t tell you and your sister apart.”
“I am Grazianna. The artist. My sister has a small mole right underneath her eyebrow. She is the smart one.”
“Right.” Anna felt flustered and at a loss for words. Technically, she was dating their brother. Though not for long if he moved back to Italy. “Well, you are right. Your brother is a great guy. I would be lucky to have him.”
“Has he told you he loves you yet?”
Grazianna had eyes like a cat, and it felt like she was staring right into Anna’s soul.
“Why would you ask that?”
“Because,” she said with the same nonchalance as her brother. “I can tell he does by the way he looks at you. He looks at you the way Papa looked at Mamma.” She stood from the ground and walked over to pet Gelato, who laid in a corner surveying all the newcomers. Though he was loving, he was first dedicated to protecting his owner, who couldn’t have been happier with his family. As if sensing her stare, Dom looked up, and his gaze made her feel like they were the only people in the room. So much was being said with only their bodies. 
I’m sorry. 
Forgive me. 
I want you. 
I love you.
All those words and more remained lodged in her throat as she faked a smile and stood up. 
“Well, it was a pleasure meeting every single one of you, but I have to be going. I have class in the morning, and I don’t want to interrupt any longer.”
That was a lie. She didn’t have class. In fact, her previous plans had been staying in bed all day with Dom, but they didn’t know that, and Dom, who did know that, wasn’t saying a word. He was staring at her with a guarded face. 
“No, per favore. You can’t go. We were making our famous dish. You must stay for dinner,” Mrs. Costa said.
It did smell amazing, but why prolong the inevitable?
“Oh no, ma’am. I really couldn’t. I know how much Dom has missed you guys. Just make sure he saves me a plate.”
To the naked eye, she was just fine. She was just a girl excusing herself, but on the inside, she was crumbling. She only hoped she’d make it home before the tears made it through her handmade dam.
“Mamma, leave her alone,” Luca said and stood up. “Maybe she has some things to do, and she’s too polite to say so. If she wants to go home, I’ll take her. It’ll be nice to drive myself for once instead of being lugged around in the back.”
Graziella huffed. “Oh please, like you didn’t enjoy pretending you were somebody famous.”
Grazianna laughed and stood up to give her sister a high five. 
“I will be back later, mamma. Don’t eat without me.”
Luca held the door open and let Anna walk out. She collected her bag from the back door and waved goodbye, intentionally avoiding eye contact with Dom, even as he watched her climb into the car. Luca didn’t speak as he pulled the gear into reverse and directed the car down the hill. He didn’t say a word as her tears broke free and slid down her cheeks until she, for the most part, had them under control. 
“You know, I think you’re making a big mistake.”
“Am I?”
“Yes. I think you should just tell my brother how you feel.”
“It’s not that simple, Luca.”
“I think it is.”
She wanted to pull her hair. “You talk as if you know me, but you don’t.”
He waited for the GPS to finish its direction before speaking. “Maybe, but I do know you shouldn’t run from your problems.”
“Since when did your brother become a problem?”
“He’s not. The problems is you not admitting how you feel.”
“Well, that’s where you’re wrong, buddy. I already admitted how I felt. I stuck around even when it got hard; I let him know I made the choice to choose him.”
“Then what’s the problem,” he said, pulling into her apartment lot. 
“This time, I want him to make the choice to choose me.”
And in a contest between her or his family, she would never win. 
She climbed from the car, grabbing her duffel bag before he could say too much more. 
“For what it’s worth, I think it’ll all work out.”
She shrugged half-heartedly and walked away because, in her experience, that kind of mindset only made you look like a fool. 
 



Chapter 20
It is one thing to be scolded. It is entirely worse in Italian. 
“Have I raised a fool?”
Dom could feel her eyes boring into him while he was chopping the onions. 
“No, Mamma.”
“You could have fooled me.”
“I was never fooled,” Luca yelled from the couch where he'd been listening in. Dom knew that he enjoyed every moment of it because Luca himself had spent the majority of his life on the receiving end of her scolding. 
“Don’t get me started on you, young man. Conning a loving girl into telling you all of Dom’s business. It’s a wonder he even fell in love.”
Dom’s mouth fell open. Sofia patted his cheek before turning to put another dish in the oven. “Close your mouth, dear; flies will get in.”
Grazianna drew small designs in the flour while waiting for her brother’s response, but he stayed silent. 
“I loved your father more than life. It was a pleasure to be his wife, but I was only able to do so because he asked!”
“Mamma, I can’t.”
“You’re being stupid,” Grazianna interrupted. 
“Hush,” she interrupted with a withering look for them both before continuing. “He made me a happy woman, and even now I can feel his love in my heart. The only thing that would have made me happier was if I had some grandchildren to spoil.”
She proclaimed the last sentence like an announcement to all her children. 
“But seeing as Luca is determined to be a bachelor all his life, Grazianna is married to her art, and Graziella is more ambitious than passionate, I am betting on you.”
Talk about pressure. Dom sighed, forgetting he had flour on his hands as he ran them through his hair. 
“Mamma, it is not that simple.”
“Love never is,” she said while flattening dough. “It shouldn’t be. Love is complicated. Messy,” she said, throwing a tendril of hair back from her face before looking up. “But that’s what makes it fun.”
“I am a murderer, Mamma. I lied to her, and worse, I let her leave. She probably hates me now.”
“So you go to her.”
“But…”
She pursued her lips and frowned. “I have also not raised a coward.”
She wiped her hands clean and then slid off the ring she had worn for thirty-seven years. “Here. Your father gave this to me under our favorite tree in Venice. He asked me to be his partner for life, and I said yes. Now you must do the same, or else you will regret it for the rest of your life.”
He took the ring, turning it over in his hand. It was a simple gold band with a small diamond in the center. The only thing a poor fisherman could afford, but it had held the lasting love of a couple for almost forty years. He only hoped he could have that and more with Anna.
Sofia returned from the bathroom and put her hands on her plump waist. “You are still here.”
He chuckled and shook his head. “Not for long. Grazie, Mamma. Love you,” he bent to kiss her cheek, and she kissed his. 
“You must also buy flowers!” Grazianna called out as he grabbed his keys and wallet. 
“And apologize,” Graziella yelled out as he ran through the door. 
“I know!”
“Don’t rip your pants,” Luca screamed right before the door closed. 
Siblings. They’re the worst.

But he loved them.
 
Dom drove like a wild man and was grateful he hadn’t pulled over as he parked in front of her apartment. The entire way he focused on driving, just getting there, but now that he was here, he wasn’t sure what to say. 
Apologize. His sister was brilliant. He figured he’d start there and let his heart take him the rest of the way. 
With trepidation, Dom knocked on Anna’s door and held his breath. 
“Just a minute, let me get some change,” she yelled before the door was yanked open and he took her in. 
Her eyes widened and he dropped to one knee just as she slammed the door in his face. 
“Oh my goodness. Dom! What are you doing here?” she called through the door. 
“I’ve come to ask you to marry me.”
“What?” She screeched before opening the door again. 
There he was, on one knee, though the ground hurt, waiting. 
Her makeup was more than smudged, and it was clear that she had spent the better part of the last hour crying. 
“You can’t do this right now; I look a mess.”
He took her left hand. “I don’t care. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Then with a deep breath, he let his heart lead. “Anna, I am sorry. I am so sorry I wasn’t man enough to tell you what I already knew. I love you. I love you so much it hurts, and I’m hoping you love me, too, even though you deserve more than what I am. I didn’t have the best childhood, and I’ve done some things I regret, but I promise you, if you let me be your husband, I will spend my life giving you everything I have. All of my love and more is yours. Please be my wife.”
“Yes,” she said through tears and a horrible hiccup. “Yes!”
He slid the ring on her finger, pleased that it fit and took her into his arms. 
 
Eight Months Later
“I hate you,” she groaned between patterned breaths like she had learned in class. 
“I know,” Dom said from her bedside. “But I love you.”
Another intense contraction passed through her, and she squeezed his hand until it passed. 
“This is all your fault!”
It was his fault. Never mind it took two to tango, or the fact that she had said yes when he had asked her to marry him. 
With his hand that still had blood flowing through it, he wiped her sweaty forehead with a cool rag and kissed her. “Remember when we first met? Remember when we thought my brother was the mafia?”
The doctor, who sat in between Anna’s legs checking how far she was dilated, raised an eyebrow in question. Dom chuckled but didn’t explain. It wasn’t for her to know what they were talking about. Right now, it was only to take his wife’s mind off the pain. 
“Remember when you met mama and the twins? Remember when you thought we would never be together? That was the best day, wasn’t it?”
Even though she was exhausted and felt like a stuffed chicken, she nodded. 
“It started off pretty bad, but it ended perfectly. You walking out of my life was the worst feeling, second to thinking my family was dead. When Luca drove away with you in the car, I realized how stupid I had been. I’d made the worst mistake of my life. Mamma knew just by looking at me that I loved you. The twins just said I was being stupid. She held my hand and told me to not make the same mistake I had made once before by letting the good things in life escape my hands like sand. Then she pulled her wedding band from her finger, even though she hadn’t taken it off in the almost twenty-five years Papa has been dead, and told me to make an honest woman out of you. And I did. Remember?”
Anna teared up just thinking about it. It had been perfect. She had been sitting at home crying and trying to convince herself not to eat the rest of her Bluebell ice cream before the pizza had been delivered, and when the doorbell rang, she had answered it, wet eyes, smeared makeup and all, thinking it was her pizza delivery. Not the man she loved on one knee ready to propose. It couldn’t have been any more awkward. She had said yes, and the rest was history. He hadn’t moved back to Italy. He had decided it wasn’t safe and built a brand new cabin beside his for his family to live in, so they could all be together. Anna spent her days using her degree by helping the family run their new business, selling Sofia’s desserts, and in between the business lessons, learning Italian from her sisters-in-law. 
She, Dom, and Gelato stayed in their cabin, though Dom was already building onto it in preparation for the family he wanted to start. When Dom set his mind to something, he always got his way, and in the case of one pregnant Anna, they started working on it immediately, and it hadn’t taken long. Now, only eight months later, she was giving birth to a son who was just like his father – stubborn. He decided he was going to come when he felt like it – not when he was predicted to enter this world. 
“Okay, Anna, we’re almost there. On the next contraction I need you to give me your best push, the head is crowning, he is almost out.”
So much pressure. So much pain. Anna wanted to escape her own body, but couldn’t. She took a deep breath, and even though she knew she could do it, she turned to Dom with frightened eyes. What if she couldn’t do it? As always, there was assurance, confidence in her and love in his eyes. 
“You can do it, il mio fiore,” which she had come to learn meant my flower. She nodded and pushed with all she had, straining every muscle in her body, and then she heard it, the smallest of cries, and she forgot all the pain she was in. All she could focus on was the tiny bundle the doctor put on her belly. 
“It’s a boy.”
He had ten fingers, ten toes, and a small tuft of black hair on his head. 
“He’s so quiet,” she whispered, not sure she wanted to know why he was already not crying. 
“That’s okay,” the doctor assured her as they took him to clean, weigh and swaddle him. “Some babies scream, others need a good spanking before they make any noise” he said with a wink.
So he was as mysterious and slow to speak as his father. Figures. She did all the work for almost nine months, and already he was just like his father. 
She took his swaddled body in her arms and smiled. She couldn’t be mad; he was still perfect. 
“Have you thought of a name,” the nurse asked, ready to write his name on the birth card. 
She and Dom nodded, unable to take their eyes off the tiny miracle. 
“Daniel, after my father, Antonio, after his father, Costa.”
“That’s a great name,” she said, writing it down with his birth weight and length. 
“Daniel Antonio,” she whispered to the sleeping baby. “Momma loves you.” Dom kissed her on the forehead, and she leaned into his warmth. “Your daddy loves you, too.”
 
THE END
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Abby Walker nervously wet her lips with the tip of her tongue.  Once again, she tried to remind herself that she had no reason to be nervous.  She had a plan, she could put it into action, she could carry it out.  
She was settled now in the front row at one of the largest fashion houses in New York, waiting for their latest fashion show to start up.  She looked stunning in her low cut, short black dress and six-inch Jimmy Choos.  Abby loved fashion.  She’d grown up with it, and the models that went through it, her entire life.  
Abby’s father, Ed Walker, had co-created the most successful modeling agency in New York City.  While Abby was pretty enough to be in the industry herself, her father had gone out of his way to protect her.  Ed Walker did not want her to see the ugliness that could come with both the modeling and underside of the business enterprise.  That had not stopped Abby from ending up at parties, or corporate events.  That was where she had met the man who was currently seated on the other side of the runway from her—Mitchell Fields.  
Mitchell Fields had been her father’s business partner her entire life.  Mitchell was twice her age, but he was gorgeous.  She’d developed a crush on him early and it had been with her ever since.  Not that Mitchell had ever noticed.  She’d always been nothing but Ed’s Little Girl to him.  But today, Abby had a feeling that was going to change.  
Abby had not seen Mitchell in several years.  She’d graduated high school and gone off to college, coming home only on the occasional holiday break and never for a full summer.  Now that graduation was over, she had just returned to New York after finishing at Yale.  Her degree was just as impressive as her looks.  She was twenty-three now, and had grown up in all of the right ways.  Abby’s long blonde hair, huge green eyes and killer figure had gotten her the attention of all of the Ivy League boys.  Despite that, she was still a virgin.  She was holding out for just the right man… and today she was going to have him.  
She was not a little girl anymore, and today Mitchell Fields would see that.  Abby was going to seduce him if it was the last thing that she did.  Studying him, she realized that he looked even better than he had in the past.  She had chosen her outfit with the intent of proving to him that she was no child.  She had gone through every modeling tip and technique on makeup that she had learned over the years.  Expensive foundations and brighteners accented her flawless skin.  Her eyes were rimmed in black liner and mascara.   She had topped off the look with bright red lipstick.  She looked hot-and Mitchell was going to notice.  
The house lights dropped.  Abby smiled as her eyes focused across the runway on Mitchell.  Her tongue traced across her lips once more while she crossed one long leg over the other.  Her Yale roommate and best friend Maria had dared her to seduce the man she had been lusting over all these years.  Abby suspected that Maria might have been growing weary with hearing about Mitchell.  As long as Abby had known Maria, she had her crush on Mitchell.  Maria had sat through countless nights of Abby googling recent pictures of Mitchell or just declaring how gorgeous he was.  So when the other girl had offered out the challenge, she could not really blame her.  After all, the other girl who had watched Abby walk away from countless men her own age over the years.  So when the dare had come out of Maria’s mouth, Abby had thought it was as much a challenge to make her stop talking as much as it was one to see if she could do it.  Abby had accepted immediately.  
Abby smiled at the memory, just as Mitchell happened to turn.  He looked across the runway at her.  Their eyes met.  She gave him a sly smile.  She watched as Mitchell’s eyes roamed over her.  Abby held back a grin.  The look on Mitchell’s face said it all.  He wanted her already.  This was going to be no trouble at all.  Abby licked her lips again.  Maybe she did have a reason to be nervous after all.  
*****
Mitchell Fields took a deep breath, trying to hide his arousal.  Who was the girl in the front row?  He knew that he had never seen her here before—he certainly would have remembered.  She was gorgeous, and she would not stop staring at him.  Mitchell was not doing much better himself.  He could barely take his eyes off of her to concentrate on the girls on the runway.  
Mitchell was used to beautiful women hanging on him.  He was forty, but he enjoyed his bachelor lifestyle.  He had never really seen himself as the settle down type.  Therefore, he had every intention of sticking to his world of drinks and hot sex with gorgeous models.  
Getting older had done nothing to his looks.  Mitchell still looked fabulous.  His black hair had a few streaks of distinguishing gray in it.  He himself kept to a strict workout routine and diet.  It paid off.  Models were always after him.  Actually, all women were always lusting after him.  
The fashion show ended not a moment too soon.  Mitchell got up from his seat.  He was a bit ashamed to admit that he had not paid as much attention as he probably should.  He was too distracted by the hot blonde seated across from him.  He hoped that she was on her way over to the after show party.  He needed to find her—immediately if not sooner.  
There was always an after show party filled with drinks and bands.  It was a good way to network, give feedback, or simply hype up publicity with the press.  Of course, it was also where some of the darker aspects of the modeling business began to form.  That always happened.  
He entered the large room that was already filling up with beautiful women and well-dressed men.  He knew that most of the men in the room did not have the best of intentions where the women lay.  That was the problem with modeling.  Women too quickly became objects that symbolized only one thing.  While he did not care much to think about it, it was something that he had to admit he was guilty of from time to time.  
He laid eyes on his mystery woman near the bar.  She was sipping on a glass of red wine.  Mitchell smiled.  He began making his way through the crowd.  It took him a few moments.  He kept getting stopped by both men and women alike.  Everyone wanted his attention.  While most of the men wanted to talk business or compliment him on the company’s successes, the women were batting their eyes in ways that Mitchell knew.  Apparently his reputation preceded him.  
“Did you enjoy the show?”  He finally reached the mystery woman’s side. He leaned against the bar beside her, ordering himself a gin and tonic.  The girl turned to him.  Her eyes were bright green.  Her lips were a beautiful shade of bright crimson.  Mitchell felt the lust well up in him immediately.  He could already imagine what those lips could do to him.  
“Couldn’t take my eyes off of it.”  The girl put her wine glass on the bar.  “It was everything I wanted.”  Mitchell chuckled.  
“I don’t believe that we’ve met.  I’m Mitchell Fields.”  He offered her a hand.  
“It’s my pleasure.”  She shook his hand firmly.  
“And you are-?”  Mitchell pressed gently.  He was curious just who she could be.  He had never seen her here before, after all.  
“A fashion lover who is thrilled to meet the brilliant mind behind this empire.”  She leaned against the bar beside him as her fingers wrapped around her wine glass once more.  
“Flattery will get you everything.”  Mitchell looked the girl over.  His eyes immediately landed on her chest.  She had quite the figure-that was for sure.   “Have we met before?”  
“Oh, we may have run into each other a time or two, but it was nothing formal.”  She was quite casual about it.  “Regardless, I have always been a fan of yours, Mr. Fields.”  
“Oh have you?”  Mitchell took a quick sip of his drink.  He set the glass on the bar.  “And please, call me Mitchell.”  
“Well of course… Mitchell.”  His name rolled so smoothly off of those beautiful red lips.  Mitchell could barely contain himself.  
“So are you a model yourself?”  The girl laughed.  
“Not hardly.”  She took a step closer to him.  Mitchell shook his head solemnly.  
“Such a shame.  A beautiful girl like you?  You could be any modeling agent’s dream.”  The girl laughed once more.  It was delicate, musical.  Mitchell could not believe his level of interest in this incredible woman whom he had just met. 
“Well, you are quite the flatterer.”  She shook her long blonde hair.  Mitchell picked up the faint aroma of shampoo and expensive perfume.
“I’ve been in this business for a few years.” Mitchell sipped his drink once more.  “I’ve got an eye for beautiful women.”  
“I’m certain that you do.”  The girl’s bright red lips formed a coy smile.  “Men like you are brilliant.”
“Well, I’m not the only one who is good with flattery.”  
“I can’t help myself.”  She took a step closer to him.  “There’s just something about a man in power that has always… turned me on.”  
Mitchell smiled.  So she was certainly interested.  That was a good thing.  He wanted to see what was under that skimpy little dress that she was wearing.  
 “It’s certainly a shame that you never went into modeling.”  Mitchell took his own step closer to her.  “The runway would have loved you.”  
“Thank you.”  His mystery woman took another step closer.  It made the scent of her intoxicating perfume stronger.  When he moved his arm to rest on the bar, he brushed against her breasts.  She did not pull away.  In fact, she looked even more interested.
“What can I tell you?” Mitchell pressed his arm more firmly against her breast.  “I know a body the camera would love.”  
He watched her press her tongue against her front teeth.  He found it incredibly sexy.  He moved his arm slightly so that he could stroke his fingers against the side of her breast.  
“Actually,” he murmured, “I know a body that anyone would love.”  
“Oh, I know that you do.”  The woman let her hand fall to rest on his upper arm.  “I know all about your talent, Mr. Fields.  There’s no one that I’d… trust… more.”  
Mitchell shook his head.  He met his share of beautiful women at these events, and he had many of them play up to him, but this one seemed to have a particular determination.  He did not really understand it—or why she was not offering her name.  But he was not about to turn her down.  
“If you ever do want to get into the business,” he met her eyes, “you just let me know.  I’ll make sure to find you the right connections.”  
The woman laughed flirtatiously.  It was a beautiful sound, and the action made her brilliant green eyes light up.  She was playing this game like a champion—and she was clearly in it to win it.  
“Well, maybe if you were really interested, I could find some time to give you a private performance.”  
Ah, there it was.  It was exactly as he had thought.  He felt the immediate stirrings of arousal.  He was certainly not going to turn this one down.  
“Why don’t we do just that?”
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In Deep: Love Struck
Chapter One
Evan
Just a typical day. That’s what today was, or at least what I thought it was. That's what I got for thinking that, because seeing the woman I kissed in the arms of my twin brother was enough to pop that stupid, little bubble in my head. Typical day my rear. 
I saw it all in slow motion. His hand possessively gripping her hip. Her thick body aching to burst out of the tight dress, like she just came from the club. I can't help wonder if she dressed like that for me. Her eyes wide, I couldn’t tell if she looked confused, scared, guilty, or a little of all three. The smug look on his face—my face—made me wonder whether he knew she was mine, or if he just always looked like that when he thought he was about to score. I couldn’t remember. 
We shared every, dang thing—a name, family, friends… heck, this club even. But not women. Women were supposed to be out of bounds. They always were, since Irene in the 7th grade dated Ethan first, broke his heart, and sent me a note with hearts on it. I wonder briefly if he somehow thought I’d changed my mind towards this after all this time, but I couldn’t think straight because I couldn't see anything else but his hand on her hip. I could feel the blood boiling under my skin and my hands curling into fists.
 
IDIOT!
 
Today was supposed to be a typical day.


One Week Earlier
 
I’ve always hated hospitals. I hated the smell of antiseptic, the bland, white walls, and the sound of death all around me. The clacking of the keys coming from the receptionist’s desk and the constant, boring commercials on the TV were enough to drive me insane. Not even considering how long I’d been sitting here thinking about what the fate of my brother would end up being—well, not my blood brother. That one’s was sitting right beside me. My club brother. He might not have been related by blood, but he was as family as family could get. Banditos were brothers for life, and a Bandito never leaves a brother behind. So here I was—waiting, just waiting to hear the news. We all were. That’s all we could do. 
I turned back around to survey the small space I was pacing across. Five men sat in the lobby; the rest of the visitors were too scared to sit across from them. They weren’t too focused on their worries and grief to forget stereotyping a group of tattooed men. I understood. We got it everywhere we went. You get used to it after a while. In truth, we are pretty scary looking. 
Gus looked like every motorcycle stereotype come true. Between his thick, white beard, tattoos, and his leather jacket, he could do all the scaring by himself. Add in my twin Ethan, the epitome of bad boy with his scowls and the bandana covering his head, Warren, who was the height and weight of a football player, Jason, who I hadn't seen smile in years, and Jerry, who vacillated between staring at Lila’s face and at the door the doctor would come through like he was debating charging through it at any moment? Yeah, we were a pretty intimidating group. 
The only redeeming qualities we had were Lila and Shirley who, while equally tattooed and equally tough, were women, and as a result, not quite as frightening. For some reason, humans with two X chromosome were deemed less scary. Big mistake in judgment, especially when it came to these two.
But we weren't bad people, just significantly more tattooed than your average person with an obsession for riding. No, none of us were bad, and on a good day we’d smile and kid around, with the exception of Jason, but today wasn't a laughing day. Today was a sad day. One of our own had taken a hit and we were waiting for news—any news. The wait was draining and it was making me miserable. 
Harrison had been hit by a car while waiting at a stop sign. Some idiot just drove right over him and didn't even stop to check on him to see if he was alive or what. Nothing. Didn’t even call the police. Someone who was driving in the opposite direction saw him bleeding in the street and called for help. I bet the fool was texting. I hated to think it, but if Harrison's bike was louder, that probably wouldn't have happened. People complain about how loud bikes are, but the sound serves a purpose. You hear it and look around. You pay attention. You wouldn't believe how many people die every year by being hit by an idiot behind the wheel of a car claiming they didn't see the motorcycle, see the driver, or my favorite excuse, he “just came out of nowhere.” Motorcycles don't kill people. Idiots in four wheelers kill people, and from the way Harrison looked coming in, I didn't think he was going to make it. Which sucked, because Lila loved him more than she loved morning coffee—which was a whole lot. And that’s saying something. I’ve seen her stab someone for messing with her morning coffee. 
All I needed to hear was a prognosis. Something. Anything. I needed to know my friend wasn't dead, and then I was leaving. Well, not for good. I could never abandon him like that, but I’d definitely take a break. Pacing the halls was just a way to burn nervous energy. I knew it was driving my brothers up a wall though. We all had our own way of coping.
Gus taught me how to ride, but Harrison taught me how to make love to the road. When my father passed, there was never any doubt that I’d follow in his footsteps. I was only fourteen, but I’d been around the club every day of my life. My mother knew there was no point in trying to make us wait until we got our licenses. It was all just formalities. As soon as I weighed enough to be able to pick up a bike if it fell over, I was on one. It was my own version of rehab, and with Harrison, I learned how to cope on my own. 
I could still remember the quiet mornings when I would wake around four, before the sun rose over the Arizona horizon, looking out into the dark and sneaking off to the club on my bicycle. That was the last place I saw my father alive and somehow, being there made me feel closer to him. Harrison found me one morning and he didn’t say a thing except, “Follow me.” He mounted his bike and pointed to another for me to get on. At the time, I had no idea where we were going. I didn’t know if I should follow him either. He was still new to the club. At the time, all I knew was he was a war vet and forced into retirement after ten years in the service. He had to be around thirty years old. But he was a brother. A Bandito and I trusted him with my life. So I followed him. 
Together, we slowly rode up a mountain, around several curves and hidden bends until we were on a ledge. Then in the stillness of the morning, we watched the heavens swing open and the sun rise. 
I didn’t know it at the time, but Harrison had just showed me his own way of coping. By managing his own grief, he helped me manage mine. For months, we’d ride up in the still of morning and wait for the day to meet us. Over time, we rode more because of the serenity it gave us rather than the need to escape. I dealt with my grief and in learning that, I learned how to be a skilled driver. It felt a lot like becoming a man. It happened when I wasn’t paying attention and I owed it all to Harrison. I reached out in my own way and he held on. Without him, I couldn’t say where I would be. There’s nothing more dangerous in life than a troubled teen without a father. Ethan was proof of that.
“Mrs. Harrison?” A doctor with silver hair and the face of some guy you'd ask for directions called out, interrupting my thoughts. He was completely nonthreatening with his thin glasses and weathered face. Lila and the crew immediately jumped up. I hung back, watching. I didn't have to hear what was being said to know it wasn't good. His movements were unhurried and deliberate, as if choreographed, ready to catch Lila if she fell, but she didn't. She had us. 
She stood there taking it all in. The pain on her face was as clear as an open wound. She covered her face, her sobs stifled as if trying to push the tears back in. Jerry rubbed her back trying to comfort her as the devastation pushed hard. She turned into Jerry’s chest and wailed. I winced. The primal sounded of her pain pulled at me. They were the kind of sounds humans were programmed not to ignore. It hurt to hear. To be so close to that kind of pain. I felt guilty walking away even though I knew I was coming back. Gus, our faithful leader stepped up with follow up questions. 
“I don't understand. Brain dead? And there's nothing we can do?”
“I’m sorry, I’m afraid there isn't. The machines are keeping him alive. With Mrs. Harrison's permission, I'd like to suggest organ donation. He'd be a viable candidate, and he’d be able to help a lot of people,” he said with a perfunctory frown of sympathy. “I'm sorry for your loss,” he said again before turning to walk away. 
Well, incredible. 
I have to get out of here. I have to get out of here. Now. I could feel it. It was coming for me. To sink me. Drown me.

I had to get out of here.
There were enough people in the waiting room to support Lila and hold her up. They could spare me a few minutes, and that's all I needed. Harrison was a good guy, and for some reason, hearing he was brain dead was worse than hearing he’d died on the operating table. I almost would have preferred that. At least that way, he would truly be gone. Brain dead offered options, delusions, and a lot of maybes. I didn’t want to hear he was on some table existing solely because machines willed it to be. I didn’t want to hear that there was a slight chance he’d wake up. One in a million was still a small chance and I hoped Lila wouldn’t cling to that as I walked away. 
I figured if I was going to leave, I might as well make myself useful. I had no idea where I was going, but I had every intention of finding the cafeteria. I walked aimlessly, lost in my thoughts into a dead end. Nothing here but rows of medical supplies. It was darker and secluded and gave me the minute I needed. I stood there gaping like a fish, gulping air and stuffing my pain back down where it came from, where it's supposed to lay quietly. 
Where am? How did I get here?
I tried to think rationally while mentally fighting my own demons. 
This isn't about you. You don't get to hurt right now. This is Lila's pain. 
That all sounded good, but the truth was pain isn't picky; it'll kick whoever it wants and if you let it, it'll make you its jerk. 
“Are you lost?” A soft voice came from behind me.
I froze, the fog of my thoughts vanishing, the rows of supplies and the smooth, tan color of the wall materializing around me instead. I only needed seconds, but it was enough to piece my fractured face together and seal off my emotions just before I fell completely apart. I cleared my voice and turned around.  
Brown eyes. 
That's the first thing I saw. Big, brown eyes, wide and morphing into concern—concern for me. 
I stared at her face, trying to absorb the beauty while my chest ached. I'm not sure if you'd say she was classically beautiful, but her large, liquid, brown eyes held such an intelligence and serenity that it was impossible for me not to be held prisoner by them. Her cheekbones weren't especially high, and her nose was a little too long to be perfect, but there was undeniable symmetry to her features, and perhaps that's what held me so captivated.  Her black hair was pinned in a bun, and in my mind, I could easily imagine holding the hair in my hands as our lips pushed against each other. She was wearing scrubs that in no way should have been so attractive, but on her curves, they were.
“What gave me away?” I asked the petite nurse standing with one foot around the corner as if her body was debating whether to keep walking or stop to help me. 
“Your face. I've seen that look enough times. Where you headed?” she asked, not at all judging. 
I hoped my face didn't show that I was seconds from a panic attack. “I was trying for the cafeteria.” If it did, she didn't seem like she minded. In fact, the longer we stood together, the more I didn't want her to walk away. What could I do? How could I get her to stay?
“Well then you're a long ways away, my friend. It's on the second floor. You're on the fourth. You'd need to take the elevator to the second floor, turn left and then—you know what? Why don't you just follow me?” 
I'd follow her anywhere. “You sure you don't mind? I don't want to impose.”
“Not at all. I'm on break anyway. I was just off to get my own cup of java.”
I smiled softly at her words and that she was kind enough to escort me to the cafeteria. I liked her voice. Something about it was calming. I didn't much care what we talked about as I stepped in time with her, not paying attention to where we were going. 
 
Kaylen
I sat at the nurse station, exhausted. This was the first time in four hours that I'd had a moment to sit down. If I could, I would have propped my feet up on the desk, but there wasn't any space. I barely had enough space to type the updated patient information into their charts. 
The morning had been a blur of taking vitals, bed-baths, changing adult diapers, and administering medications. I typed in Rudy Thompkins’s hourly BP, thankful to be free of her clutches. She rang for a nurse every five minutes, and if I didn't come immediately, she’d start screaming. Most days I loved my job, but patients like her made me want to scream right along with them. After typing in the last number, I smiled at the time in the corner of the computer. My lunch break had officially begun, though that really didn't mean much in the grand scheme of emergencies; patients were more important than lunch. I scrutinized my notes, making sure they were as meticulous as possible. The one thing I did remember about nursing school was the doctors drilling us about the importance of the patient’s chart.
“This is a legal document,” the instructor would bellow, holding a blank chart in the air. “Your notes need to be written in such a way that they'd stand in the court of law!” 
If I were ever summoned, there'd be no issue with my notes. I wrote concisely, but elaborated in every place I thought appropriate. If I were working somewhere that still had paper charts, my penmanship would be equally clear and legible.
I stood and stretched. Exhaustion wasn't an excuse here. Everyone was tired. With fifteen minutes left on my break, I logged out of my account on the computer, sterilized my hands, and made my way to the cafeteria. I needed caffeine about a week ago. 
Most times I walked on autopilot, barely paying attention to the things around me. After a while, it all blurred into the same thing: patients, either crying, laughing, coughing, or something in between. It was all the same and it was hard to condition myself not to respond. My job was to respond and help, but I was on break. I can’t just stop every time someone needed help. I tried to remember that as I walked briskly to the elevator. I didn't last a second seeing the dark shadow of a man, obviously not in the right place.
His back was to me and I peeked around the corner cautiously. He didn't seem like he was stealing anything or doing something perverse. He also didn't seem like he was crying. I tried to go on but something held me back. 
“Are you lost?”
It was a simple question. If he said yes, I'd point him in the right direction. If he said no, I'd go on my merry way. I could hear the coffee calling my name. He turned and I flushed at the sight of him. His chiseled jaw clenched, his icy blue eyes dazed but focusing solely on me. I was tall for a woman, five foot seven, yet he towered over me still. 
“What gave me away?” His voice tickled up my spine and I shivered. 
“Your face. I've seen that look enough times,” I said, trying to act normal. “Where you headed?”
“I was trying for the cafeteria,” he said, running his hands through his dirty-blond hair. He looked like he'd had a long day. His eyes had bags, his face was pale with exhaustion—like he’d been in the hospital too long. I bet if I put him beside a bed, he’d be asleep in a minute.
“Well then you're a long ways away, my friend. It's on the second floor. You're on the fourth. You'd need to take the elevator to the second floor, turn left and then—”
In truth, I had all the reasons in the world to leave him with my instructions and no logical reasons to accompany him, but I wanted to be around him a little longer. Maybe it was because he looked so dejected? Maybe because it’s in my nature to help? It didn’t help that he was hotter than sin either. 
“You know what? Why don't you just follow me?” 
“You sure you don't mind? I don't want to impose,” he said stepping forward. 
“Not at all. I'm on break anyway. I was just off to get my own cup of java.”
I noticed his arms—tanned and toned. He was dressed casually in a white V-neck t-shirt and jeans. Colors stood out against the pale skin of his arm, knitting together stories that I wanted to hear. At a glance, I could see several crosses, tribal work mixed in with some kind of animal with wings. I had a thing for tattoos. Tattoos that are like artwork—who am I kidding? Tattoos are artwork. And this man was a complete work of art. I tried to study his arms inconspicuously as the elevator rode down. Only his right arm was inked. I wanted to ask him why, but it was clear he was in a world of his own.  
“Long day?”
“Yeah,” he said sighing deeply. “I lost a friend today.” His shoulders slumped as if his body just accepted the admission.  
Garbage. Why did I even ask? Of course something bad happened to someone he knows. He’s in the hospital. “Oh. I'm so sorry. I hope he didn't suffer.”
“I don't think he did. It was a car accident, but he was unconscious when they found him.”
“That's terrible.”  
“Yeah. I agree. It is. His widow practically fell apart.”
I cringed. I knew what that looked like. I'd seen it enough times. 
“They have any kids?”
He shook his head. “No, but they were trying.”
I never knew if that was good or bad. On one hand, the widow kept a piece of her husband; on the other hand, no children were left fatherless. 
“So you taking a break?”
“Yeah. A much needed one. I'm hoping I can make it better by bringing coffee for everyone,” he said, lifting the corners of his mouth attempting to smile. It fell flat. 
“It'll help. It's more helpful than you'd think.”
Together we stood in the coffee line and when it was his turn, he held out his hand, allowing me to go first. “Ladies first.”
“Double espresso, please.”
“That’ll be 5.45.”
“One coffee, please. Black.”
“3.20.”
He stepped to the side and met my eye. 
“I figured I'd sit and have a cup with you first. Don't want their coffees getting cold.” I smiled softly.
“I see.”
Together we sat by a window and looked outside at the beauty of spring. 
“Was he family?” I asked, hoping he was one of those guys who healed by talking. 
“By blood? No. But he was family just the same. We were all he had.”
“Tell me about him.”
“You sure? I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”
“Of course,” I said smiling.
“Tim Harrison. Longtime friend and retired vet. After ten years, he still wouldn't let himself slow down, leave his bed undone, or go by his first name." He said that with an amused smile. "But he knew how to ride, and that's all that matters where I'm from. He lived a good life. He was a good man. He worked hard and loved harder. His wife, Lila, is a real spitfire,” he said, smiling widely. “They met at a bar fight. A guy smacked Lila on the rear and she punched him in the face. It wasn't hard enough to knock the guy out, but it was hard enough to make him mad. So Harrison jumped in to save her, thinking she had a death wish. Afterwards, she chewed Harrison out for jumping in to help. He came home with swollen knuckles and hearts in his eyes. They got married a year later.”
“How long have they been married?”
“Two years.”
“That poor woman.”
“She won't be alone. She's got us. She's a Bandito for life; we’ll make sure she's taken care of.”
What is a Bandito? Maybe I could ask him about it later. 
 “Good,” I said, smiling and instinctively glancing at my watch. 
“Am I holding you up?” He stood quickly. “I'm sure you have things to do. I can let you go.”
"Time flies when you're having fun. I'm sorry. My break is over.”
“I understand,” he said smiling down at me. “Thanks for keeping me company.”
“It was my pleasure.”


Evan
She walked a few steps before turning back around. “You were on the fourth floor and the elevator’s that way,” she said smiling and pointing. She was right to assume I hadn't been paying attention. “Don't forget. Okay?”
I nodded and hopped back into the cafeteria line to order coffee for everyone else. 
When I returned, the crew was standing, waiting for me. 
“We're taking Lila home. She ain't in the right mind to be making decisions. We’ll make them tomorrow,” Gus said, taking the coffee I offered. 
“Thanks, E.”
Jerry had his arm wrapped around a pale-faced Lila. She smiled hollowly at the coffee cup and took a sip without registering its taste. 
Together, our processional made it out the hospital and to our homes. 
The next time I saw the nurse, she was walking around in the hallway, checking on patients. At least that's what I it seemed like she was doing. I could only see through the glass pane of the door. Behind me, Lila was preparing to say goodbye to her lover, husband, and friend. She agreed, after much drinking and crying, that she would take Harrison off life support and donate his organs. He wouldn't have wanted to be in a bed, stuck for who knows how long. He liked living. He knew how precious it was from his time overseas and he knew the importance of donating organs. She signed the papers and made the choice to let him go. 
It was brutal to watch. We all stood around his bed like sentries on guard as she leaned over his body and kissed his lips. Everyone from the club that could fit into the room were there and Blake, Lila’s best friend.  
“You once told me you'd be a bird if you couldn't be a motorcycle,” she said her voice thick with tears. “I hope you get to be a motorcycle,” she whispered. “I love you. I love you so much and I'll never let you go,” she said kissing his lips before nodding to the doctor.
She held his body tightly as the doctor undid the monitor wires, and we all watched as his chest rose and fell a few more times, each time slower than the last, and finally when it stopped. She cried as if the ferocity of it might have brought Harrison back; as if with the sheer force of her grief, the news would be undone.
It was too much and I slid into the hallway to break free. The last time I saw someone cry like that was my mother after my father died. I didn’t like how Lila's pain brought back the painful memories of my concealed pain when my father passed. I was over it and had moved on, but the topic was still something I didn’t touch. At least that’s what I told myself.
“Hey,” I called out to her as she came outside another patient’s room. 
She glanced up as she tapped into the iPad. “Hey.” Her smile was warm. “You look like you got more bad news.” Her smile slid away and concern knitted her eyebrows together. I liked it better when she was smiling at me, but I was touched she could feel so much for me—someone she'd only just met.
“I'm not having the best day,” I admitted but I didn’t want to dwell on it. “You on break? I was hoping we could get coffee again.”
Her mouth formed a pout and I wanted to kiss it. “No. I'm not. I have,” she flipped her wrist to see the time, “an hour left.”
“Okay. No worries. I get it. I'm on your time.”
“I would if I could,” she said apologetically. 
“I know,” I said, leaning against the wall.
 
Kaylen
Something in the way he leaned against the wall stopped me. I couldn't leave him. Not like this. I glanced into the room and knew what I was seeing. Taking someone off life support was always an emotional drain.
"But technically, since you are here for a patient, I can spare some time and talk to you."
His smile was worth any of the possible trouble I'd get into if someone caught me not doing rounds. He breathed a long sigh of relief. His eyes closed and placed his palms flat against the wall behind him. 
"You're not alone, you know?"
"I know. It just feels like…" he paused, struggling to come up with the words. 
"A little like you're dying too?"
His eyes opened and caught mine. Something of understanding passed between us and something else got caught in my throat. 
"Yeah," he choked.
I moved to stand next to him. 
"I've lost a friend before."
We both looked straight ahead, too vulnerable to look at each other. 
"Does it ever go away?" he asked desperately. He turned and looked down on me, his eyes a storm and raging sea. 
"No," I admitted, shaking my head. 
I wasn't ready for the devastation my truth would cause. His eyes told me more than his words ever could. 
"Come with me," I said, taking his hand. We speed-walked to an on-call room and once in, I slammed and locked the door behind me. 
"I'm so sorry," I said pulling him into a hug.
There is no excuse I could dream up to explain my behavior. I don't know why I brought that man to that room. I don't know why I felt so much for this stranger. I don't. But it felt like the right thing to do. Our arms felt right wrapped around each other tightly and in that moment, we knew we weren’t just random strangers anymore, we were humans. He needed to be comforted, and I knew I could do it. I sunk into the warmth of his body, appreciating the simple gesture. His touch made the room warmer somehow. The world around me melted away as I squeezed him back, not wanting the moment to end.
He pulled back, mere inches from my face.
"You don't have to apologize," he whispered. His eyes were the only thing visible in the darkness and close proximity. "I'm sorry too," he said leaning in. 
"For what?" I asked leaning closer, my mind unaware of what my body had decided. 
"For this," he said quietly as his mouth took mine. 
His lips brushed mine. Not innocent, but hot, fiery, passionate, and demanding. I wanted to pull away before I lost myself but I couldn’t seem to. In that moment, my senses had been seduced and I could no longer think straight. He kissed me and the world fell away. It was slow and soft, comforting in ways that words would never be. My arms reached up and wrapped around his thick, strong neck. His hands cradled my face. His thumb caressed my cheek as our breath mingled. I ran my fingers down his spine, pulling him closer until there was no space left between us and I could feel the beating of his heart against my chest.
In that moment, I was his anchor and I think he was mine. 
My pager buzzed in my pocket, hard enough for both of us to feel it. We pulled back slowly, almost afraid to let go. 
“Well, I’ve got work to do,” I said, not knowing what else to say.
“That you do," he said slowly letting me go. 
"See you around the hospital? Hopefully no time soon though,” I smiled, opening the door before taking off down the corridor. 
What a dork. I'm so dumb. Why did I say that? My pager said I was needed on another floor so I pushed the button for the elevator. I watched him exit the on-call room. I tried to quell my anxiety by rocking back and forth on the balls of my tennis shoes. I could feel him staring, even though he was almost on the other end of the hallway. It was like even from that distance he was touching me. My skin was burning and with a racing heart I turned and waved at him before nervously tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. Finally the elevator came, and with a quick smile towards him, I went inside. I tried not think about what had just happened, but how could I not? 
What a kiss. I'd never been kissed like that in my life. And I wanted it again. Who was this man who touched me in places I thought had long shriveled up and died? I didn't even know his name. Would I ever see him again?
 
Evan
Today was a sucky day. The rest of the week would probably be even worse. We had to plan a funeral, find a burial place, and console a grieving woman, in addition to the normal work of club business. It could be a lot better. It would be, if I had her number. On impulse, I ran down the hall and stuck my arm into the quickly closing doors. I tensed just in case the doors didn’t recognize my arm and I lost an appendage. Thankfully the doors opened back up. 
“I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” she smiled nervously. 
“Me neither. But is that a bad thing?”
She smiled and shook her head no. “This might be too forward, but I was wondering if you liked dancing. I figured you'd want to see me when I was less stressed and that I’d like to see you in something other than scrubs.”
She laughed self-consciously. 
“Not that they aren't adorable in their own way, but I have a feeling you knock them dead in a dress.”
She blushed and nodded her head. “I think I’d like to go dancing with you.”
“Great. So is there any way I can get your number?” I laughed, “Or your name?”
“Kaylen,” she giggled, realizing we’d talked several times without exchanging names. She handed me her phone and I leaned against the door as it attempted to close again and typed my number and name quickly into her phone as she typed her information into mine.
“Evan.”
The elevator beeped loudly, screaming as if telling on us, and I knew our time was up. 
“So this Saturday? Drinks?”
“Sure,” she blushed. 
“Okay. I’ll call you,” I stepped back and smiled as the elevator doors shut between us.
I had a date and I hadn’t had one of those in a very long time. 
 



Chapter Two
Evan
"Mr. Hunt," he said in a voice as slick as the gel in his hair, "long time no see." He sat down at the corner of my desk, just inches from where my feet were propped up smiling widely. 
Why, Goodness? Why? If there is a God, I'm asking what I did to deserve this. 
The idiot sitting at my desk went by the name of Harold Jenkins, Jinx for short, and he is the thorn in my side, the arch nemesis of Banditos. Every time he came around, I swear he’d just be looking for trouble. 
He's one of those people where when you see them, you’d want to go in the other direction. 
"Why are you here?" I may or may not have asked that with more gruff than necessary, but he was used to it. I was not in the mood to see him, let alone hear his irritating voice. He sounded like a mix between Donald Duck and that kid everyone knows with a bad lisp. His voice was raspy, like an old man, even though his face was young.
"I've come to give you your audit notification, of course," he said, smiling and shaking his head. 
"You could have done that over the phone," I said, kicking my legs out, causing him to jump up or be hit. 
"I could have," he practically purred as he placed his fedora on his head and leaned forward to whisper, "but where's the fun in that?"
I watched him leave, blood boiling in my veins. "You could have at least given me a time!" I yell at his retreating back. 
"I could have," he yelled over his shoulder as he went through the door.
I should have been grateful. He didn't have to give me a heads up. The only reason he had was because we were greasing the inside of several IRS superiors’ pockets. He didn't like it, but he had a job to do and made it clear every time he saw my face that if he found so much as a decimal point off, he'd report us. 
Idiot!

I slammed my hands flat against the desk. It's hard looking clean when you know you're not. I had to comb over every book and accounting entry to make sure every clean business that washed the money looked right even when I knew—and they knew—it wasn't. 
I sighed heavily. 
This is why I wanted to get clean. This extra trash was just that: extra. Extra work. Extra stress. Extra. Not worth it, in my opinion. I could see why we were in it though. The drug game was extremely profitable, and when we were starting out we had nothing and no one wanting to give us a thing. But that was 60 years ago. Heck, we moved from moonshine to drugs. I didn't see why we couldn't move from drugs to maintaining our actual businesses. Within five years, I'd gotten us the ownership of a car garage, three trucks, and was currently negotiating the ownership of a club. We didn't need the drug gig anymore. But motorcycle clubs are as democratic as your average dictatorship. We voted, but at the end of the day, Gus' word was law, and until Gus wanted out of the drug trade, we were still going to load them up into the base floors of our trucks and transport them underneath every day shipments. 
Banging my head against the desk seemed like the best thing to do, but I read somewhere that kills brain cells, so I checked my schedule instead. If there was one thing that ruined a Saturday, it was prepping for an audit. 
Date with Kaylen 8pm @ Oasis 
Kaylen and I had texted each other almost nonstop yesterday after she got off work. But between me helping at the club and her shifts, we’d only talked a little this morning to say, 'See you tonight.' And then I had to be a douchebag and cancel. It was the last thing I’d wanted to do. Plus, didn't girls think that meant you weren't interested? I didn't know what to say, but I had to play it right so she understood that I was canceling but not uninterested. I’ve always hated feelings for this very reason. They were unreliable and felt too much like game playing. I didn’t play games. I spent at least two minutes typing and deleting my message.
"Hey, man," Jerry said, coming into the office. A quick glance at his face showed that he still looked sick. 
I mumbled to myself, "'Sorry I have to cancel tonight.' No, that's not right."
"You rang?" 
"Yeah," I said, hitting his fist with mine per Bandito customary gesture. "We got a surprise audit coming."
"Ugh. Bet. When?" he said, swinging the chair around and straddling it. 
"'Change of plans. I can't make it tonight. I'd love to reschedule.' No," I shook my head. "Tomorrow."
"What?" he said loudly. 
"Yeah," I said nodding. I understood. It was almost not enough time. Almost. "'Can't make it tonight. Don't be mad. I'll make it up to you. Promise.' Yeah. That's it." I smiled and placed the phone inside my pocket, finally satisfied. 
I looked into Jerry's face and grimaced. He saw it and sighed, rubbing his unshaven faced. "I know. I know. You don't have to say it."
"I do. Jer, you look like trash."
He nodded and scratched at his scalp. 
"Is it Lila?"
He nodded and rubbed his temple. 
"You want to talk about it?"
"Nah." 
I hesitated for a moment, debating whether I should prod or let it go. Jerry was a grown man. He could handle his own, and it has always been my personal preference to stay out of other people’s business. I preferred keeping my nose in my own struggles. But he looked like he was dead on his feet. He obviously wasn't sleeping, and I didn't want to leave my brother if he needed help. 
"You sure?" I said, offering him a mental hand. 
"Let's get these numbers."
"Alright," I said, pulling open our file cabinets, including the hidden one in the safe in the floor. 
When Shirley found us, we were knee deep in paperwork. It was everywhere. We both had old school calculators and pencils behind our ears. 
"You boys missed lunch," she said, her hands set firmly on her wide hips. Her red lips were set in a scowl. Her cheeks were as red as her hair, showing how hot cooking made her. She took it as a personal affront that we had missed chow time.  
Jerry went straight to apologies. “My bad, Shirley. What'd you make us?"
"You know how it goes, Shirl," I said, standing up.
"I know,” she said with sass and a smile. She turned to Jerry, "Sloppy Joes. That's why you have to come out of this den to eat it." With that, she turned around and walked out the door, fully confident we'd be following her. 
"Yes, ma'am."
While we were holed in our cave to save the club from imploding, the brothers were gathering and chattering without a care in the world. Granted, there was less partying than usual – our brother had passed but Banditos lived by the code: tomorrow is a new day to steal. It was the lawless version of tomorrow isn’t promised and I liked it better. If you made it tomorrow, there was no reason crying over yesterday, you have a new chance to take something. I was planning to take control of the romantic aspect of my life. Thankfully, the office was soundproof. As soon as we left the room, the sound filtered in, increasing in volume the closer we walked to the main room. The club was more than a bar or gathering space: it was our home base. It was where we had meetings and fights, where we recharged and built a family. It was built like a cabin: with an open layout. You’d walk into the open room like a restaurant, based on the tables and chairs. To the right was a staircase that lead up to the ledge where there were three doors. One was Gus' and the other two were extras based on who needed it. There was a public shower in the back to the left. Around the bar was a fully stocked kitchen with food and booze, and through the back on the right side was our office. 
This place felt more like home than my own place. I spent more hours here. Heck, I grew up here. It hadn't changed through the years. If anything, it looked better with time. Like aging wine, when we could we updated appliances and appearances. What started as one man's dream became almost thirty men's dreams. 
Shirley had two plates waiting as we rounded the corner. 
"Eat." She made it clear it wasn't a suggestion, so we did. 
As I expected, some extension of Harrison was the topic. It was still too new and painful to be dropped. 
"You think she'll cremate him?" Warren asked. 
"Yeah. I think she will. Ain't no point in burying him. We should scatter his ashes on Cedar's Hill. What's the point in burying him? You know ain't nobody gon' visit," Gus said.
He’s right. I don’t visit my own father’s grave; no way I was visiting Harrison’s. When you’re dead, you’re gone. That’s what I believe, and I know a lot of the brothers feel the same way. 
Warren moved to Arizona almost ten years ago, but he still sounded like his hometown Atlanta, Georgia.
"Well, it's not up to us. Has anybody talked to Lila?" Gus asked. 
"I brought her some food day before," Shirley said. 
I dragged my fries through the ketchup on my plate, not wanting to listen, but being unable to stop listening. 
"How’d she look?" Luke asked. 
"Like death warmed over," she said crassly.
I caught Jerry wincing in my peripheral vision. 
"Don't say that," he said darkly. 
"I'm just saying," she said defensively. "And it's true! You know spouses tend to die right after the other from a broken heart."
I stayed quiet as I typically would have and just watched. Jerry visibly paled even more and he slapped the countertop loudly with his fist. "I said don't say that!"
The club stilled and I tensed. Shirley never took too much from anybody. I feared she’d retort with something even more cutting. 
He stood, dropping his half-eaten sandwich onto his plate.
"Lila needs us to be strong for her. Words mean things. Don't say no kidding like that. Especially around me,” he said. “She's strong. She's going to be okay. She's going to make it," he said forcefully. "She has to," he said under his breath as he walked back to the office. 
The air was still tense when the brothers went back to eating. Conversation slowly bubbled up again. 
"He's right. Maybe we should stop by again and make sure she's getting out of the house," Gus said from behind a glass of beer. 
Shirley pulled a rag from behind the counter and began to wipe down the wood, "I didn't mean nothing by it," she said, looking around. 
"We know, Shirl," I said, patting her hand before handing her the empty plate. "Thanks for lunch."
"Take this to him, will you?" she said, pushing the rest of his sandwich towards me. 
"You got it."
I entered the office and closed the door behind me. Jerry was sitting on the couch with his head leaned back and his eyes closed. 
"You must be close to the edge, yelling at Shirley."
"I don't need a lecture."
"I wasn't going to give you one. Just saying. You need to find some chill before you lose it completely."
"I hear you," he said unmoving even as the couch dipped under my weight.
"Bet. Now eat your sandwich. We still got hours of this trash."
He peeked open one eye at the sandwich on his lap and nodded as he bit into it. 
 
Kaylen
I turned back towards the mirror, trying to see myself from every angle. 
I think I look good.
This would’ve been the perfect time to have girlfriends. I mean, I had friends at the hospital, but we had yet to explore a friendship out of those four walls. But I could’ve used one right about then to tell me truthfully if I looked good or not. But I didn’t have any here and I didn’t have any from my past. No one lasted through the sifter that was my marriage. I didn’t blame them for leaving. I was quite negative and in a very draining situation. But now that I’m not as young, but more independent, I was ready to give this dating thing a go again and I couldn’t even figure out what to wear! Something evil reminded me of what he would say.
You look terrible. You’re still gaining weight. You shouldn’t show too much skin; it makes you look like a whore. Who do you think wants to see all that?
"SHUT UP!"
He wasn’t here. I brushed my hair smooth, pulling some to the front, draping it over my chest. I could barely stand still and my body jiggled excitedly as I freshened my makeup. This was it. I tried to think on the positive instead of the negative man I left behind. For the first time in years, I was going on a date! I could barely hold in my squeals of excitement. 
What’s the protocol for such an event? Am I supposed to let him know I’m excited?
No. That’ll look too eager. Should I text him when I get there? Probably not. Maybe we’ll just find each other inside. 
Checking the time, I saw that it was six forty-five. 
I better go. Between the car ride and the wait, I'll be right on time.

I went back and forth the entire Uber ride debating if I should text him.
Maybe I could tell him when I get outside. Perhaps just say, ‘Can’t wait to see you inside.’ No. I even debated asking the Uber driver.

But when the car pulled in front of the club, I took Evan's silence as a sign. Fate was in charge here and I decided it was best to trust the situation. We’d met twice before in the hospital; surely we could meet again in a crowded club... with loud music and sexy women probably throwing themselves at him.
When I’m finally let in, the scene made me feel ten years older than I was. I was reminded just how long it had been since I’d been to a club and how much I missed dancing. Weaving through the crowd, I was reminded just how out of place I was. I wasn’t in the tightest dress, the tallest shoes, and I didn’t have a best friend on my arm. It seems that everywhere I looked, women were coupled in twos, obviously enjoying each other’s company and protecting each other from unwanted attention. I felt ridiculously out of my element, but I came on a mission and I pushed my way to the bar for liquid courage to fulfill it. 
I looked around for Evan for what seemed like hours, but was probably only one. My worst fears played in my head. Maybe he wasn’t coming. Maybe he ditched me. Maybe he forgot. Maybe he decided he had better things to do with his time. I didn’t want to believe any of them, but that’s what my brain made me think. It was ridiculous to put my issues on him but this was the first time I’d been out in literally years. The least he could have done was show up on time. He had struck me as a punctual kind of guy – maybe my impression of him was wrong. 
I shook my head. 
That couldn’t be. We were texting almost nonstop the other day. Granted, the past few days had been slower, but I thought it was just because of our different schedules. I didn’t know what he did for a living exactly but I was sure he was just busy working—not disappearing. He couldn’t have just lost interest. Something had to have happened. He would have called or something if he had to cancel. I had to believe that. Since I couldn’t drink anymore for fear that I’d be drunk when he did come, I took myself to the dance floor. What better way to stop worrying?
Finally, I see him. In the dark of the club all I could see were his high cheekbones and mischievous eyes. He danced like no one was watching, but of course they all were, including me. I couldn’t take my eyes off him and he didn't care. As if drawn to me, he looked up from the blonde dancing in front of him and locked eyes with me. I moved before my feet realized that they were walking, and then we were dancing. In Evan's arms, I remembered how much I loved dancing. It all came back to me like riding a bike. 
The music moved me like a puppet on strings, my head bobbed so hard my brain was in shut down mode. There was so much sweat on my skin and not all of it was mine. The DJ played some remix of Bohemian Rhapsody and the electric harmony of Freddie Mercury’s voice with the techno beat was intoxicating. 
Is this the real life?
Clubbing made my synapses jump like beans in a tin. 
Is this just fantasy?
I couldn't have been more alive than if I was shouting from a mountain top. 
Caught in a landslide—
The music was a drug that brought me higher, higher until my mind buzzed with pure joy. I felt as if my soul was going to shine so brightly my skin would start to glow, like my aura would have become visible. 
No escape from reality—
But that wasn’t true. I was escaping right then and the night was still so young, my limbs had so much energy I could have danced for millennia and then some more. 
I don’t know how long we danced together or how many women he turned down to dance with me. All I know is that after seconds, minutes, possibly hours, he dragged me off the floor to hydrate me.
"That was amazing," I gasped. 
"It was,” he replied, equally out of breath as we gulped down water. 
"I thought you weren’t coming."
"I didn’t think I was either,” he said, slamming down the glass on the counter. "But I'm here now." He smirked before pulling me to his chest by my behind, “So what are we going to do about it?”
I gasped at his behavior. In the hospital he was so tame, so patient, and obviously hurting. But there… he was in control but in a completely different way. I never expected this kind of man to be under his demure package. Maybe it was the music, maybe it was the whiskey I could smell on his breath, but whatever it was, I was buzzing with heat in between my legs and I felt alive. I couldn’t bear to remove his hand from my rear. 
I decided to play his game. “I don’t know. What do you think we should do about it?”
He opened his mouth and closed it as his phone vibrated in his pocket. 
"Hold that thought."
His face illuminated with the fluorescence of his phone as he read a text. He typed something back quickly and frowned. 
"What’s wrong?"
"I’ve got to blow this popsicle stand."
"Oh," I said, obviously disappointed. 
"But you’re still invited back to my place. I can give you my address and you can meet me there."
“Oh. I don’t have a car. I got a ride here.”
He tilted his head to the side. "Well, that complicates things." As if deciding he no longer cared, he shrugged and said, "You down to take a ride?"
I didn’t know what to think but I nodded and as if sealing my fate, he smiled. The side of his red lips tugged upwards creating a sinister smirk on his godlike face. Then he took my hand and led me outside to his motorcycle. 
"This is Poison," he said introducing his bike. Then he leaned over as if talking to her and said, "Play nice."
He swung a muscly leg around the bike and straddled it, giving me a perfect look at his shapely behind. “You ever rode a bike before?”
I shook my head quickly, making myself a little dizzy. "No."
He smiled again as if my inexperience excited him. "Climb on. She won’t bite."
He started the engine and the bike screamed too loud, spitting gravel behind it, and then we were off. I squealed and buried my head in his back, peeking from the side to see the blur of lights passing us by. After a few moments, I relaxed and really felt what was going on. I could smell the lingering scent of the rain from two days ago and the grass someone recently cut. My hair billowed around me, ruffling in the wind. It was out of its signature bun. Between my legs I could feel the heat and the rumbling of power in the engine and against my sensitive skin it turned me on even more. I felt vulnerable and free. 
The ride came to an end when we pulled in front of a wooden structure with several motorcycles out front. 
Los Banditos.
Evan cut the engine and waited until I got off. The ground immediately felt like it was still moving under me. He unbuckled his helmet and smoothed down my hair. "Sorry about that. I don’t carry extra helmets with me. So how was it?"
Exhilarating. Frightening. One of the funniest things I’ve ever done in my entire life. 
"It was amazing."
He smiled widely and for the first time that night, sincerely. "Happy to oblige you in a first. I have some quick business to attend to in here and then we can go," he said leaning down, and placing his finger under my chin. He made sure there was nowhere else for me to look. "That bike was just the beginning of many firsts tonight. I bet you’ve never came more than,” he squinted, eyeing me from head to toe as if gauging all he needed to know from my attire to find his answer, “twice either."
I gasped and he chuckled lowly. "We aim to please here." 
The next thing I knew, he had forced his lips onto mine and nearly knocked all wind from my lungs. I hardly had a moment to react before he pressed his tongue to the seam of my lips and, at my grant of access, delved inside my mouth. It was a very sloppy kiss, the strong scent of whiskey and sweat being exchanged in the intermingling of our billowing breaths.
“Give me your phone.”
“What?” I asked in a daze. 
“Give me your phone.” I handed it to him. “Unlock it.” I did and watched as he punched in his number.

Why is he putting in his number? I already have it. Maybe he has two numbers. I should ask him about it.
“Just in case this takes longer than necessary and someone has to take you home. Because you’re getting those two orgasms,” he said, smiling brightly, “I might throw in another as a bonus if I don’t get to make you come tonight.” He winked as he pulled me inside, leaving no time to talk. And I ran smack into a nightmare.
 



Chapter Three
Evan 
I liked my job. It wasn’t always easy, but I liked it. I liked doing a good job even if was just counting numbers and checking the right boxes. I did it well, and the fact remained that no one else could do it. 
Jerry and I sat back taking in the music and drinking brews. There was something equally therapeutic and refreshing about a glass of ice cold beer. Finally relieved from bookkeeping duty and allowed to breathe without the doom of audit looming over my head, I dug my phone from my pocket. It was like life suddenly began because that was finished. Everything floated to the surface and I realized that Kaylen had never texted me back. I guessed she wasn’t ready. It was never like me to question what was, and I figured that if she didn’t want to reschedule or accept my apology, she wasn’t worth it. But I couldn’t say I that wasn’t upset.
The club had a tendency to turn into a small party after hours. By default, it usually brimmed with men, who in turn would bring their significant others or current lays, who would bring their friends. Add in music and drinks and you had something like a party. The club was holy ground, and not just anybody could come in. Those who could intended to relax in the familiarity of safe space. 
“So what time d’you think they’re going to come?” Jerry said sliding onto the stool beside me. 
“You know how they are. They’ll come anytime they think will be the most inconvenient,” I said matter-of-factly. 
He shook his head. “You’re right. Too bad it won’t matter. No matter what time they come, the paperwork will still be the same.”
I chuckled. “Yup. That paperwork’s cleaner than the board of health.”
He laughed loudly as the door opened behind me. 
 
Just a typical day. That’s what today was, or at least what I thought it was. That's what I got for thinking that, because seeing the woman I kissed in the arms of my twin brother was enough to pop that stupid, little bubble in my head. Typical day my rear. 
I saw it all in slow motion. His hand possessively gripping her hip. Her thick body aching to burst out of the tight dress, like she just came from the club. I can't help wonder if she dressed like that for me. Her eyes wide, I couldn’t tell if she looked confused, scared, guilty, or a little of all three. The smug look on his face—my face—made me wonder whether he knew she was mine, or if he just always looked like that when he thought he was about to score. I couldn’t remember. 
We shared every, dang thing—a name, family, friends… heck, this club even. But not women. Women were supposed to be out of bounds. They always were, since Irene in the 7th grade dated Ethan first, broke his heart, and sent me a note with hearts on it. I wonder briefly if he somehow thought I’d changed my mind towards this after all this time, but I couldn’t think straight because I couldn't see anything else but his hand on her hip. I could feel the blood boiling under my skin and my hands curling into fists. 
IDIOT!
Today was supposed to be a typical day.
 
I stared at my brother in silence, searching his face for something to explain what was going on. There was nothing, so I addressed her. 
“You never texted me back.”
My voice sounded strange to my own ears. 
“Back?”
“Yeah, when I said, 'Can’t make it tonight. Don't be mad. I'll make it up to you.’”
I watched her face with scrutiny. You could tell a lot about a person if you just watched. Kaylen blinked rapidly before her brows furrowed and she looked up. 
“I never got that text.”
She pulled her phone from a small clutch attached to her wrist and scrolled through the phone. 
“See?” she said, holding the phone out even though we were too far from each other for me to read it. “Nothing.”
I never liked being made a fool of and what’s more, I never liked being called a liar. I’ve never been easy to provoke and yet, her sitting there with someone other than me felt a lot like something to be mad about. It was probably childish, but in a lot of ways it felt like she was with him to replace me. I understood the gesture, women had been trying to do that my entire life. If they somehow couldn’t get my attention, they went after Ethan’s. As if we were actually interchangeable. Women like that grinded my gears, and looking at her face and seeing how she sincerely believed she did nothing wrong, I pulled out my phone. 
“Well that’s interesting, because I’m pretty sure my phone says–”
Do you know that moment you realize you’re an idiot, but don’t want to believe it? It’s not just because you don’t want to have not done dumb things, but because you realize that your idiocy probably ruined something for you. Yeah. Well, that moment was staring me in the face while I stared at the text message in my message bar waiting, but completely unsent.
Idiot!
 
Kaylen
I watched his face change from anger to some sort of confusion to completely blank. I didn’t know what to do and I had completely forgotten about the man beside me until he spoke up. 
“Anybody want to tell me what’s going on here?” He turned to me. “Do you know my brother?”
“Yeah. We met a week ago actually,” Evan talked over me. “How do you know Kaylen?”
The way he said my name made my heart flutter. 
“I don’t,” the man said plainly, “but I was about to,” he chuckled, his voice dripping with lust. 
“Why are you with him?” Evan said, and I could’ve sworn I heard a bit of pain in his tone.
“I’m not,” I said, still in the man’s hold. I liked his warmth, but felt the need to defend myself. 
“Really?” Evan said, with a tone of disbelief. His eyes rolled down my body and lingered on my hips where the man’s palm burned against my dress. He might as well have added: “Sure seems like it.”
“I don’t even know his name,” I said as a last ditch effort to appear blameless. 
“Ethan,” the man said as he leaned down to whisper into my ear. His deep voice tickled over my ear and down my neck. “Nice to meet you, Kaylen.”
The way he said my name sent dark shivers down my spine. 
“Nice to meet you too,” I said, just barely keeping myself from stuttering. My mind tried to process how this could be in fragments. How did this happen? Were there really two men that looked like this? How could that be, and why was that happening to me? “I don’t understand,” I whispered.
“What don’t you understand?” Ethan asked, leaning away to look into my eyes. I glanced at Evan and saw that his jaw had clenched. 
“Why did you say you didn’t think you were coming?”
Ethan’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What?”
“When I saw you in the club. I said, ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’ And you said, ‘I didn’t think I was either.’”
“Oh. That,” he said, as he finally left my side to sit down. “Well, I wasn’t coming,” he said shrugging. “I’d debated between Oasis and Kandy Bar, but I decided on Oasis.”
I stood stunned. “What? How did you figure I was talking about that?” I all but yelled at him. How was this my life right now?

“I’ve had women say stranger things to me before.”
Everything in me wanted to be mad but it had all seemed like some big joke that I missed the punchline to. 
For the first time, I looked around. The music was just loud enough to prevent me from realizing we had an audience – until now. Apparently, we were the Saturday Night Live show. There were a little over twenty people looking back and forth between me and the two men like we were a tennis match, and as horrifying as the idea of being someone’s entertainment seemed, the idea of me being between Ethan and Evan was deliciously appealing. 
“So you’re twins,” I said, feeling a need to fill the silence. 
Evan’s lips twitched like he was about to say something just before Ethan said, “Just now figuring that out, are you?”
If there was one thing I hated more than being put in an awkward situation, it was someone catching an attitude with me. I didn’t stand for it at the hospital, and I wouldn’t have tolerated it there. 
“Excuse me?” I said, placing my hands on my hips. “I didn’t even know about you until tonight!”
“Don’t feel bad, honey. He’s always been after my sloppy seconds. He can’t help himself,” he stage-whispered, as if we were in on some joke together. It was like he wasn’t aware he’d just called me a two dollar hoe. 
I didn’t even have time to speak. 
“You shut your mouth.”
I froze in awe, not fear. Evan rose from the chair quickly, all his muscles tightened and bunched together. He was like a quiet storm I was waiting for to erupt after a dry season. 
Ethan practically rolled to his feet lazily, like he had no worries in the world. “You know it’s true,” he taunted. “Look, it was only two minutes, you think I chose to be the older brother? Survival of the fittest and all that,” he looked at his long, elegant fingers before he cracked them. “I didn’t ask to be the greatest,” he said, looking at me with a wicked gleam in his eyes before holding the gaze of his obviously furious brother. “I was born this way.”
In that frozen second between a standoff and the fighting, I saw Evan’s eyes flicker from me to Ethan before his fists swung. Someone pulled me back by the neckline and the wild flying of fists missed me by an inch. It was not cold, calculating men circling each other, fighting with clarity and a battle of wits as much as it was a battle of strength. This was brutal, feral. A battle of egos. Arms swung, and as fast as it started, it ended moments later immediately after a loud voice yelled out.
“Boys!” 
They both froze, as if they were marionettes held by the man with blue eyes and salt and pepper hair, though there was more salt than pepper. 
“Have you no manners?!” he roared before turning to me. “Young lady, I am so sorry about this. Jer, take this woman home. You two, in the office.” He glared at them like an angry father. 
Both of them hesitated and Evan looked to me with questions in his eyes. Maybe he was debating saying something. Ethan looked to his brother tentatively, as if watching out for another punch.
“Now!”
Ethan wiped the corner of his mouth, smudging the blood on his lip, while Evan pressed his palm to the crown of his head, checking for his own leakage. They both walked side by side to the back without so much as a backward glance to me. 
“Hello, miss.” After just hearing the other man bark orders for someone to take me home, I jumped at the voice beside me. “I’m so sorry about all that. If you follow me, I’ll take you home,” he said with a kind smile. 
He didn’t wait for me to respond. With soft prodding at my elbow, I followed him out the door. “I suspect you’ve ridden before?” he asked politely handing me a helmet. I could only nod. “My name is Jerry. You can just point me in the right direction or yell your address into my ear.”
So I climbed onto the back of motorcycle with a complete stranger for the second time that night. Jerry drove nothing like Ethan. I couldn’t be sure if he was driving slowly and carefully for my benefit, or just because he didn’t know me well enough to be himself. Either way, the ride was so peaceful I almost forget to tell him where to go. My mind kept going back to the two men I left behind. What would happen? I’ve never been between two men like that before. I know every girl dreams of men fighting over her, but not me, and especially not brothers. I would have never have gone with Ethan if I knew he wasn’t Evan. At least I think I wouldn’t. I mean, they’re almost the same person.
Almost. They had the same face but that was about it. Between Ethan’s hot head and even hotter sexuality, and Evan’s mysterious brooding and intense compassion, I was at a crossroads. I liked them both. Truthfully, together, they were a sexy Pandora box of sin I shouldn’t touch. But I wanted to. Badly.
That night, I didn’t know whether either one would want to talk to me again. I sighed heavily as Jerry pulled up to my small apartment building. He held the bike steady as I swung my leg over. 
“Thank you,” I said, unbuckling the helmet and smoothing down my hair. Between the fierce wind with Ethan and the hat hair of this helmet, my hair looked nothing like what I’d curled it into before I left the house. 
“It’s no problem,” he said smiling widely. 
I looked at Jerry, really looked at him. In the light of the streetlamp, he looked like a perfect golden boy. He could have easily passed for a more rugged Ken doll from his the shiny brown hair on his head, though cropped short, to his wide unexpecting smile and gentleman-like ways. He was just as attractive as Ethan and Evan and more suited for someone like me—broken and in need of someone I knew wouldn’t hurt me. Yet, my body did nothing in response to him. He could have stripped right now and, while I would have appreciated the peep show, nothing would have happened in my pants. 
I must have stood there like an idiot for a moment, zoned out and thinking about the unfairness of fatal attraction, because Jerry was off his bike and leaning down to look into my eyes. 
“Are you sure you’re alright?” he said, looking every bit concerned. 
Man, do I really know how to pick ‘em.
I sighed, “Yes. Thank you. Goodnight, Jerry.”
I turned, walking towards my door when I noticed a shadow behind me. I turned and Jerry smiled sheepishly, “I’d feel more comfortable if I saw you to your door.”
Like I said. A real gentleman.
I smiled back to let him know I wouldn’t fly off the handles or go crazy on him. “I appreciate that.”
The walk was short but the air grew tense. 
“Um. If you don’t mind me asking,” he said rubbing his neck nervously. 
I knew what he was going to ask. Maybe not the exact words, but if it had anything to do with the twins, then I didn’t want to hear it. He could save those questions for never. Evan, Ethan, and I were none of his business. Gratefully, I stepped to my door and unlocked it. “I do mind. Goodnight, Jerry.”
“Goodnight.”
 
 
Evan
Mother. Idiot!
Ethan may have the same build as me, but I swear he’s got a harder face or something. I shook my fists out and looked at the damage done. They’d definitely bruise tomorrow. We sat side by side in the office I’d evacuated only hours before and, although it was more mine than Gus’, it felt like I was sitting in the principal’s office.
“Talk.” Gus said.
“I met Kaylen-” 
“Not to me,” he huffed, “to each other.”
I turned with difficulty to stare at my brother’s face. He held a small bag of ice to his lip. I held one to my nose. It was hard to see myself. After 28 years, I’d come to learn my brother and know how to coexist. We weren’t as close as we could have been—as we once were. Our father’s death, in some ways, was the catalyst to us growing apart instead of growing closer, but no matter what, we were always there for each other. 
“I didn’t know she was your girl.”
“I didn’t mean to hit you,” I said. 
“So your fists just slipped?” Ethan asked, smirking. 
“Yup. Sure did. Couldn’t be helped,” I shrugged. 
Ethan barked out a laugh and held out his hand for a pound. I eagerly bumped my fists against before gingerly pulling back. That hurt.
“Look, man. Bros before hoes. Swear I thought she was just an MC groupie. I didn’t know she was actually looking for you.”
I tried not to flinch at the idea that Kaylen could be anyone’s groupie. 
“It’s nothing, man. Blood is thicker than water. I met Kaylen a few days ago I wanted to say, and since we kissed I wanted to see if things could go further. But I didn’t; it was none of his business. I couldn’t remember the last time I spoke to my brother about a girl. “I shouldn’t have hit you.”
“But you did. I’m wondering if I can hold this over your head for later. A future favor.”
“You wish,” I said, leaning over to bump his shoulder. “You owe me one. You’re the one flirting with women who have already chosen.”
“How do you know I’m not the chosen one? Just because she met you first?”
“Yes. Dang it.”
He shrugged and smirked. “Well, now we’ll never know, will we?”
I heard the challenge in his voice and considered it. Gus must have felt the shift in the air. He stepped in like a father and said, “You are adults. You better start acting like it. This Kaylen girl isn’t worth brawling on a Saturday night. I want you both to drop it.” 
“Okay,” Ethan said with his hands up. “It’s dropped. I won’t so much as look her way. If I see her on fire in the street, I’ll walk the other way.”
Gus rolled his eyes. “There’s no need to be excessive. And you?” he said, looking at me. 
I decided to take the quickest route out. I didn’t want any problems, but I did want Kaylen – and I planned to have her. “We only just met. I can drop her, no problem. It’s not like we were planning a wedding or anything. Brothers for life.” 
“That’s right,” Gus said, nodding his head like he was satisfied with his work. “Now shake on it. Brothers for life.”
Neither one of us moved. “No need for all that,” Ethan pulled himself to his feet. “We’re brothers. Our word is good enough,” he said, walking out the door. “Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a beer waiting with my name on it.” 
I didn’t miss the fact that he’d refused to shake my hand, but I didn’t mind. It made it easier for me to not feel guilty about keeping my word when I texted Kaylen. 
I followed my brother out and sat beside him on the stool. Together we drank beer and ate barbeque wings, pretending we hadn’t come to blows less than an hour earlier. Shirley told inappropriate jokes and we laughed along despite the swelling of faces and fists. Everything was as it should be, and we mingled with the rest of our brothers until it was time to shut down. Tired and aching from the scuffle, I road home. Once showered and in my bed, I did the one thing I’d planned to do the moment I left the office. 
“I owe you a date. Tomorrow. Is 9 AM too early for you?”
 



Chapter Four
Kaylen
I should have been tired. I should have been exhausted, but after the exciting night I had, there was no way I could sleep. My body hummed with unspent heat. My fingers traced down my body as I undressed and settled in between my legs as I lay back on the bed. Seeing Ethan and Evan together, fighting for me, was hot. Imagining them together with me was even hotter. 
I shouldn’t, I really shouldn’t be doing this. But I couldn’t help it, my fingers plunged deeply into my hot and aching member. I rubbed my swollen clit and reached into my bedroom drawer for the dildo I bought myself as a divorce gift and plunged it in and out of my wet entrance. 
“Oh, Ethan,” I moaned. “Yes. Oh, idiot me.” 
In real life, I couldn’t imagine I’d ever say that to either man in person. But this was a fantasy and inside my mind, I could be as bold as I want. I wouldn’t hear my ex-husband taunting or criticizing me for being too this or too that. I’d be wanton, confident, and all the woman they’d need. My pussy clamped down on the thick dildo and I imagined Evan on top of me. He smiled softly as he worked himself deep inside of me. Ethan was the kind of man to hit it hard and fast from behind. Evan’s eyes would take all of me in like he did when we snuck off into the on-call room. His eyes would explore every detail of my writhing body, laid bare underneath him as Ethan stood off to the side watching with that smirk that said he knew exactly what his brother was doing, his hard cock in his hand as he pumped himself in time to Evan’s ministrations.
I groaned out loud as I impaled myself hard. Deeper and deeper I pushed as my hips moved in frantic circles. One hand on the dildo and the other on my clit was enough to leave me gasping as I came again and again. 
The phone vibrated against the wood of my nightstand. 
Buzz Buzz.
It had buzzed too many times. I guessed that it was either a phone call or a really long text message. 
Evan: I owe you a date. Tomorrow. Is 9 AM too early for you?
I responded quickly. Nope. Nine is fine. Here’s my address.

I opened the other message. 
Ethan: I owe you two orgasms. Say yes and I’ll add the third as a bonus just for keeping you waiting.
My eyes widened. What were they playing at? Had I fallen asleep? Was this a dream? If this was a dream, I could say whatever I wanted, right? There was no way the two men who were fighting over me mere hours before were texting me for dates, right?
Kaylen: More like you owe me a date first. How often does a girl get fought over the first time you introduce her to your family?
Ethan: Fine. Monday? When did you get off work?
Kaylen: After five.
Ethan: Then I’ll see you then. I need your address.
My fingers shook as I typed it. 
Ethan: Monday after five, a date and then maybe a night cap.
Kaylen: Maybe. 
I flirted back, worrying about him one-upping me. 
The clock read 1:30 AM. I had a date tomorrow, and I needed all the beauty rest I could get. 
*****
When I woke up, I’d almost forgotten I had a date. Almost. My body naturally woke me at 7 AM, and after lounging around in a dreamlike state, the text, “See you in a bit,” startled me from my bed. 
I moved like a tornado, rushing from the shower to my bedroom, fussing over the perfect outfit, shaving, doing my hair and makeup, and cleaning my apartment. I leaned against the counter, stuffing a banana and some oatmeal down my throat. 
 Nine o’clock rolled around and I took a deep breath to prepare myself for when I heard a knock at the door. He was on time. 
“Good morning,” he smiled. 
I tried not to wince at the bruise on his cheek. There was only one I could see, but I could imagine his side and chest held more. His fingers were stained purple as well. But that didn’t stop him from me tightly into his arms; I sighed contentedly. Something about him still felt comfortable. 
“Good morning.”
He smelled good and I struggled to pull away from his warmth. 
“Have you eaten?”
“Sure have.”
“Good. If you’re still hungry we can stop by Dunkin Donuts on the way, but it’s best if we get on the road.”
“Are we on a schedule?”
“Not at all,” he said, rubbing his hands on his jeans. “It’s just the earlier we get there, the less lines.”
“I see.”
“So, you ready?”
“Sure. But ready for what exactly?”
“The date of a lifetime, of course,” he smiled, waiting patiently as I closed and locked my door. “By the way, I like your apartment. The color suits you.”
My apartment was furnished with color. That was its only scheme. The couch was brown with three throw pillows, each a different color: pink, orange and purple. The low seat was brown as well, though the blanket on the back was green. The curtains were blue and the vase on the glass table was red. 
“Thank you,” I blushed. I hadn’t given my interior design skills much thought, but after being freed from a house that lack any warmth or color, I wanted nothing more than to be surrounded by it. 
“So, where are we going?”
“Well, I thought about some places I’ve never been and I figured that maybe,” he said, handing a helmet to me, “you’ve never been as well. I checked the weather forecast. No rain today, so as long as you’re okay with it, we’re going to drive away.”
“That sounds great,” I said, pulling on the thick protection. 
“So,” he said, throwing a leg over and backing out of the parking area, “I’m taking you to the Grand Canyon. Ever been?” he looked over his shoulder, beckoning me to get on.
“No, actually,” I said, sliding into place behind him and wrapping my arms around his body. 
“Good. Me neither.” I jumped as he revved the engine. “Hold on,” he called out as we propelled forward. 
I didn’t think I could ever get used to the feeling of flying when you’re on a motorcycle. It was nothing like driving in a car. I felt freer and more exposed. With my body against Evan’s, I felt more in tune with him and the bike. We leaned together into a curve as he drove, and I’d never felt more trusting in my life. Unlike Ethan, Evan didn’t swerve in between cars or try to speed up when he saw yellow lights. 
“You okay?” Evan yelled back at me. 
I really was. I didn’t mind the wind and I liked how the sun felt on my skin. We drove a little over an hour before Evan finally pulled to a stop. My feet hit the solid ground with the grace of a newborn doe and I wobbled, feeling like the world was moving under my feet. 
“It takes some getting used to,” he said softly as he held me up. After a few moments, he took my hand and pulled me forward. “It’s better if you walk it off,” he said, leading us to the park entrance. 
He paid and once inside, he still held my hand. “I hope this is worth it,” he said pulling me through the crowd and towards the metal guard rails. 
“Wow,” I whispered. 
Rocks lined the earth as far as my eye could see. Ten thousand feet below were fissures of sand and rock in all shapes, sizes, and color, forming something marvelous and beautiful. Ribbon-like fissures lined the gorge with their wind-carved texture, and not far off, a waterfall tumbled, white in the desert light. The water lay upon the canyon floor, passing over minerals and stones—a deep, meandering river fed by a myriad of tributaries. Trees and saplings lined the sides, a company of green for the winding aquamarine, leading toward a lush valley that blossomed into an earthy vibe.
The wind howled and my hair stood on edge as I was pushed forward, the only thing keeping me from falling was a guardrail and the heated warmth of the man beside me. 
“It’s beautiful,” I said, pulling my eyes from it to look to Evan.
“There’s definitely nothing like it,” he said, staring into my eyes. “Let’s see some more.”
Together, we moved along the rails, further down from the crowded entrance, and looked on. The rugged canyon boasted clinging bushes and vines in some places, barren rock in others. If you squinted, you could see springs bubbling on amber gold colored rocks. A river cut through in the distance like a thin silver serpent, flanked by sandstone. 
“This is amazing. I can’t believe I’ve never seen this before.”
“It’s amazing what we don’t know is in our own backyard,” he said. 
“I agree.”
We stayed for an hour, looking over the rocks and taking pictures. Only when Evan heard my stomach growl loudly did we leave. 
“Where to now?” I asked, putting my helmet on. 
“You’ll see,” he said as the engine started. 
I found myself less worried as we rolled downhill. 
We drove onto a hidden dirt road and through low hanging trees. Evan drove slower, driving more carefully on the dirt so I didn’t have to yell for him to hear me. “This isn’t the part where you kill me is it?”
He chuckled and shook his head no. “Absolutely not.”
I tried to trust him as we pulled the bike to a stop just under a weeping willow. 
“Where are we?” I asked, dismounting. This looked a lot like private property. 
“Some place I used to know.”
“We’re not trespassing, are we?” I had no interest in being shot at or arrested today.
“Nope.” 
“You sure?” I asked, following him as he walked confidently towards a small wooden cabin. 
“Positive.”
The door creaked open loudly, and I stayed back as Evan patted the wall for a light switch. When he found it, he fanned the air of dust and coughed before inviting me in. “Come on.”
“Uh-uh. Not until you tell me whose cabin this is.”
“This was my father’s.”
“Oh,” I stepped inside. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust. It was clear we were the first occupants in several years. “Where is he?” I asked. 
“In the ground,” he said stiffly. “He passed away a long time ago.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry.”
How is it that no matter the situation I always somehow manage to bring up someone who is dead in this man’s life? I had to do better. This was a date for goodness sake. How is it that I was unable to flirt like every other girl? This is what you get for getting married at nineteen. Now you don’t know how to do anything normal.
I looked closely at the small cabin. It was furnished, though it was quaint in size. There was one couch and a TV so old the back protruded at least a foot and the top housed silver antennas. 
“This was his favorite place in the world. He liked to go fishing,” he said, finding a rag and wiping a chair down for me to sit on. “I haven’t been here in years.”
“Well, I feel special now. This place obviously means a lot to you.”
“It does,” he said as he opened the cabinets. He didn’t speak for a while as he took out some cans and a small pot. “I thought a lot about where I wanted to go with you. This place was nearby and I figured it was a good excuse to visit again. I hope you don’t mind canned food.”
“I’m not bourgeois,” I said, putting my hands on my hips.  
“Good,” he said smiling. “Then you won’t mind the evening skinny-dipping either.”
I gulped and thanked heaven I shaved this morning. 
“Nope. As long as you promise me there aren’t any alligators in the water.”
He chuckled. “It’s a natural spring. You can literally drink right from it, and it leads nowhere. Guaranteed, there are no alligators or crocs.”
“Good then.”
He moved around the cabinet decisively and went out the back to a small pit. The side of the cabin had tarp-covered wood, already chopped, and he threw it into the pit and worked up a fire. 
“You really know what you’re doing,” I said as I watched him in awe. He didn’t need my help at all.
“I like working with my hands,” he said, dumping a can of ravioli into the pot and setting it in a blacked metal rack that held the pot over the fire.
I wondered what else he could do with his hands and smiled at the nasty things I came up with in less than 30 seconds. He had no idea that I was thinking of stripping him in the woods. 
“Here you go,” he smiled, handing me a fork. 
We ate out of the small pot together, sitting side by side in companionable silence. I could only guess what was on his mind as we chewed without needing to talk. 
 
Evan
All she was doing was eating. Just eating canned ravioli and yet I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Just watching her eat had turned me on. I ate silently, thinking of all the girls I’d dealt with. Easily none of the one’s I’d considered seriously in the past two years would have even thought about eating anything canned. She didn’t even question it. I tried to look out of my peripheral vision so she wouldn’t catch me staring. I liked her and I shocked myself with just how much.
I liked the way she smiled to herself. I liked the way she was unassuming about everything. I liked how her big eyes took everything in and how sexy she was without even trying. I liked how she didn’t try to fill in the silence with aimless discussion or talk just to hear herself talk. 
She just… Ate. And together we watched the clouds pass along in the sky. That was the most relaxed I’d felt in a while. The past few months had felt something close to stagnant. Every day was the same. Some variation of the club, the gym, and home. I didn’t like it, and I hadn’t known how to fix it. Kaylen was a beautiful surprise, and I enjoyed how much she shook up my world. 
After washing the pot and quenching the fire, I unlaced my boots. 
“We’re taking off our shoes now?” she said, unlacing her own. 
“Yeah. Where we’re going, we won’t need them.”
Once standing, I took her hand again. I couldn’t help myself. It felt like second nature walking with hers in mine, and I had to remind myself that she technically wasn’t mine. If she was, I would have pulled her to my side, but then, I was just content with holding her hand. I couldn’t tell if it was me or her, but her hand felt like it was burning my skin. In a good way. I could barely put words to it, but somehow, my world was revolving around the axis that was our connecting hands. Strange but not so uncomfortable that I’d wanted to pull away. 
The forest path was wide, the trees were separated intentionally for firewood. The sunlight shone down brilliantly with the intense heat usually reserved for beaches and tanning without the benefit of a cooling breeze from the water. But all that changed after less than ten minutes of walking. Suddenly, the trees canopied up with shade and the early blooms of berries that weren’t edible. The sky vanished almost completely, only a few fragments of blue remained like scattered pieces of an impossible jigsaw puzzle. The air was rich with the fragrance of leaves.
We walked into a seemingly open crevice without a trail. But it wasn’t. I’ve had a map of this entire forest stored in my head since the years of scavenging with my dad and on my own. It didn’t matter how many plants grew or how many trees fell down, I could find my way in and out of here. There were several dead-end trails and small hidden troves under trees that were secretly hallowed out.
I took in the colors with unshielded eyes and I offered my hand to Kaylen to assist her over fallen trees and wherever the path gave way to rocky steps. Roots crisscrossed, gnarled, and snaked in uneven patterns across the forest floor in imagery reserved for picture books, and it was as beautiful as the first time I ever came here. It felt a lot like magic. I could admit I tended to live in high tower of concrete, but my heart was and will always live right here. Here I was my best self, forgetting to protect myself. 
The only movement was that of the occasional bird, startling in a tree, or a squirrel dashing up a nearby trunk. The running water of the brook had the same hypnotic quality as music; I wanted to stop just to drink in the sound. I took in all the air my lungs will hold and expelled it slowly. These hikes in the forest were like a trip out of my life, a visit to somewhere the measuring of time was done only by the rising and setting of the sun, and Kaylen was beside me every step of the way. I normally preferred to walk this trek by myself. The only company I’d made an allowance for was my father, and now he was gone. No one, not even my mother or my twin brother walked this path with me, and sharing it with Kaylen felt more like a glimpse into my soul rather than an intrusion. 
“Do you know how to swim?” I asked, disturbing the blanket of our silence. 
“Yes,” she whispered, understanding the magic of this place. 
“Are you afraid of heights?”
“Um,” she hesitated. “Depends.”
“On?” I said as we came to the edge. 
“How high.”
“Not that high,” I smiled to myself. I’d climbed this ledge countless times. It was like the jump at the end of the staircase to me. It looked high, but I’d come to trust I wouldn’t fall to my death or break any bones.
She looked unsure. “Will you go with me?”
There was nothing more I’d rather do. I didn’t want to let go of her hand, not for one jump, not ever. 
“On three.”
“One,” she said. 
“Two.”
“Three,” I pulled her in a running leap forward. 
For a few precious seconds, we were suspended in the air, limbs flailing, mouths agape. Kaylen squealed and I laughed loudly. Then the cool water hit our heated skin. We rose to the surface with hair plastered to our faces, spitting water like animated water fountains. 
Kaylen laughed and instinctively, I pull her snug to my body. I didn’t feel the pain in my right hand; I could only feel her as I paddled my legs beneath us. 
“That was fun,” she said breathlessly. Something in the way she sounded, the way her face was inches from mine, breathing the same air, caused my pants to tighten. My wet jeans provided no barrier as I hardened underneath her. 
“This place is beautiful,” she said, looking up to the sky. I could see water droplets chasing each other down the column of her neck, and the truth fell out of my mouth. 
“You’re beautiful.”
Kaylen’s eyebrows shot up as she turned from the sky to catch the lust in my eyes. Before she could backtrack, I cupped her neck and intertwined my hands between the wet strands of her hair and pulled her close. I licked the last place I saw those water droplets trailed. My tongued licked up the column of her neck and across her jaw until my lips found hers. I hadn’t meant to maul her or lose control, but when her tongue snaked into my mouth, I lost it. The hot feeling of her skin against the coolness of the water. I growled into her mouth, tracing her tongue with mine, sucking on it and forcing my hands under the suctioned tightness of her t-shirt. I could feel her hardened nipples in my hand. I wanted her so bad, but I couldn’t. The jeans I wore were disastrously restrictive. Her hand played against the smoothness of my back, sending shivers down my spine. I could feel her body quivering in my arms and I was willing to bet money she was wet and willing. If only I could. I sucked on her bottom lip, willing myself to let go and all too soon, I let go of her open and eager mouth.
Everything between us was bliss. I wanted to hold onto that moment for a lifetime. 
I turned and floated on my back. 
“Do you know how to float?”
“Yeah,” she whispered, and hand in hand, we floated. The ethereal blue sky our new center. 
“Tell me something?” she asked.
After moments of silence I replied: “Anything.”
“Tell me a secret.”
I decided to start off strong. “I hate that people can’t tell the difference between me and my brother. Now you.”
“I’m divorced.” 
I didn’t see it coming at all. She couldn’t have been older than twenty-five.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said, interrupting my silence. “I look too young. But I made a poor decision at nineteen and only recently fixed it.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah. Wow,” she repeated. “Your turn.”
“My mother has dementia.” That was a mood killer if I’d ever heard one, but for some reason, I wanted her to know. There was a long pause. I didn’t know what to say, but I wanted to say more. I was grateful that we were floating on our backs. It felt like I could have been talking to myself. I risked a glance to my left and saw that she was staring at the sky too. 
I wanted her to see my vulnerable side and I wanted to know what she thought of it. I spoke in a tone just above a whisper. “My mom has dementia, and I fear one day she’ll forget that there’s two of us. You know? People already think we’re just like one person.”
“Evan, that would never happen,” she said, turning over and pulling me close to her. “Your mother couldn’t forget giving birth to you two. I’ve never given birth myself, but from what I’ve seen, it’s a life changing event. She would never forget you. You’re not your brother. You’re you, and I see you. You’re not your brother.” 
I could see the sincerity in her eyes. She was serious. “Now you.” My hoarse voice whispered. 
“My husband told me I was worthless and that no one would ever want me. He told me I was bad in bed, that I was a bad wife and…”
I couldn’t stand to hear another negative word come out her mouth. My fingers moved on their own to cover her lips and she froze. 
“You are none of those things.”
“And I’m afraid that he’s right.” Her voice trailed off like she was afraid to say anything else. 
“I’m sure that’s not true. There’s no way you can actually believe that.”
She resumed her position and we floated together, free of gravity. There was something freeing in floating. Relaxing until the point of being able to drown and yet not. I was aware of the time; I’d always had an internal clock. I sighed heavily, resigned to having to leave this moment. 
“Time to go,” I said. She nodded before swimming out to shore. 
The heaviness of my jeans only got worse as I stepped onto the man-made bank. The sand crunched in between my toes. I turned back to see the water one more time before I left. The way the sun shone off the rippling brook, its golden light warped in the twisted, glass waves. No description can truly capture its majesty, and few words can express its beauty.
“We’ll be able to watch the sunset from the road, but in the forest it’s not as safe at night. She nodded and unconsciously held out her hand. I took it, and together we walked back to the cabin. The heated air dried us somewhat, and within minutes, our shoes were laced and we were driving back.
We were facing the horizon when the sun set. There was nothing but open road, and the stillness of nature boldly lighting the heavens. Scarlet, then amethyst emblazoned the enormous sky, then it darkened to obsidian. As the night deepened, fireflies blinked more frequently until the canopy below, billowing in dark waves, sparked with benign, green embers under a star-speckled sky. Kaylen moved closer, snuggling against my back, and we watched the horizon, faces aglow with traces of soft smiles. 
I begrudgingly parked in front of Kaylen’s apartment building. Everything in me wanted to go in. I didn’t want to leave. As pathetic as it sounded, I would even keep my toe in my pants if she wanted, but I just wanted to hold her. I liked how she smelled. Like flowers and honey. Right now, she smelled more like the lake, and I liked her fragrance even more. 
“I had fun today,” she said, handing me the helmet. 
“Keep it,” I said, handing it back to her. “It’s yours.”
It really was. I didn’t take strays on my bike. I brought the helmet brand new from the garage today when I knew I was taking her out. 
“Really?” She smiled like it was Christmas. 
“Really.” 
She hugged it to her chest. 
“I had fun today too.”
Hand in hand we walked to her door, and I waited until she had unlocked it. She fiddled with the keys as if she didn’t know which was which. I knew that that was unlikely, considering there were only three keys on the chain. 
All I needed to hear was some variation of “come in,” but after a moment she stuck her key in the door and smiled shyly. 
“Goodnight, Evan.”
I reached down and cupped her face. If I wasn’t spending the night, the least I would do was make sure she spent all of it thinking about me. 
I kissed her earlobe first, softly, with just the right hint of passion, then worked my way down her neck to her collarbone before coming right back up for the lips I knew would be waiting. As I kissed her neck a wave of pure pleasure ran through my entire body. She was intoxicating. 
She moaned softly and I could feel it as much as I hear it. Why is there so much fire between us? 
I can’t do this. I’ll devour her. 
So I pulled back. 
“Goodnight,” I whispered. 
“Goodnight,” she whispered back, closing the door behind her. 
 



Chapter Five
Kaylen
The world around me blurred as I looked into his eyes. My arms reached up and tangled around his neck into his thick luxurious hair. I breathed in sharply and kissed him delicately, his arms encircling my waist, drawing me in. His lips were hungry for mine. So many thoughts were swirling through my mind. 
I want to let him in. 
Should I let him stay the night?
I want to let him stay the night. 
Goodness, he can kiss. 
Goodness, I want him to touch me. 
I should tell him to touch me. 
Just as I opened my mouth to ask him, he pulled back. 
I could see the lust burning in his eyes. He obviously needs me. He wants me too. How can I step away from this?
“Goodnight,” he said, just barely holding in a growl. 
“Goodnight,” I whispered back. 
I closed the door and leaned against it, banging my head slightly against the frame. 
“What am I doing?” I moaned aloud. 
No one would answer. I showered, cooked dinner for myself, and took myself to bed. Despite being on fire for Evan, I was ridiculously exhausted. I’d done more exercise than I normally would have in a whole month. 
My eyes were closed and I knew it was just a dream but it was so good I might as well have been awake.
“Harder,” I screamed as Ethan plowed into me. I was bent over someone’s desk, I didn’t care whose.
He gripped my hips so tightly I feared I’d wake with bruises. I moaned aloud every time his balls smacked the skin between my rear and pussy. He reached forward, wedging hid hand into the small space between my body and the table as he fingered my clit. I threw my head back to find Evan staring from across the room. His eyes were electric and I could feel him watching, his gaze tracing me all the way from my head to my toes. Everywhere he looked my skin tingled in a frenzy of static, and unable to process that much pleasure, I exploded. 
I woke myself whimpering and panting. I hadn’t had a wet dream since high school. Good Lord. I laid in my own sweat and threw myself back into the pillows. These men were driving me crazy. The clock read 3 AM. I punched my pillow and tried to convince myself I could go back to sleep, but I couldn’t. So I woke up three hours early for my shift and sat drinking coffee. I rarely woke up this early for anything; I didn’t have class, and I didn’t have kids. But the silence of the early morning met me and the stillness calmed my mind. It was so rare for me to be up and able to think clearly. I was either working, sleeping, or wondering what things I had to do before I had to work again. Dating was a part of that, sitting and thinking wasn’t. 
The past few years were nothing like the reality I was living now. I could remember meeting my ex-husband. We met when I was in college at nineteen and somehow he’d managed to convince me that he was a good man. He wined and dined me, showed me a world a college girl like me had never seen before. I thought he was my prince charming. He was my prince charming, and despite my parents’ protests, I accepted when he asked me to marry him. We were married just before my twentieth birthday. 
Five years. That’s how long I was married to him. Five years in a downward spiral and coming to a realization that what we had wasn’t love. I held my own enough to finish college and get my degree but after that, Kenneth made one thing very clear. My only priority in life would be him.
I secretly studied and got licensed as a nurse, and when Kenneth found out he said, “You better not forget what your first job is.”
He wasn’t kidding. My husband used to demand I cook him breakfast every morning, no matter how late my shifts ran. I could remember slaving over the stove, cooking the same thing every morning—bacon, crispy and burnt, with two eggs over easy. Now I had nothing and no one to cook for but myself, and I liked it. 
I could remember the nasty moments toward the bitter end. The fighting. The screaming. The heated arguments going back and forth. Kenneth’s theatrics demanding everything I earned or helped him earn be in his name. I walked away from our marriage with nothing but my name. 
“I want a divorce.” My voice shook as his eyes met mine. 
I remember his laugh. He literally bent over and cackled. "You're kidding, right?”
"No, Kenneth. I’m not. It's over."
There wasn’t any sadness left in me. I was tired. 
He slowly turned away as if I didn’t say something serious. “If you say so.”
“I do say so!”
He was so nonchalant, and that was the problem. He was a terrible husband. He was emotionally abusive, completely unsupportive, and I know for a fact that we hadn’t had sex in a year. And if he wasn’t sexing me, I knew he was having sex with someone else. I just never had the courage to ask who. 
I gulped down a sob and tried to keep my composure as he walked away. I had so much I wanted to say. There was so much I wanted to do, but I was just a shell of the woman I used to be. I couldn’t remember who I was at nineteen. Now twenty-five, I didn’t know what would happen if I went out on my own. Kenneth bought us the house and took care of everything from the beginning. I knew that on my own, I wouldn’t be able to afford any of those things. 
“Well, remember you said it,” he said at the base of the stairs. “You ain’t leaving with anything you didn’t come with.”
My heart broke into little tiny pieces; tears of regret blurred my vision. I gave him so much and he was still so cold. I wanted desperately to call out to him, beg on my knees for him to give me an answer. What had changed? He used to be so loving, so kind, but now, he was nothing but cold. What did I do to deserve that? I really didn’t need an answer as long as he was willing to change, trying to change, but I knew he wouldn’t. I wanted to start over fresh, but a person could only live in an ice box without any affection for so long. I was right. It was over; and he killed it, not me. 
I thought getting divorced would kill me. It almost did, but I had so much more life to live and I was living it. It took a little while, but here I was in my own space, with my own job, my own car, and I was happy. Sitting in my comfy chair in the stillness of the morning was a blessing. I coveted the moments like these where there was nothing but me and sometimes a glass of wine. 
I made myself a bowl of cereal and sat in front of the TV. It was moments like these that were precious, so I sat until I heard my alarm from the bedroom. 
“Time to start another day.”
******
The hospital. It was my sanity and my asylum. 
I moved my stethoscope over the child’s back. I could hear crackles in the lower parts of both lungs. According to the machine, his oxygen barely sat above ninety percent, normal was ninety-nine to ninety-eight percent. His brown skin was greyed. He was conscious, but lying listless, his chest heaved quicker than it should just to bring in enough air. It was most likely pneumonia. The wall chart showed a newly vacant emergency cubicle, there would be no waiting for this kid. I picked him up and ran past the people who had been waiting for hours or more. I took him right into the room. The doctor came in almost instantly, ordering the nasal oxygen prongs I was already hooking up. Doctor Russ listened to the child’s chest and ordered lung x-rays, blood tests, a urine analysis, and the prep work for antibiotics. After just a few breaths of oxygen the boy had already gotten a bit of his color back. I smiled and turned to his mother. 
“You don’t have to worry, ma’am.” I prepared his small arm to take the blood he needed and tuned out the questions his anxious mother asked. I had the answers, but I couldn’t give them to her; nurses weren’t allowed to diagnose. There was nothing I was legally allowed to say until the paperwork came back and the doctor made the announcement. 
I spent lunch debating on if I should feel guilty for not texting Evan back. I had texted him back, of course I did. I never ignored messages, but I wondered if I should feel guilty. Should I tell him I was planning to go on a date with his brother? I mean, it was more than his brother. It was his twin brother. I tried to find a way to say it, but in all honesty, it was hard to find an in. I didn’t want to interrupt our conversation with “Hey, just wanted to let you know that I’m planning to go on a date with your twin brother. I hope you don’t mind.” No. That was a terrible message to send and if I was being honest, it should have been said in person. 
Just as I was typing the words, Serena sat beside with her tray of “lunch.” I set my phone face down on the table. 
“You’re a nurse. I know you know that a Twinkie, a chocolate chip cookie and an apple does not make a healthy or nutritious lunch,” I teased. 
“You’re a nurse. I know you know this is what I need to keep going,” she smiled, biting into her apple. “And look, mom, I’m saving my dessert for last.”
I could only shake my head. Serena was a trip. She looked like Jessica Rabbit, curves for days. She made all her scrubs look like lingerie, but she was the nicest girl ever. I was willing to bet money she was a late bloomer in life. No way could someone that gorgeous be so humble and unassuming about life. 
“How’s your day going?” She asked between chews.
“It’s going. Yours?”
“Same,” she shrugged. “Anything new in your life?”
I thought about the fight, the fiery kisses, and the ping pong of emotions I felt for both brothers. “Nope. Yours?”
“Nah,” she said wiping her mouth. “I wish. There’s a new doctor in dermatology. I’m think about getting on his rounds.”
“Ugh. Dermatology. You know all the derm docs are full of themselves and obsessed with being pretty.”
“I know,” she sighed, “but this guy seems different.”
I shook my head and smiled. “For your sake, I hope so. You’re a nice girl.”
“I am a nice girl,” she said, biting into her cookie. “I’m also a smart girl, so trust I won’t just run head first into this guy.”
She was right. Serena was a smart girl. She was the first person I went to when I had any questions in the hospital. “Hey, let me ask you something.”
“Mhm?” she said, chewing quickly. 
“You ever heard the word Bandito?”
“Sure have.”
“What does it mean?”
“Well, around here when you hear that word you’re usually referring to the Los Banditos, that’s the name of a motorcycle gang, or club, however you like to call it. The Bandits. They’ve been around since my great grandfather can remember.
I tried not to show how shocked I was, but I never had much of a poker face. Serena just barely swallowed before laughing out loud. “You should see your face.”
I tried to compose myself. 
“Not what you were expecting?” she asked. 
“No way. I didn’t even know motorcycle clubs were a thing.”
“Oh they’re definitely a thing, honey. I forget that you aren’t from around here.”
As soon as my ex-husband signed the divorce papers, I‘d moved. I let him have everything in Maryland and before the ink was dry, I’d started a new life in Arizona.  
“You’ve got a lot to learn, love. Los Banditos are as legit as the Skulls.”
“What are the Skulls?” I asked, not sure if I wanted to know anymore.
“Not what. Who.”
“Okay, who are the Skulls?”
“A rival motorcycle gang.”
“They’ve got rivals?” I’d practically squealed. 
“Of course. How do you think they’ve gotten their bad reputation? Someone has to lose so there can be a winner.”
“Are they dangerous?” I asked, testing the limits to Serena’s curiosity. 
“Depends on how you define dangerous. To some, the answer is a definite yes. To people like their friends or significant others, I’d be willing to bet they’d say no.”
She studied me for a moment as she called up her napkin. “Why do you ask?”
My phone buzzed on the table loudly. It was Ethan texting me. 
Five o’clock. 
I’ll be ready, I texted back.
“I got to go, girl. I’ll see you later,” I said, disposing of my trash before going back to my rounds. 
My day ended with less excitement than it had begun with. I left the hospital at 4 PM, and I knew that with driving time and prep, I’d be cutting it close. I got home and in a matter of thirty minutes, I’d cleaned and redressed myself. 
Want to tell me where we’re going? I texted.
Somewhere fun.


I stood in front of the mirror smoothing down invisible wrinkles until Ethan knocked on my door. I’d decided on jeans a loose blouse. Knowing Ethan, we’d be cruising on his bike again.
“Hey,” he said, smirking like he had a secret. 
“Hi,” I answered, willing my butterflies to settle. 
“You ready?”
“Yeah,” I said, turning to shut and lock the door. I turned back to find Ethan inches from my face.
“Let’s start this date off right,” he growled. I froze when his big hands clamped both sides of my face. 
His lips were the electricity I needed to jump start my delayed response. Ethan’s lips were like honey: sweet and thick with unspoken lust. I could feel the scab on the side of his lip from the fight, and it turned me on even more. The ruggedness of his lips and his raw power over me, there was nowhere to go but with him. I opened myself up to him, taking cues from his passion, pulling his hair while the other held tightly onto his shoulder. 
“Now, let’s go,” he said as pulled back and walked confidently down the stairs. 
I could already tell this date was going to leave me breathless. 
 
Ethan
I couldn’t wait to see her face. That little angel had a devil on the inside of her just waiting to come out. She’d asked for a date and I was going to give her one—the most exciting date of her life. 
“You brought me a helmet this time,” she grinned.
“I borrowed it from the garage,” I shrugged. It’s not that I can’t be thoughtful, I just don’t like people to know that I could. That’s how you get people thinking you’re a nice guy, and nice guys always finish last. Just look at my brother. “Plus, it’s the law.”
Riding a motorcycle is the human equivalent to flying. It effects every one of your senses. You smell, and subsequently taste everything. The air is full of smells from grass to burgers to smoke, and every hint of cow manure you might pass. You could smell everything. You could see everything. Riding is the IMAX of real life. No windows or pillars to block your view. Everything pours into your senses with no limitations. You could feel everything: the wind, the sun, and that small two percent drop of the temperature when you pass through tree lined sections of the road. Rain feels like tiny bullets. You hear white noise. You touch greatness. 
Riding makes me feel equally immortal and human. I am never more myself than when I am going for a ride. The combination of fear, exhilaration, relaxation, and pleasure leads to this moment when everything comes together. I stop thinking about the next turn. I stop focusing on the details. I become a machine and there I find Zen. It settled over my head first, lifted my shoulders, and glided through my feet and to the wheels that keep me on earth. It’s godly. It’s superhuman, and that is why I ride.
I rode almost entirely on autopilot to the track. 
“Where are we?” Kaylen asked as she took in the burnt rubber of the road, the revving engines, and the crowd. 
“We’re at a drag race.”
There was a track with two separate lanes. From where I was standing, I could see a girl in a skirt not even long enough to be called a skirt, holding a sign in her hand. She walked around hoisting it in the air before prancing off to the side. In the middle was a board with lights. As soon as it turned green the bikers took off, leaving trails of dirt behind them. You couldn’t see a thing from behind, but the view from the side was beautiful. Surrounding the track were bleachers for the troves of onlookers. The crowd cheered loudly as the bikers revved their engines.  
Kaylen’s eyes was big as bottle caps, and I couldn’t help laughing. 
“Let me guess. Never been to one of these before?”
She bite her lip and nodded no. 
“Well that’s what dates are for, right? To experience new things.”
“I am not getting on one of those.”
I liked how feisty she could be. It came out in spurts, but it was there nonetheless. 
“No, you’re not. I am.”
Those facial expressions of hers, really, they were my favorite thing about her. You would have thought I’d said I was going to jump off a cliff from the way the blood drained from her face. 
“You can’t,” she whispered. 
I leaned down, taking her helmet from her hands and set it on the bike without looking. I could smell her perfume. Her eyes roamed down to my lips and I smiled. She wanted me. 
“I can and I will. I’ve been doing this for years. I have a race and you’re going to sit in the audience and cheer for me, then afterwards,” I said, leaning closer to her lips, “I’m going to make good on my promises.”
I felt her shiver and I couldn’t help feeling cocky. 
“Now,” I said, rubbing my thumb over her lip. “A kiss for good luck.”
I liked owning things. I liked being in control. Kaylen had such a beautiful mouth. It would look even better swollen from kisses, I thought, sucking on her lips. She moaned in appreciation. I pulled her closer to me, holding her firmly by her pert rear. She wasn’t going anywhere unless I let her. She was shaking with need when I let her go, just the way I wanted her to be. 
Her cheeks were flushed as she panted. 
“You go sit over there.” I pointed. “In the highest bleachers, so you get the best view. I’m going over there to check in, and the race will be in about five minutes.”
She stood there in a daze, only moving when I smacked her on the rear. 
“E-Man,” Shawn said, smacking me on the back. “I see you’ve got a new plus one.”
“Mind your business, man,” I chuckled. 
“As you wish. You still only running one tonight.” He always spoke like a butler.
“Yeah, man. Got other things to take care of tonight.”
“Or someone.”
I shook my head as I parked my bike in the back. “Just check my name off for me. Okay?”
“Consider it done.”
I’d been racing for a while. The goal of drag racing is pretty basic: cross the quarter mile first and snag a lower time than your opponent. I knew I could do that, no problem. I would do that.

It didn’t take long before it was time. I rolled my bike out and looked to the bleachers to make sure Kaylen was safe. She sat in the tallest bleacher, legs and hands clamped tightly together. It was cute how nervous she was for me. Her pink shirt billowed softly in the wind only the highest seats could feel. The Arizona heat beat down on me and I gave her a thumbs up before pulling the visor down. 
Clutch. Throttle. Shift. Brake.
Clutch. Throttle. Shift. Brake. 
That’s all that I could focus on—all that matters. It was the difference between me winning and being a loser. I didn’t lose. 
Silence ebbed into my world in slow motion. The crowd, the hum of my bike, the announcer’s voice; all gone. All I saw were the four large incandescent bulbs counting down to the final green light. Red, two yellows and a green. Did you know that the perfect human reaction time is about 0.4 seconds? I did. That’s why you never watched for green. You leave at the green light, and you’ll leave too late. I always watched the bottom yellow light. 
Red. 
Yellow.
Yellow.
My hands shifted and I flew forward. 
Green. 
I’ve done this enough times to fight the natural urge to raise my feet as the bike lurches forward. I know riding the first couple of feet with your legs down keeps the bike steady. Every bike has the perfect launch RPM. It depends on the engine in the bike, but without knowing it, taking off will cause a wheelie. I didn’t do wheelies on takeoff. I knew my bike. 
I couldn’t see anything but what’s in front of me. You go, feeding in the throttle and gradually releasing the clutch. The point is to make the bike stay at the launch RPM. Hold it. Hold it—steady. Until the road speed matches the engine speed. The clutch is the modulator for a powerful delivery and as I crossed the finish line, I just knew—as I’ve known every time before—that I’d won. The sounds came back like a slap to the eardrums. They’re screaming for me. I was the winner, and as I drove slowly off track, I pumped my fist in the air. 
I found Kaylen looking lost beneath the bleachers. 
“Looking for me?”
She throws her arms around me and wraps her legs around my waist. 
“That was incredible!”
“So you liked it?”
“I loved it,” she said, heat rushing to her cheeks.
Her looking like that, wrapped around me like that, was enough to make me take her on the ground where we were standing. 
“Time to go home,” I said, carrying her to where I left my bike.
She nodded and together we mounted the bike like we’d been riding together for years. 
I pulled into the parking lot of Whataburger and turned back in time to see Kaylen’s eyebrows raised. 
“What? I have to feed you. We’re about to burn major calories and I don’t know about you, but I could go for a burger.”
Her face flushed again as I walked to the door, holding it for her as she walked in. I was definitely a jerk on my best days, but my mother’s nagging about being a gentleman was ingrained too deep for me to ignore. 
We ordered, and I sat happy to see Kaylen didn’t any waste any time biting into her burger. A woman that can eat was a woman who would l work out tonight. I didn’t need to worry about whether she would be dehydrated or pass out. We sat in silence for a few moments, chewing. 
“What else do you do besides race your bike?” she asked, wiping her mouth. 
“I work on cars. I’m a mechanic.” I said, dipping my fries into her hot sauce. 
“So you build cars too?”
“Yup. I race to win money to buy parts and build better bikes.”
“So, it’s a never ending cycle,” she smirked as she stole a fry from my tray. 
I chuckled. “You could say I have an addiction.”
“There’s nothing wrong with being addicted to something that’s not harmful.”
I couldn’t say for sure that it wasn’t, so I said nothing. “You done?”
“Let me wash my hands first.”
We rode back, and instead of zoning out, I zoned in on the heat of Kaylen on my back. I could’ve been imagining it, but I could acutely feel the heat between her legs on me. Her hands around my waist felt like a tease, and when we climbed off the bike at her apartment, I was ready to strip her naked. 
“You live alone?”
“Yeah,” she said looking up at me as she walked. 
I wasn’t so engrossed in talking to her that I didn’t miss the white and green motorcycle parked in front of her building. 
What the heck?
“My brother’s here.”
“What?” she said looking at the bike like it was a snake that could bite her. “Why?” She asked me like I knew. 
“Only one way to find out,” I said, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her forward. 
 



Chapter Six
Kaylen
When would I learn? Was I ever going to learn? Twins are dangerous. Evan was going to think I was a floozy. What am I going to say? What could I say?
Evan stood on my doorstep with flowers. How sweet was he?
His jaw clenched when he saw Ethan behind me and then shockingly, he laughed. “I don’t know why I didn’t expect this trash from you. I’ll admit, we ain’t trash for lying. I should have known better.”
Ethan chuckled and nodded. “True. Nice flowers.”
“They’re for you,” he said extending them to me.
“Thank you,” I said breathing them in. “They smell wonderful. Here, let me open the door so I can put them in some water.”
his was beyond awkward. I didn’t turn to look at either of them until I’d found a vase. It was best to pretend everything was alright. After filling the vase with water, I stuck in the bouquet of flowers in and turned around. The boys were still waiting in the doorway, leaning against opposite ends. They looked like mirror images of each other. 
I stood there awkwardly, unsure what to say. 
“Well—”
”Look, babe,” Ethan said cutting me off. I guessed it was Ethan, because Evan took the time to listen. “You gotta choose.”
“He’s right,” Evan said, his face neutral. I wanted so badly to know what was going on in his head. “I’m not about to compete with my brother.”
I stood there, frozen. What could I say? I couldn’t choose. How could I choose? I opened my mouth and closed it. I couldn’t say it out loud. 
Well?” Ethan was so impatient.
“Don’t rush her,” Evan snapped, leaning forward menacingly. 
“I… I…”
You what?” Ethan was practically foaming at the mouth. 
I looked at them. How could they look so similar but be so different? To anyone who was looking, really looking, they could see. Ethan had a mole on the right side of his cheek. Evan had the same, but on his left. While they both had dimples, only Ethan smiled often enough to show them. Evan was more observant; Ethan was a wild boy prone to leaping before he looked. They were two completely different people, incapable of being interchangeable, and for that, I wanted them both. 
“I can’t choose.”
‘Why not?” Ethan asked, fuming. 
“Because…”
I couldn’t actually admit it out loud. Could I?
“Because what, Kaylen?”
I could feel my skin burning. I was probably red from head to toe. 
Evan pushed off the doorway and leaned forward until we were eye to eye despite the countertop between us. “Tell me why, Kay.”
I could tell Evan. I could trust Evan with my truth. “Because I want you both,” I whispered. 
I could see the desire burning in Evan’s eyes. The scent of his cologne drifted through my nostrils—a scent I was quickly becoming addicted to, and I knew he could see that reflected in my eyes. I was caught in his web, and the desire was outweighing the fear of rejection. 
“You heard her, bro,” Ethan said from behind me. I hadn’t heard him move at all. “Can we put away the fighting and give the lady what she wants?”
As if compelled by some unseen sign, Evan stepped away and leaned against the counter. I could feel both their gazes like fingers caressing my needy swells. I could feel my cheeks flush crimson with heat and embarrassment. 
A small half-closed smile played on Ethan’s lips. Evan pushed his fists in his pockets and licked his lips. “Alright. Take off your clothes.”
Both twins rounded me again until again they were both leaning against the kitchen counter, watching me. 
My hands trembled as I grabbed the bottom of my blouse and pulled it over my head. I watched the fabric puddle on the floor before glancing up. Their eyes darkened with lust. My legs barely support me as I unzipped my pants and pushed it down until I could climb out of each leg. 
Two pairs of blue eyes drank in my body in my black lace underwear. I wanted to turn away for courage, but I couldn’t look away from their intense stares. The kitchen lights were so bright, they could see everything. There was nowhere to hide. My full breasts, my stretchmarks, my scars, and my desire. The hunger in their eyes propelled my arms backward to unhook my bra, and I let it fall to the floor. My heavy breasts dropped and looking in their eyes, I let one hand trace the length of my collarbone and down until both hands explored my warm body. The cool air soothed my aching breasts, puckered with excitement. Squeezing and pinching my nipples set both men on edge. I could see Evan’s jaw clench and Ethan’s nose flare as I rubbed a pink nipple between my fingers. 
My hand continued downward, cupping my lace covered mound. I squeezed my thighs together, rubbing my swollen clit against the drenched material. 
“I need someone to come take my panties off.”
“That’s it,” Ethan said, walking forward. “It’s time for you to go bed.” He picked me up and threw me over his shoulder. 
I squealed a little before the world turned upside down. Evan stood before me looking down like a stone statue. 
Ethan sped through my apartment. There were only two doors—the bathroom and the bedroom—and both were open. Ethan threw me on the bed and I bounced hard before coming to a stop. He bent over my body, one knee planted between my spread thighs, and grabbed the material in a bunch before snatching them down my legs. He bought the panties to his nose and inhaled deeply. 
“She smells sweet, Ev. I wonder if she tastes like it too.”
Evan stood to the side, caressing the smooth skin of my thigh before he sat down. His hand held on thigh to the side as Ethan’s hand held the other. I was open for both of them to see my glistening pussy. There was no way to close my thighs and just when I was starting to feel too nervous, Evan rubbed the inside of my knee. It was so gentle and calming that I forgot my worries. I relaxed and moaned softly. 
I felt the bed move, and before I could open my eyes I felt a cool tongue lapping at my slick pussy. My hips bucked forward begging for more, so needy. 
“Evan,” I moaned. 
Ethan, now naked, climbed in front of me, lunging at the head of the bed with my pillows under him, his thick shaft pointed straight at my face. 
“Suck me,” he growled. I couldn’t see anything, but I couldn’t keep myself from touching him. I reached up to trail my fingers along the curve of his hardened chest. I could feel the soft patches of his hair, his tiny hard nipples, and the narrow lines leading to his toe. Ethan’s fingers tightened in my hair as his stomached flinched under my touch. He let out a low sigh as I swallowed him in inch by inch. 
Evan slipped two fingers inside me as I moaned, opening my mouth wider as Ethan slipped deeper into my throat. There was nothing but hard male body in my mouth. I could smell his musk and taste the salt of his skin. Ethan was a bad boy; he lived for control and I wondered what it would take to make him lose it completely.
My teeth skimmed along the hard ridges of his shaft very gently and he jerked in my mouth. “Idiot.”
Evan pumped his thick fingers inside me even harder and I whimpered.
“That’s it, baby. That’s it.”
I could feel myself close to coming. Ethan pumped in and out of me in hard fast strokes, pressing on my g-spot while sucking on my clit. My pussy quivered and spasmed. 
Evan leaned forward and whispered, “I want you to come for me.”
I moaned helplessly around Ethan’s toe as I came apart, clamping onto something, anything to fill me. Evan didn’t wait, his fingers were soon replaced with his hard toe. The only thing keeping me from levitating off the bed was my firm grasp on Ethan’s waist. I think I left scratch marks. He must have been into pain because his creamy liquid instantly flooded my throat in spurts. The first wad took me by surprise, but I swallowed the rest eagerly, used to the taste. He held my head tightly, fingers wrapped around my hair, and pumped slowly until his breathing slowed. Gratefully, he let go and pulled away. My jaw ached, in a good way, and Ethan found my eyes as I swallowed. 
Evan wasn’t through with me yet. Ethan disappeared somewhere behind me, I don’t know where. I could hear him panting, but that all disappeared as Evan slid into me. Holding tightly to my waist, he slid in slowly, inch by inch. This was nothing like with Ethan. Ethan was hard and fast—starting, crashing, and ending on fire—but Evan was a slow rolling wave. Everything faded away and there was nothing but the man on top of me. His jaw clenched and drops of water fell onto my body. No, not water—sweat. He was sweating and trembling in a concentrated effort not to ram into me. I smiled softly. He was so sweet and caring. 
I ran my fingers through his hair and pulled him close to kiss him. “You don’t have to be gentle with me. I won’t break,” I said.
“I know,” he said through gritted teeth, “but I want you to know that he’s wrong.”
Evan leaned forward, kissing my collarbone down to my breasts and sucked on my nipple. His hands held onto me, kneading flesh, licking, sucking and making me whimper. My heart fluttered in my chest at his words. He remembered. That moment between us when we were floating in the water and I admitted that I thought my husband was right about me—that maybe I was just destined for bad sex. Evan was right: he was wrong. This was the best sex I’d ever had, and Evan cared enough to make sure I knew it. 
“Oh, Evan,” I moaned, wrapping my legs around him, pulling him closer. 
With every thrust he whispered into my ear. “You’re amazing. You’re passionate. You’re beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with you.”
I held him tightly, wrapping myself around his body and his words. I needed to hear them. I needed him.
Do you hear me, Kay?” he leaned back to make sure I heard and I fisted the sheets ready for my orgasm to come. “Tell me you hear me,” he said, pushed harder into my quivering groin. 
“I hear you.”
“Tell me you believe me,” he said grunting out his words. 
“Oh… God. I believe you.”
“Tell me you’re coming.”
I was not a liar, and he knew what he was doing when he softly pinched my clit. 
I screamed and arched my back into his hard chest. “I’m coming!”
Evan’s soft groans of satisfaction followed with deep rhythmic thrusts as he came with me. 
“Now round two,” he said, smirking and looking so much like Ethan. 
“But. Where’d E—”
“Shush, baby. Ethan is grown rear man. Wherever he is,” he said flipping us until he was lying on the bed, “he’s missing out. Now sit on my face.”
Heat rippled through my entire body. “What?” I couldn’t do that. The lights were on, he’d see everything. What would he think?
Sensing my hesitation, Evan pulled my chin until he could kiss me softly. “You are the most beautiful women I have ever seen, Kaylen. There’s no part of you I don’t want to see, don’t want to kiss. I want to taste that sweet pussy, and I want it on my face. Everything that jerk said was a lie and I want you. Don’t do this for me. Do it for yourself. Show me how wrong you know he is.” There was no way I could say no to that. “Okay,” he smiled and kissed me swiftly. “That’s my girl. Now. Face. Sit.”
I was ridiculously nervous, but I imagined Evan’s tongue was as skilled as his hands and toe were. He helped me settle above his head, and looking down, I could see him smiling from between my legs. 
“I told you. Beautiful. So beautiful. How could anyone let go of you?”
I moaned as he pulled me down onto his mouth. His tongue caressed my sensitive mound softly, lapping in spirals as he guided me by my rear to move over him. Back and forth I rocked against him, and when I started to shake, he held me firmly in place, thrusting his tongue as deep as possible into me. His tongue went deeper and deeper and I felt him slip in two fingers inside me; my hips responded without his guidance. I felt so full as he slipped in another two. His tongue danced in between his digits as everything he did took me on a ride. Any reservations I had went out the window and I lost myself to the sensations of riding his face. Quickly, he stuck his pinky in my rear. The sound of him growling and the dark pleasure I got from his finger in my rear was too much. My back arched and I slammed my hands against the wall as I came with a loud cry. 
He held me firmly until I finished and then with a groan I sat up. I moaned aloud when I saw his mouth drenched in my wetness. My eyes could roll to the back of my head just from seeing him lick his fingers clean while watching me deep in lust. 
“You taste amazing. Sweet and tangy.”
Watching him was so hot, and now instead of being sated, I was in need of him again. I could only whimper. 
“I know, Kay. I know. I’m going to give you what you need.”
He didn’t have to tell me. I spread my legs for him as wide as they could go as he positioned himself between them. 
“This is going to be rough, honey.”
I nodded quickly. “Yes, Evan. Idiot me. Please!”
I yelped as he thrust in hard and deep. His control snapped along with mine as he pounded into me relentlessly. My head hit the headboard but I couldn’t feel it. I was lost in the mask on Evan’s face. Gone was the neutral and mysterious face of a man I couldn’t figure out. His face was contorted in ecstasy. I’d made him lose control and the man underneath the mystery was as sexy as I thought.
He was right. It was hard, fast, and rough, but it was every bit of amazing. I couldn’t take my eyes off him even as we both made guttural noises and my sex clung to him, clenching uncontrollably. The room carried nothing but our scent, our moans, and it was a moment of pure beauty. In all my life, I’d never had anything like it before. 
“Idiot. Kay. I have to come.”
“Give it to me,” I moaned, gripping his shoulders tight as light flashed behind my eyelids. 
“You first,” he growled, a gentleman even in the heat of the moment. “Let me see it.”
His eyes bore into mine as my orgasm took over. He didn’t let up, swiveling his hips and hitting more spots as my orgasm went on and on.  He was a madman, pumping into me like a machine, completely focused on me into oblivion. I knew the exact moment he pitched over the edge, his fingers gripping my hips as his head tossed back. He screamed as my sex convulsed on him, milking him for every drop.  
Finally, he slumped over me and together we lay in a heap of warm flesh, trying to catch our breath.  He kissed my neck softly as I mumbled. 
“You’re trying to kill me.”
He chuckled and shook his head as he nuzzled his body against mine. 
“I wonder where Ethan went,” he said, stretching and looking around.
“I don’t know,” I mumbled. I could barely keep my words from slurring. Maybe they already were. 
“He can’t be too far away. He’ll message me,” he said, holding me tightly as we fell asleep. 



Chapter Seven
Ethan  
Idiot!” I shouldn’t be screaming at the heavens but here I was. So? I had good reason. It’s not too often you see yourself make love to a woman and know that it’s not you. The wind clawed at my face as I drove to the nearest bar. I needed a drink. If I was smart, I would have gone to Oasis—free drinks. But I wasn’t smart. That was the other twin.
The smoke twisted in the air, curling like limp hair around the unseen musical notes from the tired juke box. I had no idea where I was and I didn’t care. 
I just watched my brother make love to someone. Granted, I’ve never seen him in bed before, but I know he’s never looked at a woman like that before. Not like that. 
Along the wall were every hue of amber liquid imaginable in their inverted bottles, and the staff served well, judging by the cups in front of me. I raised a shaky finger to call the server over. She didn’t move, but I know she saw me. 
“How about I call you a taxi?” she asked.
It must be near closing.
So? The rules don’t apply to me.
“’ow ‘bout 'nother 'iskey?” 
The woman turned her head and sighed heavily. The professional smile she wore all night was long gone, and her eye lids were pink and sagging with fatigue. 
“We’re closed,” she said roughly as she wiped down the counter. 
“I’m still drinking!”
“Hey!” a guy yelled from a table in the back. “She said we’re closed.”
“Are you her bodyguard?” I slurred, wobbling on the high stool. My leg buckled when I stood, but I didn’t fall. 
The guy sighed and grabbed me by the collar of my jacket. I’m not a small guy, but this guy had at least a hundred pounds on me.
“Get out,” he growled, throwing me out the door onto my face. 
Nobody kicks me out. I leave when I want. 
“Go home. Sleep it off, and don’t come back here again,” he said to my slumped body.
“I go where I want.” I was definitely slurring. Slurring didn’t sound as threatening.
“Not here you don’t. You’re banned. You show up here again and it won’t be pretty,” he said as I got to my feet.
Was that a threat?
I didn’t get a chance to ask him. He slammed the bar door and I heard the distinct click of it locking in place. 
“IDIOT!”
There was one lone bike standing in the front. I should have considered the beautiful paint job, but I didn’t. I kicked it over in a rage. 
“Jerks. Last time I ever come here!” I yelled, walking back to where I think I left my bike. 
I don’t really remember the rest. I somehow made it back to my couch, though.
 
Evan
Why is it always me? Must I always be the nice twin? The do-gooder twin? I always have to save my brother like I’m some superhero. Do I look like Clark Kent?
I had no idea where my brother had gone, but I imagined it’d be somewhere with booze. So that’s where I went. It was easy to know when to stop driving. His bike was propped on its kickstand in the light of day. The paint job was beautiful and unique. Black on black with crosses and the word bandits on the front. His helmet, when worn, looked like it had a bandana covering the mouth, and the eyewear was blacked out. 
I’d slept for a few hours at Kaylen’s, but I couldn’t get too comfortable knowing that my brother had left. I mean, he’s a grown man and he’ll do what he wants, but I still hadn’t heard back from him.
I pulled away from Kaylen slowly. We were intricately wrapped around each other. I didn’t know whether she was a light sleeper, but I didn’t want her to wake up because of me. She deserved to sleep. Inch by inch, I pulled away until I was able to slide to the edge of the bed. She reached forward and when her hands reached my pillow she snatched it to her body and smiled. She was so beautiful; her naked curves and wild hair, without any pretenses or attempts to be beautiful, she just was. 
If it wasn’t for my brother, I wouldn’t be going anywhere. I would’ve spent as long as I could holding her. But not getting a call or at least a text was worrying. The thought that something could have happened to him stopped me from lying in the bed a second longer. It’s what had me up at 7 AM knocking on doors, trying to find the idiot with my face. 
“Excuse me,” I said, pushing on the door.
“We’re closed,” a gruff voiced yelled. 
“I get that, but I have a question.”
The door swung open and I was face to face with a man with shiny, dark hair. If I had to guess, I’d say he was of Latino heritage. “What did I just say? We’re—” 
The man eyes narrowed and a flare of recognition flashed in his eyes before he grabbed me by the shirt. 
“You!”
“What?” I said trying to yank his hands away as he shoved me inside. 
“I got him, boss!” he yelled to the back.
“What the heck are you talking about? Get your hands off me.”
TA man walked forward, his shoes made rhythmic taps against the hardwood, solid and regular, like a solider. His face was stern yet peaceful as he pulled a chair from the table beside him and turned to sit. The man had the swagger of someone I wouldn’t even want to lock eyes with, let alone cross. His arms were more ink than skin, his blonde hair so closely cropped that from a distance I had mistaken him for being bald. 
Beneath his pierced brows his eyes were as direct as I had expected them to be, not even blinking as much as the average person. “So, you’re the idiot who scratched my bike?” His voice gave nothing away. No anger, no maliciousness. If anything, he sounded just a little amused.
“Look, man. I don’t know what you think this is but this is just a misunderstanding.”
“Let me guess, I’ve got the wrong guy?” His chuckle was low and sinister as he watched my face. “So that’s what we’re going to do, is it?” He shook his head. “I’ve heard so much about you bandits; this is such a letdown. You’re a bunch of cowards.”
My fists clenched and I tried to keep myself calm. “I don’t know what you think you know or what you’re talking about, but you better watch yourself.”
Do you know who I am?” he spoke calmly still. His eyes showed no fear and as men came in from the back, standing behind him, I studied his face trying to find anything that might trigger something I might know. 
“No.”
“Casper Karin.” He pronounced the syllables in his name slowly and smiled as he continued, “The President of The Skulls. And you… you trashed the wrong bike.”
Well trash.
I knew what this was and how it was going to end. I only had one option. I wasn’t going to keep arguing it wasn’t me, and I dang sure wasn’t going to sell out my brother. 
Five men encircled me, some taller and some heavier than me. Casper moved slowly, not at all concerned with the men surrounding me and menacingly cracking their knuckles. He put the chair back under the table and looked over his shoulder as he walked through the back door. “Don’t leave any blood on the floor.”
That was the breaking point of my patience. Even then I could tell you I was going down. There was no way I could win against five men, but I was blinded by a five-course serving of rage that tasted bitter, yet surprisingly satisfying. I would make sure they left this hurting as much as I was going to. 
I punched the first guy in the face. When my fist came to contact, he fell to the ground wailing in pain, as I tried to shake the aching aftertaste upon the taste buds of my hand. Much like coffee, its bitterness drew me in to take another sip, knowing the exhilaration that would follow. I tackled him and held him down so he couldn’t fight back as his friends jumped on top of me. 
Someone punched me in the stomach at the same time my fist connected with his nose in a satisfying crunch. Another man grabbed my left arm, and I whirled around to land a punch solidly on his jaw, right below his eye. He fell back but didn’t go down. Two of the other three held my arms while another punk hit me in the stomach twice. I kicked him solidly in the midsection, which knocked the breath out of him. He bent over, but didn't fall. When I kicked the guy in the gut, I pushed the others back and we all went down. I hit the floor, staggering to get up. On all fours, I saw the foot coming. It landed on my chin and flew back, landing hard on my head. Dizzily, I stood and held my hands back up. I am a blasted good Bandito. We go down fighting. For every breath in my body, they were going to have to beat me unconscious. The other man ran to tackle me and that was the last thing I remembered.
 
Kaylen
I woke up to an empty bed, but I could smell both of them on my skin. 
Evan. Ethan. Together. With me. 
I sat up and shocked myself with the soreness of my body. I smiled softly as I walked to the shower and prepared myself for work. I had days to spare, and could have called in sick, but I didn’t want to. There was a lot I needed to think about, and somehow doing something with my hands helped. 
I wondered when Evan was because I hadn’t heard him leave. Then I remembered Ethan walking out sometime during our sex session. Evan probably went to find him. I turned my phone over and saw his message.
Last night was everything. I want to do it again. Soon. Just me and you. Will call after I find my brother. 
I smiled. Truthfully, I wanted to do it again too. Without his brother. I may have started out wanting both of them, but the truth was, only Evan made my heart sing. Ethan could set my skin on fire, but that was a given. After all, he looked the exact same as Evan. They were both hot. But underneath, they were completely different men. I’d been divorced for two years. In that time, nothing had happened that made me want to risk falling for someone again, but there was something about Evan. From the moment I saw him, he made me want to do the opposite of what my brain said to do. My feet wanted to run, but something told me to stay, and here we were, not even two weeks later. It sounded absolutely crazy. This wasn’t a movie. This was real life, and yet, I could feel myself falling again. 
I stripped down and stepped slowly into the shower, toes flinching as they touched the chilled ceramic floor. I snatched back the shower curtain as I turned the water on hot and let it beat onto my head in steamy rivulets. Closing my eyes to the water, as the heat soaked into my skin, I could easily image Evan there with me. How the water would make its way down his sculpted body. Maybe next time we’ll shower together afterward. My hands traced the places he kissed and I smiled at the soreness of my body. Evan touched me here. I almost dreaded washing because I could still smell him on my skin. 
The sensation of the steamy water calmed me and cleared my mind. Evan was at the forefront, but I wondered about Ethan as well. I didn’t expect him to walk out. If anything, I would have expected him to have been the one leading the show. I wondered why he left, what was going on in his mind, and if he was okay. If anyone could find him, it was Evan. They probably had some kind of Spidey-sense with each other. 
I wanted to be with Evan, this much I was sure of. I wondered how that would affect my relationship with Ethan. Would he be mad? Hurt? I couldn’t imagine he would be. He didn’t strike me as the kind of man to catch feelings like that. He seemed so in control of everything. Maybe that’s why he left; because as much as he thought he was in control, Evan had ruled me. He’d rocked my world, and there was no one else I wanted to touch me. 
I washed my hair, detangling it as the suds dissipated under my fingers. Washing my hair never felt this luxurious before. I knew it was just because I was in such a good mood. I combed through the silky strands and rinsed thoroughly. Drying and picking out my clothes were easy tasks, done without worrying as I always dressed in scrubs and always wore my hair pinned in a bun. I usually let it dry that way. After dressing, I treated myself to a Starbucks coffee and blueberry muffin before driving into work.
“Hey, boo!” Serena called, seeing me the moment I walked in. “Ooh. Somebody looks like they finally got some,” she chimed. 
“What?” I asked trying to appear nonchalant. 
“Oh, don’t try to play me, girl. I know that face. You’ve been all uptight and now you practically gliding.” I turned my head to the side trying to avert her gaze, but the sudden rosiness of my cheeks gave me away.
“Oh my goodness, oh my goodness. You did! Tell me. Who was it?”
“Nobody,” I said, waving my hands in the air trying to direct her attention somewhere else. “So who’s on rounds today?”
“Oh no, girl. You don’t get to get away that easy. Tell me, tell me.” 
I don’t know her like that. I didn’t know too much about Serena. I knew she was a year younger than me, genuinely excited about helping people, and didn’t like nuts in anything she ate. Aside from that, I didn’t know anything about her – whether she had kids, what she did after work, or if she was even in a relationship. 
“Look, you look like you could use a friend, right?” She didn’t pause long enough for me to answer, “And I know I could use one too.” She sat us down until we were side by side on a bench and leaned forward. “Who else are you gonna tell? We’re both new here, we’re the closest thing to friends either of us has got. So I’m thinking we should stick together.”
I looked into her eyes and I saw what I knew she saw in mine—loneliness. We both needed a friend. 
“Okay.”
“Great!” she said sounded every bit like a cheerleader, even smiling like one. “Now spill.”
“Okay.” I sighed deeply, like I didn’t want to admit anything. “There is this guy.”
She squealed like we were in grade school. “I knew it! I knew it! Tell me more.”
“It’s complicated,” I said.
“No, ma’am. It’s never really that complicated. Simplify it for me. Don’t play me. You really like him, don’t you?” she prodded.
“Yeah. I do.”
“Then that’s all that matters, honey,” she said tapping my hand. “Now let’s get to work,” she said with a wide smile. “And then who knows, maybe later we can do something after our shifts end. That’s how friendship works right?”
“Right,” I said with a smile. 
My patient for the day was an older woman who seemed to be on my round every shift. The woman in the bed was old beyond a natural lifespan—and paying the price. While her heart beat stubbornly in her pigeon chest, her skin was so fragile it ruptured from anything more than the softest of touches. Her open eyes were not focused but move randomly, white, obscured with cataracts so complete that I couldn’t even tell you her eye color. Her hair is wispy over a scalp that showed signs of pressure sores, pink from constant contact with a pillow or chair. I raised my voice and called her name. "Emma, Emma, can you her me? It’s Nurse Kaylen.”
After no reaction, I asked her to raise her arm: nothing. I applied mild pressure to her temple and her hand moved feebly as if to swat me away, but missing by many inches. She's still in there alright, just deaf and blind.
I giggled and let her go. 
“Okay, Emma. I see you.”
I saw several patients throughout the day, but in the back of my mind I wondered about Evan and Ethan. Why hadn’t I heard from either of them?
I pushed out the door and paused walking down the hallway. 
I know that head. Why is that head here?
“Evan?”
He turned quickly and by his face I could tell it was Ethan. 
Ethan. What are you doing here? Did Evan find you? He was looking for you. We were worried about you.” My voice trailed off at the look on his face. His eyes were wide with terror. 
“No. he didn’t find me. He’s here.”
“He is? How do you know?”
“They found him! Passed out, beaten half to death on the side of the road. ”
“Who found him?”
“The ambulance! They called me! He’s in a blasted room somewhere and they won’t tell me where he is.”
“What?” 
That doesn’t make sense. They tell family members where the patient is.
“What happened to him?”
“I don’t know. Something bad. Help me, Kaylen. Where’s my brother?”
I slid behind the nurse’s desk and searched his name. “Evan Hunt.”
“He’s in the emergency wing. It says he’s in severe condition… He just got out of surgery. That’s why they couldn’t tell you where he was before.” I didn’t realize that the volume of my voice was rising. “What happened to him?” I asked, more to myself than to Ethan as I read through his chart. 
Head laceration. Concussion. Bruised ribs. Broken nose. Severe bruising. 
“Let’s go.”
Together, we ran down the stairs to his room. I pushed it open without pausing and gasped at the man on the bed before me. 
The man lying in the hospital bed was nothing like the man that had left my bed this morning. I tried not to stare at his nose, but my eyes kept coming back to it. One moment they were obediently on his swollen eyes, and the next they were rested on the bloody mess that had been a perfectly ordinary nose only hours before; so ordinary in fact, that I could not recall what it had looked like. His left eye was too swollen. I knew he couldn't see anything out of it and probably wouldn't for a while, but his right eye wasn’t as bad. He could see through a slit of the swollen flesh. His eyelashes poked through like clumped spikes from the thin strip of skin that wasn’t discolored. His face was still covered in congealed blood in some places. 
My bottom lip trembled and I struggled to hold myself back. His brother should be by his side. When he tried to say my name, his cracked lips failed at the first syllable. I hurried to sit by his bedside. I reached forward to hold his hands. “I’m here,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’m here,” I said pushing back his limp, dirty blond hair. 
I forgot about Ethan, who was beside me. I forgot about what I read on his chart. All I could think about was him possibly leaving me, and that idea didn’t leave space to thing about anything else. 
Were we ever strangers? I couldn’t remember. I'm not sure we ever really were. That day I first saw him there was something even then, though I didn't know what. 
“Who did this to you, bro?” Ethan said, wringing his hands. “Who did this to you?”
“Skulls,” he whispered.
“What?!” Ethan screamed. “Why the heck were you in Skull territory?”
“You,” he groaned before losing consciousness again. 
“Evan,” I whispered kissing his hand. “Oh, Evan. Please don’t leave me. You’ll be alright. Everything will be alright.”
Ethan turned slowly, too slowly to be normal. When he spoke, his voice trailed, his words unwilling to take flight. “I’ll be right back.” His eyes held a sadness, the blue furiously glossy. “The brothers are on their way.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
Kaylen
I bit my tongue trying to hold the tears that threatened to leave my eyes. But that's when I couldn't hold them back. First, one small crystal bead escaped from my right eye. I could feel the warmth, sliding down my cheek, and rolling off my chin. Then another. And another. Until my eyes flooded with them, coming like rainfall. Sniffing every ten seconds, they fell and fell, and I let them.
The doctor entered and I jumped to my feet. 
Doctor Harris. I’d seen him before, though we’d never actually worked together. I tended to stay on the long-term care patient wing or pediatrics. 
“Doctor Harris.” It was then that I realized I was still at work. I was still supposed to be working. 
Ethan walked in behind him, followed by several men I recognized from the club. 
“Oh. Nurse. Good afternoon. Are you family?”
“Oh no sir. This is –”
“Her boyfriend,” Ethan cut in. “I’m the brother.”
Ethan’s proclamation knocked me off my feet and back into the chair beside Evan’s bed. I looked at him, the question plain on my face and he smiled—not the smug smirk he used to hide behind his feelings or pretend he had everything under control. A real smile. 
His girlfriend.
Either way you look at it, it was only two words, and yet those two words held everything. Two words that were an apology, an acceptance, and forgiveness all in one. He understood and nothing needed to be explained further. 
I clasped Evan’s hand in my own and looked confidently and expectantly at Doctor Harris. 
“Oh. Okay.” He said looking between us. “I’m Doctor Harris, I’ll be supervising Mr. Hunt’s treatment.”
I know what he’s going to say. I’d already looked in the chart, but I wanted to hear from his mouth that everything would be fine. 
“Mr. Hunt has several lacerations on his head, though none were deep enough to be fatal. He does have a concussion though, and will need several days of observation. Thankfully, none of the cartilage from his broken nose has moved or blocked any parts of his nasal passage. It was set and should heal in the normal 2 to 3 weeks. The swelling should start to go down within a week, and the bruising will take a while. He has three bruised ribs. We can prescribe pain medication, but the best thing to do is leave them alone and let them heal on their own. It will hurt to breathe for the next couple of weeks. As a matter of fact, it would be natural for him to feel like his entire body hurt. He has severe bruising on several critical areas of his body, but he will survive. Your brother’s a tough guy,” he said smiling at Ethan. “He walked away from a severe beating with only 10 stiches in his head.”
“Are you sure?” I asked as Doctor Harris turned to walk away. 
It was dumb of me to ask. Of course he was sure. He’s a doctor. I should have known better than the rest of the people there that he was sure. Doctor Harris did this every day and yet, I still had to ask. I couldn’t lose him. Evan had to come back to me. 
Thankfully, Doctor Harris understood. He smiled reassuringly. “Yes. I’m sure. He will be in and out of consciousness today. Call a nurse whenever he wakes.”
I nodded. I would.
“Oh and Nurse…”
“Shaw,” I said, filling in my last name.
“I’ll let someone know that they’ll need to cover your rounds.”
I smiled. “Thank you.” 
The big guy who seemed to be in charge of the group followed the doctor out and suddenly the room was empty of the big men with tattoos—leaving only Ethan and me. 
“So, boyfriend?”
“Yeah,” he said, taking his familiar stance against the wall. The man loved leaning. 
“Don’t think you should wait until he wakes up to ask him that?”
“Nah. I know my brother.”
“And when did you come to this conclusion?”
“The first time I saw you look at each other.”
“What?” I turned my body to look at him fully.
He continued talking as if he hadn’t said something significant. “If I had been paying attention I would have realized what it was, but I’m dumb.” Then he shrugged. “I never claimed to be the smart twin. There’s a reason why he’s the bookie and I’m just a lowly mechanic.”
“You’re not a lowly mechanic. If your bike is any indication of what you can build with your hands, then you’re amazing.”
“And I didn’t have to waste four years and money to get a fancy piece of paper for you to say that.”
I smirked. Of course Ethan was proud of the fact that he didn’t go to college. 
“So, you’re done trying to win. You’re letting him have me?”
“I’m not done anything. It was never a competition. He had you from the very beginning. I just didn’t see it clearly until we were at your apartment, and of course I would never admit that because I’m stubborn,” he said, smiling devilishly. “It’s one of my best qualities.”
I smiled and shook my head. 
“You think he’ll agree with you?”
He nodded. “He will. I’ve seen my brother with a lot of women, and he’s never looked at any of them the way he looks at you.”
My insides warmed and I blushed. It took this for me to admit it, but I was falling for Evan. I had been since the moment I saw him standing in the hospital corner, clueless and grieving. I hoped he felt the same.
“I have a feeling when he wakes up, he’ll tell you himself. My brother ain’t no coward,” he said looking at his brother’s condition in the bed. “And he deserves somebody who loves him.”
I kissed Evan’s hand softly and stood. Ethan watched me approach and didn’t recoil when I placed my hand softly on his cheek. “So do you, Ethan. You’re a good man and you deserve somebody too.”
He turned his face and kissed the palm of my hand.
I hope that’s true.”  He walked to the door. “Take care of my brother. He’ll want you when he wakes up.” Then he left the room.
 
Ethan
Fragments of that day came back to me in pieces. Driving. Stopping at the first bar I see. Getting kicked out. Knocking over the bike. I tried hard to remember the bike. It was beautiful. Ghostly white. With something drawn on it. Casper, the ghost. That was what was drawn on his bike. Not Casper the friendly ghost, Casper but in a bad rear way. 
I trashed Casper’s bike. Casper Karin, the top dog of The Skulls. 
Triple trash. 
As if they didn’t hate us enough already. Now they really were going to hate us. 
How did they get Evan, though? I thought about what Kaylen said. They were worried about me. He must have been out there looking for me. My brother was there looking for me. That’s the only reason he was even there. My brother was in here because of me. 
My hands pulled at my hair, the pain in my follicles rooting me to this moment, to the ground.
What can I do? What am I going to do? 
Every possible option ran through my head. Revenge. That’s all I could think of what not right now. Right now, I had to make sure my brother was going to wake up tomorrow. 
“What happened?” Gus roared, rounding the corner. 
“He was jumped.”
“The hell? Ev? I would have guessed you, not him. What happened?”
The boys stared at me all looking for an answer. Jerry, Warren, Gus, and Luke were waiting here, more were waiting at the club. I couldn’t lie. I wouldn’t lie. A man takes responsibility for his mistakes. 
“It was my fault.”
“What? I don’t understand.” Warren said taking a step back. 
There was nothing I could say to explain it anyway.
“Some trash came up. I got drunk and trashed a bike… Turned out to be Casper’s.”
“You couldn’t have gotten drunk at the club?” Jerry asked. 
Gus cut in. “The Casper?” Gus’ face turned red. “Casper frigging Karin? That Casper?” I couldn’t help but feel like I was letting him down.
I wanted to hang my head in shame, but that’s not how I was raised. A man accepts his shame head on. “Yeah. That one. He must have thought Evan was me, and knowing them, they probably didn’t wait to ask any questions or make sure they had the right guy, not that they’d care. So they made him pay for my crime.”
“How bad is it trashed?”
“I don’t know. I was drunk off my rear, I barely remember doing it.” I couldn’t help feeling like I sounded like a child. “I knocked it completely over so I imagine it’s scratched, got broken mirrors and dents.” 
That was putting it lightly. That bike was heavy. It hit the ground hard, and I knew it was more than broken glass and dents. The left side of that bike was probably shredded. 
“Goodness!” Warren yelled, rubbing his temples. 
Where I’m from, motorcycles were like jewelry. You chose them by hand, not from a sell lot. You did your research and decided what’s best for you. Unlike most clubs, Los Banditos was a club that accepted all bike types. We weren’t all Harleys or just crotch rockets. Yeah, the old guys gave us trouble about our small bikes, complaining that all we wanted to do was look fancy, but in the end they respected our choice. Bikes were personal. We built them up, bought accessories, changed out the inside, chose specific paint jobs, loved them, and made them perfect. Bikes were more than machines. They were an extension of the self. 
My bike represented me. It looked how I wanted it to looked, matched my jacket and my helmet. Messing with anyone’s bike was the equivalent to messing with their kid. It was worse than that. I might as well have cut off his arm or spit in his face. He had every right to be angry. Bikes are sacred. 
“How bad is Evan?”
That was the most important part. 
“I don’t know. We just found him.”
“We?” Jerry said. 
I turned around to look into the glass pane of the door. Kaylen was bent over the bed crying. I could tell from the wet spot pooled on the sheet. Her face was a mask of concern, watching Evan’s face for something, anything, and I felt like someone punched me in the chest. I know that face. I’ve seen it before. It was the way my mother looked at my dad when he was in the hospital. The way Lila looked at Harrison. The way Kaylen was looking at Evan was like he was the sole center of her galaxy and if he died, she would spiral out of orbit. 
She’s in love with him.
I don’t know why it was came like some grand realization. I should have seen it before. 
Why didn’t I see it coming?
She couldn’t take her eyes off him. She could see him without seeing us. She saw him as someone separate—as Evan, not the other twin. He deserved a woman like her and I was just a nuisance, standing in the way. 
“Yeah, we. Kaylen is in there right now.”
“Does she work here? She’s in scrubs.” Luke asked naively. He hadn’t been able to make it to the hospital when Harrison was first hit. 
“Yeah. She does.”
“Look, I don’t want no drama trash, Ethan. I swear, your brother is barely holding on and I can barely handle this and the IRS on our rear. I don’t have time for some argument over a broad.”
I couldn’t keep myself from growling. I didn’t like him calling Kaylen any names. 
“Don’t say that,” I growled under my breath. “There will be no fighting. She’s his.  Rubbish’s cleared up. Ain’t no problem.”
“Good,” he said with a nod before walking away.


Tonight there’d be a meeting. This I knew for certain. I’d call it my dang self. The Skulls were going to get what they had coming. Nobody touched my brother except me, and to hurt him this way when he’d done nothing wrong was the highest offense. Mark my words. They messed with the wrong twin.
 
 
 
*****
 
THE END
 



Sweet Revenge
 
Chapter 1
Ethan
“What the heck is that behind your ear?” I asked with rising panic that the world was about to come crashing down around me. I didn’t care that I was standing naked with my toe still hard. 
“What’s what?” she asked, standing to look in my dresser mirror. 
I watched her turn her head and bend her ear back until she could see what I was stressing about. Her eyes grew large and when they met mine in the reflection of the mirror, she knew what the heck it was. I knew what the heck it was too.
It was a death wish.
It was mutiny and betrayal.
But I still wanted her to say it out loud. 
Calm passed over me as I realized there was nothing more to be done. “Did you hear me, Molly? I asked you a question.” I didn’t yell. I just stood there, as naked emotionally as I was physically. 
She stood stock-still, frozen, like if she didn’t move, time would stand still. 
“Say something!”
My voice startled her and she flinched before nervously tucking her hair behind her ears. “It’s a tattoo.”
So she was willing to play dumb. I already knew what it was. I had enough ink to know it when I saw it. No. She wasn’t getting off that easy. I wanted to hear her say it. She was bold enough to be in my life, in my bed with that trash on her body, so she needed to be bold enough to tell the truth. 
“Of what?”
“A skull,” she said as if barely breathing. 
That’s right. She had a skull tatted on her – like a brand. Like a hidden bomb, ticking and waiting to detonate when I found it. Well, I’d found it and everything I thought we had was about to be blown to smithereens. No, scratch that: that trash was already gone. 
 
One Month Before
Should I be doing this? 
Probably not.
That’s never stopped me before. 
I looked back to the man I considered a father. Gus turned to look at me as if he could feel my gaze. 
“You ready to do this?” he asked.
“Sure. This ain’t my first rodeo. It won’t be my last.”
Alcohol is a liberator; you see people at their core; it removes the conscious controls that people have as social self-control mechanisms for managing their personalities and social behaviors in society.
When people are drunk, you can see them at their best and their worst. At their best, they are happy, looking for love. They meet somebody, have a tryst, end up in a relationship, and get married. Sometimes they create a friendship or find a common interest with somebody they meet. Or spill all their secrets, happy to have a reason to let all they’d been hiding out. At their worst, drunks are selfish, belligerent, mean-spirited, suicidal, and chemically-unbalanced. Alcohol makes everything worse – sadness, shame, rage, and any other emotion you can think of. I liked that because I was about to take full advantage of it. 
We entered the bar ten deep, though five of us went one to the left while the other group went to the right. We wore all black without our cuts, but I would make sure there was no doubt of where this beating was coming from.  Charming was a well-known, neutral bar. Bikers drank there and could coexist without a fight, or so it was said. Not that night, though. That night, we wore no emblems, so who’s to say it was a biker fight? The bar was full of women in short skirts, and shirts giving way to so much cleavage they could be arrested for public indecency. We sat and drank for a moment, pretending we weren’t together. Then, as planned, Luke broke off to go to the table beside the one where Casper and his crew sat. 
A group of older gentlemen sat with young blondes on their laps. 
“Hey,” Luke said, rubbing his head. 
“Can I help you?” asked the bearded man, the most senior of the group. 
“No, sir. I just don’t know how you can stand it.”
“Stand what?” Bearded Man asked. 
“Well, if someone said that about my daughter—”
“Somebody talking about my Stacey?” he said, gripping the handle of his beer bottle. 
“Is that you, miss?” Luke said to the blonde Bearded Man insinuated was his daughter.
“Yeah,” she said before she blew a bubble, popping it loudly. “What they say?”
“Well, I don’t say those kinds of things aloud about ladies,” Luke said as if he were embarrassed. 
“What did he say?” the man with the huge beer belly said, sitting up straighter. 
Luke huffed for effect.  “He said, she’s got a pretty face but could benefit from a little bit more in the back. He offered to bang her a few times to help her along if she can’t get the money for a little plastic surgery.”
“What?” Bearded Man asked, standing in an outrage, all his friends following suit.
“Who said it?” Beer Belly asked, standing last and peering across the room like his perpetrator would somehow come into view. “Point him out.”
“Guy in the blue shirt,” Luke said, nodding to me, which was the signal. 
Jason waited until Bearded Man came over and, before he could speak, Jason slugged him. Warren, on the other hand, punched Beer Belly, which set off a frenzy of flying fists.
In a bar fight, everybody was a potential victim. Everybody was also a potential combatant. You could never tell who was going to join a bar fight; people would throw a punch for no apparent reason, and that was why I chose that bar as my scene. 
I made my way across the room and pulled Casper from the clutches of another man and punched him in the face. I was out to do as much damage as possible. My hand followed the other from his face to his stomach. 
A sudden gush of pain jolted me as Casper kicked me, causing me to slide to the floor. I took him with me, using his body weight against him and, once on the floor, I rolled until I was sitting on his torso.
“You can thank the Bandits for this rear whooping,” I whispered as he struggled under me. 
His eyes widened before hardening and he fought back with much more vigor. “Idiot!” 
I brought my fist to his nose, snapping it into a smattering mess of cartilage and blood. Casper acted as if he couldn’t feel it and threw his arm up. The bottom of his wrist caught my chin and my jaw closed too quickly, clipping my tongue. My mouth filled with the taste of blood.
I grabbed a chair and smashed it over him, causing his body to go limp. Seeing that he was too banged up to move but was conscious, I leaned down and whispered in his ear.  “You’ve just been robbed.”
With my goal completed, I sat up and caught the eye of my partners. Each one signaled the other, and together we ran out the back. 
I came. I saw. I conquered. I rode on my bike, in formation with the crew back to our headquarters. In total, the entire fight was a little under ten minutes. We couldn’t stay longer because the cops were coming. Once at HQ, we debriefed and a few brothers poured themselves some brew. 
“Thanks, fellas.”
“No problem,” Evan said. 
“You know we’ll always have your back, brother,” Luke said. 
I looked around. Most of us were unscathed. Luke had a cut along his cheek. It was thin, like it came from glass. I had no face injuries, but several bruises were on the way from Casper’s rebuttal. Evan’s hair looked out of place, which was unusual. He always looked so in control and kempt. Gus had a slight limp, like someone might have kicked him in the leg, and Jason was wet. From the smell, I knew someone poured beer on him. 
“Good job tonight, boys,” Gus said, sitting heavily in a chair. 
Everyone looked tired but me; I still felt the rush of adrenaline. I wasn’t turning in for another few hours; the night was still so young. 
“I’m out of here, guys,” I said, adjusting my cut.
“Where you going?” one of the prospects asked from behind the bar. 
“To celebrate,” I said without turning around. “Good night.”
There weren’t too many places that played good music and had beautiful women. Oasis was one of the few places. With one look at the leather on my back, the bouncer let me in with a reduced fee. The music and moving bodies were like physical electricity. I melted into the crowd without trying, and though I wasn’t dancing, I could feel the energy sway through me. This was exactly where I needed to be. The music was loud and the beat was so heavy that I could feel it in my bones and in moments, I was sweaty despite the cold chill I had from riding my bike. 
I skirted along the edge of the wall to get a better look at the people. The bar seemed to be the only place with good lighting. 
“Let me get a Jack and coke,” I said, yelling over the bar. He moved quickly and, with glass in hand, I stood to the side, in the shadows, drinking. Plenty of women came by, some more subtle than others, asking for a dance or more. I don’t know why, but something held me back. I was waiting for something. Somebody was going to get under me tonight and I wasn’t sure who it was going to be, but I would know her when I saw her. 
The strobe lights masked so many movements, the sway of bodies pausing in different moments against the lights. The music hit a crescendo and something to the left caught my eye. The strobe lights flashed and I saw ivory skin highlighted. Her brown, wavy hair was haloed by the lights. I started at her stilettoes and worked my way up to the small pieces of fabric she was wearing, barely covering the skin I wanted to lick. It was pretty packaging, ready for me to unwrap.
My cock stiffened, straining against my jeans as she swayed on the stool to the music. When our eyes finally connected, she smirked like she could hear every nasty thing running through my mind. I smiled back and made my way over to talk to her. By the way she was looking at me, I could tell she was thinking of doing the exact same things I wanted to do to her. Somebody was getting messed tonight. Casper already got messed up; now I was ready to mess.
The crowd parted and I flowed with it to her. I was going to buy the lady a drink. 
 



Chapter 2
Molly
You better dance tonight, too.
I huffed impatiently at my phone. Ashlyn was driving me up the wall with all her texts. First she harassed me when I got off work, making sure I was still going. She texted me every hour on the hour, interrupting any chance I had of a nap to make sure I was going. Then she texted about my outfit until I changed. Now she was checking my behavior once I got inside. Leave it to her to shame me into looking sluttier. I still couldn’t believe she got me to agree to go to a club. Alone at that. 
 “Go out,” she said. “Stop being so boring,” she said.
She said that often, but I liked boring – my childhood had been exciting enough.
“It’ll be fun,” she said, and yet there I was without her. I could have sworn her catching a cold meant I was getting out of jail. Not so. Instead, I was there, soldiering forward and alone.
I will. I texted back. 
Don’t be a clam and hold up the wall either. Find a fine man to dance with… or take you home. Either option is good.
LOL. In your dreams. 
Exactly. In my dreams. So why don’t you make them come true?
I don’t think so, chick. Your dream. My reality. 
Ugh. You’re such a bore. You realize you’re 30. Not 80. Right?
Duh, girl. 80-year-old me would not have these belly. 
Seriously. I went all out. I had on a white vest. It was sleeveless. The only thing holding it together was a small gold chain, just below the curve of my breasts.  It was cut low, giving everyone a good view of my chest and stomach. I had to dig way in the back of my closet to find it. I hadn’t worn anything like it in a long time. But I still had the body for it. 
Before, I had on a pair of wedges, a jean skirt, and a plain, V-neck shirt. My long, brown hair was pulled into a messy bun with fun wisps curling near my face. Because of the incessant texting, I snapped a picture for approval. I looked nice. Her scathing response was quick. 
Change. NOW.
Why? I like it. It’s not too much. 
If by not too much you mean boring, then hell yeah, jerk. It’s not too much. I know you have better clothes than that. Try again.
I’m not trying to dress up too much. I don’t want to call any attention to myself. 
The phone rang in my hand and with a sigh and some regret, I answered. “Do you know what the purpose of going out is?”
She didn’t wait for me to answer. 
“To get attention, girl! Change that outfit. Now. You know you’re barely five feet. Put on some real heels!”
“Hey! I’m five foot five.”
“Uh-huh,” she said, ignoring me. “I don’t care what you say. Change it. Your friend on her death bed demands it.”
I laughed out loud. “You have a cold, not even the flu. You’ll be back this week, so that’s not an overly strong argument.”
“Change,” she huffed. 
“Why?” I whined like I was having an argument with my mom.
“Because you look like a teeny bopper who just got permission to go out and who doesn’t want her dad to get mad at her outfit.”
She had a kind of brutal honesty that tested most friendships, but I appreciated it. I always knew where I stood with her. I stared at myself in the mirror and turned to the side. “I do not. This says classy and sassy.”
“Is that what you think it says? Believe me sweetheart. It most certainly does not. It looks like the outfits moms wear when they go pick up their kids to show that they’ve still got it, but the only reason their hair is in a bun is because it’s a sticky matted mess and, underneath all the makeup, they’re exhausted. Are you a soccer mom? No. You’re not. It does not say sassy nor classy. I’m almost positive it says you didn’t even try. I bet that was the first outfit you put on! Wasn’t it?” she accused. 
I wasn’t going to tell her she was right. I thought about what I would wear all day at the office and decided on this before I was even home. 
She took my silence for what it was – guilty admission. 
“So help me God, Molly, if you don’t change, I will tell everyone the revolving door story.”
I gasped in horror. “You wouldn’t.”
 “Try me, jerk,” Ashlyn said.
And that was how I came to be in my ensemble, half-naked and catching the eye of every man with eyeballs in front of the club. I have to say, it was nice skipping the line though. 
I’m going in now. 
Have fun! 
I smiled at the screen and moved to put it in my clutch, stopping only because it vibrated again. 
And do everything I would do. 
It buzzed again with a smirking emoji, then buzzed again.
And if you’re willing to play dense about that, I mean find someone to clean out the cobwebs in that kitty. 
I could only shake my head as I laughed. The bouncer checked me and my clutch before opening the door. The cool air of the night was no competition for the damp air inside the club. It was dark, but full of strobe lights. The only stationary light was at the bar, so that’s where I went. 
A man with slicked back hair stood behind the counter, flipping bottles in the air like a circus performer. I bet he called himself a mixologist instead of a bartender. 
“What can I get you?” he yelled over the music. 
“A margarita, please.”
“Coming right up,” he said, snatching a bottle of tequila from the counter and tossing it behind his back.
This place was much fancier than I thought it would be, but still equally up to my low standards. This wasn’t the city; this was Willow Springs, Arizona, small town and just like I remembered it to be. The only reason I was there was so none of my coworkers or cases saw me. Not that I was ashamed, because I deserved a night out like everybody else, but I worked hard to have respect in my profession. I wasn’t going to kill it by giving fuel to gossips. That was why I was an hour and thirty minutes away from Flagstaff, where I worked. 
“Here you go, sweetheart,” he said, sliding me my drink. 
I turned on the barstool that I’d managed to steal before another girl could take it and surveyed the club. It was full, packed to the brim with dancing bodies and had half naked women and hot men looking for something or someone to get into.
Beautiful men weren’t hard to find in Flagstaff, but their men were more polished, refined. The men here were rugged. Hard jaws with even harder bodies, loose morals, and interested in any woman with loose pants. I smiled into my drink. It had been awhile since I’d been there, but ironically, I didn’t feel as out of place as I thought I would. 
I drained my cup and slid off the barstool. I was sufficiently warmed from my drink and ready to dance. I didn’t come all the way there, looking like I did, to not shake my body. 
It was easy to join the throng of people. The beat shook the floor so hard I could feel it in my shoes. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let everything go. I didn’t think about work, the life I had, the life I left, and how close I felt to the person I used to be – in that moment, I was nothing but the music. I shook, gyrated, flung my heavy mane, and put my hands in the air. I had partners, some men and some women, but I kept dancing. I danced better by myself, and only when I was drenched in sweat and sufficiently wobbly on my feet did I take myself back to the bar. 
I ordered another margarita and smiled at the hunk of a man standing at the end of the bar, sipping something dark from his glass. The alcohol was soaked up by the chicken wings I ate at the house, but still present enough for me to smile first and caution myself later. He was beautiful, the strobe lights adding shadows to his face, making his beard look full and soft. His dark-blond hair was wild, like he just had sex. I could see his arms were covered in tattoos and his chest was bare under the leather vest he wore. The plains of his chest looked smooth and hard, like granite. I wanted to touch and find out for myself. Feeling my eyes on him, he turned and smiled mischievously. 
His eyes held mine and everything in me felt drawn, pulled to him. I resisted and my hair stood on end like I’d just been electrocuted. He could feel it too. He walked toward me in even strides, the crowd parting for him automatically. Before I knew it, he was standing over me. My eyes took him in up close and I could see his were blue. Light blue, like ice. And his arms were covered in tattoos. His chest looked unreal with muscles, but I was wrong: it wasn’t smooth. It was bruised and lined with scars I wanted to run my tongue over. 
“Enjoying the view?” he said, leaning down to talk into my ear.
“More than you know.”
He braced himself on the counter with enough distance to not be awkward, but close enough to hear me. “Let me buy you a drink?”
“You can do more than that.” 
He smirked and licked his lips “I like a girl who knows what she wants.”
I giggled and walked my finger up his arm. “Well in that case, I want a tall glass of you.”
He didn’t even look surprised. With his looks, I bet he got something like that all the time. “Here or somewhere a little private?” he asked. 
I lived an hour away and what I wanted to do with him would die on that long drive. “What I’m thinking involves a bed,” he said making his intentions clear.
“Lead the way.”
He turned and held out his hand for me to take. He didn’t look back, not even considering the idea I might not take his hand. For the first time, I saw what was on the back of his vest – an insignia I knew well. A cartoon of a man with a cowboy hat and a bandana covering everything except his eyes. Underneath were the words “Los Banditos.”
The bandits. 
My hand hung in mid-air as I debated taking his hand. He turned around, sensing my hesitation. 
“Something wrong?”
In reality, no. Nothing was wrong. I didn’t have any reason to feel guilty or scared. I was just a normal woman. I didn’t owe anyone anything. I owed myself some pleasure. The kind I hadn’t had in a year and two, if we’re counting actual toe and not the rubber, silicone kind. 
“No,” I said, looking up from his vest to his face. “It’s nothing. Nothing at all.”
 



Chapter 3
Ethan
I pulled her, pushing against the people until we were outside. She followed me a distance before pulling away just before we got to my bike.
“I’ll follow you in my car.”
“What’s wrong? Don’t trust I’ll bring you back?”
She laughed confidently. “I don’t trust this parking lot with my car.”
I looked around. True. The place was a little seedy, but I’d seen worse. I doubted she would get her tires slashed. Maybe a broken window and some things stolen. 
“Okay. Well, I’m not going far. You okay with the motel just up there?” I asked, pointing. She might as well know what it was before I even began. I didn’t take hoes back to my place. Not a chance. One-night stands were motel material. I didn’t mind shelling out the cash. In the grand scheme of things, it helped women be less clingy. 
The motel was one of those seedy places men with beer guts went to bang other men's wives, making promises they couldn't afford to keep. Or else the hookers brought their johns there and paid for rooms by the hour. Weeds grew through the cracks in the concrete path and the litter from cheap take-out meals was strewn across it. There were external, wooden stairs that lead to a second floor: a second row of doors that looked like the building inspector was either bribed to pass it or drunk on the job. 
“Sure.”
“See you there then,” I said, swinging a leg around my bike. The motel was five minutes away. No point waiting.
My bike revved and churned underneath me as I watched her walk over the gravel, just barely keeping from tottering over before I sped off. 
My timing was perfect.  By the time I’d paid for the room and had the keys waiting, she was walking through the entrance. 
“We’re room eight,” I said, happy she didn’t get cold feet. 
“Let’s go,” she said, smiling innocently. 
I was willing to bet money she was anything but innocent. That little outfit she was wearing was begging to be ripped apart and I was the guy to do it. 
I opened the door and pulled her in with a sense of urgency I’d never felt before. A primal need pulled her to me and I rubbed our bodies together, giving her no time to talk. The time for words had passed. I wanted to mess. 
She moaned aloud and the sound was lost in my mouth. Our lips collided as my tongue went deep into her mouth. Sucking, twirling her tongue with my own, and stealing her breath until she pushed against my chest in alarm.  I eased up just a little, releasing her body, not her lips, as my hands undressed her. 
I savagely ripped open the clasp holding her vest together and knew I broke it. The carpet absorbed the sound of it falling to the floor. My hands wrapped around her back, pushing the flimsy material to the floor. My mouth quickly encircled her nipple and I looked up to see her head thrown back in pleasure against the motel door. Her hair skimmed the top of her rear, touching the top of her jeans, teasing me to pull them down. I did as I rolled one tightened nipple between my fingers while my tongue rolled over the other. I pulled on them hard, my teeth and fingers in sync as they came to stiff points. Her belly weren’t too large and not too small, the perfect size for me to suck into my mouth. 
Her eyes were closed and her legs wide as she rubbed against me. “More. Oh. More. I need more.” 
Groans of pleasure erupted from both of us. My big hands covered her small ones and as I looked into her brown eyes, I wanted nothing more than to give her what she asked for. I shrugged my leather jacket off, hanging it on the back of the chair at the small desk in our room. The white stitch of the Bandit almost glowed in the darkness. 
“Pants and panties off. Now,” I said, ripping the zipper down on my pants. My swollen, pink cock popped from my pants, and I sighed in audible relief. I held it tightly, trying to relieve the pressure. 
I need to feel her groin wrapped around me. 
“I need to be inside of you,” I said, digging for a condom from my wallet with shaky hands. 
“Not yet,” she said, watching me with an arched brow. 
I grinned. I loved it when a woman wasn’t afraid to say what she wanted. 
I sank to my knees and growled at the material in the way. 
“The next time you don’t move when I say, I’m bending you over my knee and spanking you,” I said, cupping her pussy possessively. I felt her twitch in my hand at my words. “You hear me?” I said, grabbing her tightly.
She moaned and nodded her head. I was tempted to take her then, but truthfully, I had wanted to taste her since I’d noticed her looking at me. I wondered if she tasted as sweet as she looked. 
I popped the snap on her jeans, trying to be a little more considerate of them than I was of the vest, and pulled down. I came face to face with her neatly trimmed, brown bush. Her hips rose in anticipation as I pushed her clothes past her ankles so she could step out of them. 
I looked up to see her pink insides sticky and dripping wet. I slid one finger inside and groaned when it contracted against my digit. She was ready.
“Get ready for the ride of your life,” I said, hooking her legs over my shoulders. She didn’t weigh a thing, despite the curves of her body, and lifted easily off the floor. 
My tongue swiped her back to front, taking in her sweetness. 
“Oh, baby,” she said, humping my face. 
She didn’t need any encouragement as she rode my face. I held her steady as she used my shoulders for support, and soon she was coming apart and dripping juice down my chin. I moved us quickly to the bed, pulling at the tightened skin the carpet left on my bare knees. 
Once laid on the bed, I sheathed my toe and slid deep inside her, not waiting for her to adjust. She was so wet and hot; the unexpected tightness gripping against me had me shaking like an addict. 
She moaned and clawed the top cover, unable to grab the sheets. 
I pulled back and slammed into her as she arched into me. 
“Oh goodness.”
“Not God. Ethan,” I said, loving the contorted mask of pleasure and pain on her face. 
“Ethan,” she cried as her hips moved like they had a mind of their own. She met me thrust for thrust as I went faster and harder.  She moaned with ecstasy as our bodies became slick with sweat. 
Her eyes were wide and hopeless as I owned her body. I was in control and I rode her, feeling her hot body spasm around me. My hands found her breasts and I held them tightly, squeezing her nipples in time with my thrusts. I fell forward, my lips finding hers as I pulled us towards the inevitable. I could feel her sweet pussy lubricating my hard cock, coating me.
“You just came again, didn’t you?” I said between breaths. “Greedy pussy.”
“Oh, Ethan. No more,” she whimpered. 
I plunged deeper. 
“I can’t. Oh. No more.”
“Yes, you can,” I said, clenching my rear cheeks.
 She was going to come again. I wanted her to fall apart before I came. I could feel my balls tightening, begging to explode, but I wanted to wait for her. My fingers reached forward to strum the little bundle of nerves under her thick pussy lips.
Her legs locked around my waist as she took everything and let go. She screamed aloud as every nerve in my body lit up like the Fourth of July. I shuddered as I forced my body deeper into her, squeezing every drop into her. I could feel her milking me even though the condom was a barrier. Her pussy caressed me, held me and pulled me to an even higher level of orgasm. I didn’t want to think about it, but it was true: I needed her warm pussy holding me, her arms around me, her accepting me deeper into her walls. I needed to lose myself in her – and I did. 
Wordlessly, we dropped together, tangled in a heap on top of the covers we had yet to pull back. I lifted on one arm to see her face. Strands of wet, brown hair were stuck to her cheeks. I pulled them gently from her face and tucked them behind her ears. 
Then I did something I’d never done before after unbelievable girl. I watched her sweet mouth, still opening from panting and trying to regain her breath, leaned down and, as gentle as a lover’s caress, I kissed her.
I didn’t linger there. The kiss couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but I felt something deep in my chest. 
She looked up at me, her brown eyes glistening in the little light the street lights provided through the window, and I saw something. Something I hadn’t seen in any other woman’s eyes before. I didn’t know what it was. It was unknown, indescribable, but I saw it and recognized it as something that was inside me. There was no denying that it was there; I saw it and felt it for myself. 
I don’t know how long we laid there before I got up to throw the condom away or how long we laid together in bed to recharge, but I heard her phone vibrate in her clutch and felt her slowly pull away from my body. 
I didn’t bother letting her know I was awake. It didn’t matter. This was a one-night stand. We both knew what it was – no need pretending we would see each other again or exchange numbers. I could see the glaring light of her phone against the darkness behind my eyelids and heard her tapping the screen in what I imagine was a reply. 
I thought about asking for round two, but decided against it. That opened the door for more things that I didn’t want. So I let her leave. She redressed quietly and I almost peeked to see how she was holding her vest together, knowing I broke the clasp but I didn’t want to risk the awkward moment after. So I remained silent as if in a deep sleep and if I hadn’t already been awake, I never would have seen her sneak away in the early morning. 
 
 



Chapter 4
Molly
I drove, thinking only of the words in my inbox. 
Your dad’s been hurt. You need to come home.
Paulie.

That was a name I hadn’t seen in years on my phone – almost as long as I’d been away from home. How ironic. The one time I was in town was the one time my dad magically got hurt. I would be willing to bet money it was a set-up. But why now? Why not before? I sighed heavily, walking to my red Honda civic. It was 5 a.m. 
The night had been long, deliciously long. The ache between my legs and on my hips reminded me of that with every step I took. Somehow I knew seeing my father would ruin the great mood I was in. Still, he was my father, and a very prideful man. If Paulie was texting me, it meant dad probably needed me. Probably. 
The morning chill woke me from my drowsy state and kept me alert as I stopped quickly at the gas station. I couldn’t come home looking properly messed and half naked. If my dad wasn’t hurt, he’d have a heart attack if he saw the way I looked. I put fifty into the tank and spent twenty on a t-shirt that said “I heart bikers” and some sweats that wouldn’t look flattering on anyone before heading into the public restroom. 
The place could be described as somewhat dilapidated. The Formica peeled from the vanities and the enamel was chipped in the sink. Water leaked from the base of the faucet when it was in use. The light in the bathroom was bright and sterile, lacking even a trace of warmth.
My smeared mascara and matted hair were prominent, as if under a microscope; every imperfection shone like a beacon and I quickly undressed, willing myself to look better when I left than when I entered. I wiped the dregs of my makeup with the rough paper towels and put my hair in a bun. Once sure I was looking the best I could, I left and walked to my car. The sweats and heels together were a combination I couldn’t imagine wearing in front of my father. I rummaged through my trunk and squealed to myself as my hands ran into a tennis shoe under the gym clothes, shoes, trash, and extra tire. 
The drive was relatively short as I took the familiar turns and drove to the house I called home. From the paved, circular driveway stood the delicate, marble fountain, the soft gurgling of the clear water melodic as it resonated in the surrounding silence. The mansion loomed proudly behind creaky, iron gates, flanked by rows of skeletal trees crowned in crimson, swaying gently to the chilly, autumn wind.
Men with scowls and rough features ran security detail around the gate, looking out of place in comparison to the wealth on display.
This was a statement more than a home – a show of wealth, no matter how illegally gained. To me, it always felt more like a prison than a home. 
A hundred memories of my life in the house came rushing back: police officers sitting outside while I tried to ride around in my new Barbie car, my seventh birthday party when none of my friends showed up for my party because their parents were afraid of letting them go to a criminal’s house, the ever present background noise of loud music and men drinking. That was the kind of thing that happened when your dad ran the local chapter of one of the most notorious motorcycle clubs in the state. It hadn’t been normal, and yet somehow I had convinced myself it was a happy childhood. I figured if you couldn’t beat them, join them. 
The guard at the gate leaned down and scowled menacingly. “You lost?”
“I’m looking for my dad.”
“You sure you’re in the right place kid? What’s your old man’s name?”
“Casper Karin.”
The name shocked him into action, gesturing the men to open the gate immediately as he stepped away from my car. 
“I see not much has changed,” I mumbled under my breath as I drove to the spot indicated. 
“Can I get you anything?” another man asked. He had a scar running in a zigzag pattern from his forehead and across his nose to the top of his pale lips. 
I eyed him, distracted by the silver gleam of the mark, afraid to speak. I felt like my mouth might ask him what happened instead of telling him I didn’t need anything. Which made me the biggest hypocrite, since I hated when people asked about my scars. 
“I’ll take it from here,” Paulie said from the top of the stairs leading to the front door. 
He had aged – in a good way. He was still as attractive as I remembered, the platinum-blond hair, so long the ends curled around the top of his shoulders, the god-like physique. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.
As I walked closer, I could see he was ripped to the hilt, cut and hard and yet proportioned. If I didn’t know what he did for a living, I would think he spent every waking moment in the gym. A faint smile sat on his lips as he waited for me to finish my analysis. The last time I saw him he had a beard – a scraggly one made of peach fuzz and a few long hairs, but he had one nonetheless. 
“You cut your beard.”
“You remembered.”
How could two words be so loaded with emotion? But they were. Of course I remembered. I remembered it all. How else would I remember to stay away? I forgave, but I would never forget.
“Where’s my dad?”
He turned and opened the door widely for me to walk through. I paused in the entry way, taking it all in. The interior hadn’t changed. Red and white were the color palette of choice. The front door opened to a stairwell; behind it was a long hallway. The living room was on the left, the dining room was on the right and full of pictures that chronicled my life: Polaroids, school pictures, and candid shots.
My mother, a brown eyed-beauty with wild hair like me, was in them for most of the first decade. It wasn’t lost on me that there hadn’t been any more pictures since I ran away. 
The living room connected to the kitchen in the back. The middle was cut through by a staircase that led to bedrooms. Paulie and I walked up the stairs in silence. 
“He’s in his room.”
“Mind telling me what happened?”
“He took a hit.”
I waited for more, but none came. “That’s all you’re going to say?”
“Yeah. If he wants you to know more, he’ll say,” he said, walking past the guest bedroom, bathroom, and my old bedroom until we were at the master suite. “I gotta warn you, he’s pretty busted up.”
“Okay,” I said, shrugging. “It’s not the first bloodied body I’ve seen.”
He looked like a shriveled version of himself. He sat in the middle of the bed, propped up with several pillows. The shadows of his beating were on his skin and his scowl made it clear breathing was causing him pain.  The bruise that had begun as a purple stain above his eyebrow was now sunk into the socket itself, and so had the appearance of a black eye. 
His vest, leather and worn with time, hung on him with a thumb-sized path in the front that said “President,” and beneath that another read “First 8.” 
I stared at him, taking it all in as his eyes took me in. “My little girl.”
“Casper.”
I was not used to calling him dad, and in truth, he was more the President of the Skulls to me than he ever was a father. 
“Come here. Let me get a good look at you.” 
My feet moved me forward until I stood at the edge of his bed, hovering awkwardly. “Sit. Please, sit.”
I tried not to look shocked at his use of “please.”
“You look good,” he said, staring at my face. “Really good. Doesn’t she, Paulie?” 
“She’s beautiful,” he said, looking at me instead of Casper. “She grew up to be even lovelier than she was before.”
I shouldn’t have, but I felt my skin heat with a blush. “So what happened to you?” I said, cutting through the fluff. 
“It’s nothing. Typical MC business. I’ll be back on my feet in no time,” he said, waving his hand in the air. “I don’t want to talk about me. What about you?”
“What about me?”
“I haven’t seen or heard from you since you were sixteen, Molly. Last I heard, you were in college.”
That was true. I left and put myself through the University of Arizona. 
“Yeah. I graduated a few years ago with my Master’s in Social Work.”
“Wow. So that’s what you do?”
I nodded, feeling like I was in the twilight zone. He was genuinely interested. He asked it like any father might after his daughter had been away for some time, which would have been fine if we were just any father and daughter. 
“Yes. I’m a social worker.”
“So you’re the one who helps children get out of dangerous homes?”
“Yeah, that and much more. I help almost anybody. One day it could be a child suffering neglect or abuse. The next it could be finding housing for someone with special needs.”
“That’s admirable,” he said, patting my hand. I looked down at it in confusion. “I know I haven’t always said it, but I’m really proud of you.”
“You are?” I asked slowly.
“Yeah. I didn’t always approve of your actions, but I like how you took charge of your life.”
“Thanks, dad.” I cleared my throat, shocked at the emotion I was feeling. It was something I didn’t know I needed to hear, but hearing it gave me relief. 
“I’m sorry I hadn’t said it sooner.”
I was stunned into momentary silence. Dread curled into my stomach and for a moment I feared that something was very wrong. Casper Karin did not apologize, to anyone or for anything. He was the leader of the Skulls and his word was law, or whatever passed for such when you were dealing with outlaws. He hadn’t apologized when he missed my elementary graduation, or when my cat “ran away”, or even when my mother left. Why was he apologizing now?
“Your mother would be proud, too.”
“Dad, are you okay? What is going on?”
“Nothing’s going on. I just… I don’t know. You made it pretty clear when you left here that you didn’t want to have anything to do with us and this life. I thought that I was, you know, respecting that by ignoring you and letting you have space.”
That was true and everyone knew it. I ran away, but I wasn’t hard to find, and the one time Paulie did try to drag me back I made it very clear that if he tried it again I would kill myself. 
 “So how long are you on bed rest?” I asked, changing the subject. He was doing so well, I didn’t need to think of the one unforgiveable thing he did – cheating on my mother and banishing her when her wrongs had only been a speck compared to the trash he did to her.  It was more than a sore topic for both of us. 
“For however long I want to be,” he said, crossing his arms. 
I laughed out loud before catching myself and tamped it down to a chuckle. “That’s not the way health works, dad. What did the doctor tell you?”
“He told me I should rest for at least three weeks.”
“When did he say that?”
“Two days ago.”
“Then get comfortable, because you’re not going to be up and about for some time.” He opened his mouth to protest and I continued. “I will check in on you in a few days. I need to go home, get some changes of clothes and work, but I’ll be back. Okay?”
I could tell I caught him off guard. Twice in one week compared to never in sixteen years. 
“Okay,” he said, dazed. I could see he wasn’t as strong as he was pretending to be. 
“You look tired, dad. You should go to sleep,” I said, standing. 
“I will later.”
You win some, you lose some, and I wasn’t going to argue when I knew his body would shut down when it wanted. 
“Fine. I’m sure Paulie will look after you.”
“No.  He will look after the MC. He’s the enforcer now. I can look after myself.”
Well that explained Paulie’s new level of muscles and bulk. 
“All right. Get better soon, Casper. Bye,” I said, patting his hand. 
“See you soon, Molly Pop.”
The name caused me to flinch. No one called me that in so long and hearing it again was too much like before. 
“It’s just Molly,” I said, walking out the door before he could add anything else. 
Paulie followed me out the door and waited as I threw my small clutch into the car and pulled myself in. 
“You look really good, Mols.”
“Thanks. So do you,” I admitted. 
“So. Now that you’re back, I was thinking we could hang out sometime. Maybe catch a night cap,” he said, holding the car door open and out of my reach. 
I watched him in horror. I was not back. I was home, sure – for the moment. But I was in no ways interested in catching up. 
“No. I have to get back.”
“I know that, but the next time you’re here?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think that’s best.”
“But—”
“But nothing. I’m not back, Paulie. You told me I needed to see my dad and I did. I have a job, friends, and a life away from here. I’m not coming back. This was a cordial checkup. Nothing more.”
“So you just, what – check in and then leave? Like it never happened? Like you can just leave all this,” he said. “Leave us behind?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I did it before,” I said, pulling the door from his hand and starting the car. “I can do it again.”
 



Chapter 5
Ethan
Some people found the sounds of the ocean or birds calling relaxing. Not me. I was simpler than that. The ticking of a wrench was as relaxing as it got for me. The sounds of something being fixed soothed me. I didn’t need a church when I had the garage. The garage was my temple and my altar of choice. It was my sanity as much as any other place, which was why I didn’t take kindly to anybody bringing mess into my church. 
“Hey,” Luke said, leaning against the wall, his brown eyes staring a little too intently at me as I worked. His stance was relaxed, but his hands fidgeted in front of him. 
“Just say it,” I said, glancing at him without stopping my work. 
“Say what?” 
I shook my head. “Whatever it is you came in here to say.”
His eyebrows jumped before he schooled his face again. “How do you know I have anything to say? Maybe I just came in here to check on you.”
“And maybe I’m going to play dumb and let you just stand there,” I said, standing from my crouched position. A dirty hand rag lay across the bike’s handle bars and I snatched it away to wipe my hands. “You’re fidgeting, man,” I said, balling the rag up and throwing it on the ground. “You do that when you’re nervous. You got something to say? Just say it. I ain’t got all day,” I said, crossing my arms across my chest. “You know how I feel about beating around the bush. Say what you came to say.” 
Anyone who knew me knew I didn’t like lies. I always said better out than in. Lies were weeds that killed everything. 
“Well, I was just wondering when’s the last time you’d been to a meeting?”
“You were wondering or the crew was wondering?” 
“Just me. I haven’t seen you slip or act shaky in a while, but I would be a nasty sponsor if I didn’t check up on you every once in a while. I know you hate me asking for no reason but feel like I should. So this is me checking in.”
His thumbs circled each other in his lap. He wasn’t done.
“And?”
“And there’s a meeting later today in Flagstaff. I think you should go.”
“What time?”
“At seven.”
His fingers stilled and he slid them into his pocket. 
I hadn’t had any cravings in a while. Granted, I only had them when I was stressed and I knew Luke meant well. 
“Okay.”
“Okay?” he asked. “You’re saying you’ll go?”
“I said okay, didn’t I?”
“Yeah, man. Okay. Cool. I’ll text you the address,” he said, smiling, taking away at least ten years from his face. 
“Anything else?”
“Yeah. Gus said to come inside. We’re having a quick meeting.”
“All right,” I said, picking up tools and throwing them in the box. “I’ll be there in a minute.”
 I washed my hands and entered just as Evan came from the office. 
“Hey, bro.”
“Sup,” I said, sliding into an open seat. 
“You planning to visit mom soon?” 
That question put a scowl on my face, and right after I came from my holy place. 
“Why?”
“Because you should go see her. Because she’s our mom,” he said, scowling back at me with my identical face. “And because she’s been having good days recently. She’s been asking about you, man.” He stared me down with disappointment, looking too much like our dad. 
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“You’ll see what you can do? She’s our mom. You better ride your rear out there sometime this week.”
“Or what, Ev? You’re going to find me and make me? Watch yourself, little brother—” 
“Now that everyone’s here,” Gus said, immediately quelling any side conversations, “we can get started. We need to discuss the matter of prospects.”
We had three. Ace, Dead Shot, and Phil. Ace had been with us the longest, a little over a year, and was one of those guys that would never fit in. He was too clean-cut and looked like he belonged in a suit, even when he wasn’t wearing one. He looked every bit the criminal defense lawyer he was, but he was loyal, didn’t mind blurring legal lines, and was our ace in the hole should anything ever go wrong. 
“We need to take a vote. I want to bring in at least two of them. After all this trash with the Skulls, we’re bound to take a few more hits. We need numbers now more than ever.”
Dead Shot was a retired Navy Seal and something of a trained assassin. He could shoot any gun, thus the name, and wasn’t big on rules. He was big on loyalty and that was a big deal around MCs. Only thing was his military background made him look and move a lot like Harrison, who had died almost a year ago now. Taking him in poked a lot of our sore spots, though several of us wouldn’t admit it. 
“I think Ace is ready. He’s retired and he’s got his bike, though he still needs to practice riding it,” he said, laughing along with some of the guys. 
Ace was skinny and, in his attempt to show us he was ready, he bought one of the biggest and loudest Harley’s ever. Needless to say, whenever he tried to ride, it was pretty entertaining. 
“I’m stuck between Phil and Dead Shot,” he said, rubbing his beard. 
Phil was our most recent prospect, and in my opinion, a little shifty. He wasn’t getting it without a unanimous vote and I had a feeling I wasn’t the only one who would say nay. Maybe it was his beady, little eyes or the way he had a tendency to be sneaking around corners and pretending not to eavesdrop. I couldn’t prove anything, of course, but something in my gut didn’t trust him. Plus, he was consistently under the required mileage. We’re bikers – we ride and our prospects were expected to put in time riding too. 
“Nobody wants to say it, but Dead Shot rubs a bit of salt in our wounds while Phil needs a little more time. Do we need to take a vote?”
“Nope.”
“Nah.”
“You got it.”
“Then it’s settled. Ace and Dead Shot will be welcomed into the club,” he said nodding, “I’ll go get the prospects their new leather and by the end of next week, they’ll be our new brothers.”
The meeting ended and I went to the room I frequented in the club. Most of us had houses or apartments but the few who worked closely in the club like Evan and I, had rooms on the second floor. I hung my jacket in the small closet before stripping as I made my way to the shower. I was going to a meeting; it was best to remain anonymous. Once clean of the grease from the garage and the dirt from the day, I dressed as nondescript as possible. All black, with no tattoos showing and combed hair. Arizona was cool at night and riding on a bike made its air seem even cooler. With a plain, leather jacket on and my boots, I started my bike, prepared for the hour drive. At night, the drive wasn’t as long as it could be. There wasn’t any traffic, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 
The shadows on each side of unlit houses and trees passed by in a blur. It was monotonous, and not distracting enough to halt my pondering. Evan wanted me to visit mom. I hadn’t visited her in a while. Did that make me a bad son? Possibly. I wasn’t afraid to go. I just didn’t want to taint the good memories I had. I wasn’t afraid; I was selfish. My mother was a gem. She was my dad’s old lady and a proper MC wife. She was the prototype and the original. When my dad was president, she did everything from hosting parties to showing patch whores that my dad was not available. 
Patch whores were women who got off sleeping their way to the top and crossing off patches as they went. From prospects all the way to president, if they could manage it. My mom was never like that. She was classy, but fiery. She was very protective and would do anything if it meant her family was safe. I do mean anything.  She was bigger than life and the one person I thought would never change. So no, I wasn’t in a rush to see her as anything but herself.
The last time I saw her, she wasn’t herself. She was dazed, with a look of confusion. She couldn’t remember who I was. I didn’t want to live in a world where my mom couldn’t recognize her own kids, but since I had to, I tried hard to not remind myself that that was my reality. 
I was so lost in my thoughts I almost didn’t notice the extra wobbling of my bike. Almost. I pulled off the road under a street light and dismounted. All bikes had a minimum vibration, but excessive vibration was a sign that several things could be wrong. I hadn’t worked on my bike in some time, but the last time it had an issue, the chain had popped. I walked around the bike looking for any obvious problems. When I didn’t see any, I slid my key in the middle to see if I was leaking any oils. Just the right amount of oil and gas. I didn’t have any tools with me so anything in depth would require me getting a tow. 
I stood, thinking with my hands on my hips as a red Honda civic pulled up behind me. 
“Hey, you need some help?” a soft voice asked through her open window. 
She was driving a car. She wouldn’t know how to help me. 
“Nope. I’m good,” I said as she climbed out from the car. I didn’t bother looking at her as she stood to my side.
“Nice bike,” she said with appreciation.
“Thanks.” 
Sure. I could have struck up a conversation, but I didn’t need to be talking. I needed to be fixing. I glanced at my watch and saw I had a little under thirty minutes to make it to the meeting. Maybe this was a sign I shouldn’t go.
“What year is it?”
“Harley, 95.”
“What’s the problem?”
“Too much shaking,” I said, not bothering to be more specific. This woman probably didn’t know a thing about bikes. 
“If you’ve already checked the suspensions and shock absorbers, I’d suggest checking if the seat bolts are properly bolted. You’d be surprised how many people forget that,” she said, turning to get in the car. 
“Wait,” I said, turning to her. Most women didn’t know the first thing about cars, let alone motorcycles. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, standing just out of the street light. “I can’t. I have somewhere to be and I don’t want to be late. Good luck with your bike.” She climbed into her car, the light briefly illuminating her face before shutting the door. 
It was her.
The girl from last week.
The one-night stand. 
What was her name?
I couldn’t remember it and I was left standing in front of my bike looking lost. 
She was right. I hadn’t checked my seat bolts. They were loose. I tightened them by hand and the extra shakes and noise went away. I knew that. I already knew that about my own bike. I just forgot. I couldn’t believe I forgot that. 
I went a little faster than the speed limit and pulled into the church parking lot one minute before seven. I took a deep breath and tried to compose myself before entering. I was nervous, but I didn’t want my face to show everything I was feeling. With confidence that I didn’t feel, I walked in the church and followed the signs to a small gymnasium. Several people were already standing in the typical circle and I could hear introductions being made. Two men stepped aside to allow me into the circle and I nodded thanks as the next person started talking. 
“My name is Molly.”
“Hi, Molly,” everyone said as I made eye contact with the woman from the one-night stand, the woman who drove a red Honda civic, and the woman right across the circle from me. 
“And I’m an addict.”
Molly. So that was her name.
Why was she there?
After all the nasty things I did to her the other night, it almost seemed sacrilegious meeting again in a church. 
Almost. 
It was part fate and part inconvenience; that was my life.  
 



Chapter 6
Molly
Incredible. It was him. Ethan. He was there. Of all places to see your one-night stand, a narcotic anonymous meeting isn’t one you’d expect. What were the odds? I could barely keep my eyes off him as we went around the circle. Introductions were brief and I barely heard anyone’s names because I was waiting for him to speak. 
“Hi. My name is Ethan, and I’m an addict.”
The moderator welcomed all newcomers and encouraged everyone to speak on their journey. Slowly, we went around the circle and I could barely keep myself from huffing with impatience until Ethan spoke. 
“I’ve been sober for two years. I’m here to check in. Every day is a fight and most times I rarely think about it. Still, it’s never easy. I know that I could slip up at any time and knowing that keeps me human. Keeps me sane. It keeps my feet on the ground anytime I feel it slipping from under me.”
I could relate to everything he was saying. I knew all about losing the ground under your feet. Somehow, in the light of day, with clothes on, he was even more intriguing and tempting than he was naked and pounding into me. 
My turn came and I wiped my sweaty hands on my jeans before speaking. “I’ve been on this journey for a long time and I’ve started over several times, but now I have been sober for six years and looking forward to making ten. You guys keep me in check. Thanks for being here.”
We ended with the serenity prayer as we ended every meeting, and just as I suspected, Ethan tried to get away. I was hoping he’d want a slice of cake from the refreshment table – I did. He was quick to find the exit and almost made it to his bike before I called his name. Cake could wait. 
“Ethan!”
He hesitated, which means he heard me, but he continued walking. I followed him and said the one thing that I knew would get his attention. “You forgot to say thanks.”
He stopped and turned his head. “For what?”
I shrugged, “For fixing your bike. My advice obviously worked.”
“It wasn’t your advice. I already knew that about my bike.”
“Okay. Whatever you say,” I said, barely keeping myself from snickering. Boys and their toys. “Want to get some coffee with me?” It was a random question and dumb; there was plenty of coffee back in the church. I could see him hesitating, but I needed him to say yes. I couldn’t let him get away again. “It’s not a date. It’s just coffee.”
“Okay,” he said mounting his bike. “Where to?”
Flagstaff was my territory. I knew there was a Starbucks around the block.
“There’s a Starbucks not too far from here.”
“I really shouldn’t,” he said, scratching his beard. 
“So?” I said, cocking my eyebrow. “You always do what you’re supposed to do?”
He laughed loudly, bending over his bike. “You’re so right. All right, I’ll follow you.”
I turned to walk to my car but was stopped by his voice.
“Wait.”
“Yes?”
“Let me get your number,” he said extending his phone. 
“Why?” I asked, typing my digits into the device. 
“Just in case I get lost,” he said the lame excuse with a grin. I played along as my phone rang in my bag. 
“That’s me. Don’t forget to save it under Ethan, not God,” he said, his eyes lighting with laughter as I walked to my car, blushing. 
Conscious that he was watching, I swayed my hips with more attitude than usual. The ride was no more than a minute or so and I found myself watching him in my rear mirror. He looked so sexy and confident on his big bike. His hands rested high on the handlebars as he rode confidently, like the bike was an extension of himself.  When we parked, I found us a table in a quiet corner while Ethan ordered our drinks. 
“A caramel macchiato for the lady and black coffee for me.”
“Thanks.”
“No problem,” he said, sliding in the seat in front of me and taking a tentative sip of his drink. “So.”
“So. This isn’t awkward,” I said, laughing. 
He chuckled. “Right. Meeting the girl you hadn’t planned to see ever again at your Narcotics Anonymous meeting isn’t weird at all. Nope.”
I knew what our night of fun was. Of course he hadn’t planned to see me again, but hearing him say it caused my chest to hurt more than I thought it would.
“Well, is seeing me again so bad?”
He must have heard the slight edge in my tone. His blue eyes scanned my face before lighting up with his smile. “Not at all.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“So, Molly,” he said, stretching his long body in the chair. His legs spread under the table and rubbed against mine. “I know what you look like without any clothes on,” he said, watching my chest as if he could see through my blouse, “what you like in bed and how you like your coffee, but not much more than that.”
I could feel my cheeks heat with blush. “Well, what else do you want to know?”
“What are you addicted to?”
“Painkillers. You?”
“Meth.”
I could see the unasked question in his eye. Every addict wondered how. What life moment sent us derailing from normal and permanently on the path of addict? For some, the exact moment was blurred; some addictions happened over time, but not for me. I knew the exact moment my life changed. 
I was sixteen – young and dumb and so naïve to believe everything people told me. I believed my father had my best interests at heart. I believed he cared about family – that he’d put my safety over the club. I believed him when he’d said we were going to do a quick run. It should have been a quick infiltration of The Crows hideout and reclaiming of our guns, but it had turned into a trip to the hospital and drugs. 
 
*****
 
“Be quiet,” Paulie said, shushing my giggling. He kissed me quickly, so my dad wouldn’t see us before, pulling off on his bike.  
I was wild and reckless and riding high off the adrenaline rush. We’d waited until The Crows were at their bar, drinking, and we snuck into their hideout. It was more like dilapidated barn just waiting for the next big sandstorm to knock it over. I could imagine bikes lined up in neat rows outside, but right then, there was nothing – no one. Just us. There were five of us in total. Dad, Paulie, Ian, Classy, and I.  We only had one job: send a message. We were going to take back the weapons they stole and leave a message that you could not cross the Skulls. 
Ian and Classy were in a truck. Empty crates were in the back, waiting to be filled with guns. Casper and Paulie moved like a machine, predicting each other’s moves as they hauled over one hundred machine guns to the truck out front. Classy and I stood at random points as lookouts and Ian, our then enforcer, stood between us with a shotgun. It seemed all too easy – so easy that I took it as a joke. I laughed and pushed Classy around. We weren’t paying attention, and it could have been a lot worse than it was. 
“Molly! Where are you?” 
I could hear the panic in Paulie’s voice. 
“Come on,” I said, pulling Classy by the hand and we ran to the front. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked him, trying to see past the impenetrable mask he wore when he was trying to impress my father. 
“Get on your bike.”
“Are we done?” I said, not moving. 
“Yes. Now. We need to go.”
He wasn’t telling me something. 
“What’s wrong?”
He led by example, straddling his bike and revving the engine. “We need to go.”
I was overconfident and cocky. “What did you do?”
He pulled at the strands of his hair, though they were short. “We set a bomb.”
The others had already driven away and I could see them farther up the road, waiting and wondering why we weren’t moving. Mere seconds passed and those wasted seconds and minutes counted. I’d thought back and wondered what I would have done if I’d known then what I knew now. 
I hopped on my bike and took off as fast I could. Paulie rode slightly ahead of me. I hadn’t ridden a foot before the ground shook and heat seared across my skin. Behind us, the bomb exploded. The warehouse was barely standing before. The force alone pulled the pile of trash apart. Shrapnel of old nails, glass, and wood cut through the air as good as any blade. Wood of all sizes rained down on us. The heat enveloped me and I felt my back burn as my bike trembled under me. I screamed as I lost control, and the last thing I remembered was Paulie standing over me. 
“Molly. You’re okay. Talk to me. Can you hear me?”
I couldn’t say anything. Nothing came out but screams. 
“What hurts?”
“Everything.”
I woke up in a hospital bed, face down and in pain. Everything hurt, and it would keep hurting for the next few weeks. The doctor explained some debris caught me and burned through my shirt onto my back. There was an ugly line of melted skin on my back, as well as second and third degree burns down my spine and across my lower back. I broke my leg from crashing my bike. 
I had to wait for doctors to stretch the skin on my inner thigh, deal with removing the injured skin, and cover it with my skin grafts. Every day I endured some sort of cutting, patching, and other methods of Frankensteining me back together, every time feeling slightly worse than carpet burn. I hit the morphine button so often they stopped administering it to me.
Two weeks in the hospital and almost two months in a cast. Through it all, Casper did not visit. Paulie kept me company and up to date on the club. He assured me my dad didn’t visit so I wouldn’t be incriminated. They told some BS story about how I got burned. But that wasn’t true. 
When I finally got home, my father blamed me for the accident. He said I needed to work on my listening skills like I was some five year old and wouldn’t be allowed to ride on the next raid. But the next raid never came. When my cast came off, I realized I couldn’t ride anymore. Just touching my bike triggered a panic attack. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. There was only pain. Burning pain. I couldn’t ride, and I no longer wanted to. 
My father did everything he could – threatened me, bribed me, and offered Paulie an exorbitant prize to get me back on my bike, but nothing could do it. I couldn’t ride. I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t stop the pain. The only thing that quelled the burning was the Vicodin. I fought the pain. I fought admitting that I was weak and tried hard to return to who I was, but the flashbacks took their toll. Vicodin kept my head above water. It didn't just dull the pain; I really enjoyed how it made me feel. I could relax and worry less about my family and business. I also got really tired, though. I had to drag myself around some days. After months of depression and no sympathy from my dad, I resigned myself to the truth: I was no longer cut out for the MC life. I wasn’t meant to be one of them. After that, I was hell bent on being normal. 
I left – without a note or a goodbye. I filed paperwork and got my GED. Of course, no one came looking for me or cared. When my prescription for Vicodin ran out, I got so sick. Even though it was December, I sweated like it was July. And my whole body was in pain, so much worse than my back pain. I was scared. I started going to many different doctors to get more Vicodin prescriptions. I'd lie and say I was in terrible pain, worse than what I actually felt. I needed more and more pills to feel okay, more than one doctor would ever prescribe to me. Then I'd fill the different prescriptions at different drug stores. Sometimes I'd drive for hours to find a store where they didn't know me.
I looked up scholarships and put myself through college. It took a lot of time, hard work, and extra jobs, but I did it in five years, taking classes at night. Through it all, I made room for my sneaky addiction. I got my doctor to extend his prescription and then stole a prescription for it when he wasn’t looking. I made copies of his prescription paper and reused that. Until the pharmacist noticed and then I drove as far as I needed to find a pharmacist who didn’t know my history and bought more then. During all that, I kept working to get my masters. It was not easy. I felt perpetually alone, but I had my painkillers. I took them routinely, like a daily vitamin, and didn’t think about it any further until even their success dulled. They stopped working, and I knew the dangers of upping the dosage. 
On and off, I tried to stop and denied I had a problem until my doctor threatened to turn me in when he found out I was stealing. I knew I didn’t want to go to jail. I wanted to have a career and help people. But I didn’t know how to stop, and so I snuck to one more pharmacy for the drugs.  The pharmacist said she wouldn't fill my prescription. The computer records showed I had already bought a lot of Vicodin in a short time at several different stores. I was ashamed I got caught, but I was even more scared of getting sick like I did the last time I ran out of the pills.
She gave me a phone number to a national hotline and made me wait with her as she called the number. If she had only given me the number, I would have thrown it away as soon as I was in the car, but because she called, I felt responsible to follow through. The hotline referred me to a doctor that treated people who were addicted to pain medicine. The doctor put me on a medicine to help me feel less sick and crave the drug less when I stop taking Vicodin. It took some time, but slowly I detoxed. I lost my dependency on the drug. I met Ashlyn in school and finally fulfilled my dream of becoming an actual social worker. 
My addiction made me a better social worker and relatable to anyone who struggled with addiction. Now work was my new addiction, and I felt a rush every time I helped a child leave a toxic home. 
 
*****
 
“How old were you when you started?” he asked. 
“Sixteen. You?”
“Same,” he said, appraising me differently than before. “What a life you’ve lived. You’re not as innocent as you look.”
“I could say the same to you,” I said, draining my cup. 
He smiled and emptied his cup. “You know, you’re not what I was expecting.”
“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”
“Good. It makes me want to take you somewhere.”
“Somewhere with a bed?” I asked suggestively.
“Somewhere like that.”
“Well, there’s a motel not too far from here.”
“I’ll follow you,” he said, standing and throwing our cups away. 
The ride to the motel went by quickly, and stripping in front of Ethan felt a lot like something I was comfortable doing, and sex with him felt a lot like being somewhere I belonged. 
 



Chapter 7
Ethan
“You know what?” I asked the drowsy form beside me. 
“What?”
“I want to take you somewhere.”
“Like on a real date?” she asked, sitting up. Her hair was wild and my eyes slid down to her perky belly without her permission. She smirked instead of covering up in self-consciousness. 
“Yeah,” I said, pulling my eyes up to hers. “Like on a real date.”
“Okay,” she said, running her fingers through her hair, trying to calm the mess on her head. “When? Where? Do I need to dress up?”
I couldn’t help laughing. “Let’s see now. It’s a surprise, and no, you can wear what you’re wearing now.”
“Okay,” she said, jumping from the bed. “Give me a second to clean up.”
I shook my head. I told the woman she could go as she was and she still felt the need to “freshen up.”
“We’re leaving in five minutes,” I said, redressing my naked form. There was a place Evan had shown me once. It was a ledge with a great view of the city below. I was going to take her there. I didn’t know why I wanted to go there, but I wanted to share it with her. 
“You’re not hungry, are you?”
“I could eat.”
“Then we’ll grab something before we go up.”
She came out with her hair in a bun that I wanted to take down and her makeup reapplied. “You looked fine before you went in there.”
Something about her blushing was satisfying. “Thank you.”
I held out my hand, not questioning all the weird trash I was doing because nothing about this was normal, and led her outside. 
“Where are we going?” she said, her voice quivering just a little.
“To my bike.”
Her hand tightened around mine and she came to a full stop. “Oh. Ethan. Um.” We had only spent two nights together, and yet I could see she was not the carefree woman I had spent my time with. Her muscles were bunched together and she suddenly looked like she would be sick. “I can’t.”
“You can’t what, babe?”
“I can’t ride.”
Oh, that. Most women thought riding was scary, but it really wasn’t, if you had a driver who knew what he was doing. “Well, it’s not that hard, babe. I’m the one driving. You just hold on,” I said, turning and walking a step towards the bike. She let go of my hand, rooted to the spot she was in before. 
“No. You don’t understand.” She was on the verge of a panic attack. I could see tears pooling in her eyes. “I can’t.”
I turned back and wrapped my arms around her. I could feel her heart racing in her chest and her chest rising and falling quick. “Okay. Okay. Calm down. Just calm down. Let’s talk about this.”
This was not me. I did not calm women. I left women who couldn’t control their emotions, but there I was, standing in a motel parking lot, rubbing the back of this woman and I was actually interested in what was going on. She knew about bikes, so she had to have been around them. How could she also be afraid of them? I felt her breath on my neck and once it slowed a little, I stepped back to see her face. It was red. From trying to quell her emotions or embarrassment, I didn’t know.
“Talk to me, Molly. What’s going on?”
“I can’t get on your motorcycle.”
“Why not?”
She looked so pitiful, chewing her bottom lip like she was afraid of what she might say. “Because I’m afraid.”
“What are you afraid of?”
“Crashing,” she whispered. 
“Do you think I would crash my bike?”
“No.”
“Do you think I would want to put you in danger?”
“No.”
“Do you think I would want to endanger my own life?”
“No.”
“Then the rational and logical thought would be there’s nothing to fear. Right?”
She nodded. 
“But fear isn’t logical,” I said with a sigh. Nothing I said had calmed her stance. 
“I’m sorry,” she said in tears. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Don’t apologize.” I kissed her forehead. “You’re all right.” We stood like that for a moment, my mouth resting on her forehead, before I smiled down at her. “Come on.”
She stiffened, rigid and ready to protest. 
“Molly, look at me.” Her eyes were glued to my bike like it might attack her. “Look at me, sweetheart.” She looked at me. “I just want us to walk to it. Okay?” she looked uncertain. “We’re just going to stand beside it. That’s it. Do you think you can do that? Just walk beside me and stand next to my bike.”
“Okay,” she whispered. 
Slowly, hand in hand, we walked to my bike and stood beside it. I could almost feel the tension her body was displaying. She stood next to it, but angled away and closer to me. With our joined hands, I outstretched her hand toward the bike. I moved slowly enough for her to pull back if she wanted to, until we were both touching the seat. 
“Okay?”
She nodded. 
“You ever rode a motorcycle before?”
“I used to.”
“So you know that your bike doesn’t do anything you don’t do. Right?”
“Yeah.”
“If you turn left, it turns left. If you stop, it stops. If you lean, it leans. Right?”
“Right.” 
“If you lose control, the bike loses control. My bike doesn’t do anything I don’t want it to do, Molly. Do I seem like a man out of control?”
“No.”
“Do you trust me?”
She stared at me for what seemed like years. I stood there for as long as she needed, trying to show I was trustworthy. For once, I wanted someone to see me, the real me, under all the trash, addiction, bad attitude, and behavior. I wanted someone to see me. I was trustworthy and I wanted someone – Molly – to believe in me. 
Finally, she nodded and I pulled her tightly into my arms. 
“Trust me, Molly. Just trust me. I won’t hurt you. I’m not going to let anything hurt you. You can trust me. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Now, let’s get to that date.”
I slung my body over the bike and started it as she clung tightly around me. I pulled out of the parking lot slowly, careful of the skittish passenger. She held me like a second skin as I drove under the speed limit to the grocery store. 
“We’re here, babe.”
Her face was nestled into my back and looked up only when I spoke.
“You all right?”
She nodded and took my hand to step off the bike. I could feel her hands shaking in my own. 
“If you want to sit here for a minute, you can. I’m just going to go inside real quick and get some food.” She looked at me a bit dazed and shook her head. “You want to stay here?”
“No. I’ll come inside.”
She followed me inside, holding my hand, and together we grabbed some sandwiches and chips. I grabbed a blanket and a backpack too. We were checked out in less than fifteen minutes. She almost relaxed and forgot about her fear. She took the backpack full of food and as soon as we walked back outside, she froze up. 
I could see the fear glistening in her eyes in the light of the street lamps. 
“Remember what I said, Molly. Trust me,” I said, adjusting the backpack on her back. “Now, let’s go. I promise this is going to be fun.”
“Okay,” she said, swinging her leg over the bike a little more confidently. 
I drove consciously. I didn’t speed or take any turns as wild as I might normally have if I was on my own. I made the ride on autopilot, driving through the foliage and onto a beaten path.  I helped her unclick her helmet. Her hair was a sexy mess from my helmet and her cheeks were flushed from the wind. Anchored on my body, she swung off the bike and came face to face with the view. The reason why I came up there. 
“Wow,” she said.
From up there, there was nothing but the stars above us and over the cliff, and lying out before us were all the lights of the city. They were sprinkled below us quite like the stars above us. 
“It’s beautiful.”
“I think so too,” I said as I helped her off the bike. 
We unpacked our haul and soon our picnic was set up. We lay down and for a moment, I could only hold her. I pulled her bun down, happy to play in her hair as we lay side by side. 
“How long have you been afraid of riding?”
“Since I crashed.”
“Is that how you got those scars on your back?”
She nodded and looked into the distance. 
“Was it as bad as you thought it would be? Riding with me?”
“No,” she said, cuddling closer to me. 
“Do you think you’ll ever ride by yourself?”
“I don’t know,” she said, sighing heavily. “I hope so.”
I didn’t push the subject and pulled the food out. We ate the sandwiches in silence. I could tell something was on her mind. I waited, knowing it would emerge eventually. 
“How did you get addicted to meth?”
If she was anybody else, I would have responded differently. I would have said anything in the world, but the truth was she wasn’t anybody else. This was Molly, and I wanted her to know me – the real me. Plus, I knew she would not judge me. 
“I ran into it at a party. Happened accidently. I wasn’t at a good place. My dad had just died and I didn’t have anyone. Well, I had my brother and my mom, but I just felt….”
Silence fell open in front of me and she finished the word I wasn’t sure I could say. 
“Alone.”
“Yeah.”
She understood me. She understood exactly what I wanted to say even when I couldn’t explain. 
“So when they offered it to me, I took it. I didn’t think it was anything dangerous. You know? Everybody does it where I am from so I didn’t think too hard about it.”
I stopped talking, thinking about the moment when it all changed for me. I tried it once and I was addicted. 
“It only took one sniff and I was hooked. It was like a religious experience. At first, I was kind of scared, I was so young and I didn’t know my body could feel all that. It took me so high. I felt empowered, like nothing could get me and for once, everything just felt slow and easy.”
“And it got out of hand?”
“Exactly. I lost control. I didn’t know for a while though. You know, motorcycle clubs, we party. We get wild and it’s nothing for drugs to be around. So I had a lot of enablers and no one wanted to call me out for it, but then the truth couldn’t be denied. I lost myself and finally, when the crew couldn’t take any more of it, they sent me to rehab.”
“What was that like?”
“Hell on Earth. At first. Then it became the best thing that happened to me. It wasn’t easy, but I like me better now.”
“I like you better too,” she said rolling over and smiling up at me.
“You know what else I’m glad about?”
“What?”
“Going to that NA meeting. I hadn’t been in a long time and my sponsor, Luke, suggested I go again. I didn’t think I’d like it. Well, I didn’t like it, but finding you was worth it.”
“I’m starting to feel like it was more than a coincidence. You know? Like what are the chances that I’d see you at the club and then days later see you at the meeting?”
“Right,” I said, laughing. “I thought I was going crazy when you told me about my bike and then drove away.”
“Why?”
“Because I couldn’t remember your name,” I said, chuckling. 
She slapped my arm. “You rear.”
“Hey! That’s all you were at the time.”
“And now?” she said, rolling over and pinning me to the ground. 
“You’re more than that.”
I saw my happiness reflected in her eyes.
“You want to get out of here?”
“You read my mind,” she said, smirking before leaning down to take my lips.
 



Chapter 8
Molly
We rode to his apartment and for the first time, I wasn’t worried about what the bike was doing. My mind was focused on holding this man that I couldn’t figure out. Something was happening between us and it was as scary as it was exciting. I really liked this guy. He got me. I didn’t have to hide my past addictions. I didn’t have to hide who I really was – my fears, my work, my addiction, even my scars. Everything was perfect, except for one thing: my past. I needed to tell him about that one thing. I couldn’t imagine he would find out without me saying anything, but keeping secrets was never good in a relationship. He was a biker, and not just any biker: he was a Bandit. On paper, there was no one worse for me, but in my heart, he felt so right. 
He parked the bike and helped me off. He seemed a little nervous as we walked up the stairs. 
“Excuse any mess you see.”
“Okay.”
“No, seriously. I can’t remember if I cleaned up or not and I never bring anyone back here.”
“So… I’m the first woman you’ve ever brought here?” I asked, feeling proud.
“Yeah,” he said, looking shy. 
With the door unlocked, he pulled me inside and held me close. “Home sweet home,” he whispered, and his voice tickled my ear. 
“I like your home.”
“Want to see my favorite part of it?”
“Would that be your bed?” I asked, tingling from his hot voice on my skin.
He chuckled darkly and full of unspoken pleasures that he planned to yield on me. “What do you think?”
He pushed forward, making me walk towards where I presumed his bedroom was.  He smacked my behind and pushed me until I was bent over the bed. 
“Are you going to frisk me?”
“I’m going to do something,” he growled, grabbing the side of my jeans and dragging them down my legs. He took my panties with the pants and kissed the center of both my cheeks. His mouth trailed down the backs of my legs, kissing, licking and nibbling my skin. I could feel him hovering over my sex, tempting me. My pants held my legs hostage, preventing me from opening them wider. He grabbed my ankles and massaged, slowly running his hands up my calves, my thighs, my hips, my back, and to my shoulders before kissing me and sliding back down. 
I was panting so loud. 
“Please, Ethan.”
“Please what?” he said as his hand slowly petted my mound. He thrust one finger in, causing me to whimper, and then two fingers into my aching center. My hips bucked in rhythm with his hand. 
“I need,” I said, groaning and losing my words as he stuck his face into my rear. 
“This?” he said, stuffing his tongue into my slit. 
My back arched and I scrunched the sheets in my hands automatically, reveling in the sweet relief. “Yes!”  I gasped as he gave my nipple a hard tweak between his thumb and forefinger. He chuckled at my response. 
His tongue was relentless, tonguing both entrances while he ran both hands up my body. I could hear myself crying with lust and pushing back against him, wanting him to be even deeper. 
“Please. Please. Please,” I chanted like a prayer. 
“Climb on the bed,” he ordered, stepping on my pants so they came off, successfully forcing my tennis shoes and socks off too. 
I could hear his belt buckle jingling and, trusting he was undressing, I yanked my t-shirt off. 
“You’re so beautiful,” he said. It was something about how he said it that made me look back. 
“You like what you see?”
His eyes held me captive and I knew that whatever he was going to say was going to touch me.
“I love it.”
I didn’t know what to say, and while I was sitting there on all fours, naked and ready for him, he wasn’t waiting for me to respond. “Turn around and get ready for me.”
I turned back around and arched my back, readying my body for his onslaught. My legs spread, showing him his prize, and I couldn’t help rotating and swinging my hips. The bed dipped as he crawled behind me, and in a quick gesture I grabbed all my hair and pulled it over my left shoulder.  I could feel him at my entrance, dragging his thick head through my wetness. I looked back to see him watching the connection of our bodies. The way my soft folds engulfed him. He was shaking, just barely keeping himself from losing it. My slickness pulled him in without any resistance. 
“Take me,” I whispered, turning around to support myself against the headboard. 
I felt him freeze behind me. I looked back, thinking he was waiting to make plunging into me even sweeter, but the face I saw was not a man in lust. The man I saw looked both shocked and hurt. 
“Ethan? Baby, what’s wrong?”
He pulled back, climbed out of bed to stand.  His rigid cock standing and begging for attention, but his face was the complete opposite. “What the heck is that behind your ear?” he asked, his tone full of accusation and guilt.
“What’s what?” I said, standing to look into the mirror on his dresser drawer. 
I stood to the side, pulled my ear back and looked out of my peripheral view to see what was causing him to be so upset. A tattoo. Something I’d gotten so long ago I’d forgotten it was on my body. Wearing my hair long to hide it had become a life habit. It was small and basic. A black outline of a skull right behind my ear. It was a gesture of loyalty. A group of us got tattoos at one time, one drunken night in an effort to prove we were down for the cause and ready to be active in the MC. I was the royal family and my membership was guaranteed, but I wanted to prove I wasn’t getting special treatment. I didn’t have to get any tattoos. The skulls were in my blood, but at fifteen, I wanted to prove I was just like my friends and went with them to get it done. 
“Did you hear me, Molly? I asked you a question.”
He stood there naked, and in every way vulnerable, staring at me and begging for an answer. I wanted to freeze the frame. In fact, if I could have, I would have reversed and frozen time to an hour before. The next few moments were imminent doom and I wished for just a moment that I could avoid it. Somehow reverse or fast forward. I didn’t want to say a thing. I didn’t want to see the change in his eyes, but I could see that he had already changed. He was no longer looking at me like he had when we were just a couple looking down at the city lights
“Say something!”
“It’s a tattoo.”
His eyes squinted together as if trying to figure out if I was joking or not. Obviously it was a tattoo, but he wanted to hear me say it. He wanted me to confirm it was as condemning and incriminating as he thought it was.
“Of what?” he said, his words so harsh I flinched. 
“A skull.” My words came out as barely a whisper. 
“Is this a game to you? Is that all this is to you?” His voice was so loud and strong. It was so convicting. He rendered me guilty with his tone.
“No.” I had to say something but nothing was coming. 
“Then what the heck is that behind your ear?”
“I—” 
“You’re a Skull! You’ve known this entire time who I was! You had to have known. I was wearing my cut in the club! Did Casper put you up to this?” 
“No. I—”
“What was the point of this? Were you just waiting to shank me in my sleep? Were you trying to infiltrate my club?”
“No! It’s just—”
“Don’t say another word. Don’t say another word. You’ve probably been lying this entire time.”
He paced around the room, snatching his clothing up from the floor and yanking them on.
“Ethan, please.”
“You’re just a liar. This is TRASH Molly. Has anything real come out of your mouth?”
I pulled on my clothes in a rush, not bothering to see if they were inside out or the right direction.
“Oh, my goodness. You almost had me. I can’t believe how stupid I’ve been.” He picked his vest up from where he left it hanging on the back of his chair, the emblem weighing heavily in his hands. Looking at it, I could feel my tattoo burning like a scarlet. 
“You had me. You almost had me,” he said, talking more to himself than me. “I can’t believe I almost fell for it,” he said shaking his head. “Get out.”
I didn’t want to push him or try to get him to hear me out. I could see he couldn’t take anything more. Fully dressed, I walked to the door and because I’m a glutton for punishment, I turned back to get one last look at him.
He was beautiful. Jeans holding tightly to his behind. His bare chest. Body tight. Muscles flinching, like he was stopping himself from moving. Thick veins bulged from his neck. Jaw clenched.
Rage emanated from him. I could practically see it coming off him in waves. He wasn’t looking at me and I stood at the door, wavering and waiting for something.
He looked up and I saw in his eyes. Those cobalt-blue eyes were stormy and sad and I knew that was what I was waiting for, to see the inevitable destruction I’d caused, and I knew it was time to go. 
“I almost fell for you,” I heard him whisper just before I pulled the door shut. His voice sounded more pained than anything.
 



Chapter 9
Ethan
I don’t know how long I sat on my bed, half naked and confused, but I sat there a long time. Nothing was what I thought it was. My world was upside down. Molly was a Skull. She was a part of the Skulls. The worst gang masquerading as a motorcycle club. They were the worst of the bunch in Reidsville. 
The Bandits and The Skulls had a long-standing history. Though we had no major conflicts although we occupied the same areas, it was clear we were not buddies. We had almost been at each other’s throats for years, but in the past six months, it had gotten worse. The Skulls dealt guns, both illegally and legally. The legal ones were small-time arms, but rumors were they were pushing into deeper waters trying to supply heavier and unregistered weight. Now, word on the street was they could supply anything ranging from Glocks to grenade launchers and everything in between – which was bad business for us. They were growing fast and beginning to press on us. A storm was brewing and like an animal, we could feel the tension in the air. 
While the Skulls focused on destruction, the Bandits focused on pleasure. We owned a string of bars and started opening strip clubs around the region. Amongst the pleasure of flesh, we pleasured the craving of men and their toys. The garage was the most profitable of our businesses. I held no biases against bikes and fixed crotch rockets or Harleys and anything big or small in between. We did everything from oil changes to custom builds. The garage kept the legal side of our operations afloat while the bar and strip club provided drugs and pussy dealings that weren’t always clean. If you were looking for something a little harder than spirits or a lap dance, The Bandits could provide it. 
In all reality, we should have been able to get along since we weren’t direct competition. But no, several small beefs along the way led us to the classic standoff. We didn’t like each other on principle and it seemed like no matter what, we couldn’t lay the beef to rest. Now that most certainly could be forgotten. I still wasn’t convinced this wasn’t some kind of trick to hurt me or elaborate scheme to find out club secrets. I put their president in the hospital and trashed his bike. That was not something easily forgotten or forgiven. If anything, I probably added 100 years of hatred to our bill. Skulls and Bandits weren’t going to be friendly anytime soon.
I was far from pleasure at the moment, which sucked considering how close I was to pleasure before the Earth shattered around me. Molly was on my mind no matter how often I tried to erase her. I couldn’t even lie and say she was getting under my skin. She was already there. I could barely think around her let alone think about her. What had she done to me? If she were anyone else, I would have drank, smoked, and moved on to another one. But instead I was walking around aimless, confused and hurt. I was hurt, which was saying something since I rarely cared about anyone but myself. It was the kind I wanted to dull – to numb. My brain whispered of the high I could get with a little meth. Just enough to knock the edge off the pain. 
You know how some people can read for hours? Or how some people can get lost in their craft no matter how long they’ve been doing it? That was how bike engines were for me. Life could be going to perdition on a grease pole, but if my hands were in the belly of a bike, things didn’t seem as bad. Fixing a bike was akin to fixing my life. It let me feel like I was in control. It was one of the only things I was good at – aside from getting into trouble. 
My hands and feet took me there on autopilot. One minute I was in my bedroom, devastated, and the next I was in the garage, sitting amongst the smoky fumes of an exhaust and tools to fix the problem. All my problems were drowned out with the clank of metal on metal as my wrench worked and the background noise of the radio playing whatever was popular. The tool was in my hand now, twisting from left to right and I lost myself in the motion. 
The pain was right there, bubbling just under the surface and feeling a little too real. A little too raw and a little too familiar. Heartbreak. Unsuspecting pain. 
 
*****
 
I saw the men standing around the living room with somber looks. I saw them drinking to his honor and my mom trying to wipe her tears inconspicuously on the couch, but it still didn’t feel real. It hadn’t felt real when they told us my father was gunned down in a meeting to discuss a neutrality clause to promote peace, or when we stood over the closed black casket with our emblem carved into the smooth marble in white. None of that had felt real. Not seeing my brother stoically throwing a rose petal into the ground, the packed memorial, the stories so many people told about my dad and how he touched their lives. The pats of sympathy people gave me didn’t feel real, and neither did the piles of food people left at our house. It wasn’t real. In my head, I could explain it all away. 
I was so good at explaining it all away, but I couldn’t explain away the bike in the garage sitting under a thick layer of dust.
“Always keep your bike clean, Ethan. You can judge a man by the quality of his bike.”
There was dust on it. Thick, though in reality it hadn’t been sitting by itself for many days. It was dirty. Dusty and not shining – very unlike the way the man I knew would have left it. 
“Always keep your bike clean.”
Dust was real. 
Why wasn’t he keeping it clean? It was like a loud speaker screamed inside of me, “He’s not here.” It was so loud it shook the walls I’d built around me and broke me. I crumbled like the walls around me, hard, to the ground in the garage, into a heap of bones. The coldness of the cement barely registering as the coldness of his death, my loss, settled in. 
I didn’t know how long I lay there. No one came by, no one asked what was wrong, and no one cared. When I finally stood, I stood on the brink of something I couldn't describe. The weight of everything seemed to press down on my shoulders and I struggled to take even a single step forward. It was too much. All of it. And somehow, I kept moving. But every step cost me. The darkness grew darker; the pain grew sharper; all of it seemed to only grow in strength and I began to wonder if things could ever get better. 
But I never said a word. Sometimes I wondered if that smile, the horribly fake smile, was ever seen through. No one noticed the sad broken look in my eyes. The true depth of my then bluer than blue eyes. There was no light to me. Only ice. But no one noticed. 
Everyone though I was doing so well. I hadn’t cried, I wasn’t moping, and according to everyone else, I was acting like my regular self, but I was barely eating and I wasn’t sleeping. I stayed up to the crack of dawn every night until my body couldn’t hold out any longer. I heard my mother crying in her sleep and my brother sneaking out. I had plenty of time to think. Not sleeping helped me realize I was alone. There was no one left to stop me from getting into trouble – no one left to demand better of me. There was nothing left to feel. All I could feel was my brokenness. I wondered if I would ever feel anything else. That question led me to parties, bars, and late night bingeing. It led me to try 100 proof alcohol, weed, and eventually meth. 
Only then did I feel for once like I could fly. For the first time in a long time, I was flying instead of sinking to death from a darkness that wouldn’t let go.  I didn’t feel so cold. There was heat inside me. I had energy and I could sleep. I could sleep for hours instead of thirty minutes. I had an appetite and could laugh. I could see the light of day and, for a time, I was no longer alone. 
But it never lasted. It never does. It eventually went away and the darkness clouded my eyes again, seemingly darker than it was before. The cold felt more biting than I remembered and I was drowning under something I couldn’t name. I needed more. I couldn’t bear the darkness and I drowned in all that meth could provide. One frat party I snuck into gave me powder, and somehow that powder held power over me.
 
*****
 
For just a moment, the same coldness blew threats on my heart and I thought about how wonderful it felt to ignore it before. When I was sixteen, it seemed so magical and simple. But now I was a man. Thirty-three years old and in control. I couldn’t and wouldn’t go back. I stood, and without thinking, threw my wrench across the room. It left my hands, hitting the wall and the ground with enough noise to be satisfying. 
I wanted to hate her. I hated that jerk so much. Why did she make me feel like that? How did I let her get so close? Why couldn’t I stop thinking about her? I didn’t want to miss her.
Was this love? If this is what love felt like, I didn’t want anything to do with it. 
 



Chapter 10
Molly
I hadn’t kept my word and I wanted to do that, so after the horror of being kicked out of Ethan’s apartment, I drove to see my dad. 
Paulie met me out front instead of the guard that was there before. 
“Good morning, sunshine,” he said just before he opened my door. When he saw my face, he instantly knew I was upset. He bent down and grabbed my hand. “Hey, you okay?”
I really didn’t want to talk about it, but there was something about a person genuinely asking if you’re okay, something about someone knowing you aren’t okay and reaching out to help you feel better. I could feel the tears fighting to pour out. My bottom lip trembled but I shook my head no. 
“No. I don’t need to talk.”
“You don’t need to or you don’t want to?”
“It doesn’t matter what I want.”
“It does, love,” he said, leaning forward to caress my cheek
It felt too familiar, too much like easy temptation, and wrong. Just wrong. His hand was warm and smooth, with the right amount of callouses, and completely wrong. Just wrong. That was not the hand I wanted to have touch me, caress me, comfort me, and while I was thinking, he was leaning closer. I came to see him inches from my face, from my lips, and I recoiled in disgust, jumping back. 
“What’s wrong, Mols?”
I thought to say I don’t want this, but I didn’t want to start a fight, so instead I said, “I need to see my father,” trying to exit the car and push past the hulk of a man.
“So,” he said, pushing me back to be seated. “He’ll still be there. We need to talk.”
I sighed deeply and rubbed the headache I was beginning to feel from my eyebrows. 
“What about, Paul Mathers?”
“Wow, Molly Karin. We dropping governments? It must be serious.”
“It must be,” I said with attitude. “You keeping me here.” 
He sighed and rubbed the scruff on his face. “Look, Mols. I just… I mean… I think—”
“Cat got your tongue?” I said, attempting to lighten the mood. 
“Something like that,” he said, chuckling and shaking his head. 
“Well nothing you have to say should be that hard. So try again.”
“I just think we should talk. Last time we talked, it didn’t go so well and I just, I don’t know, Molly. I didn’t like how we ended. I want us to be the way we were. You know?”
Not really. No, I didn’t know. How could we be like we were? What was there to salvage? Did he really want us to be what we were when we were teenagers and somehow convinced we could have a happy life together? When we were too naïve to understand that love and war couldn’t go together. 
“Paulie, we’re not those people anymore,” I said, touching his hand and trying to let him down as gently as possible. “I don’t like how we ended either. So let’s start over. I changed my life – for the better. And I’m happy. You’re happy and I’m glad you’re happy. Can’t that be good enough?” I said, smiling. 
He smiled a weak smile and patted my hand. “For now.” A small beat of silence passed between us before he stood from his crouch and helped me from my car. “Let’s go see your old man.”
“Yeah, let’s,” I said, sliding my arm into his. 
My dad looked much better. His skin was no longer pigmented with so many bruises. He filled out his jacket and he looked every bit the king he thought he was – the king of the Skulls. What did that make him? The Grim Reaper? I couldn’t know and in all the years I’d known him and been estranged from him, he’d always carried himself that way, even when there was only two people to lord over. 
He sat at the table with a can of beer, slouching in his chair.
“Are you supposed to be drinking, dad?” He looked better, but the truth was I didn’t know about his internal injuries. More than likely, he shouldn’t be drinking. 
“Maybe,” he said, taking an apologetic sip.
“What did your doctor say?”
“What she doesn’t know won’t kill her, will it?” he said, raising his can as if giving a toast. “Now, how’s my daughter?” he asked. He sounded so sincere. All that was missing was him opening his arms for a hug. How I was feeling, I might have taken the hug. That was how vulnerable I was. I would have gone against every instinct from childhood and survival and hugged. Every daughter wanted comfort from their dad, right?
I decided to go for something less emotional, something more like what we were: distant relatives. “Not too hot, dad.”
“Want to talk about it?” he asked, sipping his can of beer.
“No.”
“Why?”
“It’s kind of hard to explain.”
“I understand. Want something to drink?”
“Yeah,” I said as he nodded to Paulie.
He pulled a can of grape Fanta from the refrigerator. I smiled a half smile and took the cool can from his hands.
“I guess not much has changed,” he said, smiling as I ticked back the metal can top and heard the hiss of carbonation.
“So, got anything to tell me?” dad said smugly, sipping his beer. 
“About what?” I said, dreading his answer. 
“About Ethan, of course.” He smiled, and it would have been alarming if I didn’t know he was like a snake. He would strike when it looked like he was the most disarming. 
I opened my mouth and closed it. Did I really want to know?
“You’ve been watching me?”
“You’ve been watching me?” he said in a squeaky voice, mocking me before laughing. “Come on, baby girl. You went to school. You’ve got to have some brains in that head. What do you think?” His face turned serious and I knew that he was no longer into playing with my emotions. “Yes! We’ve been watching you. Duh. We never stopped. You’re my daughter. You think I don’t know where my child is and who and what she’s doing?” He smiled sadistically at his double entendre. “I know who’s been sharing your bed, and since you’ve finally done right by us and come home, you can tell me anything he’s shared.”
“What?” I asked, horrified that he thought I would ever be his spy.
“You’ve been sleeping with the enemy, Molly,” he said like he was speaking to a child. “Obviously you’ve seen the error of your ways or the inevitable happened and you realized that you two could never work. I don’t care which one it was, but since you’ve come to your senses, the least you could do is tell us anything he might have said.”
“What makes you think I would do that?” I asked, disturbed by his perspective of what had just happened. “I couldn’t do that.”
“Yes. You could. You still haven’t learned anything, Molly girl,” he said. If anyone else had said it, it might have sounded endearing. “Remember what I told you? Family is about loyalty. That’s what makes the Skulls stronger, bigger, and better than that little crew pretending to be worthy of the word Bandits. Loyalty,” he said, pronouncing every syllable of the word. “That’s what makes me think you’ll tell me. Do you still know nothing of the word?”
The tears I tried to keep in started leaking from my eyes as he continued. He looked on with a bored and uninterested stare. “It’s been ten years and you’re still that same, little girl. I thought by now you would have learned.”
“I’m not telling you anything Ethan said to me. He didn’t tell me a single thing about his crew, but even if he had, I wouldn’t tell you anything.”
“What about loyalty?” he said, slamming his hands on the table and standing.
“What about it? You don’t know anything about loyalty. You only know how to look out for yourself. I’m standing here with a broken heart and it would have been nice to have your support. Instead you tell me I’m nothing if I don’t give you what you want?” I asked, coming to the realization I should have known from the beginning. “You still haven’t changed. You cheated on mom. You pushed me to do that job even though you knew I wasn’t ready!”
“You’re still talking about that trash ten years later?”
I kept talking as if I hadn’t heard his outburst. “You pushed me to do that job even though you know I wasn’t ready and now you’re trying to force me to do something I don’t want to do. Again! You’re never going to change, are you?”
Just saying it out loud hurt. I thought that at least I could have my dad. I convinced myself we could have repaired whatever happened and that at least, at the very least, I might have lost the guy but got my family back. But that was not the case either. I turned to see Paulie and realized he was still hoping I’d change my mind. But goodbye to my dad was goodbye to him, because Paulie would never leave the Skulls. 
“You kicked mom out and had everyone convinced she was some kind of whore who deserved to live on the streets than be with us. You convinced everyone but me. I wondered if I had made a mistake in staying with you and I was right. I should have left with her.  You were never any good for us. You’re a poison. You kill everything around you and one day, all that poison’s going to kill you too.”
I looked at his smug face and the words flew out without any thought. I knew the instant they made their mark. 
“Goodbye, dad,” I said, walking out the door for good. 
 
 



Chapter 11
Ethan
I sat on my bike in front of Flagstaff Assisted Living. It looked so happy, with bright colors and smiling faces on their logo. It was the biggest lie I’d ever seen. I could feel the coldness coming from the inside. If I didn’t know better, I might have believed them. I knew the kind of horrors that were behind those doors. 
This wasn’t my first time visiting my mother, but I didn’t make a habit of visiting. She had another son with the exact same face. I doubted she noticed the difference. The few times I visited were early on when she first checked herself in. She’d been strong still, and aware of where she was then. She’d been conscious enough to know she needed help and strong enough to know she didn’t want to break the club by asking us to look after her. So she’d checked herself in, packed her own clothes, signed away her rights and power of attorney to the home, and moved in. She hadn’t even told us about it until she was already there. 
 She didn’t like it and often joked about it – the wacky routines and personalities some of the other residents. There was one woman who was suspicious everyone was trying to steal her lucky dollar.
Mom liked the Jell-O and didn’t mind too much the schedule they pushed on her. She said she got more sleep than she ever did when she was in the club house. It was true, the club house was known for playing loud music well into the night. She used to joke with me when she first came in, pretended that she didn’t know who I was and then, when my face changed, would laugh. She’d done it more than once. I did not find it funny. Not in the least.
Aging was the gift that kept on giving – kept on taking. I watched my mom sitting on the bench in the middle of the garden. She held a bag full of bread crumbs. She threw the bread out, sprinkling the crumbs a short distance from her feet to the birds there.
I could see the years on her face. It was strange to see an older version of the woman who birthed me. I could see the woman who’d told me to stand when I fell off my bike and was bleeding, the woman who’d refused to dress Evan and I alike. She’d let us have our own personalities and had told my dad to shush when he got onto my rear about causing trouble. I could recall with fondness the younger version of myself laughing while Evan pouted because he wanted to be older. He’d figured out he couldn’t change that and had lorded it over me that he was taller. She’d found me pouting about it in my room and had comforted me like she’d comforted him. She hadn’t poked me and told me to be a man; she hadn’t minded letting me cry if I needed to. 
I remember my dad joined the club when Evan and I were still young. We didn’t understand the prospect phase or all the errands he ran for the club but we did understand him owning a new bike and his reverence for the men who rode alongside him. I could remember his obsession with motorcycles and the group of men who would gather in our house. Mom had been the perfect old lady – better among them than she’d ever been with the housewives.
The age spots and shaking hands were not a reflection of the woman she used to be. I signed in and walked out to sit next to her on the bench. I found it was best to play to her lead. If she turned to me with a courteous smile I would know she wasn’t herself, and if she squinted with recognition before shock that her son was so big, I’d know that it was a good day. 
“Mind if I sit here?” I said, sitting on the bench. 
“Not at all,” she said, smiling up at me. 
The map of wrinkles on her face told of the incredible life she’d lived. Her eye lines told of laughter, of warm smiles and affection. Her face told of late night worries and present confusion. The lines were engraved deeply. They told of a woman who’d traveled almost seven decades to that moment and she was still standing strong. To be dismissed as old would have been disrespectful. She was so much more.
“Do you come out here often?”
“Every day,” she said, throwing a handful more. “You have to take advantage of the sunny days when you get them. Doesn’t happen too often.”
“I know what you mean.”
“You don’t like the cold either?” she asked, extending the bag of stale bread to me. 
“No. I don’t mind it at all. My mom though, she hates it.”
“Is your mom here?” she said, turning to me with concern in her eyes. 
Her eyes showed the kind of gentle concern they always had. She laid her hand on my arm, soothing as it always was, though she was extending the hand to a stranger and spoke in such a soft voice. It felt as if I were wrapped in a blanket of her caring. 
“Yeah. She is,” I said, hoping that she’d somehow wake up and realize who my mom was.  
“I’m so sorry to hear that,” she said, patting my hand. “Has she been here long?”
“Yeah,” I said, accepting her hand. 
“Well, you don’t have a thing to worry about. This place ain’t so bad,” she said, smiling. “Honest. It may be full of people who forget, but they never forget chocolate chip Fridays and they give extra Jell-O if you ask. 
I chuckled. I saw she hadn’t forgotten her sweet tooth. 
“And the facilities are nice. They keep it clean here,” she said, nodding her head. “And we play board games after dinner.”
“You don’t have to sell it to me,” I said with a smile. “She’s already here.”
She laughed loudly and clapped her hands. “I guess you’re right.” She threw her last handful of bread and turned to watch me. She took in my dingy jeans and my wild hair. Her eyes lingered on my vest with the patch that said “Bandits” and the patch that said “Legacy.” 
“Where’d you get that vest?” she asked, not looking up from the patch. 
“My club gave it to me.”
She still hadn’t taken her eyes off the patch. 
“Can I see the back?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 
I turned so she could see it in all its delicate trimming. The white thread against the black leather tracing a face with a bandana concealing any physical characteristics and a cowboy hat. 
“Do you ride?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with pleasure.
I smiled and nodded. 
“Can I see your bike?”
“Uh. No.” The residents were not allowed to leave under any circumstances without a whole bunch of trash paperwork. “It’s outside, but I can show you a picture of it,” I said, digging into my pocket for my phone. 
My bike was the background screensaver. I swiped until none of the apps covered the picture and handed her the phone. 
“It’s so shiny,” she said. “Clean.”
“It is,” I said, nodding. “You know you can judge a man—”
“By the quality of his bike,” she said, finishing my sentence. 
It was like a trigger, bringing her back from wherever she was lost. 
“My husband used to say that,” she said, but stated it with a slight quiver of uncertainty. 
“He did. My dad did.”
She stared at me. 
“I think I know you,” she said, her head tilted to the side like she was trying to decide. 
“You do.”
“You’re my… son,” she said, throwing her arms around me. We hugged tightly; I couldn’t tell who was holding onto who. 
“Ma,” I said, trying not to choke. 
“Oh, my boy,” she said, leaning back to brush the hair from my face. “My boy. Let me look at you.”
I smiled, trying not to show the sadness that was just behind my eyes. 
“Do you know which one I am?” 
“Of course I do,” she said, smacking my thigh. “I’m your mother. I could never confuse you two. You’re Ethan,” she said, staring into my eyes. “I can tell by the sadness behind your eyes.”
I looked away. She’d already seen it, but to know she saw was too much. It made the hurt feel heavier. 
“You’ve were never the same after your dad died,” she said, turning my head softly so she could look into my eyes again. “But this hurt – it cut deeper than that one.”
How could a woman who could barely remember who she was suddenly remember me and my brokenness with clarity? “It’s a girl, isn’t it?”
“I don’t want to talk about it, Ma.”
“Well, too bad. You’re the son. I’m the mother. I’ll be deciding who does the talking. Plus, I’m the one in a home – not you. So talk before I lose myself again.”
She had a point, and so I sighed heavily and admitted what she already knew. 
“Her name is Molly.”
“Do you love her?” she asked, cutting me off before I could say anything else. “Don’t overthink it. Don’t think about whatever happened between the two of you or what you think you have to do. Think about her. Just her, and tell me, right now, yes or no. Do you love her?”
“Yes but—”
She held her hand up to stop me. “That’s all that matters. I remember how stubborn you can be, so please listen to me, love,” she said, caressing my face. “All I’ve ever wanted was for you to find someone who loved you the way your dad loved me. If you love that girl, don’t let her go. I know you think everything is so complicated and you’re afraid to let people get close. I know you’re afraid of someone seeing you for who you really are, but trust me: when it’s true love, the scars don’t matter.”
“You know Ev’s got a girl now?”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I bet they’ll get married sometime soon. He really loves her.”
“And what about you? Will marriage be in your future?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, I hope it is. You deserve everything he has. He’s no more deserving than you just because he got in a little less trouble than you,” she said, smiling. 
“Okay, Mom. I hear you.”
She glanced upward, her mouth pursed but slightly open and loose. Her eyes fixed pointedly on something behind my head. I turned, and finding nothing, I turned back to see she was still entranced by something behind me. I called her name and shook her softly by the shoulders. 
“Mom! Mom?” She blinked and refocused. “Lynn, can you hear me?”
“Yeah,” she said, focusing before frowning. “I can hear you. You don’t have to yell.” I wasn’t yelling, but now that she wasn’t unfocused, I let go of her shoulders.  She looked around the garden, then paused at the pink and yellow flowers before turning back to look at me. “Where am I?”
“Happy Hands,” I said, withdrawn and unsure. I wasn’t sure, but I was willing to bet that she was gone. 
“Where’s that?”
“Flagstaff, Arizona. “
“Is this my home?”
“Yeah. You live here.”
“Oh,” she said, looking around. 
A nurse came to the door and smiled at us. “I think it’s time for lunch,” I said, standing and offering her my arm. “Would you mind if I escort you?”
“Sure,” she said taking my arm. She came just below my shoulders and was skinnier than I would have liked. I could barely feel the weight of her body as she held onto me as I walked her to the door. 
“What’s your name?” she said as the nurse took her from me. 
“Ethan.”
“It was nice meeting you,” she said with a smile. 
Seeing her forget and disappear right in front of my eyes, it shook me. It hurt to watch and was even harder to forget. I couldn’t take it. It hurt too much. Everything in me hurt. It hurt to wave goodbye to a mother who thought I was a kind man helping her inside. My chest was barely together from all the emotional beatings.
I sighed, rubbed my chest, and climbed on my bike. My fingers were itching to call Molly. I wanted to call her, hear her voice, and hold her, anything – something. Just thinking about it quelled the ache in my chest.  But I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t call her. I couldn’t trust her to take care of me when I was hurting and at my worst. She nearly took me out when I was at my best, heaven knows what she’d do to me if I was broken. My mind said she’d comfort me. My heart said there wasn’t anything left to break. 
 



Chapter 12
Molly
I pulled out my phone and scrolled through all the names in my contacts. I knew a lot of people, and if I wanted to, I could have a man in my bed within the hour. I was sure anybody would answer my call. I considered calling some of the guys I had turned down over the years to see if any of them was willing to give it another shot. In truth, over the years I had given up on love. So many men made it clear all they wanted from me was sex, and I was okay with that – at least that was what I told myself. But I wanted more. They say the best way to get over a man is to get under another one. But what do they know anyway? Sure, any guy that wanted me before would want me again, but what was the point?
None of their names sparked an interest. None of them would make me feel the way Ethan could. They hadn’t before. I couldn’t imagine they would now. In fact, looking at their names and thinking about them only made me want Ethan more. He wasn’t something I could replace. I didn’t want anybody else.  I sighed and pushed open my car door. There wasn’t much I could do about him. He had made up his mind and if I was smart, I would agree with him. Our relationship couldn’t work. At least that was what I kept telling myself. 
“Good morning, Ms. Karin,” the receptionist said as I passed by to my desk. 
“Hey, Gemma.”
The day had only just begun, but I was already tired. My heels clicked against the tile floor, taking me to my desk with minutes to spare. My client was coming in at eight. I had a total of fifteen minutes to sip my coffee in peace before everything went to perdition. I could feel all the sleep I hadn’t gotten. I tossed and turned for hours, partly angry and partly horny, thinking about Ethan. I finally stopped trying to sleep around 2 am and worked on paperwork. So at least I was productive. 
Our desks were lined in rows, giving us about a foot of space to walk around each other. My desk sat in the middle of the floor with an old computer booting up for me to enter in the information. Papers were stacked on top of each other, oozing out of manila folders like mud between fingers. Reports for my own agency... other city human service agencies... physicians' offices... and of course, the federal government; who could forget them?
I pulled my eight a.m.’s file out of my overstuffed portfolio too hastily and scowled as the bag dropped and everything in it fell out. Lipstick, condoms, stacks of paper, and pens littered the floor. 
“Goodness,” I hissed, bending over to pick it all up.
Could anything else go wrong?
Ashlyn bent to help me, gathering the papers into unorganized piles. 
“I got it,” I said, pulling the papers from her hands. 
“I know. I’m still going to help your stubborn rear.”
“Yeah. Thanks, I guess.”
“Jeez, somebody didn’t get laid last night.”
I stood balancing what I could in my hands and feeding the paper back into the leather case as much as I could without bending the papers. I didn’t have time to sort them out again.
“You want to tell me what’s got your panties in a knot?”
I saw my client come through the door – early, of course, and sighed. “Can’t right now. Maybe later,” I said as I grabbed my cup of coffee and rushed to the lobby to meet the woman. 
“How you doing, Mrs. Abel?”
I had been working on this case for a year. My client was woefully unprepared to be an adult, let alone handle the demands of a two-year-old child, and she was married to a man she’d fled from. I’d done what I could – provided her with a mentor, scheduled her parenting classes, which were proving to be beneficial whenever she made time to actually show up. I hadn’t heard from her for months and didn’t see any reason to convince myself I’d see different results now. Serena Abel made me want to bang my head against the wall, and I would have, but I didn’t need my headache to get any worse. 
I worked with Serena Abel for two hours and looked at my watch. I had half an hour to breathe before my next case. With my few minutes of relaxation, I ran to the girls’ restroom, inhaled more coffee, and checked my phone for messages or voicemails. I was delusional enough to let my heart lift in excitement as I listened to the messages. Part of me still held out hope that maybe he called and left a message. It was a stretch, but I was a hopeless romantic. There was a call from another social worker confirming my client from a few weeks ago relocated to Kansas, a garbled message from my stylist confirming my next hair appointment, and an automated message about buying a new telephone system. Did people still do that?
I typed frantically, looking over the papers covering my desk, trying to catch up on paperwork and getting my file back in order. I tried to take my extra files home at the end of the day, but I couldn’t take my entire desk. My agency manager took vacation through next week and wanted me to give her all her case updates. Plus, there was some federal regulations the department wanted to talk about to comply with other regulations. There is so much red tape in trying to help people, I could drown in it.  
I finished a quick, unscheduled meeting and dialed in a lunch order to the deli across the street. 
“Thank goodness they deliver.”
I frantically typed in my clients’ updates into the computer while wolfing down my sandwich and coleslaw. Sure, it didn’t follow any diet I was trying to stay on, but a girl had to eat. I managed to get a few more updates into the computer before leaving to pick up the deputy for a trip I had to a client’s home. I had my own opinion about the woman and her living habits, but overall my job required me to put my personal feelings aside. 
I brought the deputy along just to be safe. From my last encounter with the woman, she was very angry to learn that her ten-year-old daughter would be removed from the house because of its unlivable conditions. There was so much wrong with that house – trash, dog feces, moldy food, and lack of a properly working toilet. Really, the list could go on. I had been counseling the woman for months, trying to prepare her for the consequences that would inevitably occur if she didn’t improve her home’s condition. She didn’t listen. Well, at least it didn’t seem like she did, so the agency removed the child and placed her in foster care. Now the woman was angry and hurt at the outcome. I agreed to meet with her in the home and arranged the sheriff’s deputy to accompany me. I didn’t think the woman would try anything crazy, but it was better to have law enforcement around just in case. 
Thankfully, the appointment went better than I’d hoped. The woman had calmed down enough to listen to my carefully worded recommendation. The deputy’s presence probably hadn’t hurt either. We spent an hour and a half talking and she agreed to meet with me and the child welfare worker tomorrow. 
Back at my desk, I took a deep breath and tried to coach myself to stay energized. 
“Okay. Only two more appointments, then you can go home.”
I met with a couple in their forties who were looking for home care for the father’s elderly mother. They were overwhelmed by the multitude of opinions and didn’t know which home care agency could best serve the woman’s needs. I provided an honest assessment based on several years of working with home care agencies and promised to follow up with the couple in a week. 
My last client was a veteran in his thirties who couldn’t find a job after ending his tour of duty six months prior. He had great managerial and technical skills, but I could tell there wasn’t much opportunity for him. Since my client was computer savvy and had experience in that industry, I recommended he considered getting a certificate or an associate’s degree in one of the in-demand programs. He seemed receptive and I put him in contact with a local community college’s career counselor. We decided to meet in two weeks to discuss the results of the meeting. 
“Finally,” I said, putting my head on the desk and covering my head with my arms. “Time to go home.”
The words were muffled against the desk and my arms. 
“That bad huh?”
I glanced through my arms to see Ashlyn leaning against the desk. Her red hair was in a perfect bun, with tiny, spiral curls pulled out to frame her face. She was tall and her boots came to her thighs, making her legs look even longer. 
“Girl, you don’t even know.”
She crossed her legs and picked some invisible dirt from her nails. “I know you need to go talk to him.”
I groaned from under my pitiful position on the desk.
“Take it from me – you ain’t looking too hot. You need to talk to him.”
I didn’t like what she was insinuating. I sat up and crossed my arms. “I don’t need him,” I said, annoying myself with how much I sounded like a child. 
“Uh girl, you kinda do. You were better when you were getting dicked down. Now look at you – all aggravated and looking crazed.”
“Hey!”
“Look, love, you know I’m on your side, but you look crazy. Your hair has tangles and you look like you’re auditioning to be Dracula’s new girl with those bags under your eyes.”
I didn’t need to look in a mirror to know she was right. Ashlyn wouldn’t lie. 
“Do you like this guy?” 
“Yeah.”
“Then go tell him.”
“But—”
She held up her hand, stopping me from talking. “But nothing. You go tell that man, ‘I love you, honey.’  You know you’re like a sister to me, so hear me when I say this. You like him, and the sex was explosive. Don’t throw that away because you’re full of pride.”  She pushed the stray hairs away from my face and looked into my eyes. “Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Good. Now go get your man,” she said, turning me towards the door and smacking me on the rear.
 



Chapter 13
Ethan
My phone rang. Again. For the fifth time, and I knew who it was. It was the same person that called the last four times. Molly. She didn’t give up. I thought she, of all people, could understand. Rival clubs. That was what the heck we were to each other. That was all we could ever be to each other. She swore this wasn’t any plot to attack me, but how could I believe her? Over the weeks she’d texted me and asked for time to explain, but how could I believe anything she said? I knew in my heart I would believe anything she said, and that was the problem. That was exactly why I couldn’t allow myself to listen. She’d gotten too close and that made me unreliable. I couldn’t make any decision when it came to her. Any thing I did would eventually fall back on the club and I wasn’t going to let the club fall over no broad. Except Molly wasn’t just a broad. I couldn’t even call her that out loud. 
It had been three weeks. I’d thought she had given up. After the first day of unanswered calls and texts, she’d stopped – given up. Or so I thought. Now she was calling again. 
“Who’s that?” Luke said as my phone vibrated against my chest for the sixth time. 
“No one,” I said, glancing at the screen before sliding it into my pocket. 
“You sure?” he said, looking down at his fingers as they tapped against his thigh.
“That was what I said, didn’t I?”
“Yup,” he said, taking a sip of his beer. 
We were sitting inside the club, sipping beers and waiting on Evan to finish his counting of the monthly books. It was a calm day. No bikes to repair, no cars in the rig. We sat watching the TV, though there wasn’t much on. Ace and Dead Shot were playing pool across the room. It was nice seeing their new vests; the leather was still clean. 
The door opened and Luke looked over his shoulder to see who was coming in while I continued sipping my beer. 
“Who’s that?” he said. 
I turned to see a face I didn’t need and yet wanted to see. Big, brown eyes, wavy hair, and arms crossed under pert belly, begging to be sucked. I tipped my bottle back, gulping down the rest of the beer before slamming it down on the counter. “Nobody.”
I speed walked to Molly and pulled her out the door by the arm. I didn’t have to, but I wanted to touch her. It was so satisfying, feeling her soft skin under my fingertips. 
“What are you doing here?” I hissed, trying to keep my voice down. 
“What does it look like I’m doing here?”
“I don’t give a hoot what it looks like, Molly. You need to go,” I said, dragging her to her ugly, red Civic. 
“I’m not going anywhere until we talk.”
“We already talked, sweetheart. Ain’t nothing else to say,” I said, my anger resurfacing. Every feeling I tried to suppress for this woman came back, fresh like she’d picked all my scabs. 
“Is that what you think?”
“It’s what I know. Now get out of here,” I said, pushing her a little too roughly to her car. 
“I ain’t going nowhere!”
 “Open this door and get in.”
“No!”
“If you don’t lower your voice, I will take you over my knee and spank you my dang self.”
“Oh,” she purred, “is that a promise?”
I would be lying if I said my toe didn’t jump for joy. Why did I have to say that? Now the image of spanking her pert, pink cheeks was stuck in my head. 
“Molly. This is not a game.”
“No. It’s not, Ethan. I’m not playing. You are going to talk to me.”
“We already talked,” I said, opening her door for her. 
“Ethan, listen! Please. I know you think this can’t be resolved, but will you just trust me?” Something in her tone made me look into her eyes and they were practically begging. “Please? Will you just give me a chance and listen to me? That’s all I’m asking.”
“Who’s that, Ethan?” Luke said, standing just outside the front door of the club. I rolled my eyes, partly irritated by his nosiness, but I couldn’t be mad. He was just a brother looking out for a brother. 
“Nobody,” I said pulling her roughly to her car door. I watched Luke stand wordlessly at the door, making no move to go back inside. 
“Okay,” I said relenting to what I really wanted anyway. Stuck between a rock and a hard place. I didn’t want Luke figuring out who she was and I didn’t need to open myself up to anymore of her lies, but some part of me needed to hear the truth. I needed to know why, and some part of me wanted to listen to what my mom had said.  “Ten minutes. That’s all you get.”
 “That’s all I’m asking,” she said, sighing and starting the car. Against my better judgment, I walked around to the passenger side and slid in beside her. 
“Drive.”
“Where to?”
“Anywhere but here.” 
She drove and I watched Luke and the club house disappear in the rear mirror. I had a lot of explaining to do when I got back.
“I never deceived you. This wasn’t some ploy Casper schemed up. He’s a sick mongrel, I’ll give you that, and he runs the Skulls, but I’m not one of them anymore. I haven’t been back here since I was sixteen.”
I couldn’t help the heaviness I felt in my chest. She was still lying. “You expect me to believe that?” 
“It’s true!”
“Molly, look at me.” She glanced at me quickly since the roads weren’t entirely clear. “Do I have the word stupid written on my face?”
She huffed. “No!”
“Then what makes you think I would believe you’re suddenly not one of them anymore? Clubs are for life! You don’t just get out ‘cuz you don’t want to be down anymore, and with that skull on your head! They would have made you tat over it. So stop lying.”
She was quiet for a few moments too long and I knew it wasn’t over yet. She hadn’t told me the full truth. She still had more to say. “I got a lot more leeway than the average club member.” I didn’t bother asking why. It would come out soon enough. “Casper let me leave without any consequences because… I’m his daughter.”
I slapped the dashboard so hard I’m surprised the airbag didn’t come out. “Are you kidding me? You just keep making it worse! You were better off being a member of the Skulls!” Everything in me screamed to get out of the car. I was practically signing my own death certificate riding in the same car with this girl. 
“I haven’t seen or spoken to my father in years. I’m out! I swear. The only reason I came back was because Paulie said he was in the hospital.”
I tried hard to remain stoic. I wasn’t guilty. Sure, I landed her pops in the hospital, but it was what he deserved. He had it coming. She didn’t need to know it was me. She had her secrets. I had mine. 
“My entire life, I’d never known my father to go to a hospital. Not when he was shot. Not when my mom stabbed him for calling her a whore. And not when I was in there for some trash he did. He doesn’t go to any hospitals. But Paulie said he was there, so I came.” Some part of me was satisfied knowing I’d sent his rear there and another part of me felt like punching whoever this Paulie was. I had the sneaky suspicion that wasn’t a girl’s name. 
“That’s it. There’s no more to it. I saw my dad and I thought maybe he’d change, but he hasn’t. He’s the same jerk he was years ago. We have no ties. None. I can’t change the fact that I’m his daughter. I can’t change the fact that I have this Skull tat on my head or the fact that I can’t get you off my mind.”
She can’t get me off her mind? Nice to know she’s going through the same hell I’m going through. 
“I swear to you, I haven’t had any ties to the Skulls since I was sixteen. I quit the club after a run went bad. They blew up The Crows’ home base because they’d intercepted a shipment of guns and it put me in the hospital. I burned up my back and crashed my bike. I decided I was better off away from them and left. I haven’t been back since then and I haven’t ridden a bike up until you took me to the cliffs. I saw your cut when we were in the club, but I didn’t know who you were. I didn’t pick you out or target you. I just thought you were sexy and wanted to have sex with you. I thought we would be a quick, one-night stand, which was why I didn’t say anything. I was only in town for the night and I thought I’d never see you again, but something changed. When I saw you at the meeting, I just knew something was different about you, and I was right.”
She stopped and took a deep breath before continuing. 
“Every time after that, I thought about telling you, but I didn’t see a point. I’m not with them. I just got the bad luck of sharing blood with Casper. There’s no allegiance. I’m just a normal girl who works in Flagstaff. I’m a social worker. I like romantic comedies. I think global warming is real. You can ask any of my friends and they will tell you I’m no liar. You can ask me anything, but I swear, I’m telling you the truth.”
“So? Say you are telling the truth, what does that mean for you and me?” I asked. I could hear the optimism and desperation in her voice, but it was useless. There was no reason to be optimistic. I’m a realist. I knew what she didn’t want to accept. We couldn’t be together. 
“It means we can be together. It means there can be a you and me. I don’t care what you do in your club. I know your trash stinks as bad as the Skulls. I know it’s not all roses and candy around here. I’m smart. It doesn’t take a genius to piece together the fact that you probably had something to do with my dad ending up in the hospital. But I still don’t care.”
She leaned over the console and grabbed my hand. 
“I don’t care, Ethan. I don’t know about you, but being with you was different.” She pulled my hand to her heart, “I felt different when I was with you and I really am starting to care for you and if,” she stopped suddenly and licked her lips. “If you feel even a little of what I feel for you – just will you please just tell me? Just say so. I can’t just walk away knowing I didn’t try.”
Everything in me wanted to lie. I didn’t need this trash on my mind. This was trouble if I ever heard it, but her honesty touched me in places I didn’t know I could feel. Truthfully, every word she said I understood. I understood her addiction and I understood her love. I did feel different when we were together. It was more than sex. It was something more and I was afraid to name it. My thoughts raced as I looked out the window. I hadn’t noticed, but her thumb rubbing over my knuckles kept me calm. It was the calmest I’d felt since we broke up. I hadn’t even known she still had my hand. 
“It doesn’t have to be perfect and we don’t have to be together, but I just want you. Say something. Please don’t tell me this is one-sided.”
“It’s not one-sided.”
“Do you feel something?”
“I do.”
“Are you willing to try?”
“I am.”
“Okay.” She sighed heavily, as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. “That’s all I needed to hear.”
“Drive,” I said, relaxing into the seat. 
“Where to?” she asked, starting the car. 
“Your house.”
I saw her smile before I closed my eyes.
“How long is the ride?”
“Little under an hour,” she said sweetly.
“All right. Wake me when we’re there.”
She reached over and held my hand, “I will.”
 



Chapter 14
Molly
I drove every minute of the almost-hour it took to get to my house on pins and needles. I glanced to the right so often I was giving myself a headache, but the view never changed. He was still right beside me, holding my hand. I liked his face when he was sleeping. He looked more like the man I met, carefree and bound for trouble. I pulled up to my driveway and shook my head at the man sitting on my porch. I parked and jumped out of my car in time to see Ethan see the emblem stitched boldly on Paulie’s back. The Skulls. 
“What is he doing here?” Ethan said muscles tensing in front of me. I cut him off before he could get close enough to break Paulie’s face. 
“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head at Paulie’s prowling figure in front of my door. “But I’ll take care of it.”
I turned to Paulie, holding out both my hands in surrender. I didn’t need him to say a word because if there was one thing I knew that would get me in trouble, it was Paulie’s big mouth. 
“Paulie, don’t say anything before you ruin the shred of friendship we have left. Just leave. I don’t want to know why you’re here. So just go,” I said, holding my hand up, hoping it would stop him. 
“Really, Molly. That’s what you’re going to say? Don’t say anything? Don’t say anything? I’ll say what I dang well please. What are you doing with him? You hanging with this kind of scum? Do you know anything about loyalty?  Come on. You don’t know a thing about loyalty if you go with him. Let’s go before you embarrass yourself even more.” He held his arm out like I was supposed to just go to him and forget all the things we’d been through or everything he’s said. 
“No.”
“No?” he said, his lips curling. 
“You heard what she said. She said no. So take your rear somewhere else, skull boy,” Ethan said, stepping in front of me.
“Molly,” Paulie said, rubbing the spot between his eyebrows. “I swear to heaven, girl, if you don’t get your rear on my bike so we can leave—”
“I’m not going, Paulie. You need to leave.”
“Really?” he said, shaking his head. He looked at me before looking at Ethan and then shrugged, as if suddenly I wasn’t worth his time. “You’re going to regret this,” he said, walking away. “This ain’t over, pretty boy,” he sneered at Ethan before spitting on the ground. 
I unlocked the door and pulled Ethan in before any more drama could ensue. I could feel him seething. 
“Did you invite that Skull punk over here?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. 
“Then why the heck is he here?” He paced back and forth, barely waiting for an answer. “You used to mess him?” He walked forward, moving towards my bedroom as if knowing my home, though he had never been there. 
“Well. Yeah. But a long time ago,” I stuttered. 
Once inside the bedroom, he grabbed me by the waist and pulled me close. “I am the only one you’re giving this pussy to. Do you understand?” 
“Yes. I didn’t invite P—”
He silenced me with a rough kiss, bruising my lips as his tongue claimed my own. “Don’t say his name,” he growled, continuing his kissing assault across my jaw. “Don’t say that idiot’s name.”
Yes, daddy. I couldn’t remember what he was growling about anymore. 
His lips burned molten lava inside me. “Say my name.”
“Ethan.”
I could hear his murmurs of approval as his breath cooled and heated my skin. He placed his hand under my chin and slowly, gently pulled my face to his body. Tipping it back up to look at him, I could see everything he was feeling in his eyes. “Say it again.”
“Ethan.”
He unbuttoned my blouse, admiring my tanned fleshed as it slowly revealed itself before yanking it open and down my arms. I could see he was admiring the gift he unwrapped, and a gift it was – a gift I never thought we’d get again. His eyes never left my face as his hands reached around to unhook my bra. His mouth replaced the fabric, devouring my nipples, sucking hard then soothing before moving to the other nipple. I writhed beneath him, trembling under his touch. My nails clawed on his back, scarring his skin, then moved to the thickness of his hair, fisting it as his hands moved down my body.
He watched my face, burning it with intensity as he unbuttoned my shorts, and, with slow caresses, he touched my thighs and my rear as he slid them down. My panties came down. As he dragged them over my hips, he kissed down my stomach. He followed their descent, kneeling on the floor in front of me. With my shorts gone and my panties lost somewhere behind me, he buried his face between my thighs and finally my boots were on his shoulders as he savagely ate me.
Tongue and lips touched me everywhere. I opened my legs wider as his hands kneaded my rear, forcing me further into his face. I bucked into him, riding him as hard as he sucked on me. My hips gyrated against him as I held onto him, steadying myself on his shoulders, fingers digging into his thick hair. 
I spiraled. I moaned. I cried, trying to get to the place he was dragging me. When his tongue flicked my clit, I arched, crying for more. 
“Yes. Ethan,” I screamed, not caring who might have heard.  He worked his tongue over my spot, rubbing the swollen nub over and over relentlessly until I couldn’t breathe. He worked me like a machine, not letting up until white-hot electricity flashed through my body. 
I came. Hard. Twitching, splitting open and passing out in pleasure.  My body twitched in his arms as he moved me, laying me hard into the middle of the bed. My legs hung over the bed, boots banging against the frame. I opened my eyes, seeing him in the midst of the white haze in my eyes. 
He smiled, a sincere smile that I hadn’t seen in some time. A warm, almost loving smile lifted his plump lips before he brought them to mine. Despite his words of forgiveness, I had been afraid, but his smile spoke to me. A profound relief washed over me, consoling me. He’d truly forgiven me and we could get past this.
The last of my clothing fell away. I came alive in his arms, gasping and snaking my arms around his neck, molding myself to him. He kissed me erotically, sucking my tongue into his mouth, possessing me, telling me I was his and his alone. 
I watched him as he undressed. He pulled the shirt over his head in one fell swoop, unveiling the god-like body under his clothing. I lost my breath as I always did, seeing him and his pure, unadulterated power. I sat up and pushed his hands away until my own slipped into his boxers, gripping his thick cock. He stepped back to kick off the last holdings of his pants. His shoes and socks went with them as his body covered my own. 
Then there was nothing but my skin on his skin. He grabbed me by the rear and pulled me into him until we were joined together. 
“You are so wet.”
I mumbled something unintelligible, lost in the sensations and him. I couldn’t tell my up from down. Left from right. Him from me. 
I couldn’t stop myself from wrapping my legs around his waist. There was nothing between us. No barriers – condoms, lies, allegiances. There was just us. I could feel his cock everywhere.
The tips of his fingers bruised my hips as he thrust into me. Sweat dripped from his chest onto me as my breasts bounced in time with his ministrations. He was so deep and I wanted him deeper. He messed me like he hated me and I wanted him to hate me even more. 
Hate me. Hate the Skulls.
Please hate me. 
It was like he heard my thoughts and obeyed. He grabbed me tighter. Ramming into me harder and deeper, pulling back until only the tip tickled my entrance and thrusting into me, knocking my head back. 
He spoke in between thrusts, angered and impassioned words. “I love you like this. This. Hot. Sweet. Pussy. Those sweet. Little. Noises. You. Drive. Me. Crazy.”
He talked through his teeth, biting down on his lip, struggling to hold on as he spoke. It was too much. His dirty mouth. His hot body. His pounding into my body. It was a new level of pleasure, an untouchable level. It was building to be something I had never felt before. It was going to be an orgasm I’d never handled before. It would kill me. I was going to die. I was going to die from pleasure. 
“Please,” I said, gasping in between his thrust. “Ethan, please.  No. I can’t.
He ignored me. Humping my body and hitting new pleasure points. One hand tickled down the valley of my breasts while the other held onto my waist. He tweaked my left nipple hard before tweaking my right. Each time pulling a little scream from my chest. 
“Please, Ethan,” I gasped. I needed something. 
“Please what?” he said, bending over to suck my skin. 
“I need….”
My brain was almost fried. I could barely think. I could barely breathe. I trembled as he licked up my chest like I was an ice cream cone. 
“Tell me what you need, Molly.” My name on his tongue was too much. Equally distracting were his hands on my body. I rode the intensity and tried to find the word in the cacophony of every sensation he was giving me. 
“I, I don’t know.” The word was so close. What I needed was so close. Just beyond my fingertips. I wanted to let go. I couldn’t do it anymore. I had to let go. But I couldn’t. My body was stuck on the ride, cranking my engine and not turning over. I was waiting for something but what? His touch? I had it. A kiss? A lick? 
“Come.”
Something inside me clicked. That was what I was waiting for. He was what I was waiting for. I splintered apart. Shattered into a million pieces to the floor and floated to the ceiling. Nothing tethered me to the ground. I wasn’t on Earth anymore. I was on some kind of pleasure I’d never experienced before. How did he make my body feel that? I didn’t know I could feel like that. My body sung me to sleep. 
 
 



Chapter 15
Ethan
I felt her chest heave up and down as she breathed slowly. She was in a deep sleep. I smiled, knowing I wore her out.  I looked at her naked body, curled in a ball while she slept.
She was beautiful. Just looking at her stirred the desire still buzzing in my body as we lay naked next to each other. If she woke up and decided she wanted to go another round, I could. I could feel my cock tensing just from the thought. Her soft, round cheeks were pressed right against me. If I wanted to, I could slip into her delicious body and wake her with sex. As if she could read my mind, she shifted her body and nestled in closer to me.
I felt like I could watch her sleep all night. Something in my chest clenched and I realized I’d never done with a woman what I did with Molly. That was something I’d never felt. Her presence was physically comforting and I wanted to do nothing more than sleep next to her, but my mind was working overtime, thinking about her and how this would all play out. It was preventing me from sleeping. It was like I was on drugs again, only this time, the drug wasn’t in a Ziploc bag. It was wrapped in these sheets. 
I slid from the bed and sat on the edge, head in my hands. My hands itched and I felt like I needed to be in the garage. I stood quietly to put my jeans back on and wandered through the house. When I first came in, I was too busy with her body to pay attention to the décor. 
Her house was modern, similar to other houses in Arizona. Tan walls, red lamps, and black decorations. Her floorplan was open and standing at the bedroom door, I could see almost every other room in the house. 
It was obvious she didn’t play video games or have any frequent male visitors. No video games or piles of movies. Just the TV, a couch, and an end table. Her kitchen was both functional and girly. Her curtains had flowers on them and on the counter was a bowl of fruit. She had a Keurig, several bottles of wine, and colored towels hanging from the oven rack. I couldn’t see into her bathroom past the ceramic tiles on the floor and the red shower curtain. 
There was a door on the side of the kitchen and I imagined it went to the garage we passed on the way in. I found the light switch on the inside panel of the cement walls. Her garage was a lot like mine, but smaller. On one side were cardboard boxes, stacked almost to the ceiling. I imagined there were probably Christmas decorations and other trash like that that you couldn’t throw away but you have no actual place for.
The left side of her garage had been set up as a small workstation.  She wasn’t working on all types of cars and bikes so her tool section could be smaller. She had a workbench and several things hanging in columns and rows from nails on the wall. There were some on the floor, spilling out of a red toolbox beside a bike missing its front wheel. It sat on a cement block, though its wheel sat beside it on its side. I walked closer and saw that the paint job was all scratched up. The inside was missing. The engine lay out on the floor on a blanket; lined beside it were several parts, as if Molly had dissected her bike. 
I sat on the short stool sitting beside her bike and picked up my favorite tool. The wrench. I figured I’d check on what was inside and if it was all right, start putting her bike back together. I lost myself in the task and my hands moved on their own. My muscles were relaxed and even though I was at Molly’s garage, I felt like I was home. 
“What are you doing?”
I heard her soft voice from the entrance of the garage. She was standing there like a small child, sleepy and draped in my t-shirt. 
“Working.”
“Mind if I help you?” I could tell by the tone of her voice that she thought I might say no. 
“Of course not. You live here.”
She pulled a stool to sit beside me. “How long have you been in here?”
I glanced at the clock that hung on her wall. 
“A little over an hour.”
“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, laying her head on my shoulder and I shook my head. We sat looking at her bike. 
“Is this the bike you crashed?”
“Yup.”
I could tell from the make and the year that it was older. 
“And you left it untouched all these years?”
“Yeah. I put it in storage at first and then when I got settled, I moved it here.”
Her bike had been through a lot, just like she had. From moving places to feeling abandoned and coming back home. 
“Why do you still have this?” I asked in between the silence and the tinkering noises I made as I finished screwing on her muffler.”
“Because I was hoping to one day ride it again. All broken things can be fixed. At least that’s what I keep telling myself.”
I could hear what she was saying, the parallel of her bike and her body. “You’re not broken.”
“I’m not?”
“No. You’re not something anyone has to fix. Just love. You just needed a little love.”
“Is that what you’re giving me?”  It was a heavy question, and a loaded one. Then she asked something even more incriminating. “Do you love me?”
I could have lied. But I didn’t. Deep down, inside myself, I already knew the answer to this question. I loved her. I knew that from the moment I saw that ugly skull on her head and I was willing, for a second, to say phoo and be with her anyway. 
“I do.”
She must not have expecting me to be so honest. She dropped her wrench and it loudly clanged against the floor. 
“At least that’s what I told my mom,” I said, shrugging. 
“What does that mean?”
“It means for once, I’m taking my mother’s advice. She asked me if I love you and I told her the truth – like I’m telling you. I do.”
“And what does that mean?” she asked, suddenly obtuse and needing over simplification. 
“It means I won’t leave you when you’re acting insane. It means I like you when your hair is perfect and when it looks like you’ve been royally messed. I think you’re beautiful naked and when you wear heels. I don’t care that you have scars and you sometimes cohort with trash named Skulls. I don’t care. I love you. It’s ridiculous and I shouldn’t. In my head, I know I’m breaking all the rules, but in my heart, I don’t care. I love you.” I took a deep breath and smirked, “Plus, everybody knows rules are meant to be broken.”
She giggled and threw herself onto me. “I love you too,” she said before kissing me softly. She pulled back to see my face and smiled demurely. “You love me,” she sung. 
“That I do,” I said, kissing her nose before pulling her into my arms tightly and tucking my head over her shoulder. “And our first priority is getting this tattoo removed,” I said, biting her neck.
She squealed and nodded. “Yes, sir. No problem.”
What I needed to do tallied in my mind, compiling a list to somehow fix the blowout that would come from this. I needed to call a meeting and tell the crew what I was doing. They couldn’t find out from anybody but me. I was dating the Skull’s president’s daughter, and even though she wanted nothing to do with the monster, there might be some blowback on everyone. All’s fair in love and war, and truthfully, I didn’t give a hoot what happened as long as Molly was on my arm. 
 
*****
 
THE END
 



Burn it Down
Chapter 1
Solomon
 
I focused on the road ahead, the roar of my bike drowning out everything but my thoughts. Every so often, I glanced into my side view mirror and checked my six. I wasn't paranoid, but vigilance was vital in my way of life. At six-two with a hulking frame and an ugly scar running down my neck, I was the type of guy people generally stayed away from, but once in a while someone, inspired either by alcohol or stupidity, would put it upon himself to try to bring a man like me down.  For now, it was all clear.
The night had settled in as I drove, the chill of the air seldom slipping through my leather jacket and brushing my skin. Giving my wrist a quick twist, I picked up speed and pushed my motorcycle through traffic. I was free on two wheels. I ducked in and out of traffic with ease, shifting my weight and adding finesse to the way I sped past the tourists. The last thing on my mind as I reached the open road was a speed limit. I had to get to Willow Springs Lake fast, but a glance at my fuel tank told me I had to stop for gas soon.
Minutes later, a gas station's neon sign appeared and it blinked in and out as I slowed my acceleration. I pulled up next to one of the pumps and took the keys from the ignition. My legs slightly vibrating, feeling the length of the ride.
It seemed like I was the only customer. Considering I’d reached the rural areas, that wasn't much of a surprise. Stuffing my keys into the pocket of my jeans, I walked inside and took a look around.
A single attendant stood behind a cash register, intimidation evident in his eyes. He was shorter than I am, lanky and pale, and I had to give him props for not looking away.
"Where's your bathroom?" I asked, doing nothing to disguise my impatience.
He pointed to the back and, without waiting for words to go with the gesture, I made my way to the bathroom.
I took care of business and ambled my way to the sink. I sighed as hot water poured over my hands, a stark contrast to the feel of the night's air.
The Bandits were waiting for me. They'd picked a location that was out of the way, which meant tonight wasn’t just about merry-making.  Important matters would probably be discussed.
I was ripping a couple of paper towels from the roll when a crash interrupted me. Making quick work of drying my hands and shooting it at the trash, I walked to the door and my fingers wrapped around the knob.
"Open the register!” one voice said.
“Give me everything you've got!" said another.
I'd finally put a voice to the cashier, his words full of fear as he struggled for compliance.
“Great," I muttered to myself. “This was exactly what I needed.” 
I could've stayed in the bathroom and waited. I could've let them rob him, do whatever they wanted with him, and made my way out. But I was already on edge, and they were going to make me late so I really had no choice but to intervene. I slowly opened the door to a small degree and looked out into the store's expanse. 
At least two men stood near the front entrance, one of them pointing a gun that would have easily taken the cashier's head off. They didn't look like much, dressed in all black, wearing hoodies and around the same build.
I'd already pulled their cards; had they been smart, they'd have split up and checked for anyone else in the establishment. I couldn't help but grin a little as I opened the door fully, stepping out of the bathroom and just out of sight.
The only weapon close enough was a wooden baseball bat propped next to the cold drinks. It looked brand new, but along the edge read, “Knock ‘em out of the park.”
I could imagine this was a gift for some boy from his dad. They could’ve stopped here for gas on their way to a game and unwittingly left the bat behind.
At least the bat was about to get used for something… bodies or heads. I picked it up, crouching just enough so no one would see me through the mirrors hanging from the store's corners.
"Please don't kill me!" the cashier shouted.
The commotion was enough to mask the sound of my boots hitting the floor. For most men, fear might have stifled the will to act. They'd wait for the punks to finish the stick up and get away before the cops could be alerted. But I wasn’t most men, and I didn't have that kind of time. I'd reached the end of the aisle, the thieves too occupied with the cashier's trembling hands to notice me step out and toward their flank. Two home runs, coming right up.
I put as much force as I could muster into my first swing after I'd stood up. With both hands around the bat, it wasn't hard to crack the unfortunate mongrel's skull. I was more muscular than my jacket made me look. I watched his head snap to the side, the gun flying across the room and clattering harshly against the ground.
Blood splashed against the wall as he fell limp to the side, crashing into one of the potato chip stands. He wouldn't be moving anytime soon. Before his partner could point his pistol, I'd already started my second swing.
His wrist gave in as I aimed for the gun, knocking it out of his hand and breaking his wrist in the same motion.
"Idiot!" he bellowed, followed by a string of curses while he withdrew his limb against his chest.
I dropped the bat and cocked back with my right fist, sending it forward and breaking his nose on impact.
The cashier jumped back as I shot him a look, my punch sending his second assailant staggering and onto the floor.
"Why don’t you get a job like everyone else," I said, stepping toward the injured, writhing form beneath me. "And if you're going to rob somebody, at least check the store for witnesses and cover your rear. Amateurs."
He was trying to muster words, but the pain I'd just inflicted had him reeling. I picked up the pistol and checked his pockets. I found cash, a wallet, and the keys to the busted station wagon outside which I assumed they'd pulled up in.
I pocketed the cash, turned toward the cashier and tossed the wallet, keys and pistol onto the counter.
"Whatever you choose to do with them? I was never part of it. Understand?" I said, raising my eyebrows.
"Y-yes...yes, sir," the cashier exclaimed, his eyes staring into the darkness of my own.
I held my hand out, eyeing the security camera. Without a word, he removed the tape and handed it to me.
"Good. Wait until I leave before you pick up that phone."
I handed him the bat and left him standing there, stepping over the unconscious assailant's body. I pumped the gas quickly before fishing for my keys. With a roar of the engine, I kicked it into high gear and took off without looking back. It didn't really matter if he mentioned me or not. I'd saved his life. If he hoped to be that lucky again, he’d rather I was out on the street. Whatever the case, I didn't have time to weigh the situation.
It wasn't long before I'd found Willow Springs Lake. I pulled in and rode along the dirt road. I loved the sound of gravel beneath my wheels. There was something gritty about it. I took in the sights around me, noticing a small group of campers that sat off in the distance. 
The night veiled my entrance. Only the light from my bike's headlight illuminated the area. I rode for at least ten minutes before I spotted familiar motorcycles. The Bandits were here, and I could feel every set of eyes on me as they turned and watched my arrival. I settled for parking near the edge of the water, slowly taking my key from the ignition and climbing off of the seat.
Though I returned a couple of greetings and a few nods, I still felt like an outsider.  Being a prospect for a little over a year had earned me some merit, but so far, it hadn’t been enough to get me in. It wasn’t easy trying to live up to the club’s expectations, but I’d jump at any opportunity to prove myself worthy of the patch. I'd do whatever it took.
I stretched and looked out over the lake. In the twilight of the night, the surface was as smooth as black glass. I grabbed a stone and skipped it across the still water, watching the ripples radiate when caught in the moonlight. Three stones skipped then sunk and, once again, the lake was still.
It was almost peaceful. Almost. There was nothing peaceful about the rowdy men behind me, laughing and drinking around the bonfire. 
I stood in place, my hands in my pockets as I looked around at familiar faces. My mouth turned into a grin. I wasn’t one of them yet but I already loved these guys. They were almost my family.
It wasn't long before I'd spotted Warren, Vice President of The Bandits. He stood with folded arms before lifting a hand and waving me over.
“Prospect!” Warren raised a beer to me when he saw me come around the corner. 
“You get lost?” Gus, the President, asked as I handed him the cooler of beer he sent me to retrieve. 
“Nope. Took the scenic route.”
Warren had the build of a football player. It took more than muscle to stand as second-in-command; it entailed the ability to lead if necessary. Warren had both qualities.
I was taller than quite a few of The Bandits, but I approached him with the same respect I'd approach anyone with. I greeted Warren with a firm handshake, leaning in and placing the palm of my hand on his back as he hugged me.
"Have any trouble getting here?" he asked. 
I shrugged, thinking nothing of the gas station incident. "None at all. What's the word? Bandits finally opening their doors for a new member?"
Warren chuckled.
I was anxious, and he knew it.
The other Bandit members talked casually among themselves. I knew they were watching though.
Warren weighed his words, his face telling me that there were things I'd want to hear and things I wouldn't.
"You've almost made it, Solomon," he began, making my eyebrows furrow. "We like what we see. You can hold your own, kid. But the big leagues aren't built on errands and small favors." 
Prospects didn't get to argue. They didn't get to have a say. If I wanted the stripes, I’d have to put in the work. I kept a straight face as I nodded, my hands moving from my jeans to the pockets in my jacket.
"We've got a job for you. If you can do this, you'll have proven yourself Bandit material," Warren continued.
He looked over at Gus who remained quiet a few feet away.
The thick of Gus’ beard, white and unkempt, accentuated the biker look he wore so proudly. If you were the type to scare easily, he could smell and play off of it. I knew enough about him to know that his silence didn’t mean he wasn’t paying attention. He'd been listening. And now he stepped closer, taking a long gulp of his beer before looking at Warren.
They exchanged understanding without saying a word then Gus looked at me, his eyes serious and his demeanor unfazed by what he said next.
"Burn down Blue Nights."
 



Chapter 2
Jenny
 
Art usually was my salvation. Usually.
For some reason, it wasn’t today.
I stared at my sketchpad, my pencil hovering over the blank sheet.  I racked my brain for an idea, any idea, but it seemed my muse had chosen to remain absent.  Expelling a small, discouraged breath, I settled for sketching yet another set of construction lines to draw yet another human form. I just couldn’t find excitement in the broad line strokes.
Most college kids hated school, but not me. I didn’t see it as a waste of time. I loved going to class, especially art class. Picking Art as a major hadn’t been a difficult decision. It wasn’t just a hobby anymore. It was a way of life for me. I lived for whatever new thing I could create on my canvas. I liked learning from the university’s best artistic minds.
Well, usually, but not today. Today we were supposed to turn in our sketches for our final project, but I still had no idea what I was going to draw. I’d thought about it the entire hour drive from Willow Springs to Flagstaff. I’d hoped maybe something would come to me. Unfortunately, I came up with nothing.  Nada.  Zilch.
Looking at the slipshod lines on the white pad in front of me, it dawned on me that I was going to fail this class assignment. 
Turn in line sketches—that was literally all we had to do. Just show the basic foundation that would turn into our actual project. It wasn’t even about what we turned in because you couldn’t judge art. It was about direction and clear thought, and I couldn’t even do that. 
Our final project was to draw something that excites us in our weakest art style. I’d immediately thought I’d draw a man. Most of my classmates were going for things like food, sex, or portrayals of extreme sports, but me, I was honing my skill of recreating the male anatomy. Drawing people was one of the hardest jobs an artist could tackle and it was my weakest skill. It was the one thing I hated.
My go-to was oil surrealism. It was easily constructed and, without the rules of reality and proper lines, my paintings could be whatever I wanted them to be—they could reflect me, my feelings or something else entirely. I could paint a sky that looked like a cup spilling over. The sky didn’t have to include clouds. It didn’t even have to be blue. It could be whatever I needed it to be. And in turn the person looking at it could interpret it in a completely different way. I loved that about surrealism.
My pencil slid across the page in fast strokes without much thought as I tried to conjure the idea of a man in my head.
How sad was I? We were supposed to draw what excited us and my first thought had been a man. Well, maybe not sad, but probably damaged. It wasn’t surprising though given my daddy issues.  Absent father and all that.
I’d always wanted a man who would be there for me. Someone who wouldn’t run at the first sign of trouble—not because they were addicted to danger, but because they cared about me. I guess if I couldn’t have it in real life, I’d imagine it. 
I looked out the window, desperately searching for inspiration. From here, all I could see was the new steel and glass of the dining hall. With nothing but school buildings to stare at, I looked back at my pad.
The man was faceless and, if I was being completely honest, uninspired. I’d had such a great idea; I was going to draw a man that was so bold, so bright and brilliant, it excited anyone looking at it. But how was I supposed to draw something engaging, gorgeous, and dynamic if I’d never seen it before? It was frustrating. My imagination wasn’t that good. Humans were drawn lifelike with hard lines, not abstract ideas like the paintings I liked to make. 
“That’s all for today, class,” Mrs. Bryan cut through my thoughts. “Turn in your sketches and I’ll see you next Tuesday.”
I packed slowly, dreading turning in my work.
Mrs. Bryan wasn’t a mean teacher, just tough. She demanded we push ourselves artistically and expected nothing less than our best. She was, no doubt, going to give me a mouthful when she saw my sketch.
Sarah and Jo, my roommates and friends, walked behind me as moral support. They’d heard enough from me on the car ride up here about how unbelievably uninspired I was. 
I placed my sketch on the desk face-down and tried to make a fast escape. 
“Jenny.”
She caught me just as I reached the door and, by the way I suddenly stopped, she knew I heard her.
Shoulders slumped, I turned back and pleaded with my eyes for someone to get me out of there.
Mrs. Bryan held her hand out for Sarah and Jo’s sketches. They handed them to her and gave me apologetic looks as they passed me on their way to the door. I could see through the glass that they were waiting out there for me.
Wanting no other witnesses to my teacher’s disapproval of me, I waited for the rest of my classmates to exit the room before walking up to her desk.  “Yes?”
“What is this?” she asked. She held the sketch away from her face, scrutinizing the details. 
Mrs. Bryan had the look of one who was perpetually in a state of youth. Her face held no lines, though her eyes had the sharp look of someone who had lived. Her hair was wild and frizzy, barely held away from her face with a handmade headband. Her clothes spoke of her profession. There was no mistaking that she was an artist. Though her cardigan was professional, it was highlighter-green and, against her pale skin, it brought out the green of her eyes and the black ink on her neck. During class, I’d noted that her jeans had hand-drawn images on the front and her leather sandals were open-toe and handmade, with dried paint flecks on them.
I wished I were like her, so confident and assured of who she was.
“My final project sketch,” I answered, knowing full well it didn’t pass muster.
“Yes. I am aware. What is it supposed to be? A man?”
“Yes.”
She clicked her tongue. “That’s a little safe, don’t you agree?”
“Well… yes. In theory, but not in application.”
I could tell from her eyes she meant for me to continue. 
Gesturing towards my work, I explained, “I plan to sketch him anatomically correct, but then use bright colors to highlight the intensity and show my excitement.”
“Is that so?” she asked rhetorically. “And how do you plan to do that?”
“Well. I’m not entirely sure yet.” I averted my gaze.  Though she listened with her face void of emotions, I didn’t want to risk seeing her disappointment. “It’s not all that clear in my head, but it’s coming to me. I just… well, I’m still searching.”
“Jenny, I know art takes time. I, of all people, understand that, but it also takes love. Any kind of love. Love for yourself, the earth, your work, whatever, but you must love. And love comes from living. How can you draw broad strokes of color if you’ve never added any color to your own life?” she asked, critically eyeing my black sweater, black jeans, and black flats.
I drew in color. Shouldn’t that be enough?
“You are an artist and I am asking you to create art. A piece of art is anything that is a source of inspiration to others, something that can be heard in the depths of their bodies, right in the core of their person, where it resonates its deepest meaning. What that meaning is is up to you and you must choose because you are the artist.”
I understood.  But understanding and doing were two very different things.
She took a deep breath and turned my sketch sideways, looking from another view before she spoke again. Now that she had the chance to talk to me one-on-one, she was on a roll. “You’ve been playing it safe all semester, Jenny. I’ve told you before and I am telling you again, you must challenge yourself. People think art is easy, and that is a lie. I know you like your surrealism, but an artist needs to know what it’s like to live a little on the edge. You must know what it’s like to do something completely outside of your comfort zone, knowing that it might be a failure but going all in without hesitation anyway. This is your last chance to show me that or you will not pass this final.”
She set my sketch on top of the desk.
The final counted as twenty percent of our entire grade. If she gave me an F on the final project, I would fail the class. Mrs. Bryan made it clear that C’s were average, and that she felt I had been submitting nothing but average work all semester. In her assessment, I wasn’t pushing my boundaries enough.
I nodded and practically ran out of the room. There was nothing more for me to say. I knew she was right. One hundred percent right. I had been playing it safe. It was easy to do that when you’d been painting a certain way all of your life and people liked it. But I was better than safe and I owed it to myself and my college education to do better. 
I joined my friends and, together, the three of us walked out the building and through the quad. 
The grass was still crunchy from the frost and I pulled my jacket closer around me for warmth. It was late spring, but the chill hung in the air, fighting the return of summer warmth.  
“So what did she say?” Sarah asked as we trudged across campus to our car. 
“She said what you’d think she said.”
It was a bit rude, but I didn’t want to relive the conversation. Sarah was the kind of girl that liked hearing other people’s bad news. I didn’t think she meant anything by it, but it was true. She got off on it like other people’s bad news could prevent her from facing her trash. 
“Well, I think she said your sketches were boring.”
“Okay then. You’d be right. See? You got something from your college education after all. So now we can drop the conversation,” I said with more sass than usual.
It wasn’t that I was mad; I was used to Sarah, but I didn’t like hearing my work being called “boring.” I’d prefer almost any other word—confusing, vague, heck, I’d even prefer ugly over boring. At least “ugly” made you feel something. That was what art was supposed to do. It was supposed to make people have a visceral reaction—even if it was a negative one. But boring? Well, boring was just that. It made people feel nothing. It could knock people to sleep. In no way did I want my work to be linked to that word. Just thinking about it made me feel depressed. I needed a cup of hot chocolate when we got home. 
Jo, ever the empath, noticed my mood and threw her arm around my waist. 
“Don’t worry about her, Jen. We’ll help you,” she said, pulling away to get into the car. “Seriously, as soon as we get home, we can study some art history. I have a few movies on art styles and we can look some more up on YouTube.”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I said, climbing into the front seat.
Sarah scoffed as she started the engine. “Boring!”
“Hey!” Jo said. “That’s not nice.”
“Newsflash, Jo. When have I ever been nice?” 
She had a point. Sarah wasn’t known for her pleasantries. She was known for her blonde hair, carefree attitude, and pretty face. As a result, she often antagonized Jo, our soft-spoken introvert, who was known for her square, black glasses and hair that was almost always on her face. The only time Jo put it up was in art class. 
“That is a boring idea, Jo. Say what you want, but sitting at home watching movies on painting is boring. The only person that’s an exception, and I do mean the only exception, is Bob Ross. But I know you won’t be watching him so your plan is boring, which, if you haven’t heard, is the one word our little Jenny has no problem achieving on her own. She needs some excitement. That’s what the project is about. What Jen needs is some inspiration.”
“And she’ll find it how?”
“By coming out with me tonight.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Jo said, from the backseat. “I think watching some movies will give us all the inspiration we need.”
I liked how Jo made it sound like it was our work that needed inspiration. She was the best friend a girl could ever have.
I didn’t often hang out with Sarah. She made it no secret that she didn’t particularly care for college and was only there for the guys. Her parents made her come, so she came. Plus, she had an attitude the size of her forehead, though I would never tell her that to her face. So I was a bit hesitant. 
Sarah and I weren’t that tight. Sure, we’d gone to the same high school, and I’d offered to be her roommate when we’d discovered that we were going to the same school, but our friendship didn’t compare to my closeness with Jo.
Having said that, I had to admit that Jo could be a bit uptight. My girl was an extreme introvert. Her idea of a good time was sitting still for long enough to start and finish a book. No shade to my girl. I loved her, but the truth was, sometimes she held me back a little. 
I could tell Sarah and Jo noticed my hesitation. For once, they were quiet and waiting. 
“What did you have in mind?” I asked Sarah.
It wasn’t a hard yes, but it was a clear indication I was interested. 
“We’re going to a club.”
Of course she took my hesitation as a firm yes.
“It’s called Blue Nights,” she said, smiling like the Cheshire cat. “And trust me when I say you can find all the inspiration you need there.” 



Chapter 3
Solomon
 
Arson. Okay. It wasn’t as bad as, say, taking out somebody. I’d done a few unsavory things for the club and I would do a hundred more if it meant wearing that patch on my back.
I needed this. They didn’t need to know how bad I wanted it. I was a master at hiding my emotions—a skill I learned out of necessity in foster care. 
“I’ll do it,” I said, nodding.
I was a man of few words. They knew that and respected that. Although they tried to be hard with me and keep me on my toes, Evan told me how they liked my commitment to speaking with my actions more than my words. Every task I was given got done—no matter what. 
“It needs to be tonight,” Warren said, patting my shoulder heavily. 
“Consider it done,” I said before walking back to my bike. 
I didn’t have the luxury of beer drinking and time—not tonight. I had a plan to formulate and a building to burn down. The how wasn’t as easy as one would think.  I’d have to acquire an accelerant and make sure the fire spread and turned everything to dust before the firefighters could respond, all while leaving no evidence that would point to me.  It would be a blasted shame to finally get into the MC only to end up behind bars.
Blue Nights was one of the only clubs in town that wasn’t owned by The Bandits. I’d heard rumors about Blue Nights hosting an underground sex club. If that was true, then I’d be doing the world a good service. If it wasn’t, at the very least, I’d be weeding out the competition. In that case, I’d better make sure they couldn’t get their insurance money.
My watch said it was 7 p.m. I had just enough time to prepare. First stop: go buy some gasoline. I drove about an hour out the way and stopped at the first beat-up gas station I saw. 
A girl who looked barely legal stood behind the cash register. She stared down at her magazine, lazily turning pages, practically screaming, “Go away. I don’t want to serve you.”
I knew how to handle girls like that.
“You playing hard to get or you really don’t want my business?” I said to her. 
She either hadn’t heard me come in since there weren’t any bells on the door or she’d been too engrossed with Top Twenty Kinky Moves to Spice Up Your Sex Life. She seemed fully ready to roll her eyes, but once she looked up at me, she dropped her magazine. Her eyes took me in, starting from my fitted jeans and moving up to the unpreventable bulge of my crotch, the cut muscles of my arms, my leather vest, my scar, and my face. Her eyes widened with arousal and fear.
I tended to have that effect on women.
“N-N-No, sir. I didn’t see you there.”
She blushed as I leaned against the counter.
“I need a gas container.”
She pointed to the aisle farthest to the right. 
“Thank you, and ring me up for three gallons.”
She nodded before tucking her chin into her chest and turning away from me. 
I grabbed two big, red containers and dropped some cash on the counter.
“Those cameras work?” I asked, tipping my chin to the camera inconspicuously hidden in the corner above the door. 
“Um… no. They’ve been broken for a while. It’s just for show.”
Nice to know.
“You have a good night,” I said, seeing myself out. 
After pumping gas and tying it at the back of my bike, I rode home. The house wasn’t much, the run-down remains of my childhood, but it was rent-free and it housed my bike and a car comfortably.
The car wasn’t too fancy either. Without me having restored the insides and replacing most of the exterior, it would have stuck out like a sore thumb. Instead, it was as inconspicuous as could be: a black Honda Accord. Everybody had one of these. 
I transferred the gasoline to the trunk and went inside to shower. I was going to a club after all. I had to look and smell my best. My best wasn’t all too different from what I had on now—jeans, a t-shirt and my prospect leather jacket. The only difference was the shirt color—black to blue—and me no longer smelling like I just pumped gas. I didn’t own cologne. I found spraying myself up was too much like primping. Whatever my soap made me smell like was just fine and I had yet to hear a woman complain. I was a simple man. No cologne, no jewelry but a watch, and whatever clothes felt good—they didn’t have to be expensive. 
I fit my body into the cramped space of the Honda. Being in a car after being on a bike felt a lot like a prison cell. This car, like the house, was given to me and the last person to drive it came in at an even five feet. I pushed the seat back as far as it could go and drove off. 
It was a little before eleven; I was right on time. I parked my car as far back in the shadows, away from the streetlights, as possible. I didn’t need anyone to see where I came from or smell what was in my trunk.
The plan was to scope the place out, get in to select the ideal points to start the fire, find a spot outside where I could watch all exits and wait until the club closed. I’d hang back until everyone left then I’d break in and burn it down. It seemed easy, but my gut told me not to speak too soon.
I took off my cut, folded it carefully and left it on the seat before getting out if the car. The message could be clearly from the MC. I didn’t need my jacket tipping my hand too soon. 
The front of the building was crowded with women in barely there clothes and faces full of makeup. I called it “clown face.” They thought they looked so cute and the jerk in me wanted to lick my finger and wipe their eyebrows off. Nothing about it said “sexy” to me. It screamed desperate, and I knew desperate. This trash was too much like how my mother looked when she’d been out on her corner. Whatever they were selling, I wasn’t buying. 
Ignoring the line, I strolled to the front. Bandits didn’t wait in lines. We were the start of the line. People waited on us, not the other way around, and even though I didn’t have the cut quite yet, I had to act like I already did because the leather vest didn’t make the man; the man made the vest.
The bouncer crossed his arms over his chest and blocked the entrance.  “Sorry.  You’ll have to get in line like everybody else.”
Keeping my back to the queue, I slipped him a couple of hundreds. “That enough to get me in?”
The bills disappeared into one of his pockets and he stepped to the side.
Moving forward, I was immediately patted down for any weapons. I left my knife and pistol in the car, not that I needed them.  Well, at least I hoped not. Then I was let through the door and music enveloped all my senses. It was ear-splitting techno which I’d never come to appreciate, but it didn’t matter; I wasn’t here to dance. I strode to the bar, the crowd parting with ease around me.
The bartender was a cute brunette with a buzz cut. Her face was stunning, and I knew she could pull chicks as well as she could pull me. 
“What do you need?” she said over the booming base.
“Rum and coke.”
“On it, boss.”
She moved to the next customer and mixed our drinks with the efficiency of one who’d tended bar for years.
With a glass in my hand, I swiveled around to see what Blue Nights was all about. My first impression was that they took their name too literally. Blue trash was everywhere. Blue strobe lights. Blue couches. Blue drinks. Talk about tacky. Still, there must be something about this place because it was filled to the brim. I think its main pull was the fact that it was owned by someone other than the MC. We had a tendency to scare people away. 
The ceiling was high, giving a false sense of expensive taste, with a chandelier that gleamed with the strobe lights that hang on the balconies upstairs. The room was a big square. Everyone on the upper level could see everything that was happening below. The entrance was on one end and the opposite end had the seedy staircase to go upstairs. I could just make out a hallway on the edge of the stairwell, but it was too dark to see where it led. To the right was the DJ booth and to the left were the VIP booths. 
My eyes completed the tour and returned to the dance floor. More girls gyrated, and a few tried to catch my eye. I ignored them as I sipped and scanned the crowd, looking for nothing in particular until one girl caught my eye.
She was in a plain, black dress yet nothing about her could be described as plain. She was beautiful. The simplicity of her clothes accentuated her delicate features.
And she was in flats. In a sea of bimbos teetering on heels, she was in flats and still standing tall. Around five-foot-seven and willowy.
I liked a tall woman. I know a few men who preferred their women tiny, but not me. Bending down to do everything with your woman was not my idea of fun. 
I stared at her, taking in her body. She had a kind of understated beauty, perhaps because she was so disarmingly unaware of her prettiness. The black dress did nothing but allude to all the curves she was hiding. The longer dress didn’t turn me off; it got me intrigued.
Even from here I could tell she was barely wearing makeup, if she had any on at all. I loved that.
She raised her hands in the air, making an effort to dance but couldn’t quite lose herself in the music. She was looking in my direction, oblivious to the men watching her. Of course they would. Heck, I was doing the same thing. 
I finished my drink and turned around to ask for another. I couldn’t see her, but I could imagine her. What I’d seen was enough to last me the entire night.
She looked a little lost in the crowd and a little uncomfortable. Maybe this wasn’t her scene. 
I hoped not. I liked a girl who could have as much fun home and sober as she could on the dance floor.
But there was something else. Why was she alone?
I’ve studied women and one thing I knew as a fact was they traveled in packs. They even went to the bathroom together. So unless she was looking to get into some trouble—which if she was, she was underdressed for the occasion—I’d say she was abandoned by her friends. 
Innocent. Effortlessly beautiful.  That was what she was, so of course the sharks were circling. They could smell the fresh blood in the water.
I wanted to save her. I wanted to be the one to take her in my arms, but I couldn’t. So I contented myself with watching her move. 
Eyes closed, she danced slowly, swaying and unconcerned, with the fast beat of the music. She bit her bottom lip, and I leaned forward. I didn’t bother hiding how interested I was because she was in her own world.
It took everything in me to stay in my chair. She raised her hands in the air and brought them down her body in time with whatever count she was keeping in her head and I swore, for a moment, time slowed to a standstill.
Where ever she was, I was there too. It was just me and her. She entranced me with the movement of her body and I got caught in her trap—I didn’t want to be anywhere else. For just one moment, I didn’t want anything else more than I wanted to be with her. 
I cursed under my breath as a man stepped to her, snapping me out of it. 
Focus on the mission.
I wasn’t here to catch a broad. I was here to burn a building. 
Work first. 
Dick later.
That was a first for me. For the past ten years, I was consumed with my need to belong, to have a family.  Now that I was so close to achieving my dream, would I really let a woman—no matter how beautiful—distract me?
 



Chapter 4
Jenny
 
What was I doing? That was all I could think as Sarah moved around me like a mini hurricane. She had forced my hair out of its messy bun, which I wore like that so much it had practically fought her to stay that way. Once loose, she’d curled my hair until it hung in waves down my back, put mascara on me, and argued with me over eye shadow until she eventually gave up.
I hadn’t budged on the issue. I was already going out and changing my clothes. I wasn’t going to be made up like a human Barbie doll, too. 
She’d argued me down over the jeans and blouse I thought were appropriate, but I was pleased to look in the mirror and see a reflection of myself, not a Sarah look-alike.
All the while Jo sat on my bed, watching cautiously from behind a book.
Finally, I had a moment to myself while Sarah went to her room to choose a purse and spritz herself with perfume, allowing me to stare at my reflection in awe.
It was still me, but I’d never seen this girl before. 
“You look really pretty, Jen,” Jo said.
“Thanks.”
For once I didn’t brush the compliment away. She was right. I looked amazing.
My eyes seemed larger than ever and the black mascara only accented the bright green of my eyes. My heart-shaped lips were covered in light lip gloss, adding sheen to my already pink lips and my dark hair, for once, looked exciting.
I’d toyed with the idea of coloring my hair for so long. Dark brown was so boring of a color, less memorable and muted. But it was clear that the color hadn’t been the problem because the girl staring back at me now looked anything but boring. She looked excited by life and ready for the night.
I ran my hands through my soft strands and smiled. Tonight would be fun; I could feel it. 
“Let’s go,” Sarah said from the doorway, interrupting my fascination with myself. “Don’t look so surprised. I made you up. Of course you look good. Now let’s go. You’re wasting time looking at yourself when you could have men do it for you.”
She didn’t give me time to argue and so there I was, standing outside in the biting cold in a dress, waiting for a cab with her. Thankfully, we lived in a neighborhood known for college students. Cabs passed by here regularly. Once inside the toasty warmth of the cab, Sarah started dancing in her seat. 
“Turn that up!” she yelled, throwing her hands in the air.
Even though we got dressed together, I was beginning to wonder if she snuck a little to drink before we left. I could imagine she had a stash somewhere in her closet. 
The ride wasn’t too long since we weren’t leaving Willow Springs. The line to the club was almost around the corner and, for a moment, I debated over going back home. If I had to choose between standing in the cold waiting to get into a club or going home and watching a movie with Jo, I knew which one sounded better.
Sensing my change of heart, Sarah grabbed my arm. 
“Come on!” She pulled me out of the cab, took a twenty from her boobs to pay the driver and gave him a mischievous smirk. “Thanks.”
I wasn’t sure if it was the aura of Sarah or the way she looked, but the bouncer took one look at us and waved us to the front. I imagined it was a little of both.
Sarah wore a short, skin-tight, black sequined dress that sparkled as she walked with four-inch heels. If her outfit wasn’t so tight, it would have ridden up her behind and shown the world all her worldly goods. She couldn’t convince me to wear anything from her closet, but I also wore a black dress, albeit a simpler and longer one. 
The bouncer barely glanced at Sarah’s ID and then stared at mine, glancing back and forth from the picture to my face.
“Uh. Come on, let her in. She’s twenty-one,” Sarah said with her hands on her hips. 
“You sure? Look at that face.”
I didn’t bother arguing. Truth was I was used to this kind of treatment. I always got carded at bars. I just had one of those youthful faces. It was in my genes. The women in our family never looked old.  I could imagine myself at fifty looking every bit of twenty-five to thirty. People routinely thought my mother was my older sister when we went out. 
“Yes,” Sarah said, talking before I could respond for myself. “She is twenty-one and in college. Let her through.”
“Okay,” he said, waving me into the club.
The club was just through another door. I could hear the muted bass of the music. Another man patted us down and checked our purses.
“Welcome to Blue Nights,” he said as he opened the door and a wave of loud music washed over me. 
“I’m going to the bar,” Sarah screamed. “You want something to drink?”
Usually, I’d say no, but there was nothing usual about tonight. “Um. Sure. A Long Island iced tea.”
That was light enough to give me a buzz without being overkill. We hadn’t eaten before we left the house and alcohol on an empty stomach was asking for a hangover. 
“You got it,” she yelled back before disappearing into the crowd.
I hadn’t thought this through. If I had, I would have followed Sarah to the bar. Now I was standing alone in a sea of people I didn’t know and music was blaring so loud I could barely think.
I looked up. There was a second floor and there were lounges all around the perimeter of the club. I could see men sitting, looking down on those dancing. I couldn’t tell if they were in VIP or security guards. Either way, it made me uneasy the way they were hanging over the railing and watching—as if they were looking for something or someone.
No one could see the dance floor. It was wall-to-wall people dancing to the club music.
Someone pushed against me, causing me to almost fall. He didn’t even try to catch me and I turned around ready to argue when I realized he was dancing and I was the only person standing still. It was a good thing I wasn’t wearing heels or I definitely would have tumbled. I tried to move along with everyone else. It was painfully obvious I was alone and nervous, but I tried to blend in. The music was good and I might have enjoyed it if I wasn’t alone.
“Hi,” a man said into my ear. 
“Hi,” I said, ducking my head away from him.
Sure, we had to yell to be heard, but I didn’t want him practically licking my ear. 
“You look lonely.” 
I was. “I’m not.”
“Oh really?”
“Yeah.”
“Is this your first time here?” he asked, placing his hands on my hips but keeping the distance I set. 
“Is it obvious?” I asked, pushing hair behind my ear.
“Only a little,” he laughed, winking. “But I think it’s cute.”
I am not one of those girls who are critical of men or one to judge, but winking is about as corny as one can get. Maybe it was the darkness or the fact that I didn’t feel comfortable alone in this club, but something about this guy was giving me a bad vibe. He hadn’t actually done anything but be kind, but I couldn’t ignore the small nagging in my stomach. 
“My name’s Jay,” he said, sticking his hand out to shake. 
“Jenny,” I responded shyly. 
“That’s a pretty name,” he said, smiling.
I could imagine he just barely held back adding, “For a pretty girl.”
“Well, Jenny, can I get you a drink?” he asked, oblivious to my internal debate.
“No, thanks. My friend’s got it.”
“Hey,” he said, moving a tendril of hair that was stuck to the sweat on my forehead. This time, his smile had a little more warmth. “Don’t be scared. I’m just trying to be friendly.”
The lighting of the club and the strobe lights put his face in mostly shadows. His blue eyes were barely visible, but I could see he looked worried—worried he had offended me. 
I had no idea what was wrong with me, but I could see I was being a little too paranoid.
Jo had gotten into my head. As we were leaving, she’d said, “Remember stranger danger!”
Sarah had taken it as a joke, as she did everything Jo said, but I heard Jo loud and clear. It was a warning to remember who I was. Girls like she and I, we weren’t the popular ones. We didn’t do things like Sarah did and if we forgot our place, someone would take advantage of that. 
I thought so hard, I stopped dancing. 
“Hey, I just want to dance. Promise,” he said, holding up his hands. “I’m not asking you to be my wife or anything. If you don’t want a drink, no worries.”
“All right,” I said, dancing along with him some more.
I didn’t know what it was, but the further we walked onto the dance floor, the sicker I felt. I just didn’t feel right and despite being wishy-washy with this man, I suddenly felt like I needed to find Sarah, even if that meant being rude to him. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”
“Where you going?” he asked, grabbing my hand. 
“I have to look for my friend.” I tried to slide my hand from his grip, but he held on tightly. 
“What’s her name?” he asked, walking with me towards the edge of the dance floor.
“Sarah.”
“Does she have blonde hair?”
“Yes.”
“I know where she is.”
“You do?” I asked, relieved I wouldn’t have to look too hard. 
“Yeah. She’s upstairs.”
I could only shake my head. That was just like Sarah. She was a wild girl at heart, but I expected her to at least stay with me. I could see her leaving me to go have some private fun, but I wished she’d told me instead of leaving me and having me think she was getting us drinks.
I followed Jay upstairs and down a hall. Around the railing were tables and drinks, but down the hall, the music faded in volume and I could see there were individual rooms. I could only imagine what happened in this frat house-like set up. 
As we walked, the lead in my stomach felt heavier and heavier. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t leave Sarah to be in it alone. I needed to find her and as soon as I did, I was going to demand we go home. I should have never let her leave me alone. 
The man opened a door and when he walked into the room, I followed him, ready to get Sarah and get the heck out. 
“Hey”, I said, looking around. “There’s no one in here.”
I turned to see him closing the door. 
“Yes, there is. We are,” he said, smiling.
Perhaps smile wasn't the right word for it—the top row of teeth was showing, and there was a faint curve to the lips, but there was no crease below the eyes, no movement of the cheeks, and I knew right then that I was in trouble. 
 



Chapter 5
Solomon
 
She was beautiful, a vision, and I wanted to watch her all night. Her. Not the hungry wolves slobbering over her and the rear that decided he had to have a piece of her instead of letting her enjoy her dance. Alone.
Why did he have to interrupt her, and why was seeing them talking causing me to clench my teeth? 
I studied her face. In the flashing lights I saw her brows scrunch together. Her body language was loud and clear as she took a step back though her head stayed in place to hear whatever he was whisper-yelling into her ear. She smiled awkwardly, nothing similar to how she smiled when she was dancing by herself.
He was making her uncomfortable.
A waitress came over and smiled, leaning over the counter and giving me ample view of her breasts. 
“Can I get you something sir?” she said, whispering into my ear. “I can get you anything.”
“Nah,” I said, waving her away and looking around her body to the other woman. “I’m good.”
The waitress was persistent.
“My friend’s here too. We could keep you company,” she said, trailing her hand across my scar. “You look lonely.”
I didn’t bother responding. She shrugged and went about her business.
 My eyes found the girl once more.  She looked around and behind her, scanning the crowd as if searching for someone before chewing her lip. She ducked her head close to him again while holding herself a distance away. Even if her brain wasn’t aware of it, her body wanted nothing to do with this man and that gave me more satisfaction than it should have.
He touched her arm and I almost growled aloud. I could only imagine how soft her bare arms were.
I turned around and ordered a new drink. I shouldn’t be watching them like some irksome reality TV show.
I don’t even know her. I have to let her go.

My drink came and I tried to stare at it to prevent myself from turning around. I held the glass, relishing in the coolness of the ice against the glass. My fingers slid through the condensation before I regained my grip. Its chill wasn’t enough to hold me. 
I looked to where I saw her last, but she was not there anymore. My eyes darted around the room quickly. Not by the bar, not by the restrooms, not at the entrance. There. By the staircase, being led by the same guy whom I knew she didn’t know.
If there was one thing I knew about safety in places such as this, it was that you don’t travel alone with someone you just met. 
I watched her ascent. Her leaving was for the best. I needed to focus, and she was the worst distraction.
But I couldn’t tear my eyes away and, even though the guy she was with never touched her, I wanted to rip him from her side and be the one walking beside her. I wondered what could be sweeter than having her for myself.
Me having the patch—that was what. I couldn’t have both. Not right now, at least.
My heart thrummed loudly in my chest while I sipped my drink. 
Don’t go up there. 
What if the rumors you’ve heard are true?
That’s none of your business. 
She doesn’t even know him. What if she’s in trouble?
If she is, it’s
not my concern. I’m
only here for one thing. 
She’s
so innocent. 
She’s a grown woman. 
Bandits don’t hurt women or children. Or allow others to hurt them. If something happens to her, it’s on you.
How could I know that something is wrong?
After five minutes of her not coming back down, I threw back my drink as if it were a shot, gulped down the liquid without tasting it, and took the ice between my molars and chewed. I slammed the glass down and slapped a fifty-dollar bill onto the corner for the bartender, who was watching me with a knowing look.
“She’s in trouble,” I said to myself and pushed through the crowd quickly to the stairwell.
A man with my height but not as heavy in weight stood at the bottom stair. 
“What can I get you, sir?” he said, blocking the way.  
“How much?” I asked, trying to expedite this entire process.
I knew I was going to have to pay because every pleasure has a price tag. I didn’t know for sure what was behind the door, but I was willing to bet it wasn’t a brand-new car. 
“Depends on what you want,” he said, his face lifting into a sinister smile. “VIP is two-fifty.”
“An innocent little thing,” I said seriously. I couldn’t even pretend to be a creep.
The bouncer grinned. “We got something that just might fit that bill.”
He made it sound like a product on a shelf somewhere, as if he were checking inventory. All of it made my blood boil.
“Yeah. I got just what want you need. The cheapest room is five hundred,” he said as if we were talking about the weather. 
I took the remaining bills from my pocket and handed it to him.
“If you’ll wait right here, a guide will come to–”
“I’m more of a free range kind of guy,” I said, pushing past him and stalking up the stairs two at a time. 
I looked around and after making sure she wasn’t in one of the VIP booths doing shots or something that I couldn’t imagine she’d do, I pushed past a few people and walked down the hallway. I expected the bouncer to be somewhere behind me, but he had a job to do at the door. Was it worth arguing with a man who paid to be there? Probably not.
As many people were up here, the hallway was eerily empty. I didn’t know why, but I was expecting, at the very minimum, some kind of hall monitor.
The music was much quieter and the closed doors looked too much like bedroom doors. What in the entire idiot was back here?
I walked in measured steps, listening intently. Each door I passed had their own unique sounds coming from them, ranging from moans to pleading and slaps. Nothing that sounded unwanted. I couldn’t help thinking I might have gotten it wrong. I could have. I didn’t know that girl. Still, I couldn’t shake the lead ball in my stomach. My gut was never wrong. 
I felt apprehensive, but unafraid. Whatever I was about to see, I was ready for it. In my twenty-seven years, I had already seen a lot of messed up trash. I couldn’t imagine a woman I hadn’t actually met would top the list.
I took all that was calm about me and made it my aura. It was important to look like I belonged. I was up here for one thing and once I had her, I would leave. 
A scream broke through my thoughts, squeezing my heart and tearing into me like shards of glass. It was desperate and terrified. Hopeless. A scream of wild panic. It was her. I would have bet my life on it.
Adrenaline surged through my veins. I moved forward frantically. There were too many doors, and I wasn’t sure which one she was behind. 
I listened harder, moving on instinct. I needed something. Anything. Just one more clue. I was so close to her.  I held my breath, centering myself to hear even the smallest noise.
Then I heard it. A sound that almost stopped my heart. From the other side of the door, was a sobbing sound, like a small child who’d lost a parent.
I knew screams and tears of terror and my girl was terrified. Somebody was going to receive all my fury tonight.  Thinking the door could be locked, I burst through it anyway and my rage increased by what I saw.
He was covering her like a blanket, completely smothering her except for her beautiful, tear-stained face. Her breaths were uneven and hitched like she had put up a hard fight.
The sick pleasure on his face as he looked down on her was replaced by surprise at my intrusion. “What the—”
My body moved faster than my brain could process. I charged forward. He threw his forearms like an offensive lineman blocking a defensive back. Still, he was nothing against my weight as I slipped to the side and dragged him off her. I pushed his elbow down and away, caught his shirt and, with his momentum, threw him to the floor. 
He moaned and had the audacity to sit up and appear upset. 
“Hey man, what are you doing here?”
His question didn’t deserve an answer—not a verbal one. 
I slapped him with my left hand, open and full across the face. It rocked him and he took a step back. He quickly steadied himself, blinked his eyes, and stared at me. He must have been seeing stars. Blood dripped down from his nose down his lip.
A jerk slapping was fitting given what he was doing and probably did on a regular basis to women. That was tough move.
My right fist crushed his nose, shattering the bone. He was smart enough to cover his face, but it wasn’t soon enough. I kicked him in the side before dropping down to the floor on top of him. I caught his arm, threw it back, and with a clear shot, I punched his stomach over and over again, trying to release the tension in my muscles.
I wasn’t so gone in anger that I didn’t remember she was in the room, watching the violent display from the bed. I stopped before I could kill the man.
Calming myself down, I watched as pearl-shaped tears sat on her eyelids, suspended in air. I stood up and stayed still as a statue, relaxing my stance. Her captor was unconscious and I imagined she was assessing the situation, deliberating on whether or not she could trust me. Her dress was ripped and I could see she was trembling. I moved slowly until I was touching her. 





Chapter 6
Jenny
 
I ran towards the door, not thinking about the fact that he was standing right there.
His hands grabbed my shoulders as he pulled me closer to him. “Wait, sweetheart. We’re just getting to know each other.”
I tried to shove his hands off, but he was too strong. His fingers dug into my skin so hard I knew there’d be bruises tomorrow. 
“Let me go!” I sounded more confident than I actually was. 
“No can do. You’ve got to lie down,” he said, dragging me from the door. “I’ve got some people that want to meet you.”
“Get your hands off of me,” I said as coldly as possible and yanking my arm away. I didn’t care that I was shaking as I spoke. 
“I don’t think so,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and yanking me back onto the bed as hard as possible.
Self-preservation had me kicking my legs out. My hands were raised into fists, ready to defend against his advances.
He chuckled. “So you like to fight, huh?”
Realization struck.  This was a maniac who liked the challenge of an unwilling woman.  A predator.  And I was his prey. 
Eyes locked wide and muscles rigid, I screamed with every bit of energy left in my body. I wasn’t going to be taken without a fight, but there was no doubt by the vicious look in his eyes that he’d be pleased if there was pain involved.  My pain.
The scream came again, desperate, terrified. Someone had to hear me. Someone had to come. I had to believe that because the alternative was too dreadful to accept. 
Despite my efforts, he easily covered me with his body and pinned my wrists above my head with one hand. His other hand trailed down and tore my dress from my shoulder. 
“No,” I said, trying to hold in my tears, thrashing against him on the bed. “No! Please don’t do this.”
He continued pulling my dress down until my breast was bared.
“Help!” My voice had weakened with the strain of trying to get free.
“Oh,” he said softly and covered my mouth with his hand. “Shush. Don’t worry. No one is coming. Just relax. I promise you’ll like it after a little bit.”
“No,” I sobbed, refusing to accept his mouth coming towards my face. 
“Stop moving,” he said, holding my face still by the chin. 
“No!” 
His hand cracked across my face, snapping it to the left with the force of his blow. Heat. Sharp. Fast. Across my cheek. Stars dotted my vision as my head reeled.
For a moment, it felt like I couldn’t breathe. My lungs burned too furiously to inhale, but I was willing to make it hurt. I was willing to do whatever I needed to keep fighting. I wasn’t going to stop. Somehow, from somewhere, the breath came and I took the deepest inhale to scream again.
He would have to kill me. 
“Shut up, jerk! What is it going to take for you to shut up?” he shouted so close to my face I felt spittle. 
My voice was muffled as I struggled under his hold, but that didn’t stop me from making as many loud sounds as possible. 
“You know, your pussy still works if you’re unconscious,” he threatened. “I’m going to get what I came for, sweet cheeks.”
I could feel my stinging cheek wetting with tears. I tried for another scream yet defeat had gripped my heart and only a whimper slipped from my lips. I’d lost.
Shutting my eyes tightly, I willed my mind to go to my happy place.  It was the only way my sanity could survive this experience.  I pushed aside the feeling of the mongrel squeezing my breast and thought about colors and art.
I’d been reduced to wishing the vile act to be over when the door burst open. I had only seconds to react as a man yanked Jay off me. I moved on autopilot, scooting backward until my back was against the headboard. My hand clutched my ruined dress to my chest as I held my knees tightly to my body.
The man was like an animal, pulling Jay from the floor by the shirt to punch his face. He was silent, menacing and yet I wasn’t afraid. He didn’t seem crazy or deranged. He seemed unhinged, but in a protective way. His fists collided with Jay’s face repeatedly, splattering blood on the floor until Jay slumped, unconscious. 
He stood, breathing heavily and looking at my captor and almost-rapist before turning back to me. His eyes were so intense, I flinched away instinctively. Those were the eyes of someone you did not want to make angry. In the dim light of the room, his eyes looked soulless, completely black and hollow. He still hadn’t said a word, and I wondered if I had jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire.
I studied his face as he studied mine, wondering if I should be afraid or grateful. Considering he had made no moves to hurt me or continue to undress me, I decided to be grateful. Just thinking about Jay on top of me and what he was delighted to do made that decision very clear for me. 
I took advantage of the stillness between us to study him. His muscles were practically bursting from his shirt and his jeans. He was huge compared to me and power oozed from his pores. But I couldn’t help noticing how slowly he walked towards me, carefully gauging my reaction. A lesser man wouldn’t have bothered. 
Tattoos covered both his upper arms, making me wonder if he had more under his blue shirt. I was almost certain he did. If only I could end the speculation. If only I could get rid of that shirt and see for myself. The ink should’ve intimidated me, but instead, they made me feel protected. And extremely drawn. 
My eyes traveled up to find that he was still watching me. I was a mess and I wanted to smooth my hair down, but couldn’t bring myself to move.  I was captivated.
Hands outstretched, he moved closer One measured step at a time. 
My heart was beating so hard I feared he could hear it. This wasn’t a frightened response. I wanted this man, my rescuer, to touch me.
His hand grazed my skin as his lips turned downward and I knew he could see where Jay had slapped me. His knuckles wiped over the remaining tears from under my eyes.
He was so close I could feel his breath on my face and I saw that his eyes weren’t black; they were the darkest brown I’d ever seen. There was a thickened scar curving from his jaw down to his neck. It looked old and I wondered, if I asked, would he tell me how he got it?
As I looked into his eyes, I could feel him searching deep into my soul, like he was asking me a question and, whatever it was, I was willing to say yes. 
Something shifted between us and my eyes closed. My head tilted upward. Hoping. Praying. Begging for him to kiss me. His lips touched my cheek, just over the bruised skin.
Time stopped. My heart came to a halt. My breath caught in my throat. As the soft skin of his mouth left the side of my face, the exact spot where they had come into contact burned and tingled. A hot, blazing fire pulsed through me and I came alive. A small grin crept onto my face and my cheeks painted themselves rose red. I felt bereft when he pulled away at last. But we didn’t part for long.
He slid his arms under my body. His comforting hand held my back as the other arm slipped under my knees. Then he swung me up into his strong arms, against his hard chest, as if I weighed nothing at all. 
I didn’t resist and as he carried me downstairs. I cuddled closer to his warmth. I didn’t care that he was a stranger, that I didn’t even know his name. It didn’t matter that people were probably staring. I just wanted to leave and I knew with him, I would get to do that safely.
He was my guardian angel. 
I buried my face onto his chest, inching my nose a little nearer his neck. With my vision blocked, I didn’t have to face the world just yet and I could pretend I was anywhere. Somewhere happy. Anywhere but here. 
I felt a small jolt for every stair he took and I could sense the crowd parting around us. One of his hands traveled up my back and covered the back of my head. He was still protecting me—from danger, from curious eyes and from the flailing arms of dancers not paying attention to what was around them. 
I could tell when we arrived at the front door from the temperature drop and the way he suddenly stopped. 
“What are you doing?” a booming voice asked, and I assumed it was the bouncer. 
My rescuer didn’t answer. He only moved sideways to make sure my legs didn’t hit the door rail on the way out. 
“Do you know her? You can’t take her. I’m pretty sure she didn’t come with you.”
The man pushed forward, ignoring the bouncer and trying to leave. 
“You can’t leave with her, man.”
I could feel his muscles tense and knew the bouncer had made the mistake of touching his arm.
Then he said the first words I'd heard him say all night. “She’s coming with me.”
It was not a suggestion. It was not even a command. It was a statement that came with the threat: Don’t be dumb enough to try to stop me.
 



Chapter 7
Solomon
 
The old me, the normal me, would have turned the knob so slowly none of the inhabitants of the room noticed and, once I was sure what I was dealing with, I would have made a move. But not for her. Not when she screamed like she was dying. It practically skinned me alive.
I hadn’t thought a millisecond before I was through the door and kicking rear. I hadn’t cared about taking names either. I didn’t give a flying idiot who this sleazebag was. I knew what I needed to know—he’d laid his fingers on the wrong woman tonight.
He shouldn’t have touched her, but in a twisted way, I was glad he did because now I was with her. I had her in my arms and some caveman part of my head said I would never put her down again. 
She hadn’t complained when I’d picked her up and carried her through the crowd. She hadn’t tried to scramble free. In fact, she’d clung to me.  That assured me that I wasn’t taking her away from the club involuntarily.
I was probably holding her too tightly, but I couldn’t calm myself. Adrenaline still coursed through my body in fear, in fury. I was so angry I was shaking.
It had been close.  Too close.  I couldn’t even get myself to think about what would’ve happened had I left her alone. I’d almost lost her when I didn’t have her to begin with, the sweet angel. I couldn’t leave her like this.  I needed to help her. 
“Get in,” I said, pushing her into the passenger side of the car. 
Her hand on my forearm stopped me.
“Are you okay?” she asked as she touched the blood on my knuckles.
Despite everything that had happened to her tonight, she was asking if I was okay. 
“I’m fine. Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” she said and looked down as I climbed into the driver’s side.
My hands gripped the wheel as another thought hit me.  “Did he hurt you anywhere else besides your face?  I mean, did he…”
I didn’t know how to say it, but her dress had already been torn when I’d found her.
“Are you asking if he’d been able to rape me?”
I nodded.  “Do I need to take you to the hospital?”
She shook her head.  “You got there in time.  Thank you.”
“I just did what any man would do.”
Fetching my vest from the seat, I handed it to her and once she was covered up, I started the car.
I’d needed to put distance between us back in the club, but circumstances had pushed me to act. As a result, I hadn’t accomplished what I was supposed to do. But there was still time. I could drop her off, backtrack once Blue Nights closed, and burn everything down. I wanted to destroy that place now more than ever.
We turned into a familiar corner and I became aware that I had been driving her to my house. I didn’t know where she lived.
“Did you leave a car at the bar?”
“Oh no!” she said, covering her mouth. “I left Sarah there.”
“Call your friend,” I said, still weighing if I should take her to my house or ask her for her address.
In my peripheral, I watched her dial a number and curse when it went to voicemail. 
“She didn’t answer.”
“Should you be worried?”
She shook her head no. “That’s just like her. I’ll just text her to let her know I went home.”
The cellphone light animated her face as she texted. What exactly she said I could only imagine. 
It was smarter to take her to her home, leave her there and forget about her. But I didn’t want to be smart. As pitiless and as selfish as it sounded, it was undeniable that I wanted her in my bed. It was so easy to see that image in my head.
“What’s your name?”
“Solomon,” I said, smiling. 
“Jenny,” she said, sticking out her hand.
I shook it quickly and returned my hand to the wheel.
“Are you planning to take me home?”
She made the decision easy for me.
“Sure. Just tell me where to go.”
We drove in silence, only talking when she gave me directions. I pulled up to a small house and parked out front. 
“Do you live on your own?”
“No. I have roommates. Sarah and Jo.”
I walked her to the door. “Will you be safe?”
“Sure but…” she said, hesitating.
I shouldn’t have waited. I shouldn’t have been hoping she said something else. I should have walked back to the car and kept my mind focused on the job. But I didn’t. 
“But what?”
“But Jo is most likely asleep by now and I don’t want to be alone.” She put her hand on my arm and looked up at me with big, blue eyes. “Can you stay?”
I really shouldn’t. I had a mission to do and my loyalty was to the club, not a woman I just met.
But before I could refuse she added, “Just until Sarah comes home?”
That seemed easy enough. It had a deadline. I could stay just until her friend came home.
“Okay.”
She unlocked the door and went in quickly, holding a finger to her lips until we passed two doors and were in her room.
“Do you want to wash off that blood?”
I looked down and, even though I wasn’t too dirty, I didn’t need to accidentally drop any incriminating evidence. “Sure.”
She handed me a towel and opened the door. The bathroom was at the end of the hallway. 
“I’ll just wash my arms and my hands.”
I saw something flicker in her eyes before she looked away and smiled.
“Here’s some soap. Don’t forget, my room is the one closest to the door,” she said before walking away. 
I didn’t bother wasting time on a shower, though I felt the sweat and grime from the club on my skin. I only had until her friend came home and I wanted to spend that time with Jenny. I rubbed the soap against my skin, not feeling the stinging of my knuckles probably because of all the blood rushing to my cock. I kept trying to remind myself I wasn’t getting that kind of action tonight.   
I wanted Jenny. Dang it.  I knew what she’d been through tonight, but still, I wanted her bad.
I tiptoed back to her room and entered without knocking. She was just sliding a thin shirt over her head. I watched the smooth skin of her back disappear behind the cotton. 
“Do you feel better?” she asked with a smile. 
I had on my jeans and boxers. My t-shirt was sweaty and had a little bit of blood on it. I didn’t want to put it back on until I had to. Her eyes danced over my chest without trying to hide it. 
“Yeah. Thanks.”
She walked behind me and clicked the lock on the doorknob.
“Again, thank you so much for saving me,” she purred, standing in front of me.
I could smell her perfume and I wanted to sink my nose into her hair. 
“No problem,” I said, hearing the alarm in my head to back away. 
I knew she would do it before she stood on her tip-toes and kissed me and I still didn’t stop it. Her lips were soft as she started tentatively. When my hands wrapped around her back and in her hair, she moaned and kissed me deeper. Our tongues danced and teased one another. My hands didn’t remain idle. I used the tip of my fingers to caress the smooth skin of her back. She sighed as my hands slid under her shirt.
I really shouldn’t do this. I really shouldn’t be here. And after chanting it in my head a few times, my lips moved from her lips to her neck.
She sighed and leaned away so I could suck more skin into my mouth. Her hips undulated against me, begging me to do something about the hard-on in my pants. 
“Solomon,” she said, grabbing my hips and pulling me closer. 
“Wait.  We can’t.” I said, pulling away softly.
The line was drawn, and I was standing on it.
“What?” she asked, looking up at me.
Her eyes were glazed with lust, but I could see her fear of rejection. 
“This isn’t a good idea. I should go.”
“Don’t go,” she said, grabbing my hand.
She looked so adorable and edible and I knew staying would be a mistake.
“I shouldn’t stay.”
“Please?” she said, pouting.
“Okay,” I said, pulling her to the bed. “But you need to lie down.”
“That’s where I was trying to go,” she said, smiling at her hint. 
“No. You need to lie down so you can sleep,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed. I hadn’t showered and I didn’t want to dirty up her sheets. 
She draped herself over my back, pushing her heat and belly against my bare skin, obviously not caring. “Don’t you want me?”
I did. I did so bad, but that didn’t mean I should take her. “I still can’t do this.”
“Why?” she moaned.
I turned towards her, pushing her on her back. She gladly lay under me, wrapping her legs around my center. 
“Don’t do that,” I said clearly though my hips moved on their own against her. 
Her soft skin and lithe body felt so good.
“Why?” she asked, writhing underneath me.
“Because someone almost raped you.”
I had more encounters with women who were broken and used than I wanted to admit and I could remember that the first time always hurt the worst. I imagined Jenny would want to take a shower or at the very least lessen any contact with men. Incredible, I was a stranger to her, but she was going completely against the grain. 
“I don’t care,” she swore. 
“You’ve got to give me something better than that, love.  You need some time and you’re also reeling from almost being raped.”
“I’m fine,” she cried, humping against me.
My hips moved with her, barely controlled. “Try again.”
She huffed before telling the truth. “I need to erase the memory of Jay’s hands on me.  Please. I don’t want that to be my memory of tonight. I want to remember being saved and… I want to get to know my hero as intimately as possible.”
 There it was, and completely not what I wanted. As beautiful as her answer was, I still didn’t feel comfortable giving her toe like this. When I messed, it wasn’t out of pity or as some form of consolation. Anybody in my bed was about to get a gift and a little piece of heaven they weren’t likely to forget. That’s what I wanted to give Jenny. I wanted to stretch her pussy to the limit and be so far in that she wouldn’t remember anybody who had been there before and would compare every man after to me. That was what I wanted. 
I rolled off her and she mistook my movement as more willpower than I actually had. 
“You can’t leave me like this,” she said, lost in the fever of sexual desire. 
“I won’t,” I said, leaning forward to kiss the delicate upturn of her nose. 
“You’re going to mess me?” she asked so hopefully I couldn’t help but chuckle. 
“Not quite,” I said as I slid down the bed.
“Then what are you going to do?”
“Taste this pussy,” I growled as my face met her wet core. “Make you forget all about that jerk and remember me.”
She was soaked.
I yanked her panties down roughly and barely restrained myself to finger her gently. I rolled her clit between my thumb and finger, making her squirm with pleasure. 
 “Be quiet,” I commanded before I pressed my fingers deep inside her.
She gasped loudly. Her body was so petite against mine and in comparison to my hands. I pressed as deep as I could go, playing in her wet heat. She was barely holding on. I didn’t think she could hear how loud she was so I covered her mouth with my own. 
“Incredible,” she gasped as I pulled back to kiss her neck. “Oh, Solomon. Solomon. Yes.”
“You better scream into that pillow,” I said, pulling the pillow from under her head as I slid down her body again.
She moaned as I sucked her nipples and kissed the valley of her breasts. I pushed her legs apart, as wide as they could go, and put my face in between them. She was dripping wet. Her legs wrapped around my head in a vice as she rocked against me. I could smell her musk in her pubic hair and I hummed into her core. 
Her hands were vipers in my hair, yanking as if she wanted me to come up for air, but I knew that wasn’t true. She wouldn’t be happy until I made her come. I wanted her to come apart. I wanted her to come so hard she saw stars and KO’d.
I sucked and licked her like I was starving for her pussy. My fingers continued to explore her depths, sliding in and out with speed as my tongue licked her up and down. I didn’t stop at her rear either. She jumped and moaned loudly into the pillow and some sick part of me cataloged that information in the back of my mind.
If I ever got the chance to be in her bed again, I’d be revisiting that virgin hole. 
She humped me frantically and I could tell she was close. I worked her faster, harder, trying to get her there. My toe was so hard, I knew I could split wood, but this wasn’t about me. This was about her. 
Then the orgasm rolled over her like a great wave. She was paralyzed, legs tightening around my neck, thighs suffocating me as the orgasm exploded through her body. Her pussy quivered in my mouth and her nectar coated my lips and tongue. She lay there gasping as I licked my fingers clean. 
“Goodness,” she moaned, already halfway asleep. 
“Good night, Jen,” I whispered back. 
I watched her for a few minutes. She slept so peacefully and for a moment, I envied the pleasure she got. My cock pulsed with the need to be sated. I wouldn’t get anything done tonight if I couldn’t get rid of this hard on. I grabbed the lotion bottle from her shelf and jerked a wad of it into my hand. 
Jenny snored softly, sleeping in a little ball. From her position, still naked from the waist down, I could see her pinkness peeking out from between her legs. I imagined my toe inside of her instead of my tongue, her pussy holding tightly to my cock.
Being silent was never difficult for me and, watching her, I came into tissues I’d grabbed from the box on her desk. I had never jerked myself off with a half-naked woman in a bed near me before, but there was a first time for everything.
I sighed loudly and threw away the sticky tissues. I lay down next to her and listened, waiting to hear when her friend came home from the club. I was only going to stay until Sarah made it home. 
 



Chapter 8
Jenny
 
I woke up in a pair of big arms… warm arms. So warm, I wanted to burrow in deeper.
Who was in my bed? I tried to think through the morning fog to all that happened last night and it hit me like a hammer. The club, the guy, the fight, and Solomon. He was still here.
I’d thought he would be gone when I woke. He’d told me he was going to leave when Sarah came home. I smiled to myself hoping he’d stayed for me, but knowing he’d probably just fallen asleep.
What if Sarah never came home?
I reached across to my nightstand to check my phone for messages. My phone was sitting at five percent and there were three missed texts. Sarah had texted me to say she’d gone home with a guy named Alex, and that she’d be home in the morning. I breathed a sigh of relief and cuddled closer to Solomon. Sarah was safe and Jo was home. I could relax now. Relax back into the man in my bed. He felt so solid behind me. 
Solomon. 
 Just thinking his name put a smile on my face. He stayed with me. He protected me.
My smile faltered when I thought about how brazen I had been. I begged like a little hussy and he’d given me everything I’d wanted. Well—not everything. He tongued me down proper and, if I hadn’t fallen asleep, I might have gotten some toe.
My eyes went to his crotch automatically. I could feel his morning erection. It was thick and I couldn’t pretend I didn’t notice it. Just thinking about it was making me wet. I wondered if he was the kind of guy to mind being woken up with head. I figured most men would be delighted.
I glanced up behind me at his face and jumped. He was awake and watching me. 
“How long have you been awake?”
“Long enough,” he said, his voice deep from sleep.
His eyes were serious and giving nothing away. Could he tell what I was thinking? Could he see in my eyes that I still wanted what I’d desperately wanted last night?
“About last night…”
“What about it?”
“You said you wanted to give me some time…”
“I did.”
“Well I think I’ve had enough time to think about what I want and I want more.”
“You sure about that?”
I nodded and bit my lip. It was daylight. I knew he could see the redness of my cheeks as I blushed. This was not how I had sex. To be so brazen in asking was embarrassing.
He grabbed my chin tightly and pulled me to look at him in the eyes. “I need to hear you say it.”
“Say what?” I asked.
“Tell me what you want.”
“I want you.”
“You got me,” he said, leaning closer.
“You inside me.”
“Where?” His voice grew deeper.
“Everywhere,” I whispered just before he claimed my mouth. 
I didn’t care about morning breath or how crazy my hair must have looked. I couldn’t think of anything as he kissed me. Pressing my rear against him, I was dripping wet in seconds.
 His hands moved surely, with one holding my face to his and the other roaming my body. He tasted incredible. His lips were soft, his stubble prickly against my skin—in a good way—and I wanted to remember it all. He kissed me like a man and it only made me wetter. 
I couldn’t stop myself from wrapping my arms around his neck and running my fingers through his thick hair as I kissed him back. Our lips moved together, our tongues rolling into each other’s mouths as he sucked on me, savoring me. 
He rubbed his jean-clad toe against my wetness, teasing me endlessly, making me very aware that I had no shorts or panties. All I could think about was wanting his clothes gone so that I could push that extra inch until he sunk into me. Even though I knew the risks, I wanted him bareback. I didn’t know this man, but I wanted him to know me in every way. 
He growled, pulling himself away to lean over the bed. 
“Where are you going?” I said, missing his heat as he climbed out of the bed. 
“Condom,” he grunted, kicking off his jeans and boxers before quickly sliding back against my body. 
I was disappointed when he sheathed himself.  Still, I was finally going to feel that huge cock inside of me. I pulled my thin camisole over my head. Together we lay on our left sides and I readied myself as he lifted my right leg. 
We both sighed loudly together as he slid into me. 
I moaned as his hand swept up my thigh, across my hip and up my ribcage. My hands set off to do their own exploration. The tips of my fingers caressed the cords of his muscle on small of his back then I grabbed his rear and squeezed. I was rewarded with a quick bite to one of my shoulders. I shrieked loudly. 
“Shh,” he said, covering my mouth with his lips. 
He coaxed the head of his shaft against the entrance of my silk folds and sounds I’d never heard before escaped my lips. 
“You like that?”
“Yeah.”
He rubbed his head against my wetness, teasing me and not entering me. 
I reached behind me, stroking his shaft up and down. He pumped his hips, slowly pushing against my hand. Our tempos changed on a dime, playing to each other.  My hand held tightly to his silken shaft and his fingers invaded my pussy in sweet retaliation. 
I instantly stopped stroking him as he teased and opened my velvet folds. 
“Idiot,” I sighed, almost singing.
I relished the feeling of his adoration a moment more before renewing my efforts stroking him. 
We moved together, bringing each other closer to climax. 
His hot breath tickled my ear as he whispered, “Idiot.”
“Yes,” I moaned, working him harder. 
His fingers left me and his cock replaced them. He let out a drawn-out groan as he stretched me walls. 
The head of his cock pushed deep into my folds and I wiggled hoping to get even deeper. He chuckled but shifted his hips to give me exactly what I craved. I gasped in pleasure. 
His teeth nibbled down my neck and across my shoulder. He sucked on my earlobe. His cock remained pressed into me, but every so often he would lift his hips, drawing out a few inches and making me whimper for their returning drive back in.
Slow and agonizing minutes of torturous pleasure passed as my hips rolled forward drawing him in and out.
His lips claimed me and I pulled away to beg him.
“Solomon, please.  Idiot me harder. Faster. Deeper.”
He smiled wickedly.  “Not yet.”
My nails clawed at his back as I tried to hold on, frustration building inside of me. He was torturing me, pumping into me agonizingly slow.
Then his cock dragged across my G-spot and his fingers pinched my clit. My pussy clenched around him, working to keep him locked in. He was buried to the hilt in its warm home. 
My hands gripped his rear, pushing with all my might, and thrust my hips forward to meet his thick cock. 
“Please. Please.” 
“Dang. You’re so wet.”
I could feel my cheeks burning. Only because I knew what he said was true. I was soaked. My juice pooled between us. I could feel it skating down the crack of my rear and seeping into the sheets. I was beyond frustrated now. On the edge of delirium.
“Idiot me!”
This time he didn’t hold back. He plunged deep. His toe pounded my sex as he covered my mouth and I called out his name, over and over again. He drove into me as hard as he could and we moved like a well-oiled machine.
His mouth replaced his hand as we inhaled, kissed. We licked and bit whatever flesh we could, like animals. I sucked on his shoulder while he sucked on my nipples. He drilled into me hard, his pelvic bone pressing down on my clit. I bit my lip to keep from screaming out. My brain concentrated on nothing but my center—my entire universe at the moment.  It was something unearthly.
When we came, we didn’t need to announce it. The words were stuck in my throat; I couldn’t scream if I wanted to. I could feel him grow even bigger and harder inside of me and together we came. 
I pushed upward, riding the aftershocks of my orgasm. Then the evidence of our release leaked out of us, soaking the bed. I shook around him and held him close until we caught our breath. 
We eased back to the bed, exhausted and fulfilled. I felt warm and cherished as he pulled me back into his arms.
“You’re okay, right?’
“Yes,” I said, smiling and feeling languid. “I’m more than okay. I’m feeling amazing.”
He held me closely and I could feel his voice in his chest. “Good.”
I felt ready to go back to sleep. It was Saturday and the only plans I had were to work on my art. Which reminded me…
“You know, I’ve had trouble working on my final project.  I’m supposed to draw a man and I suck at it.  But now I have an inspiration,” I said as I ran a finger down his bicep.
He nodded against my back.
“What are you going to do today?”  What I really wanted to ask was if there was any way he could stay.
“I got plans.”
Solomon was not a man of many words, but I felt like he didn’t need to make an explanation. 
“Well, thanks again for staying the night. Even though you didn’t want to.”
He leaned forward and kissed me softly. His lips were intoxicating and that soft kiss instantly turned into something intense. When we pulled apart, our desire evident in the way our breathing had become haggard.
“It was nothing,” he said before pulling away completely and sliding from the bed. 
“Where are you going?” I asked, shocked that he was gone from my side so suddenly. 
“I have to go,” he said, redressing, picking up the vest I’d dropped on the floor and walking out the door.
I couldn’t help wondering what exactly he had to do and if maybe he was mad at me. I hoped not. I also couldn’t help wondering if we would see each other again. I reached for my phone and realized we hadn’t even exchanged numbers.



Chapter 9
Solomon
 
The morning had broken like the sweet melody of a blackbird, full of promise, freshness and newness to come—because I was cock deep into wet pussy that was begging for me to do it harder. But now the morning sat like a cold cup of coffee waiting to be drained away. I walked out the door shaking my head. I slid my cut onto my back where it belonged. It looked badass amongst the backdrop of suburban houses, but no housewives were awake to see it. In fact, everything was so tranquil that I almost didn’t notice the woman who’d followed me out of the house. 
“You’re in a gang.”
I turned to find a sleepy brown-haired woman with glasses clutching the edge of her t-shirt staring at me. This must be Jo.
“It’s a motorcycle club.”
“Right. Well. Whatever you call yourself… you need to stay away from Jen.”
I had to give it to her. Some men didn’t have the balls to speak their mind to me.
“And why is that?” I asked, walking around the car to the front seat. 
“Because she’s a good girl. She’s going to college. She’s got dreams.”
I could see where she was going. If I were her, I’d think the same thing too.
I was broken.  I was no good for Jenny. But in the short time that we’d spent together, she’d become more than just a girl to me and now, I was too far in. Nothing would stop me from seeing Jenny again.
“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but we’re the good guys,” I said, touching my chest. “Trust me. If something bad happens to you, we’re the ones you want to call.”
I slid into the car and started it up. “Now get back in the house so I can go.”
I put the car in reverse, moving down the driveway and waiting in the street as the front door closed. 
I messed up. I messed up bad. I only had one job. One job—an easy one at that—and I would have been golden. I would have been in. Warren had made it clear that this was supposed to be my last task and what would happen when it was done. But I failed.
I’d never botched a task before, much less forget one. Never, not until a vixen disguised as a damsel in distress caught my eye and I couldn’t resist saving her. Since when had I ever been the night in shining armor, anyway?
To say I was disappointed with myself was an understatement. If my screw up cost me my membership into the most exclusive club on the West Coast, it would be my own dang fault. 
I drove home to prepare myself. I had to return my car and switch it out for my bike. We had rules on mileage and, just in case I wasn’t kicked out, I wanted to meet my daily requirement. I also needed a shower.
I could still smell Jenny on my skin. Her scent was in my nose. As much as it made my toe hard, I didn’t need the brothers to smell it too. Besides wanting to keep the scent of her nectar to myself, I wouldn’t want the brothers to know that the reason I hadn’t burned down Blue Nights was because I’d lost my head on a woman.
I dressed quickly, barely paying attention to what I was wearing because today was reckoning day. My President thought his word to be law. Amongst Bandits, it was, and I had not followed the law.
A small part of me wanted to start my bike and drive in the opposite direction. I knew what it was to leave, never come back, and start over. I was good at that, but I couldn’t run all my life. Especially from something that I wanted. I was going to face Gus’ decision head on. I was no pussy. With my leather vest gleaming and the prospect patch on the bottom back unhidden, I drove the short drive to our clubhouse. 
The leaves scudded over the ground and took small flights into the air as I sped past. My town slept on Sundays and I was thankful for the lack of traffic. Despite the stress, my mind raced and I felt the happiness I always felt on my bike bubble up from within.
I turned to our entrance and Jerry opened the gate with a tilt of his head. I drove in, parked, and walked quickly inside. I didn’t need to see anyone but my president. My judge and jury. 
“Gus.”
“Prospect,” he said, setting down his beer.
Warren eyed me, but I couldn’t read his face. He trailed behind me as I followed Gus to our meeting room and shut the door. 
He sat in the chair at the head of the table and crossed his arms over his chest. This wasn’t good. “You messed up.”
I winced but didn’t deny it. “I know.”
“You want to explain?” Warren asked.
He didn’t have to, but he was giving me a chance to defend myself. I’d known of guys who hadn’t been so lucky and who’d been immediately cut for less. 
I took a deep breath and began. “I went, got everything ready, and while I was waiting, I saw a guy take a girl upstairs. It wasn’t my business, but something didn’t seem right. So I went to investigate and found him forcing himself on her. I stopped him before he could do more damage and brought the girl home.  If something bad had happened to her, it would’ve been on me. I’d learned enough from you guys to know we don’t let women or children get hurt. I don’t have physical evidence, but I’m pretty sure Blue Nights is running some kind of sex ring upstairs.”
Disgust rolled over me at the memory.
“Why do you think we’re burning it down?” Warren asked, confirming my earlier suspicions.
We were doing the community a favor by burning it to the ground.
“One of our strippers told a member she had been dragged up there one night when she had been off. She’d come back black and blue.”
“That ain’t good for business,” Gus inserted. “So it needs to burn.”
It was the perfect initiation. They had a job to do, and they knew I always got the job done. Well… usually. 
Warren stepped closer and mimicked Gus, crossing his arms over his chest. “So the question is, are you distracted?”
I answered without hesitation. “No.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
Gus shook his head. “I’m not buying it. That little story you told was the most I’ve ever heard you say in a day, let alone in one sitting, and you didn’t talk about the girls. You only mentioned one.”
“I’m not distracted.”
“So what happened after you took the girl home? Why didn’t you circle back and burn down the club?” Warren asked.
I’d expected this question, but I wasn’t going to answer him. I had a habit of speaking when I wanted to and Gus was right, I’d already said too much. 
“Sounds like you took her home and then fell into some pussy instead of doing what I asked. Is that it?” Gus asked. 
President or not, the topic of Jenny was off the table. “I’m. Not. Distracted.”
That was all that mattered. I could still carry out the mission. I would do whatever it took to get into this club, be a part of this family and prove I deserved to be one of the brothers. 
“Hmm.” Gus rubbed his scraggly beard. 
“Are you sure?” Warren asked again. 
“Positive.”
“Then we’ll take it to vote,” Gus said, standing. “It needs to be unanimous. If everyone says yes, you get a second chance.”
“And if they don’t,” Warren said, answering my mental question, “you can bring your cut back tonight.”
“Chapel!” Gus said, announcing all the brothers needed to be around the table for a vote. 
I had no idea what Gus would say. I couldn’t be sure if he’d tell the full story or a partial one. There were no secrets between brothers, but I was a prospect. They might choose to ignore the details and home in on the fact that I was supposed to do something, and I didn’t. 
What I would do if I got the boot.  They had to give me a second chance. I couldn’t give back my vest. It only had the prospect patch on it and I loved it already. That vest had taken me places. What would I do without the club? They’d been my life for the last year and a half. I’d worked my rear off for them and I would gladly do more. If they didn’t all vote yes, I would have to convince them somehow. 
I sat there trying to think of ways to convince anyone who said no while also hoping and praying that my work spoke for itself. I’d worked my fingers to the bone for every member and future brother. They wouldn’t kick me out over one mistake. Would they? No. They wouldn’t. I had to believe that because there was no alternative. I steadied myself and stood up straighter.
“A Donovan never stumbles.” That was what my dad used to say. He’d said we were a strong family. Full of iron, steel, bravery, and the kind of spirit that won’t die. My dad had been an awful father and a worse husband. I’d prayed and wished he would die for years for the things he used to do to my mother.  Still, I took his words to heart.  And I had stumbled. That much I knew and I was willing to do what I needed to do to make it right.
The meeting door opened and Gus nodded at me from the table. 
“One last chance,” Warren said as the crowd of brothers dispersed from the room without speaking to me. “Don’t let me down. I vouched for you.”
I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. “I swear, brother. That club will burn tonight. Nothing will get in my way this time.”



Chapter 10
Jenny
 
Sunday mornings were reserved for sleep and, knowing that fact, Jo and I didn’t want to wake the sleeping princess to ask if we could borrow her car. So we caught the bus to campus and walked to the art workroom.
I felt more inspired than I had in a very long time. I’d spent the entire ride with colors erupting in my head and Jo, sensing this, kept quiet for the duration of the ride. It was one thing to sketch at home, but what I was feeling needed all the art supplies I could have and the space of the art room to make a mess. 
The room was blessedly quiet and empty. I liked working with headphones and Prince crooning in my ear as my hands moved on their own accord. The canvas was the size of the top side of a desk, bigger than my head and too big to carry. I primed it with white paint before going in with color.
Time flew and my hands were a blur as I covered the canvas like a possessed woman. When my hand moved over the canvas, it was almost like my mind was directing my hand without me; odd perhaps, but that was the way it was. The brush moved instinctively to the right spot, building a new picture, often one I had never seen before.
I forgot about everything—about eating, about going out of my comfort zone, about Jo, until she touched my arm, causing me to jump.
“I’m sorry. Did I scare you?” she asked, holding my arm.
“Yeah,” I said, clutching my chest and pulling my headphones from my ears. 
“I’ve been calling your name.”
“Oh. Sorry. I couldn’t hear a thing,” I shrugged and stretched my arms.
Pulled from my trance, I felt the fatigue in my muscles and how stiff I was from standing in the same position. 
“I could tell. You were in the zone.”
“Yeah.” I smiled, stepping back from the painting. “I was.”
It was still unfinished, but there were solid lines and a clear image coming from the colors. I’d zoomed in so there was nothing but his face, tense with brows creased. His Roman-arched nose gave more distinction and chisel edges to his already cut face with his brown stubble and full bottom lip. There was no need for his body when his face was this captivating. 
Jo stood next to me, staring at my work. 
“I’d say you’re about half way,” she commented, turning to me. 
“Yeah,” I agreed, still unable to pull my eyes away from the canvas. “I’d say so.”
“It looks like you found your inspiration.”
She wasn’t asking. It was clear that I had.
I could see amongst the bright reds and oranges that the eyes were so brown they seemed black, pulling me into their depths. It was the man who saved me the night before. Solomon.
He’d inspired my muse to come back and now thoughts of him invaded my mind.  I couldn’t forget his kiss, those lips, the way he felt against my body, and the way he said my name… I couldn’t stop thinking about him and the way he made me feel—sexy, hot, bothered, and stupid for not getting his phone number. 
I took a step to the side to look at Jo’s painting. My eyes moved from place to place, unable to decide what the focus of the painting was.
Jo’s expertise was watercolor painting, and she challenged herself to work with acrylic paint and to be abstract. If there was anyone who struggled to see things abstractly, it was Jo. She was very black and white with her art. All her lines were precise and thick; she didn’t believe in minimalism. All the colors she used were vivid, almost to the point of garish. The stroke lines were almost nonexistent. The colors made the image instead of the lines. It was both stunning and headache inducing. 
“You’re really stepping out of your comfort zone,” I commented as she sat watching the canvas with her hands crossed over her chest.
“Yeah. It’s almost scary.”
“Know where you’re going with it?”
“I don’t. But isn’t that the point of abstract art?” she joked and I stuck my tongue out at her. 
Glancing at the clock on the corner, I realized three hours had passed. “Wow. Is that the time?”
“Yeah. That’s why I was calling you. I’m hungry.”
“Okay then. Let me clean this stuff up and we can go eat.”
It wasn’t too hard cleaning and we left our unfinished works in our individual work spaces ready to work on them on Tuesday. Sarah called just as we were walking to the only place open on campus—the cafeteria. 
“Where you guys at?”
“Campus.”
“Boo. It's Sunday, girl. You’re not supposed to be at school.”
I shook my head. “We were feeling inspired.”
“Were you?” she said with a sly voice. “I bet you were. Where did you run off to last night, girl? One minute you were on the dance floor dancing with a little cutie and the next you were gone.”
I wanted to tell her the truth. I wanted to tell Jo who was my best friend after all, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud. If I said it, it would be real. I was assaulted. Somehow, I knew I wasn’t ready to accept that truth. Nothing they could say would change the fact that it had happened. Nothing they could say would erase the horrific memory. Only the beautiful ending with Solomon could do that. 
“Well?” Sarah said, huffing. “Don’t leave me hanging. Come on, girl. I know you got a story to tell! Give up the deets! I want all the juicy details.”
“Okay,” I said, pretending I would spill all. “I met a man.”
She squealed into the phone so loud I had to pull it away from my face. “I knew it!”
There was so much she didn’t know, though. 
“Tell me more! Go on.”
“His name is Solomon.”
“Sounds sexy,” she purred. 
He was, but I wouldn’t be telling her that. 
“Hello?”
“Yes?” I asked, talking into the phone. 
“I asked if he was sexy.”
“What do you think?” I said, ready to move on. “Anyways, tell me about you because somebody was supposed to get me a drink but never returned.”
She giggled like she wasn’t at fault and like I was somehow joking instead of being serious. What kind of friend left to get drinks and never returned? The answer was… a bad one. 
“Well, I met Alex.”
“Who is Alex?”
“Just a friend I made,” she said. I could tell from her tone she was deliriously happy and twirling her hair around her finger on the other side of the phone. 
“Well, I certainly hope Alex was worth leaving a friend behind.”
“I didn’t leave. You did,” she said calmly. “Plus, Alex is a good guy. I think you will like him. In fact, I’m going to hang out with him tomorrow. He works at Blue Nights. He said he’s going to take me upstairs to the VIP when I go.”
Goodness freaking Goodness. Of all the terrible things to do, that was number one on my list. Could I tell her not to go? I needed to tell her not to go. I knew what was in the VIP section and it had nothing to do with very important persons. 
“Sarah, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Oh? And why’s that, mom?” she asked.
“Because…” I couldn’t tell her the truth. Could I? “Because nobody finds love in clubs.”
She scoffed. “Oh, come off it. Ain’t nobody looking for love in the club. I’m going to Blue Nights.”
“No, Sarah. That’s not it. It’s that the Blue Nights isn’t safe.”
Jo arched her eyebrow in curiosity.
“Right,” Sarah said in disbelief. 
“No. It’s true, Sarah. Upstairs isn’t for VIP. It’s where they run some kind of sex ring.”
She chuckled without amusement. “Are you kidding me?”
“I’m not lying. When I was there, some guy snatched me, dragged me upstairs, and tried to tie me to the bed. He swore that he would rape me and more men would follow.”
“Oh my goodness! Do you really expect me to believe that?”
“Yes. I do.”
“You’re just jealous.”
“Of what? 
“You don’t want me to go back and have a good time without you. Just because you’re turning into a little wallflower like your bestie, Jo, it doesn’t mean you get to change me too.”
“Sarah, I am not jealous and I am not lying. That place is not good news.”
“You are lying. Why didn’t you tell me the truth in the first place then? Huh? Because you’re making it up. You don’t have to lie, Jen. You don’t have to lie. If you are that set on me not having a good time, maybe we’re not the friends I thought we were.”
“Sarah, I swear, on my mother’s grave, I am not lying to you. I was attacked at Blue Nights. Please, you have to believe me. I can’t stand the idea of you going there. You could get hurt. Please, Sarah, please. Do not go back there.”
“You promise you’re not lying?”
“Yes. I’m not.”
“Okay. I won’t go.”
“I’m serious, Sarah. You can’t go there.”
“All right,” she said, convinced a little too easily. “I won’t go.”
“Good.”
“Well, I’ll see you all later.”
“Yeah,” I said, not sure I believe she wouldn’t go. 
Knowing Sarah, she would probably go again there anyway. 
“Is everything all right?” Jo asked. 
“Typical insanity that is Sarah,” I said, clearing the table and stacking our trays. We put them on the conveyor belt and walked out.
“She’s hell bent on doing something dangerous.”
“So? When isn’t she doing something she shouldn’t? Let her.”
“Jo, we can’t just let Sarah make crazy decisions. She’s our friend.”
“Is that right?”
“You know it is,” I said, bumping shoulders with her. 
She giggled. “Right. Fine. Well, have fun saving her.”
“You’re not coming?” I asked as we climbed the steps of the bus.
She scoffed. “Nope. I’m not the saving type.”
I laughed and shook my head. On one hand, I did not want to go back to that awful place, but on the other hand, I just might see Solomon again. 
“So,” Jo said, leaning against the window.
“So what?”
“I noticed your art is looking a little different.”
Little wasn’t the word, but either way, I couldn’t deny the truth. Solomon had changed me. He’d changed my art. He had only touched me once and yet I couldn’t get enough of him. I couldn’t get him out of my system. I wanted more. I needed more. 
“It’s all thanks to Solomon,” I admitted.
“I saw him leave, you know. H-O-T, hot!” she exclaimed while fanning her face with her hands.
“Sorry I didn’t tell you about him sooner, Jo.”
Because, aside from the sex, there really wasn’t much to tell.  Solomon remained a stranger.
 



Chapter 11
Jenny
 
We got back just as Sarah was finishing eating dinner. She leaned against the kitchen counter in tight sweatpants and a matching sports bra as if she’d worked out. Gauging by the fact that I’d never seen her workout before, her dry hair, her face that was clear of sweat and the pizza grease she was wiping from her face, I would say I was right.
“Hey, ladies. Pizza on me. I left you some,” she said over her shoulder as she walked past us to her room. 
“Where are you going?” I asked, following her into her room, leaving Jo to get first dibs on whatever pizza Sarah had bought. “Don’t you want to eat with us?”
“I already ate,” she said, looking through the clothes hanging in her closet.
I obviously meant for her to keep us company, but it was clear that she wasn’t interested in doing that either. 
“I see,” I said, leaning against the doorframe. I watched her slide outfits from one side to the other, determining which ones were worth considering and which weren’t good enough. “You’re still going out?”
“Yeah,” she said, holding dresses up in front of her and checking her reflection in the mirror.
I could have figured that out. Sarah wasn’t one to change her mind, and I still wasn’t sure if I’d convinced her just how dangerous Blue Nights really was.  I couldn’t believe she wanted to go out anyway. Wasn’t she tired? I was… though I could attribute that more to the mind blowing sex I had instead of the dancing or stress of Blue Nights. 
“Where to?”
She paused and crossed her arms over her chest. “Why do you ask? So you can check that I’m not going to Blue Nights?”
Yes, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. “No. I was just asking about your plans. I’m being a good friend. Sheesh. I can’t ask you anything about your plans tonight without a fight, can I?”
“No,” she said, flipping her hair. “You can’t.”
She picked up a blue dress and hung the yellow one in the closet. In my opinion, the red dress she put back in the closet two dresses ago was the cutest of the choices, but she didn’t ask for my opinion. I was already giving unsolicited advice. I didn’t need to give any more.
“But since you asked, I’m not sure since we can’t go to Blue Nights.”
“I’m not trying to be controlling, Sarah. I’m just saying that I highly recommend you don’t go there. It’s not safe. I would hate myself if I hadn’t said anything and then something bad happened to you. We might not always get along, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about your safety."
“Uh-huh,” she said, pulling her bra over her head without any regard for nudity. 
I’d seen Sarah enough times without clothes and it didn’t bother me.
“So are you still planning to go?”
“No,” she said, turning away from me as she pulled her pants off. 
I could tell she was lying. 
“Okay, seriously. Listen to me, Sarah. You cannot go there. It is not safe. I couldn’t make that story up if I tried. I did not want to leave you at the club, but I had to—I was rescued. The man I met on the dance floor attacked me. Jay attacked me then he tried to tie me to a bed. He tore my dress. I have no idea what would have happened to me if Solomon hadn’t saved me.”
“I still maintain that that sounds ridiculous. You probably just had too much to drink.”
“I could not have been drunk because the person who was supposed to bring me my drink never showed!” I took a breath and tried to calm myself.
Sarah pulled the yellow dress over her head and once it was in place, she shimmied her panties down her legs, opting to go without panties than her usual thong. 
“I was sober, Sarah. I never had a drink that night. I was not drunk. So don’t blame what I said on that. If you don’t believe me, just say so.”
“Okay. Look, I understand what you’re saying and that sounds terrible, really it does, but it doesn’t matter anyway. Alex would never do something like what that Jay dude did to you. Alex probably wants to go to another club, not some weird sex club.”
How she could come to that conclusion, seeing as she’d just met Alex, I couldn’t figure out. Either she was delusional or she still didn’t believe what I was saying was true, but she didn’t know a thing about Alex.
“Sarah, you just met Alex. You have to look out for yourself. You can’t trust him to do that.” I found my throat tightening up just thinking about the same thing that happened to me happening to Sarah. “Please, Sarah, just be careful. Don’t go back there.”
My voice cracked a little, making clear how I felt about it. 
“Okay,” she said, sighing deeply as she plugged in her flat iron. 
“So you believe me now?”
She hesitated and then shocked me by pulling me into a tight hug.
“Yes. I believe you,” she said, rubbing my back briefly before pulling away. “I believe you and I’ll tell Alex to be careful.”
“Thank you,” I said, surprised at how relieved I felt. 
“If you want, I can stay home and watch movies and veg out with you guys. If it’ll make you feel more comfortable, I can reschedule with Alex.”
It was touching that she’d even offer to do that.
“No. You go out. You like to party. You don’t have to change yourself for the couch lumps,” I said, using the nickname she used for Jo and I sometimes. “I’m not asking you to be an introvert. Just be safe. Stay away from that club.”
“Alright. I will,” Sarah agreed and kissed me on the cheek. “Trust me, I’ll call you if I need anything.”
This time she looked and sounded more believable.
“Good. That’s what friends are for. I’m going to eat some pizza now.”
“Good,” she said, using her flat iron to straighten her already straight hair. “I ordered your favorite. Jo’s side is triple vegetables and your side is pepperoni and bacon.”
“You’re the best,” I yelled over my shoulder as I made my way to the kitchen.
The pizza was delicious and after eating about three slices, Jo suggested we make popcorn and watch movies. 
Jo got me to watch the art movies I missed out on Saturday. And although I already had my inspiration, we still watched Bob Ross reruns. There was something incredibly soothing about his voice and I loved his approach to mistakes: “We don’t make mistakes, we just have happy accidents.” 
“This was such a good idea,” Jo said, reaching over for more popcorn. “The only thing that can make it better is some wine.”
“Girl, you ain’t lying. We won’t always be broke college students,” I said, standing to get a refill of lemonade. 
“I hope Sarah is having fun,” she said as I came back in with my glass.
“I was thinking the same thing. I hope she’s safe.”
“You think she’s not?”
“I don’t know. I just have a bad feeling about it. I have the sinking feeling she went back to Blue Nights.”
I could only imagine how terrible her night would be if she went back to that place, especially if Alex decided he wanted to drag her up those stairs. 
“Of course you do. It’s Sarah we’re talking about. She probably didn’t go anywhere else.”
I owed it to my friend to check on her. And if I were being honest, I wanted to go back myself, if only to get a chance to see my mysterious savior and lover again. 
“You’re so right,” I said, sighing. I sat thinking about it and decided there was no other choice. “I’m going to check on her.”
I stood to get dressed. 
“Of course you are,” Jo said, wrapping herself tighter into the covers I’d discarded. 
“I won’t be gone long. I’m just going to see if Sarah’s there, discourage her from going to the second level for any reason and then come home.”
I stood in front of my closet, thinking too hard about what to wear. I wanted to appear casual. I might need to save someone or run. Pants were the best option for that. 
I put on my tightest black jeans and marveled at the way they held my hips. Perfect bait for the man I was trying to catch as well as practical just in case some trash went down. I threw tops out of my drawer onto the bed in quick succession. I didn’t have any idea what I would wear, but I’d know it when I saw it. 
No. No. No. No. Yes. 
Yes to the silver tank top that glittered when I moved. This is the perfect way to make sure I was seen in a dark night club. 
I couldn’t help the giddy feeling I felt as the taxi dropped me off in front of Blue Nights. I kept telling myself I was coming for Sarah, but Solomon was never far from my mind. 
I knew Sarah too well to know that I couldn’t convince her to leave this place if she didn’t want to.  I should just accept that she was a big girl and I’d already given her a warning. If she chose to ignore me, that would be beyond my control. In truth, I felt kind of ticked that she’d choose to believe a man she’d just met over me.
I stood in the street, not quite able to convince myself to go in. What if he wasn’t there? If Solomon wasn’t there and Jay or someone else grabbed me again, I’d have no one to blame but myself. 
I waited a few minutes, away from the entrance. Paralyzing fear spread through my body like the chill of icy liquid. I clenched my fists and hesitantly took a step forward.
I could do this. I could go back inside there. I could feel my feet trembling in my flats. My legs twitched, fighting the impulse to whirl around and run all the way back home. But I wouldn’t do that. I couldn’t do that. I had to know that Sarah was okay and I had to know for sure if I’d lost my chance with Solomon.
Whoever he was, wherever he was, I had to know that I did everything I could to find him. 
I took another step forward and could see the long line of people and the bouncer. The pizza and popcorn churned noisily in my stomach, betraying my nerves. I could not throw up in front of all these people especially when I was looking this cute. 
“Alright, Jen,” I told myself. “Go in, check for Sarah and then leave.” 
Sounded simple enough. 
I entered the familiar lounge and looked around. Sarah was taller than me and I knew she couldn’t be dressed inconspicuously. 
Sure enough I found her draped over a man I assumed was Alex. I tapped her on the shoulder, not wanting to yell over the loud music. 
“Sarah!”
“What the heck?” she said, unlatching herself from the guy. “Ugh. Really Jenny. You tell me not to come here and then you show up? Hypocrite much.”
“I’m not here to hang out. I’m here to get you. I was worried about you,” I said, leaning in so she could hear me over the music. 
“Well, don’t. I’m fine. If that’s all you wanted to know you can go now.”
“But Sarah.”
“Girl! Who are you? My mother? You need to chill.”
The guy interrupted, sticking out his hand. “Hey. I’m Alex.”
Something about his smile was as creepy as Jay’s. I had to stop myself from flinching back.
“Hi,” I said, shaking it quickly. “Come on Sarah. Please leave with me.”
Alex interjected again. “You didn’t tell me your name.”
“Jenny.”
“Jenny,” he said, rolling it in his mouth. “I like it.”
I didn’t care.
Sarah, on the other hand, seemed jealous of Alex’s attention on me. “Jenny, you are really cramping my style.”
“Jenny,” Alex said, sliding his arm around my shoulder. “I was just about to show Sarah to the VIP. Would you like to join us?”
My heart raced in my chest. Absolutely not. “No, thank you.”
“Well, suit yourself,” he said, turning to Sarah. “Ready?”
“Yeah,” she said, smiling. “Look Jen. I’m going either way, babe.”
If I let her go by herself, I would never be able to rest thinking of all the bad things happening to her and how to stop them. If I went with her I was putting myself in even more danger, but we were better together. So, resigned, I tagged along as Alex walked us up the stairs and down the dark hallway. The music was quieted enough for my pants to be heard. 
“What is with your girl?” Alex asked Sarah. “She’s freaking me out.”
I was practically hyperventilating which only pissed Sarah off.
“Jenny please. Will you calm down?” she said, her forehead creased with irritation.
I knew what was on the other sides of the doors even if Sarah didn’t and when he opened the door to a room full of equally confused, nervous, scared women, I knew we were stuck.
Alex looked back at me, smiling, though the smile never reached his eyes.
“The way you’re acting, you’d think you’ve been here before,” he said before pushing us into the room.
Sarah raised her eyebrows at him.
“Alex. What the heck? This is does not look like a good time. I want to go home. Ugh. You totally overpromised. VIP looks like a bad porno. Take me home,” she said with her hands on her hips, still oblivious to the danger we were in. 
I wanted to escape, but I couldn’t leave Sarah behind. 
“You are home, sweetheart. Your new home is right here,” he said, caressing her cheek. 
“With these drugged-out wannabe’s? I don’t think so.”
“You’re right where you belong.”
He smacked her face quickly, shocking any delusions she had from her. 
“Now be a good girl and change into your new uniform,” he said gesturing to the hanging lingerie on the side of the room. “Talk to the other girls. They’ll catch you up to speed with what this job requires.” 
“Alex! You idiot,” Sarah screamed, launching herself at Alex’s back.
He yanked her from behind and threw her on the floor before putting a gun to her skull. “If you do something that foolish again, I will make you regret it. Do you understand?”
 Sarah stared up at him and nodded her head, her defiance quickly fading. When he left, Sarah looked at me and burst into tears. 
I tried to warn her. Now we both would suffer the consequences. 
 



Chapter 12
Solomon
 
They voted. They said yes. One last chance. I wasn’t going to waste it. I wasn’t going to mess up again.
I lay back on the bed, thinking. I had all I needed to complete the job, but this time it might not be as easy as it was before. I’d kicked that guy’s rear. Jay. Even though he deserved it, he and his friends might be looking for me. I imagined they wouldn’t let me just walk in like a welcomed guest without any repercussions.
I wasn’t hard to remember. I didn’t have one of those faces. And I was big as trash with a scar on my face that wasn’t going away.
The scar wasn’t one of those clear lines from surgery or a childhood mar that faded over time. It was broad and rough from a fight I’d had after school when a boy had called my mom a whore. 
The boy had hit me with a brick, playing dirty since I’d been bigger and heavier, but I’d made it clear I wouldn’t tolerate having my mom called names. The injury had never been stitched or treated because my father didn’t pay for anything that wasn’t for himself. I’d bandaged it and iced it and it had stretched with time and aged like I did. 
It didn’t matter. I knew what was in the club now. I didn’t need to go inside. I could wait it out. I would ride up and wait in the car. The plan was still in effect. Stake the club out, wait until everyone was out and then burn it to the ground. That was non-negotiable. I would watch until it was all in ashes, if not for that crazy rear sex ring they had upstairs, then for the way that jerk, Jay, had treated Jenny. 
I set my alarm on my phone, ready to take a nap and put my churning thoughts to bed. Time was of the essence. I would trust myself as I had before. I would complete my mission, prove myself and become a Bandit. Then once I was secured in my brotherhood, I would pursue this thing with Jenny.
I had no idea what we had between us or if I’d like the road I was about to travel, but I’ll be darned if I wouldn’t find out. I wasn’t going to let the woman crowding my thoughts and dreams go. Not without a fight.
Night came. This time I parked near the front. I wasn’t hiding. I wasn’t going to go in, but I needed to see when the majority of people started coming out. Music played lightly as I watched the door. It was just loud enough to keep me distracted but low enough that no one could surprise me. I took a deep breath, prepared to wait all night, and relaxed into my seat.
My phone rang and I recognized the clubhouse number. “Talk to me.”
“Solomon.”
“Yeah, Prez?”
“You know someone named Jo?”
“No. Where would I know him from?”
“Not him. A girl. Kinda mousy. Brown-haired. Says she’s a friend of someone named Jenny.”
Jenny’s roommate?  “She there? Put her on.”
“Hello?” said a small voice, obviously nervous. 
“Jo, what are you doing in my clubhouse? How did you know where to go in the first place?”
“I saw you leave our apartment last Saturday morning and I Googled the name I saw on the back of your vest.”
I cursed. “You know what? I don’t give a idiot why you’re there. You better take your rear home. Now. I don’t have time for this trash tonight.”
“But Jenny is in trouble.”
The words gripped my heart, and I knew I would leave this club standing again if saving Jenny meant going the opposite way. “What do you know?”
“Sarah went to Blue Nights even though Jenny told her not to and when Sarah didn’t answer any calls or texts, Jenny went after her.”
Her revelation made me see red. “Are you telling me Jenny went back to Blue Nights to save her stupid friend?”
Of course she did, even though this was probably the last place she ever wanted to see again. She was too sweet. She was willing to risk getting attacked again to help her friend. The friend, if I recalled correctly, who’d left her in the first place.  I could only sigh. 
“Yes,” Jo said, pleading. “I just know something bad had happened to them. Jenny told us what happened to her there last time. What if that guy took her again?”
“I’ll handle it,” I said. “Get my number from Gus and text me Jenny’s phone number.”
I hung up. Seconds later, my phone buzzed and I put Jenny’s number into my phone before calling. 
It rang and rang before going to voicemail. “Hey, you’ve reached Jenny. I’m probably drawing or sleeping so leave a message and I’ll call you back soon.” 
Then the tone. 
“Jenny. It’s me. Don’t you worry, baby. I’m coming for you and whoever has you is going to wish they had left you alone,” I growled before snapping the phone shut.
With my mind clear and my promise resolute, I braved the front door. What would they do to me? Jump me? Not likely with the club as full of people as it was—even on a Sunday. I repeated the same steps I’d done the night before. Overpaid the bouncer. Walked in and looked around. Same set up, different night. 
I headed straight for the stairwell and the guy met me in the bottom step again. 
“I need more than one,” I said looking up the stairs and not at him. 
“It’ll cost you.”
“Prices are for men on a budget. I want my choice of women. Now.”
What if they weren’t up there? What if they were already taken and forced to be with customers? I didn’t have time to formulate an answer before the man brought me into a small gallery-like room. 
“Please sit,” he said, gesturing to a high chair fit for a king. 
In front of me was a stage and women half-naked and walking in a line entered from the side. My fists clenched at my sides when I saw Jenny and, considering how tightly she was holding the blond woman’s hand beside her, I assumed that was Sarah. 
“Those two,” I said, staring at Jenny, willing her to pretend she didn’t know me. 
A man from offstage moved forward to grab them. 
“No!” Sarah cried. Her shoulders shook, causing her tiny bikini to almost slip. “I can’t do it. Please.” 
Jenny consoled her and whispered something in her ear. After rubbing her shoulders a few times, she nodded, allowing herself to be pulled by another man. 
“Right this way, sir,” the wannabe butler said, gesturing down the too familiar hall. “What can I get you to drink?”
“Nothing,” I said, standing in the empty bedroom. “The women are all I need.”
“Absolutely.” He bowed his head and stepped aside as Jenny and Sarah were pushed through the doorway.
The man who led them clicked the lock from the inside and then closed the door. “Have a good night.”
Jenny, who had stood still until we were alone, ran forward and threw her arms around me. 
“Oh, Solomon.”
I sunk into her warmth, squeezed a fraction tighter, as every muscle in her body lost its tension. Sarah stood by the door, no longer crying but watching us. 
“You weren’t kidding,” she stated, her voice devoid of emotion. “I almost got kidnapped into sex trafficking.”
“But you’re okay now,” Jenny said, pulling away. “Solomon is going to help us get out of here.”
Her confidence in me was gratifying. “You’re dang right. We’re getting out of here.”
She was chewing that lip again. My hands touched her face, caressed her cheeks softly before I kissed her hard. She moaned, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me closer. 
I pulled away before I took things much further than they should go in front of her friend, and in light of the situation. “I’m going to handle it.”
“I want to help the other girls, but I don’t want you to get hurt.”
I squeezed her shoulders in assurance. “Jenny. Trust me. I can handle this.”
Her eyes searched mine and, satisfied, she nodded. “Okay.”
“Now. How to get you past the security guard? I need you two to play the part. Look neutral, not too happy and not too sad. Hold each other’s hands and do not let go for any reason until we get out of this club. Do you understand me?” I looked pointedly at Sarah.
“Dude, I just want to get out of here. I’m not going to do trash.”
“Good.”
With a quick glance up and down the hallway, I led them quickly out, back towards the stairwell and the main club. If anyone tried to stop us, I planned to get lost in the crowd. 
The lights were dim enough for us to leave shrouded in secrecy. The only real liability was the stairwell. It was well lit and the main focus of the room. 
I didn’t care. I held my head confidently and, with a girl on each arm, walked down the stairs. I could see Jenny blushing. Given her attire, I couldn’t blame her. They were both dressed in the equivalent of bikinis, but tinier. The kind that with one wrong movement, there would definitely be nip slip. 
The stair sentry intercepted us. “Sir! Um, the ladies are for private pleasure only. The kind that’s experienced upstairs,” he said, hinting that I should turn around.
But that wasn’t going to happen.
“I understand, but I wanted to take these two for the night. I liked the fit. I’ll pay extra and get them back to you tomorrow.”
He gasped. “Sir, that just isn’t done. These women are new and not properly vetted. I can get you someone more suited for your request.”
He grabbed my arm, but he moved it quickly seeing me stare at it like an offending appendage. 
“I wasn’t asking. You can bill The Bandits.”
The man turned pale. “W-what did you say?”
I turned slightly, now at the bottom of the staircase and closer to getting the women out. 
“Send the bill to 14003 Greenridge Road,” I said. Everyone knew that address. It was one of the few blocks most people avoided. “I’m sure you know where that is.”
Then I turned, merging our bodies into the thrumming crowd. Once outside, I hailed the first cab I saw and pushed them in.
“Go home. Don’t go nowhere but home. Text me as soon as you’re there so I can know you’re safe. Use Jo’s phone.”
“You’re not coming with us?” Jenny asked, with her leg in the way, preventing me from closing the door.
“No. You asked me to help the other girls and I’m going to do what I can.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to make sure this place can’t be used as their home base anymore.”
She opened her mouth again but closed it after a forceful look from me.
“Home.”
I closed the door and rapped my knuckles on the top so the driver would pull away. I watched the cab disappear from my view then walked in the shadows until I reached my car.
That rescue mission took longer than I’d thought and it wasn’t much longer before the club began to wind down. The music turned down and slowly employees trickled out, including the bartender and the bouncer. Once I was sure no one was inside, I went into action. 
First, the check for cameras. There had to be some. I found two. I made a quick shot of them, exploding the cameras, and then I broke a door handle to get inside. I was planning on burning everything to the ground. Nothing would be left over, but it was best to cover all tracks just in case. That was what I was known for: getting in and getting out without a trace.
Leaving the door open, I hustled to the car for the gasoline. My first stop was that devil’s den upstairs. I started at the door on the farthest end, kicking it in and dousing everything from the bed to the sex toys to the floor in gasoline and opening the windows before traveling to the next room. I went in every room, checking that it was empty and dousing it in gasoline. I should have bought four gallons; nonetheless, I had enough to make sure nothing would be recovered from this arson. 
At the bottom of the stairs, I made a split second decision to take all the alcohol from the bar. The MC went through cases like it was air. It wouldn’t hurt to up the inventory a little more, for free. It was better than letting good liquor go to waste, so I hauled the top shelf and beer, in quick succession to the trunk. After five trips, I had all the brother’s favorites and a few things out of our price range for a special occasion—like me being accepted as an official brother. One could hope.
I sealed the ground floor, making sure all the windows were closed before pouring gasoline.  Once I ignited the fire downstairs, it would spread upward because there’s more oxygen up there.  I still made use of the gasoline that was left. I wanted  to make sure everything  would be destroyed and once the second floor caved in whatever was left on the first floor would be useless. 
I made my way from the stairs to the entrance in a big square. The dance floor could be left as is. No one would want it after the ceiling caved in, but the bar and the chairs around the dance floor needed to go as well. I worked mutinously, careful not to step in the gasoline or get any on me. This place was going to light up like a Christmas tree. I didn’t want to go up in flames with it.
I double checked my steps, making sure I left nothing. I’d worn gloves and brand new boots so there wouldn’t be tracks—the boots were going to be left to burn right along with this place or finger prints. 
Then I flicked my lighter and lit a rag from the bar that I dipped in residual gasoline. Once lit, I threw it inside the door. The embers glowed as they leapt and twirled in the air before cascading to earth like gleeful fire fiends, setting alight the flammable liquid. I stepped back quickly from the onslaught of the heated blaze.
The flames consumed with a ravenous appetite, taking whatever it pleased. Its only criteria was if it could take it and reduce it to ash or something molten and foul, it would. The flames burned hot, short and violent with no care for what will be left behind. 
Tendrils of smoke reached desperately into the sky, as if trying to escape the blazing inferno below. I jogged to my car and drove a small distance away, waiting to make sure the building didn’t somehow stay intact. I heard the windows explode in the distance and I smiled. Mission accomplished.
I sat waiting in the car until the fire trucks rolled up, but by then, it was too late. There was nothing to recover. Blue Nights was burned to the ground. 
 



Chapter 13
Solomon
 
Once the sex den was in ashes, I drove straight to headquarters and reported to Gus. It was no longer difficult to look him in the eye, knowing I’d done what I set out to do.
“Is it done?” the President asked.
“Yes.”
“Any problems?”
“None.” 
“And the girls?” he asked, referencing Jo’s surprise visit. 
“I handled it.”
Gus laughed, his large belly shaking with each gulp of breath. “You’re something else. You know that?”
“What do you mean?”
“You say it’s handed like a civilian didn’t just bust in here asking us to save her friend. I take it that friend was the girl that had you distracted the other night?”
“I wasn’t distracted.”
“Whatever you say, man,” he said, smirking. 
Warren appeared, clearing his throat and nodding. “It’s time for the vote.”
I turned towards the door. I knew the drill. I had to wait outside while the vote was taken. Like always, it had to be unanimous and when they called me back in, they would take my cut from me. After that was the unknown. Either they would cut off the prospect patch and hand it back to me or never give it back. It was stressful and, despite fulfilling my mission, I was on edge.
Had I done enough? Worked hard enough? Shown them just how loyal to the cause I was? I couldn’t be sure. 
Minutes later, I was called into the room. That had to be the fastest vote ever.  And I was uncertain whether that was a good thing or bad.
Each male around the table glared at me, giving no hints to my fate. 
“Solomon Donovan…” Gus, held his hand out for my cut. 
I held my breath and waited as his knife slipped the thread holding the patch to the leather.
“… You’re in.”
“Yes!” The widest smile stretched the muscles of my face.
Catching the vest Gus threw back at me, I slid it on. My brothers stood, clapping me on the back in celebration. Warren handed me my member patch to be sewn on later. Unlike my prospect patch that went on the back, my member patch would be in the front, right over my heart. 
I did it. I was finally a member. It felt so good to have the prospect patch replaced. It had been a long year. Men had come and gone—not that I was complaining. Phil, in my opinion, just wasn’t cut out to be a Bandit. 
“From now on, we are your brothers and you are our brother. You shall now be known as Ghost.”
“Ghost! Ghost! Ghost!” they chanted, pumping their fists in the air and pulling me into hugs.
I thanked every man in the room.
“Your initiation party will be tonight. Do you prefer brown or white liquor?” Gus asked. 
“I’m gonna go with brown. White will kill you.”
Evan laughed while his twin shook his head.
Ethan yelled out, “Pussy.”
“Do you prefer blondes or brunettes?”
I thought about the brown-haired girl waiting on me. “Nah, man. I don’t want a big party.”
“What?” Jerry looked as if I’d broken a sacred law while Warren shook his head and Gus laughed. 
“I saw this coming. He don’t want one ‘cuz he’s in love,” my President said.
“Goodness. What is this trash? Is there something in the water?” Jerry said, throwing his hands up. 
“It does seem to be going around,” Dead Shot said.
I smirked. “I’m not in love. I just have a girl I’m sweet on.”
“So you got an old lady.” Warren wasn’t asking. 
I thought about it and I wasn’t sure how Jenny would feel about this whole thing. She was a college girl. Would she be okay with an outlaw for a boyfriend? Could she learn to care for me past that superficial stuff?
“I don’t know yet. But I’m going to find out,” I said, bumping fists with the men I passed on the way to the door. “Later, guys.”
I revved my bike loudly before taking off. 
Jenny had lost her phone after the debacle at the club and I had no way of knowing if she got a new one. I didn’t like the idea of popping up at her house, but I needed to see her. 
I pulled up to the house just as she was climbing into the car with her roommates. 
“Solomon.”
She got out of the car and dashed toward me. Her warm smile was the sweetest welcome.  I could get used to this.
“Hey, babe.”
Jo looked at us from the passenger side window. I couldn’t see Sarah, but I assumed she was the one driving. 
“You mind taking a day off for me?” I asked Jenny.
“Not at all.” Turning to her friends, she yelled, “You guys go without me.”
I dismounted and walked up the driveway with her hand in mine. 
“Nice to finally meet you, Jo.” I leaned over and through the window said, “Hi there, Sarah.”
“Hey, Solomon,” Sarah said softly before putting the car in reverse. “I’m pretty sure I’ll be seeing you around.”
“Bye, guys.”
Jenny waved them off and excitedly pulled me into their home. 
“Stay right here,” she said, holding her hand out for me to stay before taking off to the backroom.
I figured she was cleaning and making sure no girlie trash like panties or pads were out. I thought it was kind of cute how she wanted to make sure I didn’t see her place in a mess, but she was taking too long. 
“Jenny,” I called out, stalking towards her bedroom. 
I needed her yesterday, and finally there was nothing standing between us. Not my patch and not her roommates.
She popped up from the bathroom and smiled. “Sorry I just had to—”
I didn’t let her finish. My mouth claimed hers. She mumbled my name, giving me just enough room to slide in my tongue. She moaned against me and I wrapped my arms around her more tightly. She wasn’t the only one feeling the heat.
I picked her up, kicked the door behind me closed, and walked the few feet to her bed. 
“What do you want?” I asked, taking in her body.
She had on one of those long cotton dresses that clung to her every curve.
“You.”
That was the only answer I wanted to hear. I couldn’t help grinning wickedly before kissing her again. My hands covered her body, pulling at her hardened nipples through the soft fabric. She made sexy little sounds as my hands slid through the slits in her dress and cupped her sex. 
So heat hot. So wet. 
She rubbed against me like she was in heat, probably unconscious of how bad she wanted it. 
“Take them off. Please. Take them off.” She tugged at my clothes.
She was in a rush; I wasn’t.
I took my time, dotting butterfly kisses down her neck. She arched her back, giving me more access to lick, bite, and suck as much as I wanted.  I moved to her collarbone and she moaned again, grinding against me. I slid lower, bunching her dress up as I went until she lifted her arms and the soft material floated away with no resistance. 
I paused at her cute belly button and French kissed it. I felt her dampened panties get even wetter against the palm of my hand. 
“Please,” she begged, quivering beneath me. 
I chuckled and bit her nipple, causing another warm flush in my hand. She was dripping and I hadn’t even really touched her pussy yet. I looked up at her with my mouth sucking on her creamy skin. She screamed when I moved to bite her nipple and rubbed against me again, trying to harass herself on my hand. 
“I don’t think I can wait,” she whimpered.
She must be inches from her orgasm. Which was right where I wanted her.
I moved quickly, tore her panties in two. Then I licked and sucked Jenny like she was the last thing to eat on earth. She tasted so good. It was almost too much—the way she held onto my head, writhing underneath me and crying out but riding my face even harder. It wasn’t long before my tongue and lips brought her to her climax. 
“Yes. Yes. More. Solomon,” she said, tipping over the edge. 
I swallowed it all, kissing her sensitive clit until her breath returned to normal.
“Goodness. You taste so good.”
She lay still with her arm covering her face as I stood. Perhaps she was embarrassed, but I loved it. There was nothing to be ashamed of.
From here, I could see countless of canvasses and sketch books stacked against the wall. 
“You’re an artist.”
“What?” She peeked at me from under her arm. Seeing what I was looking at, she sat up. “Oh yeah. The three of us are.”
I grabbed the sketch pad beside her bed and flipped through it before stopping on her last picture. I stared at it without saying a word. It was easy to see yourself and note the small distinctions that make you unique, but to have someone else do it, especially someone that didn’t know you, it was unsettling. It made me feel seen… vulnerable.
Jenny had drawn me through her eyes, and according to her… I was beautiful. My scar didn’t look as menacing. My eyes didn’t look daring. They looked like they were searching. Which was how I felt when I’d met her. I had been looking for many things and ironically, she was one of them.
“You’re really good.”
“You think so?” she asked, chewing her lip. 
I lay back against the bed, taking the sketchbook with me. “I know so. I have tattoos. I know good art when I see it.”
She pulled the sheet up to cover her body while I continued page by page, looking at the details. There were many sketches of me. Mostly my face at different angles. Some were wrong. Some were pieces of me, like she could only remember certain parts of me.
“You’re really talented.”
“Thanks. You’re really good inspiration.”
“Is that what you were looking for?”
“Uh-huh,” she said shyly. “Does it make you feel weird?”
“Nope. Makes me feel noticed.”
She looked at me uncertain. “How could I not?”
I didn’t know how to answer her question. Plenty of people ignored me. My own mother had. 
“Can I draw you?”
“Now you’re asking?” I said jokingly. 
“Well, it’s just… I need more. I have this final project coming up and you’re my muse.”
“Sure.” I felt honored. And somewhat nervous. “What do I need to do?”
“Come here,” she said, pulling me towards her until my head was in her lap. “Now don’t move.”
She slid the pencil from the spiral on her sketch pad and began to draw. 
I stared up at her while she was lost in her work, seeing things I’d never noticed before. She had a mole on her chin and long eyelashes. She chewed her lip when she was nervous and when she was thinking. 
I didn’t know how long I lay on her lap listening to her breathe and being lured to sleep with the rise and fall of her stomach, but I couldn’t take too much of her staring so deep into my soul. The pencil made little sounds against the paper. 
“Okay. I’m almost done,” she said with the tip of her tongue sticking from the corner of her mouth. 
“Ok. See?” She turned the pad around for me to take a look.
The drawing stole my breath and heated my skin. Suddenly my defenses were just paper, like the paper she’d drawn me on. The real me was on it, without any frills. I could see my own vulnerability, the brokenness and longing in my eyes. Yet somehow I looked whole and beautiful, and like art instead of the castaway I thought I was.
My eyes moved from the page to her. Seconds passed. My brain took her in, struggling to comprehend how she got me. I couldn’t formulate any thought besides the one demanding me to touch her.
 



Chapter 14
Jenny
 
His eyes caught mine and the intensity in them made me shudder. I knew what he was going to do before he did it – our lips met in an urgent frenzy.
I threaded my hands through his hair and straddled him as he pulled me closer. A moan escaped my lips as a growl left his. I felt it in my toes. I had never been kissed with so much desire and passion in my life.
He stood and hung his vest reverently on the back of my desk chair before yanking his shirt over his head. I was blinded again by his beauty but not distracted from my need. 
“I need you to take these pants off before I ruin them,” I groaned, struggling to unhook his belt. 
He grabbed me by the waist and sat me down beside him so he could stand. In quick succession, he kicked off his shoes, pushed down his pants, and sheathed his toe in a condom. 
“Are you ready?” he asked, running a finger through my folds.
His fingers encountered my wet stickiness and I moaned his name, watching him place that finger in his mouth and suck my juices off.
“Jenny,” he hissed, grabbing me by the waist and pulling me to the edge of the bed.
In one quick thrust, he was deep inside of me and I screamed. My head tipped back, my chest arched forward. I was in heaven. 
“You’re so tight,” he groaned against my neck.
I bit his shoulder and all perdition broke loose. He held me by the waist as he pumped into me hard. I held on tightly to his shoulder, leaving nail marks and pulling him forward so our lips could meet. It was very likely I would be sore and possibly unable to walk tomorrow. And I was completely okay with that. 
“Oh, Solomon,” I moaned.
I could feel my orgasm building and it was going to be a big one, the biggest climax of my life. 
“Let it go,” he growled into my ear before sucking the lobe into his mouth. 
I whimpered.
“Give it to me,” he whispered, so deep and sexy.
It was not a suggestion. It was a command. 
“Solomon,” I squeaked as I arched into the climax that crashed over me.
Stars dotted my vision as I tried not to black out. I wanted to see him come with me. I focused my tunnel vision and looked as his thick toe disappeared inside of me. Both of us watched my pussy clamp down on him, milking him. He pumped three times before shuddering and collapsing on top of me. 
“So hot. So wet. So tight,” he moaned against my skin. 
I giggled, pleased that he felt the same way I did.
“That was…”
“Amazing,” he sighed before leaning up to kiss me on the lips.
He picked me up and moved me over so he could lay down in the bed beside me. I snuggled into him and took a deep breath. 
“Solomon…” I had to ask. I couldn’t leave whatever this was up to chance or undefined. I had to know. 
He turned over so that we were face to face. This close, I could see emotions flashing so clearly in his eyes but too quickly for me to decipher. 
“What are we?”
“What do you want us to be?”
There was no doubt, no hesitation in my reply. “I want us to be together.”
He was staring so intently and, for a second, I feared he was going to turn me down. But finally – finally! – he smiled and I knew I was going to be the happiest girl in the world.
“I want the same,” he answered so sincerely, it was evident he spoke the truth.
That was such a relief, but there was still more for me to say. I wasn’t sure how he would take it or if I could find the courage to say it. “I-I…”
He moved closer and his eyes looked so deeply into my own. He ran his hands through my hair and smiled. “It’s only me.”
He could probably feel how tense I was holding on to my most private thoughts. 
“It’s just that… I need a man who’s always there for me. I know we just met, but I don’t want you going into to this unclear. I don’t mean to be clingy and I know you have a life outside of me, but I can’t be with someone who doesn’t put me first.”
His eyes were so different in that moment, softer than I knew eyes could be. The hard man I’d met in the club who fought until he made a man bleed was gone and instead I stared into the eyes of someone who cared deeply.
“I can do that.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
“But I had this feeling that you didn’t have time for me. After our first night together, you said you couldn’t do this.”
“I did say that. I had something else to do and, truthfully, you’d been a complete distraction.” 
I couldn’t help frowning at those words and he softly kissed the line between my brows before continuing.
“But I couldn’t stay away.” He took my face in his hands, giving me no option but to look into his eyes. “You’re something else, Jenny. You get to me. Somehow you do. You… take my breath away. You’re too good for me, but I want you and I’m too selfish to let somebody else have you.”
I grinned from ear to ear. To hear him claim me, like I was something to possess, turned me on in ways I couldn’t hide. I licked my lips and his eyes followed the tip of my tongue.
“Good,” I said. “Because I don’t want anybody else.” 
Solomon was probably it for me and the thought made desire bloom in me once again. His eyes reflected the hunger I felt. Round two was coming and I couldn’t wait. 
“I have to say something else.”
This sounded serious. “Okay.”
“I’m in a motorcycle club.”
“Is that what that vest is about?” I asked, tipping my head to the outlaw insignia on the back of his jacket. 
“Yup.”
“So? What does that mean for us?”
“That means I won’t always be around and I might have to do things I can’t let you know about.”
“I can be okay with that. As long as you’ll remember that I don’t want to be second place.”
I figured he was as tough as he looked. I was not naïve. I knew all about the motorcycle clubs in the area. Amongst gun, drug, and human trafficking, they were loud and violent. Some were thugs, but I knew some actually looked out for the community. I was hoping Solomon was a part of the latter. I couldn’t imagine I was wrong, considering I heard about Blue Nights burning down the same night he sent Sarah and I home. I wasn’t so naive as to believe it was a coincidence  
I chanced the confidence to look into his eyes. 
“Sweetheart, I promise I’ll do my best.”
That was all I was asking for. 
**
A Week Later 
I tried to stand confidently as Mrs. Bryan walked towards me. My canvas laid under a sheet, waiting to be unveiled, and a part of me feared it still wouldn’t be enough. 
“Well?” she said. “Let’s see it.”
I yanked off the sheet and watched her eyes take it in.
The last-minute sketch of Solomon had paid off and I was able to draw his entire face in great detail with bold color worthy of his face. His black eyes popped from the canvas. His face was painted in shades of red and his blond hair looked like heaven-spun gold. 
“It’s…” Her words hung in the air. “Amazing.”
I took a shaky inhale. Thank goodness. 
“Every color is bold and painted with such precise lines. There’s no abstraction. It almost looks like a mosaic. They are curved, yet sharply defined. They seem to be stable, but they tumble at the same time. It’s… so beyond my wildest imagination.”
Jo smiled at me from across the room.
“It’s beautiful. You earned this A. You pass.”
 
 



Chapter 15
Solomon
 
“Yo! Ghost!”
Luke nodded to me from the office. 
“Meeting.”
This was the first time I was allowed in the hallowed meeting room. Sure, I’d been near the room and been privy to some pretty crazy trash—that was the only way to prove my loyalty—but I’d never been allowed in. Now I was.
“Coming.”
Luke shut the door behind me and seated himself at the table. Our table was African Blackwood and our emblem was carved in the middle and painted white.  Gus, our faithful leader, sat at the head. To the right of him was Warren, our vice president, Luke, our secretary, and Evan, our treasurer. Beside Evan was his twin brother and our unofficial enforcer, Ethan. Then sat Jason, Ace, Dead Shot, and me. 
“Go ahead, E,” Gus said, causing all eyes to turn to Ethan.
“I don’t want to alarm anybody or anything, but I got some news.”
A few of the members collectively groaned.
“Hey! Shut your mouth. You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”
“Don’t get mad at them. You don’t exactly have a track record with good announcements,” Luke said, ever the meditator.
“Yeah. Okay, whatever. Anyways. I thought you guys should know, I finally got an old lady.”
“Wow. Didn’t see that one coming,” Warren said as Ace reached across the table to bump fists. 
“Congrats, man,” Ace said, smiling.
“Wait for it,” Evan said, watching his brother’s neutral face as if he was waiting to be sure before he congratulated him. 
“Why do you say that?” I asked naively. 
“Because I know my brother and he wouldn’t announce that unless…well.”
The look on Ethan’s face said his brother knew him well. 
“So you got a little more to say?” Gus asked, amused. 
“A little,” Ethan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I just thought I should warn you guys, just in case she wore her hair up around us.”
I’m sure my face looked as confused as the rest of us felt. I wasn’t sure where he was going with this.
“She used to be a Skull,” Ethan said with a shrug.
“What?”
“The hell?”
“Are you kidding me?”
So many things happened at once. So many people were talking. Some were standing in shock and others were trying to convince Ethan that he was out of his mind. Gus watched in silence as Ethan tried to talk over them and explain his position.
Ethan was something else. It seemed he had an affinity for trouble. In the last year I’d been pledging, I’d seen him get into a lot of trash. I’d also seen him kick booty. So at the very least, I knew he wasn’t a traitor.
Gus, finally tired with the yelling, spoke, and, as usual, everyone stopped to hear him. “Let’s all shut up for a minute and hear what our little troublemaker has to say for himself.”
“Thanks, Gus,” Ethan said, completely ignoring the fact that Gus had insulted him. “Now, as I was trying to say, this is all just a big misunderstanding. I’m not a traitor and neither is she. She’s good, guys. For real. I vetted her myself. She used to be down with the crew, but her father’s a rat mongrel, so she got out. She went to college, got a few degrees, and now she’s a social worker up in Flagstaff.”
“Is that the nobody I saw in here last week?” Luke asked. 
“Yeah,” he said as if relieved. 
“Well the last time she was here, it seemed a lot like you were arguing.”
“We were, but that’s all settled now. I want to make her my old lady, and before you say anything,” he paused, holding his hand up in case someone tried to interrupt him, “it’s a small tattoo. She’s getting it covered.”
“So you just expect us to be okay with this?” Jason asked. 
“Honestly? Yes. I didn’t have to tell you and it’s a small thing that’s almost always covered up. I didn’t see the thing myself until after weeks of us dating.”
“And you’re sure this isn’t some kind of set up?”
“Positive,” he said, nodding. 
“All right then,” Gus said. “It’s settled. We’ll try to be accommodating to your new lady.”
“Thanks, man,” Ethan said, exhaling in relief. 
“Anybody got any more questions before we bring this meeting to a close?” Gus asked, looking around the room.
“Yeah. Who’s the rat mongrel father?” Dead Shot asked.
“What?” Ethan said with his blond eyebrows bunched together. 
“You said her dad’s a rat mongrel and she used to be a Skull. I’m surmising the two are probably connected.”
He laughed out loud. “Well. You certainly earned your name. Nothing gets past you, I see.”
He didn’t bother responding. Instead, he waited as Ethan took a deep breath. 
“Her father’s Casper.”
Again, everyone talked simultaneously.
I laughed internally. The club was always full of surprises. My life was about to be perpetually exciting. 
 “I have one more announcement,” Gus said, quieting the room. “We finally have a date. Axle is coming home.”
Axle was a name I’d heard a few times. He seemed like this revered guy that everyone talked about, but he’d been in jail for the last six years.  All for the club. Some trash had gone down and instead of letting one the brothers fall for it, he’d taken the bid. He’d never snitched and he’d made the protection the club got him in the cell work for him.
A lot of the brothers were excited for him to be coming home. Apparently, he was appropriately named—the central cog for the club that everyone rotated around. He had been missed and even though he wasn’t the current VP, he seemed to be everyone’s choice for second in line as president—Gus was getting up there in age and wouldn’t be president forever. I couldn’t wait to meet the guy. 



Epilogue
Warren
 
She didn’t belong. 
That much was clear from the scowl on her face and the crying, mess of a woman in a hideous pink dress beside her. Though her friend was a bit distracting, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.
The blazing-red hair on her head was a beacon and I followed her with my eyes from the entrance to the bar. She hovered protectively over her friend and only sat once she’d surveyed the surrounding area and deemed it secure. 
I liked that. Clearly she wasn’t here to ride a biker like the rest of the women.
I knew most of the other women by face. I didn’t need to know their names. They were here for one thing.
Pinky looked a lot like a good girl. Innocence and untouched by life, but Red looked tough. Which shouldn’t have piqued my interest.
Tough girls and slutty girls were a dime a dozen in this bar, but to be together, well, that was the beginning of a good story to tell. Especially considering this bar wasn’t known for its prices on whiskey.
This bar clearly stated what it was: a Bandit hangout. 
The MC owned and operated the bar, as well as a trash ton other properties in town, which the townies knew of and tried to steer clear of. This place didn’t look like a blasted Applebee’s. Everything about it shouted biker bar from the line of bikes outside to the men in vests drinking with women on their laps to the pin-up posters on the wall. 
If anything, Pinky should have been shaking in her frills and Red should have taken her somewhere else. Yet there they sat at the bar, sipping a beer like they weren’t getting curious glances from the rest of the club and like this was your normal Friday night. Maybe they wanted to have a little fun.
I wasn’t into damsels in distress, but I would have loved to take Red for a ride. I could find someone for her friend. It wouldn’t be the first time someone walked into our bar looking to try something new for the night and forget their real life. And they wouldn’t be the last. Whatever Red was looking for, I could give it to her. 
I slid onto the bar stool next to Red, making my presence known by sliding my leg against her thigh. Not enough to be perverted, but enough for her to know she had company. 
“Go away,” she said before I could open my mouth.
Dang. I liked them feisty. 
“Now, Red, you don’t even know what I was going to say.”
“Unless you’re offering free booze for the night, I don’t want to hear it.” 
She took a napkin and dabbed at the raccoon spots of makeup on her friend’s face. 
“I can arrange that.”
“Then do it.”
Pinky threw back her shot of clear liquid before slamming it down. 
“And if I do, do I get the opportunity to spend a little more time with you?” I asked, smiling at Jerry who was tending to the bar tonight. 
She scowled but turned to me and I could make out just how pretty she was.
Her friend behind her had her makeup ruined and her lipstick smudged. Red blotches covered her tear-streaked cheeks.
But Red had smooth, pale skin and deep-brown eyes that were trying to figure me all out.
“What’s eating you?” I asked.
“Nothing.”
“And your friend?”
“She’s fine too.”
“Right, because being fine means sitting at a biker bar, drinking and crying,” I said as Jerry poured me a drink.
She sighed heavily, obviously still annoyed but not as hostile as before. “Okay. You’re right. Everything is not fine.”
That was my in and I wasn’t planning to let her out of here without, at the very least, her number. 
 
 
 
 
*****
 
THE END
 



Breaking Red
Chapter One – Red
 
Goodness. Freedom. To say I was relieved would be an understatement. I was so glad I could cry tears of joy. What I’d just endured was three hours of torture. First of all, the wedding was incredibly tacky, and I can say that: I used to be a wedding planner. I know tacky when I see it. From the lime-green and bubblegum-pink color scheme to the too-nice friend who actually was adhering to the dress code of said colors and attending this trash wedding. Who requests their guests wear lime green and bright pink? Sorry if this applies to you, but seriously. I can’t.
Secondly, we shouldn’t have been there. Period. I don’t know why I allowed Daniella to go. I don’t care that she received an invite and was too polite to ignore it. She should have RSVP’d no, but she didn’t. Then she didn’t want to be alone, so she brought me as her plus one. I gave zero idiots about dress codes or formal wear and showed up as I was. The fact is that under no circumstances should you attend the wedding of your ex-husband. Especially when he’s marrying the secretary he swore you shouldn’t be worried about. That sucked, but Daniella went anyway and dragged me along with her to the trash show. Citing something about being the bigger person. Bless her sweet little heart. 
Lastly, if you’re still keeping count, the wedding was dry. I don’t care if you’re religious or not, to have no alcohol, like literally nothing, not even champagne, at your wedding is sacrilegious. In my book, it just should not be done. Ever.
So when we broke loose, we were nearly running to the first bar we laid eyes on. It just so happened to be a biker bar. We climbed out of the cab like excited children ambling forward with no real sense of danger, intentionally ignoring the criticizing glare from the cab driver. The only thing on Daniella’s mind was a drink. The only thing on my mind was watching her back, and hopefully getting a drink too.  
The door was scarred. Whether from knives, fists, or battering rams, it had character and years. I didn’t expect it to slide open on well-oiled hinges. The loud music mixed with the talking bikers was enough to cloak our entrance. As far as I could see, no one noticed as we slunk to the bar, which was saying something, given Daniella’s ensemble. She really did look like a Barbie.
“Bartender, a double shot, please,” Daniella said, sliding onto the first bar stool she saw. 
“Of?” The young woman was in the equivalent of a string bikini top over huge belly and white short shorts.  Her blonde hair was parted down the middle into two high ponytails that hung in two curled ringlets. Her face conveyed youth and her body screamed prostitute. Some men were into things like that. It wasn’t a stretch of the imagination to believe she was the kind of girl to let a guy harass her while calling him Daddy. Which whatever. Who am I to judge?
“The strongest thing you got,” Daniella demanded, plunking over the bar until her cheek lay on the worn wood. 
I tried not to think of all the things that could have been where her head currently rested. The scantily clad posters of women on the wall, the half-naked women on the laps of bulky bikers on the couch, and the suspicious material that I bet was a collection of thongs in a glass bowl in the corner by the pool table helped my suspicions. I imagined anything from blood to pussy could have been on the counters. 
I kept my face neutral, not wanting to offend someone by scowling at the bar. My eyes looked around past the obvious adornments that screamed bachelor pad. The paint was peeling in some places, the outdated wood tables could use some shine, and I knew the couches had seen better days. Between the enormous weight they carried from bikers plopping down on them and invisible layers of cum shots, okay I know that’s gross but the club could probably afford to invest in some redecoration. Still, it had charm. I knew the walls would scream with stories if they could talk. 
Between the loud hard-rock music, scantily clad women, men playing pool, and drinking, it was exactly what I imagined a biker bar would be. I almost felt uncomfortable considering how we were dressed, but it appeared no one cared what we were doing as long as we weren’t disturbing the peace. So I relaxed beside Daniella. 
The bartender slid forward a tall cup with much more than a double shot of a dark liquid. 
“What is that?” I asked, more out of protectiveness than curiosity. 
“You don’t want to know,” she said, barely glancing over us before walking down the bar to serve another man. 
She leaned across the bar, flashing her cleavage at him, both offering and inquiring what she could get him. I imagined if he asked, he could have things that weren’t on the menu. 
“Ugh,” Daniella groaned as she chugged back the burning liquid before gasping. I slapped her back as she coughed, eyes clenched closed and gasping for air. 
“What is in that?” I yelled at the bartender, but she didn’t bother glancing in our direction. 
“Paint thinner,” Daniella rasped. “Another,” she choked out loud enough to get the bartenders attention while holding up her glass.
“Holy hell. Girl. You need to chill.”
She shrugged. “What? I ate first.”
My glare was cutting. 
“I need this, Ally. Just let me have this one night.” She turned to me, eyes wide and already glassy. Her lips were folded into a pout. “Please.”
I sighed. “Fine.” It went without saying that I would be looking after her. Who knew what she would do if I left her to her own devices with that much in her system. “But I hope you know that you’re better off without that scumbag.”
I said it with such venom, she paused with her glass halfway to her mouth. I saw her head tilt, the barest acknowledgment that she heard me before she finished the dregs of her first drink to make room for her second. 
The bartender obeyed, pouring the certain death into her glass while popping her gum. “You want something?” 
I couldn’t help my eyes darting back and forth around the room, taking note of all the possible exits and possible weapons. It was the surest way for survival. Just in case. It is best to stay ready so you don’t have to get ready. I didn’t want to run into him here.  
“Yeah,” I answered without looking at her. “Something to sip.”
“Same as your friend?”
“Hell no. Something smoother. You got brown?”
“Bourbon good?”
I nodded and tensed, sensing the bulk of a man beside me. 
“Go away.” It was rude, but I figured in this place, being tough was respected. I didn’t have time to pretend to be an eyelash-batting bimbo. I was here for my drink, and once I got that, Daniella and I would be shipping out. No need to be inviting. She got her drink, I would get mine, then a cab would be called, and we would all leave without paying any bikers no mind. 
“Now, Red, you don’t even know what I was going to say.” It didn’t matter what he was going to say: I didn’t want to hear it. Though his voice sent shivers down my spine, I tried to ignore the internal voice begging me to see the face that accompanied that baritone. 
“Unless you’re offering free booze for the night, I don’t want to hear it,” I said, grabbing a napkin to dab at the horrific mascara smudges around Daniella’s eyes. Between the wedding tears and the tears from the nail polish she was drinking, she looked like a train wreck. 
“I can arrange that.”
“Then do it,” I challenged, sure that he was bluffing. 
“And if I do, do I get the opportunity to spend a little more time with you?” He was asking me but smiling at Brittany, though noticeably without the lust-filled leer most men had.
I went ahead and tossed back my bourbon I was hoping to sip on, sure that Daniella and I would be leaving in the very near future. I didn’t have time to entertain any man, especially a biker. A lying biker at that. I’d heard enough about the men and seen enough Sons of Anarchy to know I needed to be careful. 
“Brittany,” he said with such authority, I knew she would do as he asked. “Make sure these ladies get whatever they ask for tonight. On the house.”
She nodded, not bothering to flirt as she had with the other male customers. I had to see the man who got what he wanted, just like that. 
He was covered in ink. Some of it colorful, some of it pure black against his light skin. I recognized one on his arm that also inscribed his vest on his back, marking his allegiance. Starting above his shoulder blades and down almost to the hem of his vest was a leather billboard in ink of his affiliation. ‘The Bandits’ was written in an ark at the top. In the middle was their emblem of a cowboy’s face covered in a bandana, and just underneath it, in block letters: ‘for life.’ Even without leaning back to see the entire back I knew what he was.
I didn’t bother saying thanks. I let the coolness of my eyes convey what it was. I was thankful, but not enough to facilitate conversation. I turned from the hulking man beside me to survey Daniella. She was close to done. Her makeup was a shadow of what it was when we first left her house. Her lipstick was now matte, the shine clinging to the lip prints on her glass. Her eyeshadow was smeared with her eyeliner and the streaked mascara. She should have known better and worn waterproof. Her brown hair was frizzy from the heat and her curls hung limp against her shoulders. Yet, her sad state was safer to watch than the breathing mass of strength beside me. 
“What’s eating you?” he asked, not taking my cold shoulder for what it was. 
“Nothing.”
Brittany stepped out from behind the bar, following closely behind the man who had ordered a drink not too long ago. I guessed he ended up wanting something that wasn’t on the menu after all. Another biker with a vest took her place without orders, as if he knew to be on standby. He glanced to the man beside me before busying himself by concocting a drink  
“And your friend?” He kept talking, clearly ignoring my commitment to not talk. 
“She’s fine too.”
“Right, because being fine means sitting at a biker bar, drinking and crying,” he said, taking the drink the new bartender pushed his way. Their brotherhood showed in their familiarity. 
I glanced at Daniella and sighed. To be fair, she wasn’t crying, though it was clear she had been, and she looked on the verge of crying again. Tonight had been hard on both of us. She watched her douche of an ex-husband pledge his love to another, and my nerves were fried from being on edge all night. It was not easy standing in a crowd, constantly checking your back. The biker was wearing on me. If I wasn’t sitting with a friend more focused on drinking than talking, maybe I could have held stronger for longer.  “Okay. You’re right. Everything is not fine.”
“Want to talk about it?
That was the absolute last thing I wanted to do. I was sick of talking about tonight, and I wouldn’t dare lay out all my baggage for this man I just met. That was a sure-fire way to send him packing faster than I did when I ran away. 
I scoffed. “No.”
“Well, what do you want?”
“To drink,” I said, repeating myself. 
His lips pursed as he thought. “Okay. Tell you what: I’ll play you for it. If you win a game of pool against me, I’ll buy you and your friend drinks for the rest of the night.”
I didn’t bother pointing out that he’d already guaranteed us drinking for the night. Maybe with Brittany gone, that offer had been rescinded. “And if I lose?”
“You have to spend the night with me,” he replied with such arrogance that I laughed. 
I shook my head no. “Drinking isn’t enough to risk that. Sorry.”
He sat before me, muscles taut, like he was ready to spring into action at any moment. He stared at me, waiting, with the look of a starving man on his face. As if he were standing before a buffet, just forcing himself to wait for one second longer. “Ok. What do you want?”
That was a good question. What did I want? I wanted so many things: to feel safe, to be happy and to do whatever I wanted. It was time I stopped being so scared of life. He took my hesitation in stride. “I want to ride on your bike.” 
He bent his head back, exposing the long column of his neck as he gulped down his drink. His Adam’s apple, almost obscured by his long, thick beard, bobbed with grace as he swallowed back whatever was in his cup before slamming it down on the wood.
His brown eyes burned into mine as his lips stretched into a wide smile. 
“Deal.”
 



Chapter Two –Warren
She didn’t belong. 
That much was clear from the scowl on her face and the crying mess of a woman in a hideous pink dress beside her. Though her friend in the loud dress was a bit distracting, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.
The blazing red hair on her head was a beacon, and I followed her with my eyes from the entrance to the bar. She hovered protectively over her friend. It seemed she only sat once she’d surveyed the surrounding area and deemed it secure. 
I liked that. Clearly she wasn’t here to ride a biker like the rest of the women.  
I knew most of the other women by face. I didn’t need to know their names. They were here for one thing.
Pinky looked a lot like a good girl. Innocent and untouched by life, but Red looked tough. Which shouldn’t have piqued my interest.
Tough girls and slutty girls were a dime a dozen in this bar, but to be tough and standing loyally beside an innocent, well, that was the beginning of a good story to tell. I could tell these two were good friends and I wondered just what were they doing in a biker bar. Especially considering this bar wasn’t known for its prices on whiskey.
This bar clearly stated what it was: a Bandit hangout. 
The MC owned and operated the bar, as well as a trash ton other properties in town, which the townies knew of and tried to steer clear of. This place didn’t look like a blasted Applebee’s. Everything about it shouted biker bar, from the line of bikes outside to the men in vests drinking with women on their laps. 
If anything, Pinky should have been shaking in her frills and Red should have taken her somewhere else. Yet there they sat at the bar, drinking like they weren’t getting curious glances from the rest of the club and like this was your normal Friday night. Maybe they wanted to have a little fun.
I wasn’t into damsels in distress, but knew I would love to take Red for a ride. I could find someone for her friend. It wouldn’t be the first time someone walked into our bar looking to try something new for the night and forget their real life. And they wouldn’t be the last. Whatever Red was looking for, I could give it to her. All she had to do was tell me; I would even make her ask. 
I slid to the bar stool next to Red, making my presence known by sliding my leg against her thigh. Not enough to be perverted, but enough for her to know she had company and from the moment she opened her mouth she was a ball of fire. I couldn’t recall the last time someone told me to go away. It would have pushed a lesser man away. Instead, it pulled me in. 
Red had smooth, pale skin and deep, brown eyes that were trying to figure me out. I could practically hear her gears turning, but I didn’t miss the ways her eyes traced up and down me. Despite the drink in her hand and the good time she seemed to be having, tension sat in the corner of her eye and body. 
“What’s eating you?” I asked.
“Nothing.”
That was a bold-faced lie if I ever heard it, but I took it. She didn’t trust me. Which I got. She didn’t know me from Adam. She watched Jerry take Brittany’s place like it was the most interesting thing in the world. It wasn’t that interesting or hard to get: Brittany was a vest groupie. She got paid to man the bar as much as she got paid to entertain our guests. Only difference was it was always her choice. She clearly found something she liked. 
I decided to keep trying with Red. “And your friend?” 
“She’s fine too.”
She narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips together. Even thinned like that, her mouth looked sensual. 
“Right, because being fine means sitting at a biker bar, drinking and crying,” I said as Jerry poured me a drink. I hadn’t meant to snap, but really there was only so much I could take. Most women liked when you asked them about their problems. They wanted someone to listen. 
She sighed heavily, obviously still annoyed, but not as hostile as before. “Okay. You’re right. Everything is not fine.”
That was my in, and I wasn’t planning to let her out of here without, at the very least, her number. 
“Want to talk about it?”
Her brows scrunched together and her mouth turned down in a frown. I quickly realized my mistake. She wanted to do anything but talk about it. Some women came to be found and others came to get away. It was clear which category Red fell into. She didn’t want someone to just notice her and validate her existence. She wanted someone to take her mind off whatever had her stressed. 
“No.”
“Well, what do you want?”
“To drink,” she said with a little smirk. 
I could see she was trying to take the easy way out, but that was a lie. She and her toasted friend could have gotten drinks anywhere. They chose to come here. Which said a lot, whether they wanted to admit it or not. “Okay. Tell you what: I’ll play you for it. If you win a game of pool against me, I’ll buy you and your friend drinks for the rest of the night.”
Her eyes glinted with irritation as much as interest. “And if I lose?”
I would have thought that was obvious. “You have to spend the night with me.” 
She laughed, a real laugh with tickling brass that she didn’t try to hold in before shaking her head. “Drinking isn’t enough to risk that. Sorry.”
So she had come her for a risk, but didn’t want to play her hand to high. I could work with that. She just needed to show me how high a bid she was willing to make. I turned, completely facing her to let her know she had my full attention. “Ok. What do you want?”
She thought for a moment before saying, “I want to ride on your bike?”
That was it? I guzzled down my drink, ready to take on the challenge. Taking her for a ride was easy. What might come after was harder and I was willing to bet high and win big. She watched me swallow with lust in her eyes. 
“Deal.”
I hadn’t expected the chance for more, but fate smiled favorably on me. I smiled at her while she racked the balls into the blackened triangle. 
“I’ll break,” I offered, stepping up with my stick in hand. 
She mirrored me, chalking the end of her pool stick with confidence. I wondered if she knew how to play, and part of me hoped she did. It would make winning that much sweeter.
The balls separated with a loud crack and spun into various directions. “Solids.”
Two solids fell into the hole, and I positioned myself to sink two more before it was her turn. 
She bent over the table, the top of her tongue stuck out of the corner of her mouth as she shot straight, pushing one stripe into the right pocket. Her rear curved deliciously over the table as she leaned a little further to reach a ball. 
I liked all the curves. Her rear, her curvy thighs, and her breasts were more than a handful. I wanted to grip every part and leave a handprint, if I could. I knew for sure she wouldn’t break if I decided to take her hard and fast. All that pale skin and candy-apple red hair made me want to take a bite of her and see if she tasted as sweet as she looked. 
"So, tell me, Red, what's your name?"
"Why don't we just stick with Red." She wasn’t asking, but I had no problem with the solution. One less name to struggle to remember in the morning. 
I smiled at her. Red. I could live with that. My standards for women tended to deal with more physical attributes than personality. She was more beautiful than anyone in the bar, and then some. I couldn’t remember the last time a woman had captured my interest when I didn't already have my cock in her. 
“Red it is,” I said, shooting another ball easily. “Can I at least get your friends name?” 
“Daniella,” she slurred from the corner where she sat on the stool, slumped against the wall. 
“Nice to meet you,” I said, tipping my imaginary hat. “Warren.”
“Nice to meet you,” Red said, fluttering her eyelashes. 
I scratched my next shot on purpose, just to give us more time together. “So, where you two from?”
“A nasty wedding.”
She said it like a punch line from a joke, and I laughed. 
“I’m not kidding,” she said, sitting on the table and leaning for her shot with uncertainty. 
“Want some help?” I walked behind her, ready to help without her asking. I was shameless in looking for a reason to feel her up. She’d already been tempting me, shaking her little body, rubbing against me as she passed by, and I knew it was time she got a taste of her own medicine. 
“Who said I wanted your help,” she practically purred, rubbing against my body. I knew she wouldn’t complain. “What if I wanted some help from one of your brothers,” she said, glancing around the room. So she knew our terminology. I wondered if she actually knew something about it or was convinced everything she read in romance novels and saw on Sons of Anarchy was true. I was just glad she hadn’t called us a motorcycle gang. 
I grabbed her hips possessively. Although the room was full of my brothers, they were all busy at the bottom of their drinks or in between cleavage; the idea that she’d rub against anyone but me didn’t sit too well.
“Is that right?”
“Maybe.” She shrugged, smirking mischievously before bending over the table. Her rear sat in front of me, plump and begging for a spanking. She looked over her shoulder at me, her red hair obscuring her eye a little. “You going to help me or stand there all night staring?”
I didn’t need another invitation. My crotch rested in the crack of her rear perfectly as I covered her back and aligned arm for arm and hand for hand. “Don’t close one eye. You need both to see clearly.”
“Ok,” she whispered, shuddering under me. 
“Which ball do you want?”
“Ten.”
“Line it up,” I said, guiding her arm as she held the stick firmly and angled it behind the cue to push her ball into the corner pocket. 
“You ready?” I breathed. 
She nodded. 
“Do it.”
She didn’t hesitate, and the ball cracked with so much force, as if a physical representation of all the sexual tension between us, before it landed perfectly into the hole. 
“Thank you,” she said, pushing back against me until I stood up straight. “Mind doing that three more times?” she joked. 
“I don’t think so, little lady.” I couldn’t help her too much. I fully intended to kick her pretty little donkey, and then ride it.
“Oh, well,” she said sighing. “You never know. You might get lucky, even if you lose.”
I laughed. “I’d rather not take that chance,” I said as I sunk my last two balls before lining up to hit the eight ball. I looked her over, checking her state before offering. She was drunk, but not all over the place. She was clearly in control of her faculties and could make her own decisions without regretting them. Unlike her friend, who was snoring softly against the wall. “You want a last one before we bounce?” I didn’t mind rubbing it in her face; she was taking it in stride. 
“Nope. Go ahead.”
“Left corner pocket,” I called it out before hitting the ball. It fell without a hitch, exactly where I called it, and instead of being angry or annoyed, she laughed and walked away. 
“Where you going?”
“To get my friend,” she said, helping Daniella stand. She was clearly four sheets to the wind. She continued to explain, “I’ve got to get her in a cab because I already have a ride,” she said, sliding her hand under Daniella’s arms. “With you.”
“And here I was thinking you were going to try to skip out.”
She giggled. “I don’t think so. I’m a big girl. I’ll take the consequences.”
“I’ll still let you ride my bike,” I said, but added, “As long as I drive,” when I saw the gleam in her eyes.
I stepped up, helping Red with her friend’s weight, and once Daniella was safely in a cab, I paid the cab as Red gave the driver her address. I overheard her friend rambling. 
“Night, Ally.”
She kissed her forehead before pulling away. “Night, you. Sleep well.”
I wondered if Ally was her real name or a nickname. I bet it was a nickname, and if it was, I wondered what it stood for.
“Then there were two,” she said turning to me as the cab pulled away.
“Don’t worry, babe,” I said taking her hand with a smirk. “You’re about to take one heck of a ride.”
She tried to appear calm, though I could see apprehension in her eyes. 
“Ever rode before?” I asked as we stood before my bike. I didn’t have an extra helmet so I handed mine to her. 
She shook her head no. “Ok. There’s only two rules.”
“Yeah?”
I nodded. “Do everything I say,” I said, checking the helmet straps were on correctly and tightly before climbing onto my bike. She straddled my back, sliding down until her thighs were right under mine. 
“And the second one?” She had to scream over the growling of my bike. 
“Hold on,” I commanded as I kicked up the kickstand and gunned away from the bar onto the open road. 
Her arms tightened around my waist and I worried she was afraid before I heard her giggling in my ear. 
“Wahoo!” she screamed into the night in exhilaration. I could understand. I could remember the first time I rode my own bike and that feeling, like I just conquered the world and like nothing bad could ever happen to me, bubbled up every time I climbed back on. There was nothing like it.  
I’d had countless women ride behind me on my bike, but Red was the first to appreciate it for it was. I could feel it in the breath on my neck and the way she tucked into me for comfort, not in fear – she was experiencing it the same way I was. It was quickening her blood. She was actually having fun. I could tell by her laughter in my ear and the way her hips pushed against mine on the back. This was exciting her, and her lust for life was turning me on. 
Together, we raced along the streets in a blur, with disregard for speeding limits and other cars on the road. 
Too soon, we pulled up in front of my home, I could feel the vibrations still pulsing throughout my body. I kicked the kickstand and swung my leg over the bike. I helped her and hand in hand we walked up the short porch. 
As we got to the door, the heat in my body and her tension behind me was almost too much. I pushed her against the wall right outside my door. I couldn’t help teasing her, rubbing our crotches together. 
“Are you scared to be at a biker’s house?” I asked, one hand gripping her waist and the other holding her chin so she could look nowhere but in my eyes. 
Her breath came out in gasps, but I could see the lust in her eyes. “No.”
Her voice was strong and confident even though I could tell she was a long way from home. 
“You know what will happen if you go in there, right?”
“Yes,” she panted. 
A small voice in me told me to be responsible before I lost it. This was unlike me, never had I hesitated with a woman, but with Red, I wanted to make sure she didn’t regret this. “This is your last chance, Red. If you don’t want this, tell me. You have to say no right now, because if we go in this house, I’m not going to be able to stop. I’m going to do what I’ve been thinking about since the moment I saw you.” I leaned closer, until we were nose to nose. “Tell me. Do you want me?”
“I do.”
I stepped back and forced my key into the door. I made short work of the lock, kicking the door open, then turned and yanked her into my embrace again. I tipped her over, securing her in my arms as I stepped over the threshold and kicked the door closed behind me before my lips captured hers. 
 Idiot. 
She tasted some kind of delicious. 
 



Chapter Three – Red
Warren lowered his head and I moaned in anticipation, resting my head on the wall of the brick front porch before his mouth even touched me. I wasn’t ready for his face to stop inches from mine or the questions he’d ask that burned my insides. I couldn’t keep the truth inside. My body wanted him, and I knew that I wouldn’t regret getting under this man. 
“Do you want me?”
His eyes burned, and I wondered how it was possible I so easily found myself drawn to this mysterious, handsome man. 
“I do.”
I almost couldn’t believe where I was or what I was about to do. The woman I was now and the woman from a few short weeks ago were two entirely different people, but I wasn’t scared. Everything about Warren was different. Even though I imagined he could do damage with his body, he seemed to only protect. The way he was almost pleading with me at the door. Despite being a big guy, way over six feet and built with muscles, he was gentle as he grabbed me and swung me into his arms before I could react. It was not a brutal thing at all. He carried me close, like a bride, down the darkened hallway. He looked down at me, carrying me without any effort. A little sweaty from being outside, his muscles tensed, bunched like he was holding himself back from pouncing, telling me how much he wanted me with his eyes. 
This was the first time I hadn’t had sex with him, and I was nervous, but not scared, because it was only one night, and if it was that bad, I was never going to see him again. I was good with the consequences, whatever they were, because he was hot and I was overdue for something fun and reckless. Sex with a biker was the epitome of those words. 
“I can’t wait to get you naked,” he said, walking in the dark with confidence. “Your pussy needs my tongue. I’ve been wondering all night if the curtains match the drapes.”
“What?” I asked, it had been a long time since I had heard that. I was heated, as I’d never had someone talk dirty to me. I blushed as red as my hair, though he couldn’t see it, and laughed. 
He would find out soon enough. 
He deposited me on the bed and then reach down to undo his belt. He kicked off his boots and I decided I wanted to help. I came forward, trailing my fingers over his ridged muscles as I pulled his t-shirt off over his head. I had it off in a matter of seconds, and then his hands were on me, yanking clothes off me, as if he couldn’t wait to touch my bare skin. His hands skimmed down my sides, past my bra, down to my hips, and over a raised scar over my ribs.
“What’s that?” he asked, his hands running back over it. 
I dismissed his question with my lips.
It wasn’t important. 
Excitement made me breathless and I reached forward with more confidence than I felt. My hands slid over his chest and traced over the hard ridges of his abdomen. His hands slid my panties off my hips, pulling away from my touch until they were over my feet and gone. I tried not to drool staring at the hard lines of his chiseled chest and upper arms. His tattoos covered his body and were difficult to understand in the darkness. They looked like shadows ready to jump from his skin and come to life. 
I knew instantly that this was a man who was familiar with a woman’s body. This man clearly knew his way around a woman’s body. He didn’t search for my clit. His finger went right to it, as though he drawn to it. Missing it was not an option; he didn’t hesitate before grabbing my rear and sinking his hand between my legs.
I rocked with the movements of his hand, writhing as he went back and forth, grinding his hand like a cock. My pussy was insanely ready for him. I was hot and soaking for him. He rocked his hand and rubbed me, showing no sign of tiring. 
“Goodness. You’re wet.”
“Sorry,” I said without thinking. 
“Don’t apologize. I love it,” he growled, seeming to go even wilder. Of course he was turned on by my pleasure. He wasn’t solely focused on his own. 
“Take it off,” he said, breathing on my skin, kissing down my neck. 
I didn’t think as I unhooked the bra behind my back. Warren snatched it down my arms as his mouth traveled down to my nipples
I couldn’t help shrieking as his mouth clamped down on the hardened nubs. 
“That’s right, baby. Let me hear you.”
He had never wanted me to be loud. 
I moaned; my orgasm was close to overpowering me. 
“I want to hear it,” he said, tickling my insides with fire and my clit with purpose. 
I didn’t know that I would be able to hold it inside even if I tried. 
My hands held onto his broad shoulders, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that in his arms, I wouldn’t fall. My nails pierced his skin just as the oncoming train of pleasure knocked me over. 
“Warren!”
He nibbled my other nipple as his fingers wiggled, pushing my orgasm to its limit. 
I sighed, going limp in his arms. 
“That was insanely sexy,” he said holding me against his chest as his hands left me. Without his fingers, I felt so empty. He sucked loudly on his fingers and moaned. “You taste even better.”
“Please, Warren.”
“Please what?” He helped me lay on the bed, knowing exactly what I needed.
“Please. Idiot me. I need you. Inside.”
“You don’t have to beg, baby,” he said, leaning over me, his weight a comfort blanket on my skin. “There’s nothing that could keep me from this pussy.”
I shivered at his words. They were so nasty, and I loved it. 
I felt his heated skin at the entrance of my body and felt even dirtier knowing this was the only other man I’d been with, and without a condom at that.
Warren hovered at my entrance, wiping his head through my slit as if he could hear me thinking. One hand held his hardened rod, and the other, my hip. “Tell me when you’re ready.”
Was I ready? I thought through it quickly and realized I was. 
“Take me.”
He didn’t hesitate and penetrated my center with quick, targeted succession. 
I let out a tight scream of pleasure. I arched my back, releasing a growl like a jerk in heat. That’s exactly how I felt. It was primal. He moaned in response, thrusting his hips against me in a steady and practiced rhythm, as if he’d been waiting for this his entire life.
It felt like I’d been waiting for him too. I’d been waiting to be this full, to feel this much pleasure, for my entire life. We rocked together in some unspoken synchronicity. He pushed harder, unrelenting as he pulled my legs farther apart. It seemed like it wanted to tear me in half, and I wanted him to. 
“Oh goodness,” I cried as my body heated again, in my opinion too soon.
I felt like what I imagined I would have felt if I was on drugs. My breasts were round and bouncing, my skin tingled, and my breaths came out in spurts. I could see light in my eyes, even in the darkness, and my body felt like it was attaching at my core. I was like we were made for each other. How had I ever been satisfied with someone before Warren?
A small moan escaped my parted lips each time he drove himself into me. Each time it felt as though he delved deeper and deeper. He leaned forward, bending me at another angle, until my ankle rested on his shoulder, tapping a place untapped inside of me. He held me tightly, rubbing his hand up and down my leg. His touch faltered on the remnant of my surgery on my knee, and I held my breath, hoping he didn’t say anything. His fingers rubbed over a few times, though his pace didn’t slow, and I realized I was being paranoid. 
I could feel the urge of his orgasm, racing forward and begging my own to join him. I didn’t want him to come alone. 
“I’m so close.”
“Come for me,” he grunted, taking one hand from my ankle to massage my swollen clit. 
My mouth opened to say something, but the words were lost on my tongue as my insides tightened and milked his cock. 
His body froze, tightened like the string on a bow before I felt him coating my insides, groaning as he emptied inside of me before releasing my legs and falling onto me. His sweat cooling my overheated skin. 
“How did you do that?” I asked dreamily, unable to believe the sensations that crept and still swirled inside me. 
He chuckled darkly, pulling himself from my body before curling around me, pulling my back to his chest. 
“Lots of practice.”



Chapter Four – Warren
I rolled over, searching for the stunning beauty I’d brought to bed, and found cold sheets. I peeked and saw what my hands already knew: no one was there. My ears tingled as I listened for any sounds that she was still here – bathroom water running, refrigerator closing, or heels on the wooden floor. There were none, and against my better judgment, I laughed. 
This entire situation wasn’t normal. I was the one that snuck out of the bed, not the other way around. I was used to clinginess and the tired reasons why we should continue spending time together. Or worse, tears when they see the face – the face that says there is nothing you can say to make me want to see you again. 
I’d gotten very good at leaving girls when they brought me to their place and making it clear beforehand when I brought them to my place that we were only spending one night together. No more. No less. But I didn’t even think to give that speech to Red. And as I laid back down in my empty bed, I realized I didn’t regret that. I regretted waking up and finding her gone. I regretted I hadn’t gotten her number, or at least her real name. All I had to go by was a nickname – Red – which I gave her myself and her friend referenced her as “Ally”. Why had she left? It for sure wasn’t because the sex was bad. I knew what I was doing. No one could convince me of anything different. So what was it about her?
She was a girl, like any other girl before. At this point, I’d slept with so many women, I’d lost count. She was pretty, prettier than most, sure, but looks weren’t everything. Feisty, hell yeah, and I liked that trash. It made for the hottest sex my walls had ever seen, but I’d had hot sex before. She was just a random lay, a girl a biker like me would pick up in a bar. Right? There was no reason to even be thinking of this woman. She’d done us both a favor by leaving before it got weird and awkward. She was bolder than most, and good for her. I know the world would be a better place if more women were like her, but that was it, wasn’t it? I didn’t think there were any more like her. What were the odds I could track her down? 
I sat up, frowning at my internal dialogue. Where was my head at?
That would be entirely too invasive. Why did I want to find her again anyway?  That was a guaranteed way to make her clingy. I knew I shouldn’t take advantage of a good thing. The best thing to do was keep an eye out for her, and if I ever saw her again, I’d make my move. Otherwise, despite my desire for the tightest pussy I’d ever had, I was letting her go. 
I climbed out of bed, afraid of where my brain would go next. I stumbled to my feet and staggered across the barely furnished room to take my morning piss. I passed a hamper full of clothes and made a mental note to wash them when I got back home. I wasn’t much of a housekeeper, and usually that didn’t matter. I didn’t spend much time here. My home was with my club. I was either running a job, collaborating with Gus for a job, working on my bike, or drinking with the boys. I saw this place as much as the furniture saw a duster. I saw the thin layer of dust on top of the toilet and sighed. I needed to make some time to clean before it got too nasty. 
My cell rang, and I grabbed it without looking at the ID.
“Talk to me.”
“Warren!” I could tell by the voice that Jerry was in good spirits. Which was good, considering he’d been in a rare mood for months. 
“Yeah, Jer?”
“You still coming to work on my bike?”
“Yeah, man. I said I was.”
“I know,” Jerry said, moving around. “I was just checking. I figured you’d be balls deep in that redhead right now.”
I could tell he was fishing for details, but I was never one to kiss and tell. 
“Did you have to toss her out this morning because she was crazy in love?” Jerry was teasing, but my skin crawled hearing him making fun of her. It was true: he was known for his stories about kicking women out, but most of the brothers had their fair share of struggles, which was the only thing keeping me from snapping on him. 
I let my silence be my response. The silence sat between us a beat too long, helping him to realize I wasn’t amused. I really didn’t like him bringing her up because knowing she left before I woke up really bothered me. 
“I’ll be at work soon,” I said before hanging up.
I couldn’t figure out if it was because it’d never happened to me before or if I really liked her that much. Either way, she needed to get the heck out of my thoughts. My bike was the best way to distract me. I took the long way to the clubhouse before pulling up to my other home.  
The nondescript brick building didn’t scream biker, though everyone knew exactly what it was. It was no secret where The Bandits made its headquarters. There was a high fence surrounding the large building and the obvious presence of security and a guy manning the font gate. It was an unwelcome greeting for folks who didn’t belong here. The club took security and protection seriously. The garage beside it, however, was much more civilian friendly and didn’t have as many red flags because it was one of the best legal businesses the club had. 
I turned on the lights, knowing Gus was probably in the back somewhere working or sleeping. He rarely went home anymore. The front was dark and cool. I turned on the lights, working my way to the garage, and waved at Jerry. He was across the way already working on his bike. I doubled back to the office to make sure everything was secure and nodded at my president as I passed by. His head was down as he looked over papers on his desk. 
“Pres.”
“VP.”
Gus was my best friend, but he was my president first. Thirteen years ago, I’d been on the cusp of thirty and he was only a couple years older, but even back then he’d been a force to be reckoned with. He wasn’t our president at the time. We’d both served under Mitch, Ethan and Evan’s dad, for years before the man was killed, but it had never been a question that Gus was next. 
I stepped into the sunlight, not yet scalding for the day, and took the offered beer from Jerry. It popped open loudly before I took a sip. Hanging with Jerry was easy. He wasn’t a talker, one of his best traits as far as I’m concerned, but we never had a problem or disagreement, unlike some of the other club members. He was a good man, hardworking and worked hard for The Bandits. If you kept your head down and got nothing done, you were always good in my book, which meant Jerry and I were good. 
Jerry didn’t rush me as I drank my beer, and when he could tell I was at the bottom of the can, he got my attention. 
“You ready?”
“Let’s go.”
I lost myself in the work and decided now would be a great time for a break. 
“You want some water?” Jerry was the type to work nonstop on his bike if you didn’t make him take a break.
“Yeah. That would be great.”
I walked inside and dug around in the ice box until I could pull two bottles from the very back. Ice cold water was great on a day like this. I briefly wondered what I would eat for lunch since I’d skipped breakfast. A loud rumbling interrupted my thoughts. I could see an ancient Honda pulling up to the garage before slowing, more like sputtering, to a stop. Then, like a vision, Red stepped out of the driver’s side door. 
I smiled as I pushed through the garage door into the sunlight. 
Well, dang. Fate wasn’t done with me yet. 



Chapter Five – Red
I looked around the empty hotel parking lot, checking my surrounding before climbing into my car, willing it to start without problems. It wasn’t safe to stay, and I knew I wasn’t staying in town much longer. I gripped the steering wheel, trying to calm down, but the blinking light on my dashboard made calm a hard mood to achieve. The engine sputtered loudly, making it clear I couldn’t ignore the obnoxious check-engine light any   longer. I recalled the auto shop located down the street from the bar where Daniella and I had crashed and found my car drifting towards it as if it had a mind of its own. Sure, it was a risk driving that close to the scene of the crime. Well, not the scene of the crime, but the place where seeing him would be a definite risk. But the odds were slim considering he was drunk and passed out from our activities last night. I could feel my cheeks heating up as thoughts of Warren’s body thrusting into mine crept in. 
I checked my rear mirror, making sure no one was following me, before I lost myself in my memories. Flashes of last night, his hands on my body, my moans, me screaming his name, and the way he made me come were almost too much, and my hands trembled on the wheel as I turned into the open lot. I wondered what Warren would think when he woke up. I imagined he was just now rolling over to find me gone. A lot had gone through my mind when I snuck out. I debated staying for a morning romp, but I knew saving face was more important. A one-night stand was already way past my comfort zone. I couldn’t have taken him looking me in the face and telling me to get out, as if I was nothing. I knew he didn’t care, and I didn’t blame him because I knew the score when I left the bar with him. Still, leaving on my own terms allowed me to leave with my head high instead of accidently bursting into tears. When I walked out of there, it wasn’t a walk of shame. I owned that moment and changed the view so it wasn’t a one-night stand. It had been a glorious adventure instead. 
I swerved into the other lane as my phone rang. I clutched my chest, willing my heart to calm as I answered the phone. 
“Hello?”
“Hey, boo!” Daniella was cheerful for someone who should have been extremely hung over. “What happened to you last night?”
I relaxed a little, trying to be discreet in answering her questions. Even though I valued Daniella as a friend, we weren’t best friends. In fact, I’d only just met her a few months before. I made my way to the first coffee shop I saw, knowing that I didn’t have much time. I imagined the auto shop had appointments and a walk-in would guarantee me sitting there for hours. With coffee and a charged phone, it wouldn’t be too bad. I didn’t stay on the phone with Daniella long. She really only wanted to know how much of what she remembered what a dream. It was true that we had gone to a biker bar and I had left with one. The rest I wasn’t giving her the satisfaction of knowing as fact or not. She giggled. 
“You naughty girl. I bet you did let him take you for a ride.”
“It was just a ride on the bike, Daniella. He did win the bet, after all.”
“Mhm,” she said unbelieving. “I bet it was just a ride on the back of his bike.”
I tried several times to change the subject before Daniella relented. “You were crazy drunk. How come you don’t sound like you’re struggling with light and loud things?”
“Because I visited Tapped before I started my day.”
Tapped was this weird place near the university that gave hungover kids an IV full of vitamins and stuff that claimed to help you get over hangovers. I guessed it worked. 
“Well, it sure sounds like it did the trick.”
“Yup. That plus a green smoothie this morning cleared me right up.”
“Good.”
“Alyssa,” the barista called out loudly, indicating that my coffee was ready.
“You at the coffee shop?”
I laughed. “Yeah. I needed a caffeine shot before running errands.”
“I get that. I’m about to do the same thing, actually, so we’ll have to chat tomorrow. Love ya, Ally.”
“You too.”
“Bye.”
Talking to Daniella always cheered me up. She was like a constant ball of sunshine and fresh air. Sinking into the comfortable cushions of the chair inside the coffee shop, I made sure my location settings were off before logging into Facebook. There were several messages from people claiming to be worried and wondering where I was. There were several from him, but I knew what they really were. They could be read as sweet and caring, a truly worried husband. But I knew better. They were threats and warnings that I was treading water the longer I stayed away. 
Facebook disappeared as the warning symbol I picked as his contact photo showed on my screen. I reminded myself to breathe when I saw he wasn’t calling: it was only a text message. 
Come home, now.
What if he knew where I was? I threw my coffee away before running to my car. I needed to fix my car immediately. My brain disobeyed, thinking of all the things he’d done to me. The mental torment, when he made me think I was too fat, too skinny, and never enough. The psychological abuse causing me to turn on all my friends, and even my family, thinking they were out to get me and didn’t have my best interests at heart. The way he acted like he owned me. It wasn’t a possessiveness that stemmed from love, either. He wouldn’t let me do anything – not hang out with friends, wear what I wanted to wear, go out and do anything that wasn’t with him. But that wasn’t even the worst part. The worst was the physical abuse I made sure to hide. He made people think I was crazy when I tried to report him. I had to beg for a restraining order to be issued, and even then it was nothing but a piece of paper. Even then, the beatings hadn’t stopped, and no one would let me move on. Even after I got my own apartment and a dog, he killed Killer. Killer was the sweetest and most protective dog in the world, and Bryant killed him. For no other reason than the satisfaction of knowing it would hurt me and to send the message that nothing could stop him. His friends in high places were sure to mark the killing as a casualty of a robbery. Which is why his text was so chilling. With friends like that, he could find me. His text sent me into a spiral of anxiety and worry, a warning to get moving. 
I tried to reason with the logical part of my mind that said he probably didn’t know where I was. I was thousands of miles from where I used to be and nowhere near where he would guess I’d be. But I could feel the panic attack spreading through my body. All I needed to do was to get my car fixed and then get the heck out of here. There was nothing for me here. There was nothing for me anywhere, since I was running. 
Rows of motorcycles gleamed out front, all resting on kicks stands in uniform lines like toy soldiers just waiting for command. I didn’t know squat about brands or engine type, but I could tell by the variety of color, height, and design that these men put time and money into the bikes. Each bike had personality, and climbing out of the car, I could tell each bike had a different make as well. 
I don’t know what I was expecting as I walked towards the open garage where various men sat in states ranging from smoking to working on bikes, but I wasn’t there five minutes before Warren stepped out the front door.
“Red.”
I smiled. Clearly, I had some explaining to do, but he was glad to see my face. 
“I thought I’d never see you again.”
“Well, it’s your lucky day. I need to get my car fixed.”
He chuckled darkly. “Okay. Let’s get you inside. I think we can do something about that.”
“Dead Shot! Drag that thing into the carport.”
“Hey!” I knew Betsy was old, but I was sensitive about others picking on her. She was my baby. “Don’t talk about her like that.”
“Sorry, Red. I didn’t realize the car meant so much to you.” 
That car was the only thing that got me far from the worst situation of my life. Without Betsy, I would be dead, and I knew that was a fact, but I couldn’t tell him that. I tried to appear casual as I said, “She means a lot to me.”
He nodded and moved ahead to hold the door open for me. My face must have shown just how shocked I was and he laughed. “What, you think because I’m a biker, I don’t have no dang manners?”
“Well,” I said half shrugging. 
“I’m a biker, Red. Not an ingrate with no manners. My momma may not like how I turned out, but she taught me something.”
He nodded at a biker with gray streaks in his hair as we passed. The tattoos on his arm had long since been faded by the sun. For an older guy, it was clear he was very fit. The patch on the front of his vest said, “President.”
“Sit here,” he said, pointing to three very uncomfortable-looking chairs. “Jer can take a look at Betsy and let you know the extent of the repairs.”
 



Chapter Six – Warren
When I walked into The Bandits clubhouse and flipped on the lights, I wasn’t expecting to see Red that day, despite wanting to. The Bandits were not a mega club. Although by the respect they had in the community and with the police, one would think they had charters all over the world, but really they only had about fifty men in Willow Springs. There was only one chapter, and that was it. None of the brothers drew their sole income from the club, so it wasn’t surprising that the clubhouse was empty in the middle of the day. The brothers were either at work or home with their family, though I knew work for some was in the garage. It was mostly a mix of older brothers who had long retired or younger brothers who had enough money to last them until their next job that stood around, smoking or working on their bikes. Only a hand full of them were hired full time at the garage as mechanics. 
I fell into a mixture of the two categories. I was a full-time Bandit, making my wage between gigs, some illegal, some not, and helping out around the garage. I would have gladly spent my day helping Jerry with his bike, but with Red on the scene, I cleared my schedule. She looked different in the light of day. More worried and more anxious. I noticed how she kept looking around like she was expecting someone to jump out at her. Despite that, she was still sassy, making me regret not having her in my bed this morning. 
We made quick banter, building on the chemistry from last night. I had no plans to bring it up, at least not around my brothers, but if I got her alone, I wanted an explanation. I talked her into my bed once and I was hoping to pull off the same magic. Whatever she was doing was working, because unlike the rest of the women I’d bedded, I needed seconds. Once just wasn’t enough. 
She followed me into the office and wrinkled her nose. I tried to smell it how she smelled it. My brain sought the answer to her nose tingling and I breathed it from her perspective. The inside of the garage smelled like a combination of sweat, testosterone, and cheap beer. The stank of cigarettes hung in the air on top of it, mixed with the greasy pungency of oil, and I smiled because to me it smelled like it always did before I took the time to notice. 
“Fill this out,” I said, handing her a clipboard, which gathered her information. I may or may not have been more excited to learn her real name than actually doing my job. 
She handed it back in minutes and I smiled at the name. Alyssa Monroe. So Ally was a nickname. 
“Miss Alyssa Monroe,” I said, noticing how she blushed. I liked it. She looked even sexier when her skin was flushed. 
“I think I like Red better,” she said pulling on her shirt. 
“Oh, I do too, Red. I was just trying it out for size.”
“Well. Yes?”
“I think we can fix your car.”
“Really?” Her eyebrows raised with hope. 
“You’re surprised?” 
“Well, I just figured a biker wouldn’t work on anything but motorcycles.”
I couldn’t help shrugging. “A motor is a motor.”
She nodded. “I can see that.” Something was on Red’s mind and I was hoping she would let me get to the bottom of it. Or at the very least, ease her mind. “How much do you think it’ll be?”
For a second, I forgot what we were talking about. 
“I’m not sure. I have to wait for Dead Shot to get back to me on the issue.”
“Do you know how long that’ll be?”
I thought it through. Realistically, we weren’t busy. I could get it done today, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. She would get it fixed and then who knew when I would see her again. 
“It’ll take some time,” I said slowly, weighing my words. I hated lies. I was always upfront, and I prided myself on that fact. What I said was true: her repairs would take some time. “I think we’re really backed up, but I can cut you a break on the pricing.”
“What’s the catch?”
She pulled her purse closer to her body, as if expecting me to grab her or take something. 
“No catch. Just have dinner with me.”
She rubbed her fingers through her red tresses and huffed. “You don’t have to give me a discount. Just tell me how much it costs and I’ll figure it out.”
I slid closer to her on the couch. Why? I have no idea, given how many signals to stay away she was sending. “I want to.”
She looked at me unbelieving, but hadn’t pulled away. 
“If you’ll agree to go on an actual date with me, I’ll do the repairs myself and for free.”
I kept talking for fear that what I said wasn’t enough. “And I’ll do it as soon as possible. As soon as we eat, I’ll come here and get your car back to you in a matter of hours.”
That was a gamble, given I didn’t know if we carried any of the parts her hunk of junk needed, but it was a risk I was willing to take, and it was worth it. 
She didn’t need any more convincing. “Deal. I can make that, but …”
“But what?”
“I insist we have lunch. Not dinner.” I stared at her, wondering if this was a game or a way to get out of it. She chewed on her bottom lip. “It’s just that I don’t want you working late, here all by yourself, just because we had dinner and made a deal. If we have lunch, you can still get back here and if you needed it, get some help.”
She had a point. “Okay. Just sit here and wait for a sec. I’m going to change into a clean shirt.”
It wasn’t that I was wearing dirty clothes, but I was wearing clothes that had already seen the underside of a greasy motorcycle. I didn’t care if it got any dirtier than it already was.
The clubhouse had several rooms as emergency bedrooms or crash houses for the brothers. As VP, mine was much bigger than the others, but since I was a minimalist at heart, I didn’t have more clothes in the room than I did in my own house. The dresser was full of t-shirts and I grabbed the first one off the top without looking as I pulled it over my head. 
Red’s lips spread into a wide grin as she saw me, and her cheeks turned a faint pink.
“What?” I asked, smiling back at her even though I wasn’t clued in. 
“I like your shirt.”
I looked down and laughed loudly. Talk about coincidence. My shirt was black and had the white outline of a man’s mouth with a beard, quite like mine. The words marking the top of his face said, “My beard is the only hair that should be between your legs.”
She knew all too well that fact.
“Got a preference for lunch?”
She shook her head without thinking. “Whatever you want is fine.”
I knew this town better than the back of my hand, and I knew that the best places weren’t the most popular ones, but the hole-in-the-wall places. 
“Then I know the best place for us.”
I took her hand, leading her to my bike. “You remember the rules, don’t you?”
She giggled and nodded. “Yes.”
“This is Heaven.”
“Really, Warren? You’re laying it on kind of thick.”
I laughed again, sliding my hands over my handlebar. “No, baby. Her. My bike. Her name is Heaven.”
“Oh,” she said blushing again. “Nice to meet you?”
“Well, I figure since you’re about to ride her again, it was time you get acquainted.”
“So your bike is a girl?”
“Yeah. Look at that body,” I said, admiring the sleek lines of the chrome and design. “Look at those lines. She’s beautiful. Only a woman would look like that. Plus, I only allow women to hold and touch this package,” I said, pointing to my crotch. 
Red bent forward as she burst into a fit of giggles so strong she forgot to be worried. I could tell her amusement took over whatever had been on her mind. 
“Let’s go,” she said, waiting for me to get on. I liked that impatience. I was hoping she felt the opposite when lunch was over. 
 



Chapter Seven – Red
Warren drove for some time and I forgot to overthink or worry about him. There was no room for worry or stress when I was holding tightly to the abs of Warren and laying my cheek against the strong sinew of his back. I felt so safe, though my body was open to the elements and the slight tilt of the body on this bike could be fatal. Maybe it was knowing how much he cared about his bike. Even if I wasn’t sure how he felt about me, I knew he wouldn’t let his bike crash or get scratched up. Which meant I was in good hands. 
Warren drove quickly, with no regard for the speed limit or the law, until we turned into a dilapidated neighborhood. I would never go here without Warren, but he strode confidently towards a house that I wasn’t sure was even inhabited. 
But Warren knocked on the door. 
“Que? Esperame,” a woman called loudly from the front before the door swung open. I had to adjust my view as the woman was much shorter than her large voice portrayed. She was curvy, curvier than me, with golden curls tied up into a huge waterfall at the top of her head. She looked like a pineapple. 
“Hola, Warren,” she said, smiling widely. She spared me a quick glance before turning around to walk back inside her house. 
“Come on,” he said grabbing my hand. “You’re going to love it.”
I hesitated, but the smell grabbed me by the nose as soon as I stepped over the threshold. I didn’t know what it was, but it smelled delicious. Smells of fried food, onions, and cheese tickled my nose and begged me to get a taste. 
“Oh my goodness,” I groaned. “What is that?
Warren chuckled with understanding. “It’s the greatest tacos you’ll ever eat on earth.”
Warren pulled me past a decrepit wooden staircase, a flattened couch, and a TV with Spanish pouring out to take me into a kitchen. 
The kitchen had been turned into a small restaurant, with three round tables and a few chairs to the side of a regular kitchen. 
“Siéntate,” she commanded, standing over us with her hands on her wide hips. “Me llamo Vilma Yohana González Días.”
I stared up at her, both uncomfortable by the intrusion of personal space and trying to remember the little bit of Spanish I learned in high school. 
“Hola. Me llamo Alyssa.”
She smiled widely, revealing a few gold teeth, and leaned forward to kiss me on both cheeks, as if rewarding me for knowing the right thing to say. 
“Mucho gusto.”
I wasn’t sure what exactly that meant. “Say it back,” Warren said not whispering. “It means nice to meet you.”
She stared silently, but still smiling. “Mucho gusto,” I said to her approval. 
She and Warren began an entire conversation in Spanish, leaving me as the third wheel while she prepared something and dropped it into a big pan of oil. I sat beside Warren, mesmerized, and not sure who this man was. He was nothing like what I thought a biker would be. He was kind, funny, a hellion in the bed, and somehow fluent in Spanish.
“I’m sorry,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders. “We were just catching up. I haven’t been here in a while and Vilma was shocked that when I finally showed, I brought a friend.”
“You’ve never done that before?”
He shook his head. “Nah. This is usually a single outing or the entire MC kind of thing. I’ve never brought a woman with me.”
The woman said something in Spanish, and it looked like Warren blushed. “What did she say?”
“She said you look like marriage material. She’s been on me for being single for a while.”
“Aww,” I said, leaning into his touch. “Are you blushing?”
He leaned so close, I thought he would kiss me. “Don’t forget, Red, at the end of the day, I’m still a biker. You wouldn’t want me to have to take your over my knee, would you?”
His words shot straight in between my legs and I wondered if he could see the lust in my eyes. “No,” I whispered.
“Too bad,” he said with a Cheshire grin. “I would have loved to do that.”
I sighed loudly and tried to remember where I was. I couldn’t do this. How could I be into a man I barely know when I had no idea if I’d be able to survive past next week? There was too much on my mind. I was stressed with a capital S: about my husband, who refused to be my ex, money, and my car. I had a part-time job, which was how I met Daniella, but she paid me under the table. Which meant I had to take a serious pay cut because I could not risk being tracked by my card. 
Warren slid his finger under my chin, bringing me out of my head. “Hey.” His eyes were full of concern. “Where did you go?”
What could I tell him? Nothing. I wanted to tell him. He looked trustworthy and I wanted to believe he would help if he knew, but I couldn’t risk it. I couldn’t risk believing I was anything but a one-night stand that he wasn’t done with yet.
“Nothing,” I said, dismissing it and turning against his grip so I didn’t have to look him in the eye. 
I couldn’t tell him a thing. If he figured out my past, somehow, he would underestimate Bryant and do something stupid, and then Bryant would find me. Some might say that’s irrational, but irrational has been keeping me alive. Anybody could be on Bryant’s payroll. He had the most unexpected people in his pocket. I wouldn’t put a biker past him. Once he hired a homeless man to follow me around all day when he still allowed me to work and it scared me so bad I ended up looking over my shoulder for months. 
“So we’re back to that trash.” He pulled his arm from my shoulder and in his absence, I felt cold, but instead of pulling completely away, he pulled me onto his lap. “Red, I thought we were past this.”
“Past what?” I knew what he meant, but I didn’t want to face whatever would happen if I relented. 
“Past the lies.” He pulled me forward until we were breathing the same air. “Look, if you don’t want to trust me, fine. You don’t have to tell me. But say that trash. Don’t say nothing. I can tell it’s been something since I met you.”
Vilma brought two plates with tightly rolled tortillas with shredded lettuce and some white sauce to the table. She had slipped on a colorful apron while we were arguing, and from it, she pulled napkins and hot sauce.
I tried to slide away from him, trying to allow the distraction of food to interrupt us, but he held tightly to me. 
“You obviously have a lot of trash that’s going on, and believe me, baby, I ain’t trying to add to that. But don’t punish me for trash I didn’t do.” His grip loosened as his hands slid up my sides and to my breasts. I gasped as he tweaked my nipples through my bra. “Now,” he growled, “eat your tacos.”
He picked me up, moving me from his lap before sitting me down beside him. “And hurry up, because we got plans later.”
I thought he was going to take me back to the shop and fix my car. “We do?” I hated the way my voice squeaked. 
“Yeah,” he said, burning me with his gaze. “We do. I plan to make up for the morning we missed out on.”
Oh shoot. I took a deep breath, trying to see if he was serious. The way he bit into my taco told me he meant exactly what he said and was daring me to say otherwise. 
I waited for the fear or guilt to set in and found nothing. All that I felt was desire and unbridled lust at what waited when lunch was over. 
He looked at me out the corner of his eyes, making it clear I needed to start eating. I smiled and picked up a taco, groaning as the savory taste exploded on my tongue. Neither one of us said anything until we finished eating the six tacos Vilma served.
“Don’t you have to get back to the shop?” I asked as he thanked Vilma, paid her much more than six tacos should cost, and pulled us outside. 
“Nope. I’m part owner. I can do what I want. I’m sure someone else will be working on your car.”
“But…”
“But nothing,” he said, climbing onto his bike and handing me my helmet. “I got more important matters to attend to.”



Chapter Eight –Warren
I really did have more important things to do – like stick my fingers in Red’s warm honey. 
She walked into my house calmer than I’d thought she would be, given how stressed she was at Vilma’s. Her hands skimmed over my simple furniture and considered the mismatch chairs and tables that I got from thrift stores. 
“Red,” I said, liking too much the vision of her standing in my living room. 
“Yeah?” she asked, turning to me. Her body was outlined in gold from the sunlight behind her. 
“Come here,” I said, holding my hand out.
She came without arguing, and I caressed her face, enjoying the second chance I fought for. Our first time was rushed. This time, I was going to make her second guess leaving my bed again. Her eyes fluttered before closing as my finger stroked across her cheek, down her nose, and over her plump lips. 
Then I kissed her like she was my oxygen, a slow burn that was keeping me standing, keeping my feet on the ground. I wanted her. I needed her. I was craving her.
Every inch of that curvy body. 
My fingertips glided down her neck and over her shoulders as she shivered under my touch. She moaned into my mouth and I swallowed it as my hands grasped her firm breasts. Her hands skimmed under my shirt, over my abs, and my body clenched at her touch. 
I pulled away slightly, to pull her shirt over her head. I wanted to see her reaction to my touch. Her bra was white and plain, and yet so striking against her gorgeous skin. I pulled it down, not bothering to unhook it. 
Her lips parted as I stroked her nipples, going over each pebbled nub like a joystick, pushing it to the left and right before pinching it and pulling it toward me. 
Her eyes closed as her head fell back. My right hand left her breasts and found her pant buttons. 
Her body jerked as I rubbed her over her clothing. 
“Oh goodness,” she purred, rubbing against my palm like a cat. 
“Nope. Just me, baby,” I said, trying to remain cool. 
She rolled her hips into my hands as I unbuckled her jeans and pushed them down with her panties. She didn’t need prodding as she stepped out the pants and her shoes. She unhooked her bra until she was standing in front of me, naked and not shy. 
I stared down at her body awestruck. She was so beautiful. I froze, running through all the reasons in my head why I should stop things, leave this girl alone, and walk away. She was too everything. Too good. Too sweet. Too innocent. And too sexy for me. 
I didn’t deserve her. 
She stood on her tiptoes, like she could hear me thinking, and kissed me on the lips. That was all I needed. Our mouths pressed together with a need so powerful, it hurt. One hand grabbed her rear and the other found its way into her wet center. 
“Warren.”
The way my name slipped off her tongue made me want to do more things to her. I allowed my finger to slide into her wet opening. She gasped and arched her back, pushing me deeper. I was surprised by how tight she seemed and wondered last night just how long had it been since her last time. She was like a blasted virgin, and even now, her little groin was clinging to me like she’d never been pleasured. 
I fingered her, letting her writhe and beg for more before adding another finger. 
“Oh goodness,” she muttered, and she squeezed my wrist. 
“I need you,” she said in a quick breath.
“Not yet,” I said, going to my knees. She smelled so delicious. I leaned closer, putting my nose to bare slit, and inhaled. “Goodness, Red.”
She mewled, running her hand over my head. 
I pushed her legs open wider, causing her to grip my shoulder without a wall to hold her up. My head tilted up and I drank from her like she was a blasted water fountain. She tasted like heaven, and her moans were a bonus. She cried out as my tongue circled her clit. I flicked hard, loving the way she scratched my scalp with her nails as I lapped harder. 
“I’m going to come,” she said, placing her hand on my hand to stop me, but that wasn’t going to happen. 
“Then come,” I mumbled into her opening. 
“But.”
I stopped her words with two thick fingers up her canal. 
I was on a mission to taste Red right from the source. I wanted to drown in her groin. 
My fingers worked her to a frenzy, and she humped against my face. 
“Warren. I–”
I reached up to pinch her nipples. She was talking too much.
With my tongue on her clit, my fingers in her groin, and my other hand on her nipple, her body was overwhelmed by pleasure. I leaned a little forward, stretching so my tongue could reach her tightened rear, before sticking my thumb up there and she screamed and her pussy tightened around my digits. 
“Oh! Oh! Ah,” she moaned as she held onto whatever she could get her grip on before she went limp. “Ugh.” She yanked me by my beard until I stood. “I need you. Now.”
We weren’t going to make it to the bedroom. I pushed her towards the couch and she leaned into her fall. Her knees fell into place, and bracing herself over the arm, she pushed her incredible rear out and up. 
I dragged my fingers down the column of her spine, noticing a long, faded scar. I traced down it with my finger before leaning over to kiss it. I wondered what happened there, but now wasn’t the time. 
“Please. Please, Warren. Don’t tempt me anymore,” she said, pushing against my cock. 
I covered her like a blanket; I wanted as much of her skin on mine as possible, but still hadn’t slid inside her wet walls. 
I pushed her legs open a little more and gripped the curve of her backside before lining my cock with her entrance. “Dang, you’re so tight,” I said through my teeth as I thrust into her tight opening. 
“Idiot,” she sung, clenching the fabric. 
I kept trying to remember to go slow, to savor this, but she had another plan.
“Oh yes. Idiot me,” she said pushing back against me. “Harder!”
I wasn’t going to ignore that. I had to make sure my baby got what she needed. 
I hammered into her so hard the sofa moved along the wood, scooting forward like we were experiencing an earthquake. I kept going, not willing to stop, and only seeing our orgasms at the end. 
“You like that?”
She whimpered, nodding as her pussy grabbed my cock in a firm grip. 
“Yes.”
Her lush curves pushed against me and froze as her body trembled. 
There it was. “Come on, baby. Give it to me.”
I reached forward, searching for her clit, rubbing her to the best orgasm of her life. 
It was close. Almost. I rubbed it softly before pinching it, and she screamed. Right there.
That’s what I needed, and I didn’t care if my neighbors heard. 
“Come for me, Warren.”
How could I ignore that? I couldn’t. Not with her pussy milking my body and begging me to join her. 
I rolled my hips, extending her orgasm and her pleasure as I eased myself in and out of her, straining to hold on just a few seconds longer. 
I slammed myself as deep as I could inside her wetness once more, and then felt my cock spurt without my permission, losing the battle with self as I coated her walls
“Oh, right there, baby,” she said, slowing our pace, but continuing to ride my toe until we were both done. 
I pulled out and grabbed her with the last of my energy to carry her to my room. That couch was small and I couldn’t imagine it was all that comfortable, considering where I bought it. I needed a nap to recharge, and I’d be darned if we did it anywhere but my bed. 
Once under the covers, I held her body close to mine, barely able to keep my eyes open. 
“You’re going to be here when I wake up?” I asked in the silence, hoping she was still awake. 
She blushed but turned indignant. 
“Why do you care? It’s just a one-night stand.”
I considered what she said. Maybe she was right...at one time, but not anymore. “Who said it was that? Can’t you count? This is our second time together.”
She laughed a little but sobered. “We can’t get attached.”
I had never had a woman tell me that, and to be honest, I didn’t know what to say to it.
“Whatever this is,” she said, pointing between us, “it’s not worth staying for.”
Well dang. How could she say that after what we just experienced? Plus, how the heck would she even know? She hadn’t given us a chance. Was it me? Maybe she felt like the majority of the population feels: it’s dangerous to get involved with a biker. But she didn’t know me. I always protected what was mine. 
“How would you know that?”
“I just do,” she said, shrugging and pulling out from my embrace.
“What would it hurt?”
I hated how the question sounded leaving my mouth, but if I had to be the jerk in the moment for something that I really wanted, I would be that. 
“I’m not staying in town much longer, and this would just be a complication.”
She called us a ‘this,’ and that was something. Something was better than nothing. 
“Let me convince you to stay.”
I had to, because I could admit to myself that I was already attached. I missed the opportunity once, but I wasn’t going to miss it again. I wanted to see what this was. We were great together. 
She shook her head no but asked, “How do you intend to convince me?”
I sat up and grabbed her hand. “If it’s money you need, I got it covered. If you’re in trouble, I’ll protect you. If you’re running from something, I’m the best person to have your back. You don’t always have to be tough, Red. I can be that for the both of us.” She seemed to think about it and sighed before saying, “I’ll be here when you wake up.”
That’s all I wanted to hear. 
 



Chapter Nine – Red
As promised, I stayed, even though I woke before him. It was foolish to be watching him so closely, so interested in his looks, just like it had been foolish for me to stay. But what was most foolish was how he made me feel. I knew better, and yet I was still falling like a blasted fool because that’s what I was: a fool in love. 
I looked down on his large body. Asleep, he looked even bigger than he did when he was awake. He took up more space, sprawled across the bed, like a giant. He really was huge compared to my little body. I shook my head as he snored lightly. What was he doing to me? Normally I only had sex with the lights firmly off, and yet he had me strip and for him without even thinking. I could find embarrassment when I was so lost in lust. I tried to think through what this was, and found nothing. I had no answers and I wanted to curse myself for allowing myself to make things complicated. This was supposed to be a simple one-night stand, and yet here I was in his bed again. To make matters worse, I was hungry. Those tacos hadn’t done a thing considering we burnt through them as soon as we got home. I needed to eat something. 
Warren slept face down, and if it weren’t for the gentle snoring, I’d fear he was smothering himself. He must have really been afraid I’d leave like I did last time because his arm was thrown across my waist. I picked it up tentatively, afraid to wake him and desperate to pee. 
After some slow maneuvers and holding my breath, I replace my body with a pillow.
He said something in his sleep, but didn’t wake. 
Once nature stopped calling, I tip-toed around, taking in the details of the home I never noticed before. It was an older home, and it was painfully obvious no woman lived here, but it was clean and furnished. Which was worth some points because I knew for a fact men more often than not did not see the point of keeping a clean place.
The kitchen held cabinets that were barely filled. There was a set of everything, as if Warren went to Walmart and grabbed one box of everything, and however many was in the set was what he had. Six plates, six forks, six spoons, and six knives. They were plain and easily replaceable. His cups were a collection of plastic fast food cups, shot glasses, and a few more glasses he probably got from Target. I grabbed the plates first. I would have bet money Warren never ate at this table, which was why I took the time to set it. I didn’t see any trays and had no intention of burning myself or accidently dropping food, trying to balance as I walked to his bedroom. 
Once the table as set with paper towels since Warren didn’t have any napkins, I raided his kitchen for food. I found three cereal boxes, milk that was on the cusp of expiration, bread, cheese slices, butter, eggs, and condiments. Clearly he didn’t spend much time here. With limited options, I knew there was only one thing to do: I needed to make something. My stomach growled loudly. 
Grilled cheese it was. 
Warren was a big man, and I assumed he had a big appetite so I planned to use the rest of the bread on top of his refrigerator, which was probably a good thing. He could stand to go shopping. 
I hummed to myself, feeling quite domestic and safe for the first time in a while. I felt calm and I wasn’t checking over my shoulder or wondering how long I had before I had to leave. If I was just a woman, unaware of the world, I wouldn’t have noticed Warren’s presence, but I wasn’t a regular woman. I was a woman abused and scorned. I noticed people’s presence almost as soon as they were nearby. But I felt safe with his presence. He stood in the doorway, watching me cook, and I let him. I didn’t know what to say and I hoped to heaven all he was spouting before we had sex wasn’t out the window. 
“Good morning.”
His voice was so deep, still tinged with sleep. “By the darkness outside the window, I think you mean good evening.” I paused to giggle. “If bikers even say that.”
 He smiled and came up behind me, grabbing my waist, not caring that I was cooking. 
“Good evening, Red.”
He tried to sound British, the gravel in his voice, a sexy success. It turned me on to hear him call me that. 
“How did you sleep?” I asked, not moving from his grasp. 
“Like a rock. Like I took a sleeping pill named Red.”
I giggled. 
“I could stand to take another one,” he hinted into my ear. 
Only hours before, we’d had an amazing session, but I could tell by the hard bulge that he was ready to go ahead. I couldn’t let that happen. 
I turned and pushed his chest 
“We need to get some things cleared up.”
He rolled his eyes but stepped back. “Some things like what?”
“Like this,” I said pushing my hands between us. “What is this?”
“Chemistry,” he said simply, as if I should have already known the answer. 
I leaned against the counter. “Well, what are we doing?”
“Frigging.”
His one-word answers were appalling. 
“Do you plan to do that with other women too?”
He paused, finally not having all the answers, and then shrugged. “I haven’t really thought about it, but I hadn’t planned on it.”
I didn’t want to admit how exciting his answer was, but I needed to make sure. “Well, what if I had planned on it?”
He pushed me against the counter so fast I forgot I should have been scared. I could tell by his eyes that he was nothing like Bryant. Sure, he was being aggressive, but I wasn’t scared. I was turned on. “If you give anyone else that pussy, I’m going to punish you,” he growled. 
I shoved off the counter, turning off the burners just to be on the safe side. “Is that right?”
“Yes.” He stepped closer, boxing me in like an animal ready to pounce on his prey. “I will spank that rear so hard you won’t be sitting for a week.”
His words touched my entire body. I had to be blushing down to my toes, I was so turned on. I had no idea how I could feel so safe with him while he told me he was going to spank me, yet I was so scared of my abusive husband. He didn’t let me think on it too long. He grabbed me and bent me over the kitchen counter. My face touched the cold ceramic. 
“In fact, let me go ahead and let you know how I feel about you even thinking that.”
He swatted my rear once and I moaned, arching my rear up to him, hoping he did it again. He didn’t make me wait long. My other cheek stung as he brought his hand with force. “Ah.”
He took full advantage of my nakedness and stuck his finger in my wet center without mentioning how I was wearing his shirt without panties. 
He slapped my rear again, causing me to clench around his thick digits. He kept a steady pace as he messed me with his hands. “Going to tell me you were planning to mess someone else,” he said mumbling to himself. “Got another thing coming.” His hand popped loudly on my skin. “I’m the only man you’ll be,” he growled, thrusting into me.
My legs trembled and I feared I would fall over. I was dizzy with passion. He was telling me I was his and I didn’t care. For the moment, I wanted to be. 
“You hear me?”
I nodded, my face barely moving against the counter because of my moist skin. He pulled back on my hair, arching my back, causing his fingers to touch an even deeper part inside of me. 
“Yes, Warren!”
Then I was coming, screaming loudly, barely making any sense.
“Yes…yes! Oh, yes!” I said, panting and coming back to myself. 
He pulled his fingers out of me and sucked on them loudly until they were clean. 
“Mm. God you taste good,” he said, helping me stand, smoothing his shirt down. “Thanks for breakfast.”
I flushed, nervous he wasn’t going to eat what I actually cooked. “But you didn’t eat anything yet.”
He laughed and walked to the corner to the steaming coffee pot. “I just did. It was delicious.” Then with his glass of coffee, he sat back down. “But I could stand to eat a little more.”
I giggled and pulled the food. He didn’t have much to work with, but he did have bread, cheese, and butter. Grilled cheese and whiskey seemed like a good snack. 
 



Chapter Ten – Warren
I woke to the sound of water running and smiled. Finally Red was acting like she was supposed to be here. Earlier she was acting like all she had to do was leave, but I dicked that out of her. Now, she was showering and I vacillated between joining her and waiting to dirty her up again when she got out. 
I was feeling lazy and continued thinking instead of joining her in the water. I needed to process everything before she got back. There was something going on with Red. She was paranoid and fidgety. If she wasn’t looking over her shoulder like someone was watching her, she was staring at her phone like it was a bomb waiting to go off. Despite refusing to be real with me, I just assumed she had a few things to work through, but what were those things? It was suspicious the way she wouldn’t tell me anything about herself. Most women would die to blab about their lives. What I found out about her weren’t things she freely offered. I knew she was funny and smart, but where she worked, what brought her to Willow Springs, or where she met Daniella had yet to be said. 
Everything was going good between us, but something was between us. If only I knew what it was. I stared at her purse on the table wondering if there was an answer in her phone. I didn’t hesitate to climb out the bed and open her purse. On principle, I didn’t approve of going through a woman’s purse. It was like asking to see something you shouldn’t see, but thankfully her phone was on the top. I grabbed it and shook my head when I saw it was locked. Of course it was. 
The next place I looked was her driver’s license…and I hit the jack pocket.
I skimmed the information quickly, past the number, expiration date, date of birth, and issue date, because her name caught my eye. Tamara Byrd. 
Who the heck is that? 
Is this ID fake? If so, why?
I looked at the picture beside the name. It was Red, but not Red. This woman was not my Red. First of all, her hair wasn’t red. It was a dirty-blonde, like it couldn’t decide what color it wanted to be. Her eyes looked sunken in, like she hadn’t slept for weeks before she went to the DMV, and what was worse, her eyes looked broken. My Red had ferocity in her eyes. Sure, she looked worried sometimes and I could tell she was stressed, but she did not look sad. She looked like she wouldn’t take any trash even if she had to fight. 
Who the heck was this woman?
I tucked the ID safely back into the plastic and strode over to my discarded pants where my phone was still in the pocket.  
“Wiz,” I said as soon as the man said hello.
“Hey VP.”
“I got a job.”
“Okay,” he said, making noise like he was grabbing paper and pen. “Talk to me.”
“I need a background check. AZ ID number 9164531,” I said.
“When you need it?” he asked understanding the seriousness of my tone. 
“I needed it yesterday; if you get it to me sooner than later, you’ll get a bonus.”
“Give me an hour,” he said and hung up. 
Wiz was an IT guru and a newer prospect. He knew everything from hacking a system to making things on the web disappear. He also had a few cop and mercenary connections. Of all the brothers, I trusted him the most to get this job done. 
I laid back in bed unsure how I should feel. There were a lot of things running through my head, but when Red opened the bathroom door with nothing but steam flooding out around her naked body and her towel wrapped head they all disappeared.
Idiot how I was feeling. Red was asking to be owned, and if my phone rang while I was cock deep in her, I would cross that bridge when we got there. 
A few hours later, my phone buzzed. The text was clear. 
Mission accomplished. 
I sat up, sliding from under Red’s body. 
“Going somewhere?” She blinked slowly, almost asleep. 
“Yeah. I got a crisis at the club house. Go back to sleep.”
“Will you be back soon?” When she was sleepy, she was more vulnerable, and so cute. 
I kissed her forehead. “I promise. I’ll be back soon.”
I drove straight to the clubhouse. My anxiety cut the drive in half and I stood in the back, waiting for the news. 
 Wiz stood in front of me, shuffling his feet like a boy scared to be scolded. 
“What is it? Just spit it out.”
I could tell he was trying to keep the apologetic tone out of his voice. Sometimes, it was easy to forget that no matter how old the men were, many of The Bandits were just boys. Sure, they were built like steel and could fight and drink men twice their age under the table, but they were still just boys. Like rebellious children who’d run away from home for whatever injustice and joined an MC along the way. That’s why Gus had to protect them. That’s why I was the VP and not the President. Gus made decisions. I made those decisions sound. 
I took several deep breaths and tried to calm myself down, but it wasn’t easy. When it came to Alyssa, well Tamara…Red, I couldn’t be neutral. Everything felt dire, which was strange since I normally didn’t get so involved. The emotional garbage clouded my judgment. It kept me from being in control, which was what I did. I was a master of control. In my line of work, that kind of distraction could get me and my Pres killed. It was up to me to protect him. 
“Here,” he said, handing me the folder. I don’t know where he got it or who he had to call, but the folder was thick with information. 
On one side was a picture of Red’s driver’s license. It was the exact one I saw, which meant it was real. On the right was a series of pictures and files and details I had to read through. The pictures were gruesome. Pictures of her face, swollen, bleeding, and her body bent and bruised. Suddenly the scars I saw on her body made sense. There were several reports of her calling the police, domestic violence visits, and a restraining order. Her husband was arrested and released. If he had been sentenced, he would still be in jail for beating her, but he got out quickly on bail.  It even listed some known police officers that were his friends, the connections that got him a pardon. 
It all added up in my head.
She was on the run. 
And she lied. 
“I guess you got everything you needed.”
I wished she hadn’t lied. Why did she lie? If she had come to me, I could have protected her. I could have done something but…she lied. And if she lied once, how could I know I could trust her? 
My fists clenched as I slid the folder back to Wiz and dismissed him with a nod. 
I tried to breathe, but all I could see were the bruises on her body. That mongrel hurt her. Bryant Byrd. That jerk. How could a man ever lay a hand on their woman? Especially a woman that’s his wife! It was messed up and he was a coward. Plus, I hadn’t missed the fact that they were married. She was still tied to the idiot. My fists clenched as I thought about it. I didn’t want her to belong to him. She was mine. 
Red made me feel so greedy, like I could never get enough of her, and that scared me. The thought of any man touching her, owning her, drove me insane. I had no right to feel like this about her. This possessive trash wasn’t like me at all. I liked being a free agent, whomever and whenever. Wham, bam, thank you, ma'am worked just fine for me, but something in me wanted to own Red, keep her as mine. I’d never felt that way about a woman, and it rocked me to my core. What was she doing to me? 
I drove myself home and climbed into the bed. I looked at Red’s small frame and felt new waves of empathy towards her. It all made sense, and I realized the woman had been through a lot. No wonder she was being so paranoid: she was running for her life. 
I climbed under the covers and smiled as she sensed my presence and scooted over until her arms wrapped around my chest. She sighed in contentment and my heart thumped loudly as laid there waiting for sleep. 
The next morning, we sat together at the table eating scrambled eggs and toast. I watched Red with questions running through my head. I wondered why she was with me and how long she was planning to stay. I couldn’t help thinking about her lie and how many lies she had told me. She noticed my mood and was being cheeky because I was questioning everything she said. 
“You want orange juice?”
“Sure.”
“You like OJ, or you prefer something else?”
She shrugged, “I like whatever.”
Everyone has a preference. 
I watched her flit around the kitchen in my t-shirt. It hung just above her knees. I could see her nipples through the shirt and knew I would never wear that shirt the same again. She was humming something and shaking her little butt. 
“Do you have on panties right now?”
She giggled. “Nope.”
“You sure?” 
“Of course I’m sure,” she said, setting my plate down before turning back to the counter to get her own. 
I grunted. “I doubt that, Tamara.” 
The loud explosion of her plate breaking on the floor halted my fork from reaching my mouth, and I realized what I said.
Incredible. 
She took off running at the same time I jumped up and grabbed her arm. 
“Wait. Ally. Wait.”
“No!” She looked back her eyes wide with pure panic. “Let me go! Please don’t take me to him.”
I pulled her into my arms tightly, bear hugging her so she couldn’t wield her body as a weapon, and waited. She needed to work it out. 
She kept throwing her body, trying to get out of my arms and still not ready to listen. When she realized that her fighting was hopeless, she burst into tears and sobbed into my chest. “Please, Warren. Please don’t work for him.” Her sobs were frantic, like the stress of all that she’d been through had weighed her down and at this moment, she couldn’t hold it any longer. 
I rubbed her back with one hand, still not letting her go, and waited until she was semi-quiet and hiccupping. “Red, listen to me. I promise, I would never hurt you.”
She stepped back and I let her move, on guard in case she tried to run again. Her eyes were the most like her DMV picture: broken, sad, and unsure.
“I don’t know that jerk. I have never met him and I would never turn you into your ex. I will never let anyone hurt you. Not when I’m around. Please hear me, baby,” I said, reaching to hold her chin. “I am not out to get you. You’re safe here. With me.”
She nodded slowly, as if taking a moment to accept her new reality. 
“If you’re running, I can help you. The club can get you a new identity and I know a guy that can help you start over. Everything from a new social security number to bank accounts.”



Chapter Eleven – Red 
I felt extremely drained. The quasi-heart attack Warren gave me by calling me my government name and the cryfest I had afterward stole almost all of my energy. I wasn’t sure how to feel. I was pissed at Warren for invading my privacy, but for the first time, I felt hope. I allowed myself the hope that I would be able to stop running. If I got a new identity, I could stay in one place and rebuild my business without fear of my husband tracking me down. I could live again. 
“Okay,” I said shoulders slumped. “Let’s go.”
It was too early for me to climb back into bed and I didn’t know how to politely tell Warren I wanted to go back to my hotel. 
I could tell he really cared, and as much as I didn’t want to be tied down, he liked having me around. 
He handed me my helmet and we drove the short distance to the club. 
Once in the clubhouse, Warren took me to a backroom where a white background was set up. We passed by several men, and I couldn’t help noticing how attractive all Warren’s brothers were. I thought bikers were dirty, grungy, and brutish but none of these men fit the description. They were more like underrated movie stars: tall, built, tatted, and begging for someone to ride their cocks. No wonder Warren was so cocky: he could back it up. I blushed in the dim lighting of the backroom, hoping no one noticed. 
I sobered as a man with dark-blond hair and blue eyes addressed me. “You need to stand over there.” I realized his twin was the one who was typing information into small laptop. 
One brother with brilliant green eyes took my picture, donned gloves, and took my fingerprints. Warren stood in the back of the room, silent as his brothers moved around me. They seemed in control and like this wasn’t their first time. 
One guy with a bald head spoke up as the rest of the brothers wrapped up and left the room. “You’re going to have to wait a few days, but we’ll get this stuff to you.”
“Okay. Just let me know how much it costs. I’ll bring back what cash I have when I come to pay for my car,” I said explaining.
Warren, who’d previously watched in silence, dictating with his presence, stepped up, interrupting us. “No,” he shook his head. “It’s on me.”
I could tell from his face that arguing wasn’t an option. I sobered on his words and kept a good face as the other members were watching me and how we interacted. We needed to talk, but I also needed to rest. 
Thankfully, he seemed to understand. “Come on, I’ll take you to your car.”
We walked in silence, and I could tell what Warren was thinking. If I hadn’t been so lost in my own thoughts, maybe I would have said something. But my car was fixed, which meant I should leave soon. I had to let Daniella know I would be leaving and I had to find a way to say goodbye to Warren. 
Betsy looked the same, though the lack of crazy noises when I turned the key was a huge relief. I walked around the exterior, noting that not much had changed. She still had a dimple on the passenger side from the time a car got a little too close in a turning lane. A scrape on the front where I misjudged how much space I had before I ran into a brick wall. My key stuck a little as I unlocked the door. I didn’t have a fancy remote to unlock all the doors. I had to unlock the door by hand, though my windows were automated. 
“Thanks,” I said with the door opened, though not yet sliding into the driver’s seat. “You didn’t have to do that, and at least let me give you something since you paid for everything.” I reached in the car for my purse. 
“Red. No. I don’t want your money, and I won’t take it. So save your breath.”
“But—”
He held his hand up and I stopped. He stood before me, rubbing his eyes before pinching the bridge of his nose. I hated knowing I was probably the cause of all that stress. He seemed to be struggling with his words, unsure of himself, which was a first before he said, “Look, Red. I just want to say I’m sorry.”
I was still a little upset that he pried into my information, but I knew he meant well. He looked at me contrite. “I shouldn’t have gone through your things. I was really worried.”
I touched his chest and tried to show I wasn’t angry. I was more hurt than upset, but what could I expect? I was a strange woman who had visited his bed and home a few times. As suspicious as I was for the past three months, I could understand being overly cautious.  “I understand. Thank you for everything you’ve done.”
“When can I see you again?” His change of subject and tone was too quick for me to follow and I almost forgot to have up my guard. 
“Um. I don’t think that’s a good idea, Warren.”
“That wasn’t what I asked.” He was so difficult, and that was one of the things I loved about him. I tried to hide my smirk, but he saw it and pushed my chin up until we were looking in each other’s eyes. “When can I see you again, sweetheart?” 
“Well,” I said, not enjoying the butterflies in my stomach. “I have to work tomorrow, but maybe after.”
“That’s cool with me. Just tell me the time.”
“Six.”
“Done. Where are you staying?”
“Springs Motel.”
“Room?”
“14.”
“I’ll be there.”
I smiled and nodded, stepping as close as I dared to his body. I hoped he’d grab me and slam me against him, but he didn’t. He sighed and kissed my forehead before helping me into my car and closed the door once I was inside. “See you soon, Red.” His voice was low and I wondered how hard it was to let me go. A part of me wanted him to pull me back into his arms. I had to stop being reckless.
 “Good night, Warren.”
I drove off feeling somewhere between heaven and a rainstorm. I kept trying to remind myself not to get too hopeful. It was dangerous to believe I was safe and finally alone, but I couldn’t help but believe Warren when he said he would protect me. He looked like a man who kept his word. When I pulled up to the hotel, it wasn’t late, but I was exhausted. I quickly counted the money I stashed under the bed. It was one thousand dollars, the exact amount I left, and then I counted the money I’d hidden in a plastic bag under the toilet back. Fifteen hundred, also untouched. 
I had three hundred in my purse and ordered a pizza for dinner. The wait wasn’t long, so I busied myself cleaning the bathtub because I’d earned a soak. The stress of the day and Bryant needed to come off. It was sad but true. With the tub clean of whatever residue and substances I couldn’t see, I ran the water and squirted some of my shower gel in it for bubbles. The tub filled just before someone knocked on my door. I tiptoed to the door and peeked out the peephole, double checking it was truly the pizza man before I opened the door. 
“Pepperoni, bacon, and onion pizza? Thin crust.”
“Yeah, that’s me,” I said turning my back to get my purse. 
“That’ll be 12.78 ma’am?”
I handed him a $20. “You want to make an extra $50 bucks?”
“Sure.” The skinny boy looked barely old enough to drive with whiskers of hair and pimples dotting his chin. 
“Here’s a fifty. Are you over 21?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Get me some wine. Ask for help if you can’t find it, but I want a bottle of red wine. Anything that’s not in a box. Understand?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Great. Buy and bring me my receipt and change and you’ll get this other fifty bucks when you return.”
He took the bill and turned around. I sighed. How desperate was I that I had to outsource the pizza delivery boy to get me wine? I took a bite of the pizza and moaned. It was delicious, but it would taste better with wine. Thankfully, Willow Springs was small and the pizza boy knew where to go.
“Here’s your bottle,” he said, holding it outstretched like it was a bomb. 
I looked it over. Barefoot. Good enough. I handed over the other fifty. “Thank you, doll. What’s your name?”
“Richard, ma’am.”
“Richard, I’m not old enough to be a ma’am and you just made my night. Have a good one.”
I closed the door without waiting for his response. After double checking that the deadbolt was turned, the doorknob was locked, and the chain was in place, I stripped, taking my box of pizza and wine with me into the bathroom. 
It was some kind of sad that I was drinking straight from the bottle and eating an entire box of pizza alone, but it was my current state of life. I couldn’t change it, and I couldn’t take it back. I was hoping that it wouldn’t be like this forever, though. 
After eating, I dragged my tired bones to bed, not bothering to dress in night clothes or pull back the covers before I fell asleep. I slept hard and without dreaming, thankfully because I often had nightmares. Though I never did when I was in Warren’s arms, and when I woke to my alarm, it was 7am the next day. 
I went through my regular routine, not bothering to rush since I knew my car would start. Unlike most mornings when I gave myself an extra 30 minutes to hope, pray, and turn the key a few times. I smiled in the dirty mirror on the wall. I actually looked like I tried. My hair was still pulled back into my signature ponytail that meant business, but the ends were curled. My makeup was actual makeup instead of the ChapStick and mascara I deluded myself into thinking was enough, and I was professionally dressed without wrinkles as I walked out the door and saw the brand new day. There was nothing in front of me but the parking lot. 
“Shoot!”
Where was my car?
I couldn’t report it to the police. That was the equivalent of putting a billboard up for Bryant that said, ‘Here I am. You found me.’
I glanced at my watch and realized I had to make a decision, and soon. I had too much work today for a wedding, and there was no getting around it. So, I dialed the one person I knew could help me.
“Please pick up. Please pick up,” I mumbled as the phone rang one time too many. 
“Who is this?” a gruff voice said into the phone. I called the clubhouse because I didn’t actually have Warren’s number. 
“Is Warren there? I really need to speak to him.”
“Who is this?”
“Tell him it’s Red.”
I heard the phone shift hands. “Red?”
“Warren. Someone stole my car. I need help.”
“Stay right there. I’m on the way,” he said, and the line went dead. 
 



Chapter Twelve – Warren
I didn’t hesitate when Evan handed me the phone. Red needed my help. That was all I needed to hear. I arrived in a little under ten minutes later to see her distressed and standing outside, looking forlorn. “What happened?”
“I don’t know,” she said, throwing her arms up. “It was here when I went to bed.”
“Did anyone come here last night?”
She raised her eyebrow at me, obviously knowing I wasn’t just asking for detective work. “No one but the pizza delivery guy.”
“Was the car here when he dropped it off?”
“I don’t remember. I wasn’t looking for it, and I was so tired.”
“Okay. Well, you need to call out of work. You can’t get around.”
“No, Warren. That’s why I need help. I can’t call out. I have to show up today.”
“Accidents happen, honey. You need to call them and tell them you can’t make it.”
“You don’t understand. I have to work today. This is all prep for a wedding in a few days. I have to do this stuff.”
“What do you need from me?”
“A ride.”
“Well, I hate to break it to you, sweetheart, but I don’t drive cars.”
“That’s fine. I don’t have to pick up anything, just show up at a few places.”
She looked so cute, pouting and practically begging with her eyes. “How many is a few places?”
“Not that many,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes. 
I sighed and hoped I wouldn’t regret this. “Hop on and give me directions as we go.”
Red had me driving over the entire dang town, and sometimes out of town, but oddly enough, I hadn’t regretted it. I actually had fun. She explained on the way that she was doing last minute errands for a wedding that was happening tomorrow. 
First, we went to a bridal boutique and I watched her calm a woman near tears about her dress. Apparently last minute adjustments had to be made due to weight gain and the bride was sure she would look like a whale on her day. Red calmed her down, and even hugged her like they were long-time best friends. When we left, the dress was altered, the bride looked happy, and Red looked completely in control of the situation. 
Then we went to a church so she could set up. She ordered me around like a slave to move chairs, swap out table cloths, and hold a ladder steady so she could hang ribbons and bows. After that, we had to find replacement flowers because the ones they ordered wilted. Something about the refrigerator broke down. We did at least twenty other things like that where Red showed up, put out the fires, and took control of everything like Superwoman. Everywhere she had to go, I drove her there without complaint. She looked in her element. 
My favorite part of the day was when we had to stand in proxy for an absent bridesmaid and groomsman. It was a rehearsal, and even though the bride and groom were the focal points, many people commented on what a cute couple we were. I didn’t bother correcting them that we weren’t a couple at all. I actually liked the idea of Red being my girlfriend. I liked the idea of everyone else knowing she was mine too. 
Red worked me until sundown. I was beyond relieved when she told me the caterers were the last stop. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep going. Even though I had the easiest job, chauffeuring, I was still tired. 
“That means we can go home now?” I must have looked too hopeful because she laughed. 
“Yeah.”
“Good. Will you come home with me?”
She nodded without hesitation, and I tried not to look too deep into it. Sure, we had been a little off because of my snooping and her lie, but it felt like everything was back in order now. 
 



Chapter Thirteen – Red
I lay in Warren’s bed, a little too comfortable and sated. I was starting to feel like this was my home, which was a lie, and the sooner I got that, the quicker the dagger to his heart when I had to leave. It would hurt both of us because even though I knew I shouldn’t be, I was attached. 
“So the wedding is tomorrow, right?” He rolled over so we were face to face on our sides. We were still naked from our earlier romp. 
“Yeah.”
“You going?”
“I have to. I helped coordinate it.”
“Are you supposed to go to those kinds of things alone?”
I realized what he was asking and felt my heart fluttered. “Um. Normally, but Daniella’s the actual wedding coordinator. I’m just her assistant. I mean, I could bring a date if I wanted.”
“Well. I was just thinking I wanted to see how it looks, you know? Like I watched you do all that hard work, I want to see the final product.”
“I understand.” I tried to play it cool. “Well, you’d need a suit and a car.”
“Why a car?”
“Because you don’t want to be wrinkled and if you’re taking me with you, I’ll be in a dress.”
“I can make it happen.”
And he did. The next day he miraculously found a suit that fit him a little too tightly, but instead of looking awkward, he looked like a superhero ready to burst out his suit. He found a car, got me back to my room early enough to grab my dress, and got us to the wedding ceremony in time. Daniella smirked at seeing him as my date but was thankfully too busy making sure everything was going according to plan to stop and chat. Some people from the rehearsal recognized Warren and thanked him for coming. I pretended not to notice when they commented on how cute we were together and hinted that the next wedding would be ours. 
The wedding was beautiful. It went exactly how Daniella planned, and on a few occasions, I found myself near tears. The bride was stunning, and the groom had eyes for no one else. They stood before each other saying vows that I hoped they took seriously, and I couldn’t help but thinking about my own. 
“I, Tamara Byrd, promise to love you with all my heart. I promise to treat you like the blessing you are and love you through your flaws. Through sickness, health, life, and death, I promise to be by your side.” I had meant those words when I said them, and I could never forget them. They were the same words he hurled at me when I suggested I’d leave him.
“I knew you were a liar when I met you. You were always a little hussy, begging for someone to look at you, and when I asked if you were trying to tease other men, you said no. Now look at you. Blaming me because you don’t get your way. I though you would always love me, Tamara. What happened to being by my side no matter what?”
He taunted me for years before his words turned to physical abuse. 
Somehow Bryant had convinced me he hung the moon and the stars when we first met. On our wedding day, I believed I was the luckiest girl in the world. But I wasn’t. It took five years, but I realized after he beat me, broke me, scared me, isolated me and ruined me, that this man was not the man I thought I married.
Now this couple before me was starting at the same starting line I’d once crossed, and I hoped for their sake, it wouldn’t end like mine. Warren squeezed my hand as I wiped my eyes. 
“You okay Red?”
I nodded. “I’ll be all right.”
That’s what I kept telling myself. Fake it ‘til you make it. I really did want to be all right. 
That’s what I told myself when I made Warren take me to the motel instead of his house that night. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?”
“No. I don’t want to crowd you.”
“Red, if you were crowding me, I would have told you. You know you’re always welcome.”
“I know. But I think this is best.”
He sighed. “Look, Red. I know you think you know best, but you don’t. You’re just scared. I’m scared too, though. I’ve never felt this way about anyone, but I feel full when I’m around you. I really care about you, and I think you care about me too.”
“Stop.” I couldn’t let him go on. It was breaking my heart to have to hear his truth and know what I was about to say would undo him. “What we have here is temporary. Remember? That’s why I told you not to get attached. I’m on the run, Warren. On the freaking run from a deranged husband who won’t let me be his ex. I have a lot of baggage. Too much for someone like you. You deserve someone who can marry one day, not a married woman like me who will probably never get a divorce. I’ll get my new identity soon and…” I had to clear my throat from the tears I felt choking me. I continued, fearing he would cut me off. “Maybe it’s best if we don’t see each other again until then.”
I felt like I stabbed myself. The way my heart was beating, I felt close to having a panic attack, but I had to stay strong until he left. It pained me to push him away, but it would be worse if I allowed him to stay and be in danger. I wanted nothing more than to stay with Warren and be his, but if Bryant ever found out, he would kill Warren. 
“I wish you would just hear me out.”
“I have, Warren, and there’s nothing you can say.”
He winced, and I knew the dagger was lodged right where I was aiming for: his heart. 
“I’ll see you when Wiz says your paperwork is done.”
I nodded, not trusting words instead of sobs to come out my mouth. Watching Warren drive away was painful, and I stood there in the darkness for a moment thinking of everything I’d lost. I’d given my entire life for Bryant and lost it all; now I was trying to find it again. A tear slid down my cheek and I touched it, wondering if I was being too emotional. I was always overly emotional during my period. Which hadn’t come yet. It had been completely irregular since I stopped birth control and since I was really stressed. 
Still, I allowed the idea of a little baby, with eyes like Warren’s and my smile, to appear in my mind’s eye for a second. The visuals were enough to make my heart heavy. I wasn’t supposed to be having feelings for him. Plus, I wouldn’t want to bring a child into the turmoil that was my current life. Just thinking about carrying Bryant’s child chilled my bones. That was a sure way to be stuck under his tyranny forever. If he knew I had his child, he would never stop looking for me, and when he found me, he wouldn’t kill me: he’d fight me in court to take my only child away from me until I died of a broken heart. In all this running, I hadn’t stopped to think if I wanted a child. Before I met Bryant, I did, but since I realized who he really was, the thought never occurred to me. I wondered if I had the guts to go through with an abortion. I wasn’t sure that I could. It didn’t matter, though. Wasn’t no point in thinking of ‘what ifs.’ I wasn’t pregnant; it was just stress.
I settled that as I opened the door and walked into the motel room I was starting to call home. My thoughts delayed my reaction as I realized Bryant was sitting on the bed. He caught my arm as I turned to leave and dragged me inside before locking the door. 
“Ah, ah, ah. Where are you going?”
I kept struggling and froze under the sting on my face and realized he’d slapped me. It was effective, and I stood there dazed and listening to him talk. 
“I was beginning to think you’d never show up.”
“Bryant—”
He held his hand up. “Why don’t you sit down? I think we’re overdue for a chat.”
I looked around, searching for anything that could help me. Almost everything was nailed down – the phone, the lamp on the stand, and the bed frame. There was only one entrance, and I knew Bryant would have some kind of weapon on him – maybe a knife, or maybe he knew that he could overtake me and didn’t have anything. 
“I couldn’t help overhearing your little romantic parting.”
“Let me explain.”
“No, no, no,” he said, shaking his head like a parent disciplining a child. “It’s my turn to talk, Tamara. Now sit there like a good girl and listen.”
He sat back in the wooden chair from the small desk in the corner and thought out loud. “Now, where was I? Oh yes. The movie-worthy parting.” His eyes glinted. “So you got yourself a little boyfriend while you were gone? And a biker at that. Such a naughty girl. I always knew you had a little hussy inside of you. I tried to help you rid that part of yourself, but I see I was not successful.” He sucked his teeth. “And he knew you were married. What a cad. Sleeping with a married woman. Has he no self-respect?”
“He has more respect in one finger than you have in your entire body.”
Bryant jumped up and smacked me twice, throwing my neck to the left and the right. I anticipated and gritted my teeth to hold in my cries, though my eyes watered without my consent. 
“I see you’ve gotten mouthy since you’ve been gone. Don’t worry: I’ll make sure to beat that out of you too.”
I held my stinging face and a sob came out. “You’re the devil.”
“Not true, Tammy,” he said, stroking the scar he gave me on my knee. “I’m your husband.”
“I will never be your wife.”
He laughed without true amusement. “The law would beg to disagree.”
I took a deep breath and kept talking, knowing he would hit me and hoping I made him so mad he accidently killed me. “I don’t care what that piece of paper says. I will never be your wife again. I hate you, and I won’t ever stop running, no matter what you do to me.”
“How dare you?” He hissed. He grabbed my arm so tight, I cried out. “You’re mine! And no other man will have you. I don’t know what that biker told you, but he lied. No one will ever stop me. You think that little restraining order can keep me away? It can’t. Whatever you thought, you’re wrong. It doesn’t matter how far you run. You’ll always be mine. In fact, let me show you exactly what I mean.”
He grabbed my shirt and tried to push it over my head. 
“No!”
“Shut up,” he said, squeezing my breast painfully through the material. “You will give me what I want.”
“No! Stop it, Bryant. I don’t want this.”
He got both his hands at the bottom of the hem and pulled, effectively ripping it up the middle. “Did you hear me ask you what you want?”
Tears streamed down my face. “Cry if you want, Tammy, but I won’t stop.”
“You’re a monster,” I screamed as he wrestled me onto my back,
He smiled widely. “But I’m your monster.”
“You’re nothing to me.”
That only seemed to encourage him and he fought to unbuckle my pants.
“I won’t let you! I don’t care what you say. I’ll never give up.”
“This can happen the easy way or the hard way, Mrs. Byrd,” he said, pinning my arms above my head. “With you conscious or with you taking a little nap. Either way, it’s going to hurt,” he guaranteed.
I spit in his face and he turned a deep, beet red. 
“You’re going to regret that,” he said, and I knew I wouldn’t as his fist came down and hard onto my face. The world pitched one way and became dark around the edges. I could feel him fumbling with my pants.
Don’t quit. Fight! I thought, but my hands wouldn’t cooperate. 
None of this would have happened if I had stayed with Warren or had invited him in. It was my own fault. I couldn’t see anything, and my other senses faded with my vision, but I could remember him easier than I thought. 
The hard lines of his face. The rugged feel of his beard on my face when we kissed. The way he ran his fingers through his short hair, perpetually looking unkempt. I thought of his full lips and the way they felt when we kissed. I recalled the look in his eyes when he tried to tell me how he felt. Now I would never know what he was going to say. 
 



Chapter Fourteen – Warren
I sighed as I fell back onto the couch. It was as if tension had lifted, but instead of relief, I was left with an ugly shade of melancholy. 
I was brooding. So? I wasn’t afraid to admit it either. Well, admit it to myself. I sat on my couch guzzling whiskey and coddling my feelings. I could do that in the safety of my own home because I needed to get rid of the burning in my chest. Nothing seemed to fix it. I’d tried riding, and now I was trying liquor. I hoped it worked. It had to. How I was feeling wasn’t safe for my club, and they always came first. As the VP, I had to look out for them, but this ache in my chest was distracting. I knew it would make me react slower and where I lived, that could get you killed.
It had only been about an hour, but I was already regretting walking away. I should have stayed. I should have fought for us more…but I didn’t want to beg. 
My phone rang, pulling me from my reverie. 
“Talk.”
“The papers are ready.”
I wondered why Wiz called me instead of dialing Red. Her number was in the system. Then it hit me: Wiz was a perceptive guy for a man who kept his nose in electronics, and he was pretty good about noticing what others were too dumb to see. He probably noticed how sweet I was on Red, or I was more obvious than I thought I was. 
“VP?”
I realized I hadn’t said anything in a while. “I’ll tell her,” I said briskly before hanging up. It was a little rude, but he was used to it. Our president wasn’t flowers and candy either. 
I stood, mentally scanning myself. I had only just sat on the couch with my whiskey. I’d only had a large gulp. Sure that I wasn’t dizzy or tipsy and could see clearly, I climbed onto Heaven. This would probably be the last time I got to spend with Red before she left, so I drove to the motel quickly, thinking of ways I could prolong it. I pulled up to her room, confused as I drove past a car that looked exactly like Betsy. I walked over to it, looking for the unforgettable dent in the passenger side door. It was in the exact same spot as the car Red owned. But what was it doing here? Especially since I knew it was stolen before. 
That mother idiot. 
I didn’t think as I pulled my trusty Glock from my waistband and shot out the doorknob and where I estimated the lock would be before kicking in the door. 
Cold washed through my system at Red unconscious and bloodied on the bed, under the idiot who hadn’t even thought to climb off her when he heard a gunshot. Red’s face was swollen and bleeding, and my heart clenched when I couldn’t tell if she was alive. 
I took in the complete scene, unbelieving what I saw. Red was completely naked except for her bra, though it was pulled down, revealing bruised nipples. While Bryant was over here, clad only in his boxers. Perhaps I was too late, or he had been working up to having sex with her. It was clear he was enjoying her body in other ways and taking advantage of the fact she couldn’t fight back or say no. 
“Would you please close the door?” Bryant said, as if this was a common mistake. Like I’d accidently walked into the wrong room and not shot through the door. “As you can see, I’m in the middle of a conjugal visit.”
I saw red. 
In that moment, the flash of anger protected me from the coming pain. 
I’d failed her. I’d told Red I would protect her, and I failed. I should have done more. I should have been here and now this jerk wanted to pretend like everything was okay? Red made me a better man. Without her, I was just a biker outlaw, a Bandit, and what I planned to do to her husband was criminal. Before I swung my first punch, I already had no regrets. 
White-hot fire burned so bright and blinding, it swallowed my entire being. I saw red. I tasted red. I smelled red. Everything was colored in red, burning down in a fire I couldn’t contain. My whole world was red.  I pocketed my gun and grabbed Bryant’s forearm, jerking him until he cried out and used his body weight to force me to the ground. It was easy to roll over until he was pinned beneath me as I clocked him in the face. His face felt hard against my fist, but I barely felt it as his nose crunched and spurted blood on my face and shirt. Everything was easy as the fire burned through my body. 
My large hand wrapped around his thick neck. I dug into the skin there, leaning forward even more to choke him with all my strength. His arms waved in front of me, beating against me and trying to push to loosen my grip or make me stop. There was nothing he could do. His bloodied face turned a slight blue as I tightened my grip. He wasn’t willing to die like a gentleman. He clawed, scratching at my face, anything to get me away from his throat, but I was determined. His hand patted against my waist and I realized what he was grabbing for a little too late. I let go to flick the gun from his loose hands. 
I let him go, diving onto the floor, following the gun as he rolled over, coughing loudly and trying to catch his breath. He was barely breathing, but he stood, trying to get away like the coward he was. I ran towards him, not balancing my weight, and he used my determination to turn to the side and sent three jabs to my side. That idiot hit my kidney by the intense pain shooting up my body. I groaned and bent over, but was still not sated. He could have kill Red. He had hurt her. I should have just killed him as soon as I walked in, but I wanted to make him bleed with my own two hands. 
Despite being dazed, I pulled him back to me, unwilling to let him go. 
A voice whispered in the back of my head, begging me to stop. Red could still be alive. She might not be dead. If she was alive, I needed to stop. I needed to get her some help. 
That voice made me loosen my grip, enough for him to step towards Red, and I realized he was dumber than I thought. Getting out of here alive wasn’t guaranteed, and he wanted to try and get out with Red? 
He scrambled, once more going for the gun. I had half a mind to shoot him in head since it was clear he was nothing but a chicken trash, too scared to fight me like a man, desperate to use a weapon instead of his own hands. He was big enough to use them with Red, though. 
Coward. 
I threw my right fist and collided against the side of his head. 
He staggered backwards a couple steps before regaining his footing. I didn’t allow him to make another move. 
I’d had enough. I needed to get Red to a hospital as soon as possible. With my gun firmly in my grip, I thrust the gun to his crotch, right up against his toe, making him freeze and throw up his hands. Though his face still looked indignant, like any minute this could somehow all change in his favor. 
I leaned forward until we were nose to nose. “Do not move, idiot, or I swear to heaven I will pull this trigger! You ever want to piss out your toe again?”
He didn’t answer but ducked his head once. “Then I suggest you get the heck out of here before I make that an unachievable dream. Walk out the door while you can.”
“You don’t know who you’re messing with. You think because you have this gun that you can run me off.” I was used to the villain feeling the need to spew their monologue. I listened halfheartedly, hoping he would talk himself out and get on his merry way. “You think I’ll stop. Well, I won’t. This isn’t over. You can’t have her. Tamara will always be mine.”
I shot him in the foot before I registered that my hand moved. 
I yelled over his screams as he writhed on the floor, holding the carnage that was his foot. “You just had to keep talking. Didn’t you? You just couldn’t shut your mouth. Do you want to say something else?” 
This time he shook his head widely with large, pain-stricken eyes. 
“That’s what I thought.” I stood over his body, trying to calm myself down. “Let me make myself very clear,” I said, leaning down until I could smell the musk of coward and see the pupils of his eyes. “If you look at Tamara, look for her, come near her, or so much as breathe her air again, I will kill you.” His eyes widened even more as I continued. “I won’t hesitate, and I won’t be caught. Do you understand?” He opened his mouth but I interrupted. “Don’t say another word!” I knew I would kill him if I heard his horrible voice again. “Nod your head if you understand.” Bryant nodded, proving he did have some sense in his head. “Good! Now leave, and you better pray to heaven or whoever you serve that she wakes up and nothing is broken, because if it is, I will find you and give you everything she has times two. I will break every bone in your body except your hand, so you can sign your name on those divorce papers.”
He stood and limped towards the door as I opened my phone. 
“Yeah?” Gus always sounded like he just finished a pack of cigarettes when he talked. 
“I need a team, Pres.”
“Where?”
I crawled over to the bed and barely kept my whimpering inside. 
“Red?” 
She laid too still. Small shallow breaths.
“Oh baby. What did he do to you?”
I looked around the room for something to cover her body in grabbing the hotel robe slung over the chair beside the bed, wrapping it around her battered body.
I cradled Red’s body as I waited for the backup I called to arrive at the hotel, rocking her and whispering into her ear. 
“Come on, baby. Push through for me. I need you to be strong. You have to come back for me. I’m so sorry, and I love you, but I need to see your eyes when I say the words. Come back to me.”
She didn’t appear to have heard me, though her chest raised and flattened slowly. Too slow for me to feel better. 
It was rare I needed an MC escort, but I knew I needed my brothers. I didn’t trust an ambulance to get to her there fast enough, so with my brothers as my entourage, taking up the entire lane behind us, I cradled Red to my chest in the backseat until we were at the emergency lane of the hospital. 
“Help!” I screamed at the few nurses loitering outside. “I need help!”
Thankfully, several staff and a doctor came out with a stretcher, they knew the drill.



Chapter Fifteen – Red
Everything hurt. Why did my entire body hurt?
I moaned and tried to move, but I found I could barely open my eyes. I scrunched my eyes at the bright light that, even through my closed eyelids, was too bright. Wincing, I opened them little by little, trying to make sense of the blurred objects, until I could open my eyes without it hurting. Well, minimizing the pain as much as I could. My face hurt all over; even my eyelids were sore. 
Metal railings. Typical hospital bed and monitors beeping their own symphony. The room was clean and pristine. The sheets were pure white, making me look more pale than usual I am sure. 
I stared at the scarred canvas that were my hands. My nails were chips and my knuckles had newly formed bloodied scabs. 
What happened to me?

It all came back to me in flashes. 
Bryant. His smiling face over me as he screamed, “You’re mine.”
I shivered; the evil glint in his eyes shone clearly in my mind. 
He’d found me. 
I wasn’t safe. 
He was going to kill me. 
Am I dead now?
I looked down and saw the IV in the crook of my elbow and heard my heart beat wildly as I realized if I was here, he’d decided not to kill me and was planning to take me home. 
The sleeping hulk of a man beside my bedside only reinforced my belief. 
I could not go back. 
He couldn’t take me alive. 
I flinched back, ready to snatch the IV out and run with whatever energy reserve I could find, but then I took a longer look at the body. He had on leather. I only knew a few men that wore leather vests all year round, no matter the occasion, and I would have bet money I knew the emblem that was on the back. The beeping of the machine announced my panic and woke whoever it was beside me, and he leaned back. 
It was Wiz. I recognized the youthful face and the way he looked at me, trying to figure out what parts he could take apart and fix. 
“Oh. Good. You’re awake. Let me get you a nurse.”
“Water,” the words burned my throat and I clutched my neck. 
A nurse with ebony skin and hair gelled up into a bun came around the corner. Her brown eyes were bright against her dark skin. “How you doing, honey? My name is Betty.”
“I—”
“Try not to talk for a while. All right? Your windpipe was badly damaged.”
She must have understood my confused face. 
“You don’t know what happened?”
I shook my head back and forth. That hurt too. All I knew was Bryant had tried to kill me and hadn’t been successful. 
“Mirror,” I croaked, swallowing loudly.
She looked hesitant but turned to get one. 
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Red.”
I stared him down until he murmured, “Tamara.”
That didn’t sound right either, but I refused to let him call me Red. Only one man did that, and I wondered where he was. 
The nurse handed me a small handheld mirror and I gasped at my appearance. I looked inches from death. My swollen face, cracked lips, bruised cheeks, blackened nose that was bandaged, and the butterfly tape on forehead were a sight, and I knew I probably looked worse when they brought me in. At least now the blood was cleaned off. I tilted the mirror and lost my breath again. There was a clear, purplish handprint outlined on both sides of my throat. One hand wrapped around my throat and squeezed long enough to leave a mark. I guessed Bryant had, at the very least, tried to kill me. Which didn’t explain how I escaped or got to the hospital. 
The nurse took the mirror back in exchange for a tiny plastic cup of water, which I gulped down. 
“More.”
It was so refreshing against the heated and damaged tissue in my body. 
“You can have as much as you want, as long as you slow down. I don’t want you to choke. You should still be a little groggy from the pain medicine, but that should wear off in a few,” she said, reaching for a blood pressure cuff. “You were strangled and badly beaten.” 
Well, that much was clear.
 “I’m going to take some of your vitals then leave you in peace. You need to rest,” she said it pointedly to Wiz, who raised his hands in surrender. 
“You got your orders, I got mine. I’ll do what I can to follow both.”
She talked as she worked. “Some of your motorcycle friends brought you here and we patched you all up. You’re already looking better than we thought. I imagine you can leave in a few days with some rest. That’s what your body needs most right now, so get that,” she said, standing and cutting Wiz with a critical look. She looked at him out the side of her eye until she left the room. I didn’t wait for long to disobey her instruction. 
I tried to talk, making a few false starts as my voice cracked, and it was sometimes too painful to finish the word. 
“Warren?” I found the pain wasn’t so bad when I whispered, and since I had a million questions, I had no plans of sitting quietly.  
“He’s at the police station.” 
Wiz held his hand up as my mouth opened to say more. “Just chill. I’m getting to it.”
“The police thought Warren did this,” he said gesturing to my beat up body, “to you and you weren’t awake to say he didn’t, so at first it was really messy but once they got to the hotel room and saw the large blood stain on the carpet from your ex’s foot and the evidence of the gunshot. They eased up on him. He had blood all over his face and clothes so he was an obvious suspect. Tattoos and leather don’t help either.”
Blood?
My eyes widened and Wiz continued talking. 
“None of it was yours, or much of it anyway, but they weren’t exactly inclined to run a lab kit. We know it was your ex’s but they didn’t know that and Warren was upset. He told us the gist of what he did to the guy. Beat him up badly and shot him in the foot during a struggle. Looks like he got back in your car and fled. The police caught up to him on the highway and corroborated Warren’s story.”
I threw my feet over the railing, clenching my teeth to hold in my moans of pain. I didn’t care who I had to talk to, but I was getting my man out of wherever he was. 
“Hey! Where you going?”
“Jail,” I said barely audible. 
“No, no, no,” he said, pushing me back, and dang me for being too weak to push back. I slumped back on the thin bed. “We already handled it, so he’s probably on his way here.”
Wiz had barely finished talking before Warren barged in, followed by three nurses. 
“Sir, you can’t be in here. The officer said you had to stay outside.”
He didn’t respond to them or stop walking until he had me in his arms. I leaned forward, reaching for him. “Red,” he said into my hair before kissing me softly. They felt like butterflies and more gentle than he’d ever handled me. He leaned away to kiss me on the lips. “I’m so glad to see those brown eyes.” 
I smiled, despite how bad my face hurt. 
“I thought I would never see those beauties again.”
“Sir, please,” the nurse said, trying to pull him by the arm.
“Does it look like she wants to me leave?” he snarled. 
If he had been anyone else, I would have been scared, but I knew he wasn’t angry. He was as scared as me. He had been scared that he might lose something he needed. I reached forward to turn his face towards me, and the crazed look in his eyes cooled immediately. They weren’t going to take him away from me. I wasn’t dead, and there was nothing, for now, to worry about. It was like he could read my mind through our intense stare. I leaned to the side to make sure the nurses saw my face and mouth. He stays, I said silently.
With a sigh, they left the room, though Betty paused at the door. With her finger outstretched, she proved she wasn’t afraid of Warren. “I meant what I said,” she said wagging her finger. “Take it easy and no talking. The doctor will be in shortly.”
I had no idea when Wiz left or how long we had been alone, but Warren’s body was a welcomed presence in the tiny hospital bed. He swung his big body over the railing and, careful of my IV chords, held me to his chest. 
“I thought I was going to lose you.”
“I’m here,” I whispered. He shushed me with his finger but smiled. 
“I hope you’re not planning to go anywhere soon.”
I shook my head no and he kissed my forehead. “Good. I wouldn’t let you.”
He held up a folder and smiled with sad eyes. “I have all your new docs, honey.” In all the foolishness with Bryant, I’d forgotten that was the plan all along. I was supposed to be starting over, running away and trying to forget I ever met Warren. “These docs are foolproof. So if you still want them, they’re right here but …if it was just your husband, I promise you won’t have to worry about him anymore.”
I considered what he said. It was just my husband. I wasn’t running away from anything else. I wish I wasn’t running at all, but that was my reality. Or maybe not. According to him, I wouldn’t have to worry about Bryant ever again. I tried to process that and realized, it would take time for me to believe it. I’d tasted hope once and it was snatched away from me too quickly for me to try it again so soon. 
“I know it’s hard to believe, but I promise you, he’s not coming back for you. He won’t ever bother you again. If you don’t believe me, you can still run. I won’t stop you, but just know this: you’re not going alone.”
A knock on the door interrupted our conversation. 
The doctor came in and said nothing, though his eyebrow arched seeing us squished together in the hospital bed. 
“Mrs. Byrd,” he said, reading the chart, and Warren cut in. 
“Tamara.”
“Tamara,” the doctor corrected, “My name is Doctor Conner. I would ask how you’re doing, but it’s much better if you let your trachea rest. So just nod your head or give me some thumbs up. Okay?”
I smiled and nodded. 
“Do you know who that man in your bed is?”
Warren chuckled lightly as I nodded with a huge smile. 
Doctor smirked, obviously joking, and walked towards the bedside. “All right. Just checking.”
He shined a light in both my eyes before wrapping his hand around my wrist, pressing two fingers to the pulse of my veins. 
“Do you know who did this to you?”
I scowled and nodded. 
“Do you want to press charges?”
I nodded my head yes and crossed my arms.
“All right. I’ll be sure to send in the officer when I finish.”
I gave him two thumbs up.
“Now, let me get right to it.” Warren sat up a little straighter. “You have a concussion, a broken nose, a head laceration, deep tissue bruising on the neck, some bad bruises on your body, and some scratches on the inside of your legs.” He smiled sympathetically. “But I have some other news.”
I tilted my head to the side, not sure what he would say.
“You are pregnant. Very early. But it came back positive on your bloodwork.”
He took in the state of my dumbfounded face and huffed. “You didn’t know you were pregnant?
I shook my head no. 
“Am I right to assume he’s the father?”
I’d forgotten the hard mass behind me was a man and not my bed. I froze, suddenly very scared to turn around. What would he say? What would he think? I hadn’t meant to get pregnant. He had to have known it was a risk since we never used a condom. What if he didn’t want it? I knew myself, and I could not go through an abortion. What if he didn’t believe he was the father? He was the only man I’d had sex with in the last 6 weeks. 
“Red?” Warren’s voice was soothing, and it gave me the courage to turn around. “How do you continue to light up my life when I least expect it?”
I coughed, my sob barely audible as tears of joy fell from my eyes. 
“What? All I want is you. And having something together sounds pretty great.”
My face scrunched as I tried to figure out the first thing. I pointed to my chest in question, and he laughed. 
“Yeah. You. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and the only thing that would make it better is you becoming my old lady.”  
 “I love you, Red. I love you, and I ain’t never said that to a woman before, not even my Momma, but I do. I love you. I swear I do and I ain’t trash without you. I promise to protect you and love you every day that I’m by your side. Make me the happiest man in the world and tell me you’ll stay. I don’t give a idiot about Bryant or all the damage that he’s done. I promise I love you the way you are and I’ll keep loving you until I die.”
I didn’t know whether nodding my head or giving a thumbs up would be enough, but I nodded and croaked, “I’ll stay.”
“Good,” he said hugging me tight. “I’m glad you said yes.” He whispered into my ear, “Who knows how long it’ll be before I can take you over my knee when you say no.”
I felt my skin heat and covered my face. 
I smiled so big, I felt my cracked lips split again, but I didn’t care. I was about to become a Warren’s wife and the mother of his baby. Just like that, the second act of my life began, and I had a feeling it would be more exciting than anything I’d done in all of my thirty-two years of life yet. 
 
 
 
*****
 
THE END
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