
  
    
      
    
  


  Ransomed MC Princess #2


  By Vivian Cove


  ***


  The man I grew up with might have stolen my heart, but someone else would claim me.


  To save everyone I love, I will have to make the ultimate choice...and the ultimate sacrifice.


  


  This is the story of the beginning of our love, and the end of it.


  It's the story of how and why I was taken.


  It's the story of the night that changed my destiny.


  


  Chapter 1


  Damien runs his hand through his hair. “Fuck.”


  I shiver and hug the sheets to my body. I’ve heard Damien say that word ‘fuck’ so often in the last hour. I’ve said it myself, too. Many times. Like, a seriously embarrassing number of times in a seriously embarrassing number of positions while we participated in some seriously embarrassing…


  I shut my eyes. I don’t think I can stand hearing him say that word anymore, knowing all I know now. Which is unfortunate since the asshole’s vocabulary is so limited that he often literally uses it every other word.


  Ryder grabs Damien’s pants and throws them at him. “For the last time, put some fuckin’ clothes on. Not all of us want to see your shit.”


  Old Damien would have responded by saying something about “his shit” with a cocky smile. Then, he would’ve looked over at me to make sure I was an unflattering shade of strawberry or raspberry or some other shade of fruity red.


  That’s not what happens. This isn’t old Damien, and while he used to be an asshole, this new Damien scares me. His biceps work as he grips his pants like he was gonna rip them in two. His jaw clenches as he scowls down at them like he just asked a magic 8 ball an important question and received a less than satisfactory answer.


  What the fuck, man? They’re just pants! They house your junk, not the secrets to the universe! I almost yell at him.


  But then, he looks up at me with dark eyes that pierce my soul.


  What the hell? Why is he looking at me like that? What the fuck did I do?


  “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Princess,” he whispers.


  “Dear God, did you not hear me?” Ryder yells. “Put. Your. Pants. On. Please. I’m tired of talking to the dimples in your ass!”


  Damien balls his pants up in his fist and shakes it at Ryder. “Didn’t I tell you to get the fuck out?”


  “Look, we don’t have time for this. We’re not there, Prez is gonna come lookin’ for us and take one guess where he’s gonna start?”


  I shiver beneath the sheets. Oh God. They were going to come to the compound, weren’t they?


  I feel a weight on my shoulder. Looking up, I see Damien glancing down at me with the softest expression I’ve ever seen on his face. “I don’t want to do this in front of Ryder or anyone, so when I get back, you and me, we gotta talk.”


  I gulp. “Talk?” Why did we need to talk? Not ever talking again—or looking at each other again—was fine with me!


  Damien bends over, steps into the legs of his pants, and yanks them up. “Yeah. Can’t talk to you the way I want to in front of anyone or with my pants half on.”


  Wait, does that mean he wants to be alone when we talk? What the fuck does he have to say to me that he can’t say in front of an audience?!? And what the hell was up with that cryptic “pants half on” comment? Does that mean he wants to talk with his pants on, or with his pants off? What kind of fucking conversation did he think we were gonna have?


  I feel my eyes bug out.


  Oh no. Oh God no. He thought we were gonna talk like that!


  “Don’t worry,” Damien whispers, punctuating that horrific response with a smile. It’s a nice smile, not the sardonic and cocky smile of an unrepentant asshole.


  Fuck! That can’t be a good sign! I have to do something about this fast!


  “We already talked,” I squeak. “I mean, we didn’t talk that much. Um…but we tried to talk, I think? Like, we did some talking, before…uh…the other stuff…”


  Damien’s eyes are growing softer by the second. It’s making my heart beat so fast I feel like I’m gonna pass out. What the fuck is he planning? What’s his angle? And I don’t mean the angle of his hips as he pounds into…


  Okay. Hold up. What’s wrong with my mind? What is happening to me?!? I’ve lost control. I shut my eyes, wanting nothing more than to throw the sheets over my head and continue this conversation from the safety of a pink blankie cocoon.


  The sound of Damien’s zipper rips through my happy thoughts. “Sorry ‘bout all this,” he says, pulling his aged leather belt strap through the gleaming metallic buckle. Then, he bends over until all I can see is his massive, strong, tattooed chest.


  Oh fuck. Here it comes. I don’t know what “it” is yet but I know it’s gonna be bad!


  His rough fingers cup my cheeks, tilting my head up. I can’t make out his expression. We’re too close, and the overhead light is too harsh. But, very unsurprisingly, Damien uses his mouth for something other than talking.


  First he kisses my forehead, then the tip of my nose. His lips barely touch me. These are airy, sweet kisses, not hungry and dark, but by the time his mouth finds mine I’m already breathless and so giddy with anticipation I can’t think.


  His fingertips softly dig into the back of my head as he draws me closer until there’s nothing between my chest and his but a thin layer of cotton. My heart’s pounding. I know he can feel it—how could he not? I lean back, opening my mouth more as he claims me tenderly.


  His lips are so much warmer than mine. Just a few minutes ago we were entwined as if we were one person instead of two. I remember how hot he was—how strong. I shouldn’t feel so cold now, after just a few minutes apart.


  My hands act on their own, grabbing his wrists as if they want to keep him close. He sighs and steps back.


  What the hell? Why is he stopping? I frown, reaching for him, until I hear a cough.


  Ryder’s cough.


  Oh shit. Ryder’s still in here. He just saw me make out with Damien. And more than that, he found us in bed together! Oh my god, he knows we fucked! How could this possibly get more embarrassing?


  Oh, why do I even ask questions like that when Demon Spawn is right next to me?


  “I’m comin’ back as soon as I can, and when I’m back, we finish this,” Damien says. Then, he smiles. “Don’t worry, Princess. We haven’t even started talkin’ yet.”


  We haven’t even started talking? What?!? How the hell was that supposed to prevent me from worrying? Considering how intense our last “conversation” was was, I don’t think I could survive another one!


  I bite my lower lip. Damien breathes deeply and slowly, like he’s trying to suppress a growl. “God damn, I’d kill to know what you’re thinkin’ ‘bout right now, Princess.”


  “Please don’t make her tell you,” Ryder interrupts. “I am still here, and she’s practically a sister to me.”


  Damien frowns. “That makes your presence here even more messed up, perv.”


  “Aww. That almost sounds sweet when you say it,” Ryder jokes.


  Damien whips around. “The fuck? I’ll show you sweet!”


  Damien stalks forward like he’s about to hulk out. And Ryder…Ryder’s smiling as he holds his hands in front of his face half defensively, you know, like thinly veiled death threats are fun. I really don’t think he’s considering the gravity of the situation.


  Damien grabs Ryder’s shirt, bringing them face to face. “Only reason why you’re not fucked up right now is ‘cause we gotta go to the meeting and I don’t want them askin’ questions. Two weeks from now, I am gonna beat the shit out of you.”


  “Okay bro.” Ryder laughs.


  I don’t think this scene could possibly get more surreal. Why is he laughing? When you receive a death threat, the proper response is not “okay bro.”


  Ryder raises his eyebrows. “And just so you know, only reason why I’m lettin’ you touch me right now is ‘cause you finally put your pants on. Now Prez is waitin’. Let’s go.”


  “Fine.” Damien lets go and walks to the door. When he reaches it, he looks back at me and points. “See you soon, Princess.”


  What the fuck does that mean?


  Then Damien leaves and Ryder smiles at me as he follows. “Glad you two worked everything out, Princess,” Ryder says and I swear to fuckin’ God his eyes are twinklin’ like he’s fuckin’ Santa. Well, this sure as shit doesn’t feel like Christmas morning. Does he really expect me to react to being left alone with Damien like it’s the best present I could have ever gotten instead of 10+ inches of infuriating, angry, rock-hard coal? I mean, what the hell was I supposed to do with that?


  You know exactly what, my traitorous body replies, making me shiver.


  Damnit!


  As their footsteps fade out down the hallway, I retreat under my bed. Finally, I am in my special pink hideaway. I breathe deeply, trying to make sense of everything that just happened and get my body under control.


  It’s at this moment that I realize my sheets smell nice.


  Really nice.


  Damn, they don’t usually smell this good. I inhale deeply, taking in the rich, tantalizing, masculine scent. It makes my heart race and my toes curl and my mind go to deliciously dark places.


  Like…to Damien.


  My eyes pop open.


  What the fuck?


  I did not just think that. There’s no way. I inhale again, nostrils flaring, as I realize that rich, tantalizing, masculine—no, I mean that disgusting, infuriating, manwhore—scent is him.


  Oh my god! That asshole contaminated my bed! I have to fix this fast!


  I jump up and rip every pink, frilly piece of stupid fabric off the bed. Holding the pile, I race down the hall to the washing room. Immediately I get to work, first moving Reggie and Kimchi’s dry clothes out of the dryer, and then Turtle’s clothes from the washer to the sink. He must’ve left them in for a few days because they smell funky.


  Goddamnit Turtle!


  Cringing, I shove mine into the washer and pour aqua blue detergent it over the sheets. It’s about four times the amount of detergent I need, but I can’t be too careful. I’ll never be able to live it down if anyone finds out. Well, I guess Ryder already knows but if anyone else finds out, then I’ll never live it down.


  Never.


  Damien and I were like oil and water. Cats and dogs. Clichés and B horror movies. And sure, some people fucked with the B Horror movie formula. You’ve got your Cabin in the Woods, your Evil Dead 2. But never, under any circumstances, did someone actually fuck the formula.


  “Jesus, what did I get myself into?” I moan, leaning against the wall and sliding down.


  And, unfortunately, on my way down I look down.


  “Oh no.”


  There are other things I could have said, like: What the fuck is that?!? If this monstrosity had been attached to anyone else, then I might have actually asked that. But the monstrosity was attached to me. My vajazzle had been through a lot this evening and, well, there’s no nice way to say this, but it looked like it had been through a lot.


  It had started the night by parading on a makeshift bar stage in front of a legion of drunk bikers.


  Then, it had stolen Damien’s bike and totaled it.


  After that, it had swooped through the canyon like a fuckin’ bald eagle before landing in a tree, where it had been rescued by a smooth-talking stranger. And what did vajazzles do when they were saved by sexy, dark, mysterious men? They offer themselves to said stranger on a platter, even if he was their father’s enemy.


  I cringe. “Fuck.”


  Oh, right. Fuck. Yes, that had been the cherry on the top of this godawful night—my vajazzle, getting the living daylights fucked out of it by Damien.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” I ask it.


  It sparkles back at me, or at least tries to. Actually, it kind of flickers on and off like that busted neon light OPEN sign in front of that diner that kept giving its patrons salmonella right before it went out of business.


  Yeah. Good times.


  The clothes twist together in the washer like they are getting their necks wrung by German Headmistresses, then tumble together in a torrent of soap and scalding water. As I watch them, a strange sort of peace settles over me. This counts as the worst night in my life, right? Or at least the one night where I’d really gone off the tracks. It wasn’t possible for things to get any worse.


  And then I hear footsteps.


  I glance down.


  Vajazzle, check.


  Nothing else, check.


  I scream. Shit! I’m not wearing any clothes! Why didn’t I grab a t-shirt or something before rushing down the hall? It’s like, when I hid under my covers, I’d hot boxed myself with Damien’s strangely intoxicating scent and now all my brain cells were dead.


  I glance around, but the only available clothes are Turtle’s neglected, damp shirts that are currently molding in the sink.


  Fuck!


  “Annie!?!”


  It’s a female voice. Alright, that’s better than a man’s voice, but the only female who would be at the club at this hour would probably be Cheyenne, my dad’s old lady.


  Cheyenne’s my rock, and I’m the daughter she never had. We’ve talked about a lot of stuff over the years, but there’s one conversation I never want to have with her—the one about tonight. Why? Because Cheyenne has always told me to respect myself and my body, and I don’t see how parading around naked, fooling around with random men, and allowing manwhore Damien to take my virginity counts as respecting either. First thing Cheyenne is gonna do is tell my father. Then, my dad’s gonna beat the shit out of Damien and I will die of mortification because after that everyone will know.


  There’s only one way out of this: I have to hide. I grab the detergent and hold it in front of my body. Then, I close my eyes because even though this is the worst “hiding place” ever, I’m out of time.


  The door’s open.


  


  Chapter 2


  “ANNIE!”


  I open my eyes to see Candy standing in the door, panicked. I drop the detergent. It rattles on the floor as I stumble towards her, probably looking like a zombie with my outstretched arms, make-up smeared face, sniffling and gagging like I want her brains.


  “Oh my god, Annie, it’s you! I was so worried.”


  “Candy!” I whine.


  “Why are you naked? Why are your and Damien’s doors busted open? And what the fuck happened to your vajazzle?”


  “Candy, it was awful.”


  Candy pulls me into her arms. “I am so sorry, Annie. This is all my fault.”


  My drippy nose wheezes like a kazoo. “No, it’s not you. It was me. I’m so stupid.”


  Her grip on me tightens. “God damnit! I am gonna fuck up that son-of-a-bitch.”


  “No. It wasn’t his fault. At least, it wasn’t all his fault. Oh God…” I gulp.


  Candy’s fuming. She was not going to take this well.


  “You see,” I begin, “Damien and I…we slept together.” I cringe.


  “What?”


  “Don’t make me say it again!” I wail.


  “Well, what happened when you slept together? Was it awful? Did you not want it?”


  “I did at the time. I mean, it felt great. I mean, oh God this is so embarrassing. I don’t know what to do.”


  She’s quiet a second. “So you had sex with Damien and you liked it and were into it?”


  “Yes!”


  She exhales slowly. “Jesus Christ. Don’t ever scare me like that again.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I thought something horrible happened to you! I get here, see your door and Damien’s busted down, all the sheets off your bed, then find you crying in the washing room, lookin’ like someone went after your vajazzle with a weed whacker!”


  “Candy, did you not hear me? I slept with him. We had sex. We fucked.”


  “Well, duh. When you showed up to the barn in a thong and not much else, I pretty much figured this would happen.”


  I step away and stare at her for a full ten seconds. Candy looks a little fidgety. A little…guilty.


  “You knew this would happen?” I ask.


  “Yeah. Just look at the tension between you two. I mean…it had to go somewhere.”


  I try very hard not to think of all the “somewheres” our tension had gone so I could focus instead on the very important situation that was developing right now. Slowly, I tilt my head to the side. My eyes feel like they’re being forcibly peeled back by demon fingers. I no longer blink; I twitch. Oh yeah, the crazy eye is out with a vengeance. And right now it’s zeroing in on the kill.


  “Hey Candy, remember my father’s biker rally?”


  She gulps, backing up. “Yeah.”


  I run my fingernails along the wall like Freddie Kruger, advancing. “Remember how I waltzed into it, practically naked?”


  “Yeah…”


  “Remember how you told me that waltzing into it almost naked was a really good idea?”


  “Yeah…”


  “Well, newsflash Candy. It wasn’t a good idea. And you knew it wasn’t, but you still convinced me to do it while I was in a fragile emotional state. HOW COULD YOU?”


  “Hey, you and Damien got together, right?” The panicked giggle she ads at the end has a very disturbing “all’s well that ends well” feel to it.


  “What the hell does that have to do with anything?” I yell.


  Candy suddenly looks very guilty.


  A horrific thought enters my mind. “You didn’t.”


  “I didn’t what?”


  My lips peel back into a crazy ass smile that’s all teeth. “Please tell me you did not orchestrate all this so Damien and I would fuck.”


  “Look girl, before you do something bad, just let me explain. You and Damien needed to stop this ring around the rosy bullshit—”


  “Ring around the rosy?” I yell. “That song is about the bubonic plague, and do you know what Damien is? A bubonic plague on everything that is beautiful in this world!”


  “Jesus Christ, would you listen to yourself? I swear to god, you’re acting like you did this morning before he popped your cherry.”


  “He did not pop my cherry! The road had already claimed me long, long ago. He means nothing, alright? NOTHING!”


  Candy shakes her head. “Look, you can pretend all you want but it doesn’t change shit.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  “Yeah, you do. You’re still too afraid to admit you like the guy.”


  What? What?? What???? “I do not like him! I hate him!”


  “And not only do you like him,” Candy continues, “but you liked what he did to you.”


  I put my hands over my ears and stick out my tongue and make la-la-la-I’m-not-listening-to-you noises.


  “AND YOU WANT IT HIM TO DO IT TO YOU AGAIN!” Candy yells.


  Alright, that is it! I unplug my ears and ball my hands into fists. “I do not want it to happen again, do you know why? Because while Damien was doing his thing it might have been nice, but right now, I feel like an oversized, Jackson Pollock themed birthday cake someone picked up at the strip mall. Guess what? The party’s over. I’m all eaten except a few misshapen hunks at the bottom because after indulging in two slices drunk Uncle Lester just started scooping cake up with his hands. And everyone who had once enjoyed me is now off cursing about how much cake they ate, wondering if that cake was really all that good in the first place, and realizing that even if it was the best cake they’d ever had there is no way eating so much of it was worth the swelling in their stomach and the sickness rising up in their throats. So I’m just sitting there, a deformed, abandoned, despised cake, next to the deflated balloons, melted ice cream, and the trash bin full of American flag themed paper plates. It’s only a matter of time before the yellow jackets show up!”


  Candy scowls. “Damn, girl.”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Damn. I was once a sugary palace of goodness. Now what am I? A lumpy carcass of high fructose corn syrup, burnt up one-time-use wax candles that have already been licked, and childhood dreams that have been popped by Damien.”


  “No, I mean damn, that was seriously detailed.” Candy presses her cheek to my forehead, concerned. “You don’t feel warm.”


  “What the fuck does that have to do with anything?”


  “Alright, first things first. Damien does a lot of crazy shit, but he does not go around to children’s birthday parties popping their balloons, eating their cake, and breaking their dreams.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “Um…yes I do.”


  “Why? Do follow him around, Candy? All the time, everywhere he goes? If not, how can you really know?”


  “Christ, are you listenin’ to your crazy self?”


  “Look, you’ve never had Damien at your birthday party. Do you know what he used to do at every single party Cheyenne put on for me as a kid? He’d come over and all of a sudden, all the girls would be more interested in him than in me. He’d just sit there like a king while they hand fed him cake and ice cream. And then, all of the girls who were supposed to be my new friends wanted Damien to open my presents for me. And he’d be all, No, these are Princess’ presents, I couldn’t ever open them but maybe I can help her. And then he’d pat his thigh and ask me to sit on it. And every single girl would turn around and give me the stink eye.”


  Candy swallows. “Now that you mention it…I do kind of remember that.”


  “Yeah, I bet you do! Because the first birthday I invited you to—the first birthday I celebrated here—you turned around and gave me the stink eye too!”


  “We weren’t besties yet! You can’t hold that against me.”


  My little preadolescent heart shatters from the memory. “You chose the Demon Spawn over me!”


  “I did not!”


  “You sure as shit did! Do you honestly not remember offering to open my presents for me since I didn’t want to, and then crawling into his lap?”


  “I don’t remember that,” Candy says, her face guilty.


  “Yes you do! Cheyenne had to freaking rip you up off him. You were digging your nails into his skin. You left scratch marks! We had to get out the first aid kit, and while Cheyenne was applying hydrogen peroxide soaked cotton balls to his bloody neck, you tried to crawl back on him again so you could fix it!”


  “I was a kid, okay? Kids do stupid shit.”


  “You were an animal Candy! You bit one of the little girls who tried to stop you!”


  “Look, that’s all in the past. There’s never been anything between me and Damien. Never.”


  I glare at her. “Except at that birthday party.”


  “Where I was like ten or something!”


  “Yeah. Ten. So you’ve been plotting this with him for almost a decade.”


  Candy sighs. “Alright, we’re starting over. I haven’t been plotting anything with Damien, and tonight didn’t go how either of us planned.”


  “Obviously!” That’s my response to the second part. The jury’s still out on the first.


  “But it wasn’t a total bust,” Candy continues. “Damien had to admit his feelings for you. He finally got through to you.”


  “Yeah, he ‘got through’ a little too well. How the hell am I supposed to look at him now?”


  Candy slaps her thigh. “Like any girl who’s had a wild one night stand with a sexy guy. You hold your head up high, tease him till his balls are ultraviolet, and then cock your finger when you’re ready for round two.”


  “There will be no round two,” I stammer. “This was a one-time thing. Damien thinks of me as just a quick fuck.”


  Candy raises an eyebrow, unconvinced. “Did he say that to you?”


  I swallow. We’ve got stuff to talk about, Princess. When I get back. I’m sorry to leave you like this. It shouldn’t be like this our first time. That’s right. He’d said “our” first time, like it had been his first time too. But it hadn’t been his first time. Did I need to remind myself of all the awful nights spent listening to his headboard pound against the wall between our bedrooms like it was trying to break it down?


  No. I totally did not. “Maybe not in those words exactly, but I know that’s what he meant,” I tell Candy.


  Candy rolls her eyes. “Uh huh.”


  “Seriously!”


  “You’re hopeless,” Candy mutters. “I’m withholding all the chocolate I bought until you tell me the truth.”


  My ears perk up. “Chocolate?”


  “Yeah. I made the cab stop and got some peanut butter cups on the way back.”


  “You did?!?” Why were these not already in my belly? WHY???


  Candy gives me a pitying look. “Girl, you have got to stop giving in whenever someone waves candy in front of your face. It’s a $1.50 treat that you consume in under ten seconds, not a diamond ring.”


  “But I can’t eat diamonds,” I pout.


  Candy shakes her head, laughing.


  “What?” I ask.


  “Oh, nothing. Just thinking of how dumb Damien is. All he had to do all these years was stick a candy bar down his pants and you’d have wrestled him to the ground and ripped those pants right off him.”


  “I would not have!”


  She raises her eyebrows.


  “Alright, maybe I would have, but after I woulda just taken the candy bar and run off.”


  Candy gives me a look of disbelief. “Yeah right. If Damien’s even half as big as the legends say…”


  I can feel my cheeks turning a very telling shade of red.


  Candy laughs. “Come on. Let’s have some ice cream and watch a movie and you can tell me all about the awesome and pretend it was awful.”


  “It was awful,” I whisper.


  “Uh huh,” Candy soothes, patting me on the back as we head back to my room. We really did need to fix the busted down doors, but there was plenty of time to do that after girl talk and chocolate.


  Plenty of time.


  I mean, putting off something big like that rarely led to disaster, right?


  


  Chapter 3


  So, fixing a door is kinda hard.


  You wouldn’t think it would be. (Or maybe you’re smarter than Candy and me, and you totally think it would be). You see, doors are awkwardly shaped. It’s annoying to hold them up and keep them still while trying to put it back together.


  “What the hell!?” Candy groans.


  “What the hell yourself,” I reply smartly.


  Huffing, Candy lets the door fall on her shoulder. “Did you just look at me like you were proud of what you said?”


  I swallow. It looks like Candy didn’t think my smart reply was actually all that smart. “No.”


  “Yes, you totally did.”


  I frown. “Look, are we gonna argue over whether or not my retorts are awesome—”


  “They aren’t,” Candy butts in.


  “Or,” I continue, ignoring her, “are we going to get these doors hung before my dad gets here?”


  “I’d love to get these doors hung. What’s taking you so long?”


  “Hey, this is harder than it looks.”


  “Coming from the girl who said this would be easy peasy because she’s so good at fixing motorcycles and a door is so much simpler than a motorcycle!”


  I bite my bottom lip. “Yeah, about that. I’m not so sure motorcycles are actually more complex than doors anymore…”


  “What the fuck? It’s like four screws!”


  “Yeah, but this whole thing is awkward as hell.”


  Candy groans. “My tum hurts. We totally shouldn’t have eaten all those candies.”


  I spin on her. “Blasphemy.”


  “No girl, the only thing that’s blasphemous is the size of your ass.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Are you making fun of my big, beautiful butt!”


  Candy rolls her eyes. “Point is, I shouldn’t have let it happen.”


  “Oh yeah? Well then I shouldn’t heave let Sharknado happen!”


  After our initial pow-wow in the washing room, Candy and I had decided to engage in a little bit of girl talk before getting shit done. So I’d gotten out some snacks and Candy had picked a horror movie from the stash she left in my room and we talked about life and love and stupid Damien during Sharknado.


  We could have probably spent our time a little more wisely.


  Just saying.


  I mean, it was between my dad coming home to find two busted bedroom doors, or Sharknado. When I pointed this out to Candy, she’d looked at me like the choice was so fucking obvious that you shouldn’t even try to argue over it, and then proceeded to slip in the DVD of Sharknado. Again, my freaking “best friend” had led me in the wrong direction when I was emotionally weak and vulnerable and damn I needed to stop being so distracted whenever she handed me a candy bar in the middle of an argument.


  Though she’s sweating and groaning, Candy still tries to defend herself. “What the hell? I can’t talk sex and boys without a horror movie playing in the background, you know that!”


  I glance at the golden horizon. “All I’m saying is that we’re gonna have Bikernado if we don’t get this shit solved fast.”


  Candy looks out my window at the rising sun, panicking as she no doubt images a group of muscular, tattooed, badass bikers riding their roaring motorcycles up a tornado. “Okay, okay. Back to work. Let’s not waste time with this stupid shit any longer!”


  I nod as she hikes the door back up on her back and start screwing, or at least trying to. But screwing had been my downfall this evening. Screwing Damien, screwing around with Candy, and now unsuccessfully trying to screw this awful door back together!


  Fuck screws! I finally take the back of the screwdriver and start wailing on the screws like its a hammer. Hammers were more straightforward. They got shit done.


  Candy looks at me like I’ve gone crazy, and would have undoubtedly told me about it, but at that exact moment we hear something even more terrifying than a tornado filled with nature’s greatest predators ripping through our neighborhood. It’s the battle cry of motorcycles returning home after a night of debauchery.


  “Get this freaking door up, girl!” Candy yells.


  I panic and start stabbing the screwdriver into the wall, trying to attach something to something, but all I end up doing is making holes in the doorframe.


  Candy inhales sharply.


  I go still.


  Because at that moment, I hear something even scarier than the roar of motorcycles—the sound of Candy breathing. Why is that so scary? It means the motorcycles have stopped.


  Cursing, I run to my window. Men are getting off their bikes. Tons and tons of men. Way more men than just those in our club.


  “What the hell’s going on?” Candy asks over my shoulder.


  “Don’t know,” I whisper back, watching them trample the lawn in front of the shop.


  “Why are there so many bikers here?”


  My heart thumps in my throat. “I don’t know Candy!”


  And then I see him.


  It’s just his back but I know. He moves around a bike the same way he’d moved around me—calmly and skillfully, seducing it without even trying. He’s not as old as some of the other men in his club, but something about him radiates power and demands respect.


  Then, he turns.


  It is him. I grip the windowsill as my stomach drops. I squeeze my thighs together. I stop breathing.


  He squints in the morning light, thumbs looped in his faded jeans as he studies our compound. His hair’s a little longer than it should be. I remember how silky it was, how it felt in my hands as I pushed his head down into my…


  Oh God. Had I really done that?


  “Who is that?” Candy whispers, voice husky.


  I don’t need to ask who she’s talking about. I know. There was one very important event I’d left out of our conversation about last night. And while Candy was usually pretty understanding, she would not forgive me from holding back on the details of my little encounter with him.


  I breathe faster, unable to look away. I don’t know his name, but I’ve had his mouth on me—his tongue in me. And now he’s using that tongue and mouth to…talk to my dad.


  Oh fuck.


  I leap away from the window before either of them sees me.


  Fuck!!!


  Candy falls back with me. “It will be alright, okay? Just chill.”


  No it won’t be alright. Nothing will ever be alright again!


  “They probably won’t even walk past here. I mean, why would they walk those boys through the club’s living quarters?”


  I shut my eyes. Breathe, Annie. Listen to Candy. What she’s saying makes sense. Why would they come through here? I mean, it wasn’t like they were gonna have a badass biker slumber party!


  The side door to the living quarters slams open. Candy and I share a look of horror as a stampede of men in boots echoes down the hall.


  Oh fuck! The doors!


  Candy and I double time it into the hallway just in time to meet the mob. Three guys stand between us and the mass of bikers: the man who ate out my pussy last night, the guy who’d taken my virginity last night, and my father (who I thankfully did not see last night).


  I’m in my pink bunny slippers and old, thick, balled-up gray sweatpants that have Can’t Touch This scrawled across the thigh. Sexy, right? Well, what if I also had a neon green T-shirt I got from bench warming for the JV basketball team in 8th grade? And what if our mascot had been a nasty purple bumble bee? And what if that bumble bee was doing a slam dunk above a hoop that had SLAMMIN! written across the top?


  When a girl finds herself in front of a guy she recently had intimate relations with (or two guys, but who’s counting?), she does not want to look like she went home, got into her most comfortable clothes, and stuffed her face with chocolates while crying to movies and holding her best friend, even if that’s exactly what she did.


  Luckily, the carnage from Damien’s pre-sex rampage is slightly more surprising than my get-up.


  My dad crouches, running his fingers over the splintered doors. Damien’s looking at me, the look on his face clearly saying: Oh fuck, I shoulda cleaned that up.


  My twitching eye comes back, and I hope it communicates: Yes, you should have cleaned up your mess instead of leaving me alone to try to console myself with chocolate while watching sharks in tornados rip innocent people to shreds!


  More bikers are starting to congregate at the end of the hallway, loudly wondering what the fuck is taking so long. My dad wipes his hands on his jeans as he stands, scowling.


  Oh shit. He knows. “Um, daddy…” I whisper.


  He turns on the president of the Judas’ Sons MC. “You.”


  The guy’s eyes turn dark. It isn’t a panty melting darkness, its’ one that promises violence. “I suggest you chose your next words carefully.”


  “What did you do to her?” My dad yells, stomping on the broken doors.


  The man’s lip curls as he glances at me. “Her? I’ve never seen that ‘girl’ before in my life.”


  Did he just say girl as if it had quotation marks around it? I know he’s just trying to pretend like we don’t know each other to avoid drama, but that was seriously harsh! I’ve never heard anyone refer to me so dismissively. It feels like he just knocked the wind out of me, but I know I have to stop this. My dad is stepping forward, about to do something incredibly stupid, and it’s all my fault.


  I shut my eyes, ignoring the pain in my chest, and leap between them. “Stop it, dad! This man had nothing to do with this!”


  My father’s face twists with confusion. “Annie?”


  “Annie?” a deep voice behind me whispers. Suddenly, a strong hand grips my shoulder, turning me around.


  He looks down at me with complete shock, eyes taking me in like he’s seeing me for the first time. And I realize, at that moment, that he actually did not recognize me before.


  Fuck! I wish I’d known that! I woulda hid in my closet. My face is all splotchy from crying, and the make-up my tears hadn’t quite washed off is even splotchier. The weird places where it’s decided to migrate itch—the edges of my nose, the center of my cheeks, my freaking chin. And did I mention my shirt is neon green, a color that looks good on precisely zero people? And that I’d used said neon green t-shirt as a handkerchief for the past few hours?


  He glances down at the Can’t Touch This sprawled across his thigh. The thigh he’d totally touched. His eyes grow darker. Oh shit, storm clouds are gathering in his gaze ‘cuase he’s really super pissed! He must be suffering from the worst case of buyer’s remorse ever. There’s no way he’d rip off these nasty, old sweatpants like he’d ripped off my thong.


  Not that I’d ever think about doing such a thing with him.


  I mean, I totally didn’t just think that.


  OMFG, what is wrong with me? You’re in your SLAMMIN! neon green tee, Annie, and you look like a Cannibal Corpse groupie!


  He brings his gaze back to my face. His eyes soften. “Are you alright?”


  Hell no! Do I look okay to you? “Um…yeah.”


  Mr. President of the Rival MC brings his finger to the side of my lip and wipes it. My tongue immediately darts to the side of my mouth and I taste him and remember…


  The feel of those calloused hands running over my bottom lip, running over my jaw. Running over my entire body. The possessiveness of his kiss as he worships me with his strong, assertive movements, caressing my folds, sinking into my pussy…


  A different large hand clamps on my shoulder, pulling me back. I glance up to see Damien, his stance protective. “What the fuck did you do to her?”


  I stare at Damien in shock, dying to give him a piece of my mind, or at the very least, to kick his ass with my pink bunny slipper. What do you mean what did he do, idiot? You’re the one who knocked down those doors and then proceeded to fuck me! If it wasn’t for you, none of this would be happening!


  The stranger’s eyes narrow. “Do you really need to ask what I did? I thought you saw with your own eyes the…exchange…between us.”


  Damien’s eyes don’t just blaze—they’re a freaking inferno.


  Oh God, why did this MC President have to bring that up? Especially in front of my dad.


  “Will someone please tell me what the fuck is going on here?” my dad yells.


  Well that shuts both of them up fast. It’s amazing how much no one wants to answer that question. Mr. Rival MC President’s jaw clenches while Damien turns his head to the side, avoiding my father’s gaze. As Damien does this, he exposes his neck and I notice something. A smear of lipstick.


  And it isn’t my shade.


  My hands curl into fists. “You were with a stripper tonight, weren’t you?” I hiss at Damien.


  Damien glances at me. At first he’s confused, but then he starts looking…guilty.


  “It’s not what you think,” he babbles, but his excuses don’t matter. After he took my virginity, he was with someone else. I can even smell her perfume on him. It overpowers even the scent of cigarettes and booze, like someone just set off a flower bomb in his pants.


  “Oh it isn’t is it? What the fuck was it then? You just decided to screw some girl right after—”


  I feel a little tap on my shoulder. Whirling around, I see it’s Candy. And she’s right next to my father.


  Shit! I have to keep it down. I can’t believe I was about to let Demon Spawn trick me into broadcasting to the world that he took my V Card.


  “Annie baby, Damien’s a man,” my father begins. “We all had a good time last night.”


  WHAT?


  Something about the look in my eyes (gee, wonder what??) freaks Damien out. “Um, not that good of a time,” Damien adds hastily.


  “Yeah right,” Ryder smirks, patting Damien on the back.


  What the fuck is he doing here again? Where the fuck did he even come from? I swear to god, the guy was like the cockblock Houdini.


  Damien looks like he’s about to smash Ryder like he smashed those doors. “I really did not have a good time,” he grits out.


  “Yeah, well I didn’t either,” I reply, eyes wild. “You see these broken down doors? They’re easily replaced, unlike trust. Once trust has been broken, it can never be put back together.”


  “What are you getting at?” my father asks, brow furrowed.


  “You want to know what happened with these doors?” I yell. “Well, I’m the one who fucking kicked them down!”


  Silence. It’s so deep that the only sound I can hear are my own heavy, fast breaths.


  My father’s frown deepens.


  Shit! Did I really just say that I brutalized these doors? What the fuck was I thinking? I glance at Candy, who is giving me the biggest what the fuck were you thinking? look she’s ever given me.


  I have to make sense of this somehow. “You see, Damien’s door has this big ass doorknob,” I begin. “It’s always sticking itself in everyone’s face as they walk down the hall, acting like it’s God’s gift to creation, like anyone who gets their hand on it is getting this ginormous honor when it totally isn't. I mean, everyone's had a turn spinning it around. And then one day you accidentally touch it because it’s just so big and massive and out there, and it pretends like it’s not going let anyone else touch it, but it’s a freaking doorknob so of course it will!”


  “Wow! Okay!” Candy steps in, clapping her hands.


  My chest’s heaving. Candy’s trying to save me. I know I should stop, but I can’t. My visions as red as the lipstick on Demon Spawn’s neck. “And then, I decided to kick down my door, because it’s always just standing next to Damien’s nasty doorknob and it was stupid to trust him and believe that his door would stay closed!”


  Candy stops clapping. “So, we got hella drunk while you guys were out, and might have smoked some of the shit Ganja keeps in his top drawer—sorry Ganja. Anyways, you know how crazy Annie gets when she’s hungry normally, just imagine her when she has the munchies!” Candy punctuates this with a few panicked laughs.


  No one else is laughing, though.


  My father closes his eyes. “Alright, nothing to see here,” he yells down the hall. Then, he looks at sexy stranger. “Tell your boys to back off.”


  The rival MC President glares down the hall. “You heard him. Get the fuck out.”


  My, he has a way with words.


  Damien’s jaw works. His hands flex. He’s looking at me with an intensity that is making me uncomfortable. It would probably also make my father uncomfortable if his eyes weren’t still closed and he wasn’t not-so-silently counting to ten. And the murderous gaze the rival MC President gives Damien after “his boys” dutifully go back outside would have made everyone uncomfortable.


  My dad finally gets to ten. “Annie, Damien,” he says, eyes still closed, “Some things have come to light this evening—things that need to stop before they go any further. We need to have a talk in my office. Now.”


  


  Chapter 4


  When I was ten, for my dad’s birthday I bought him a gigantic poster for his office. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen—fairies and dryads and mermaids and unicorns and bunnies and deer and vegetarian wolves frolicking in a sparkly, pristine pool beneath a waterfall with rainbows shooting out of the snow-kissed mountains.


  “THAT!!!!” I’d screamed to Cheyenne. She just started laughing. And when my daddy opened his special present from his daughter, she’d just laughed harder.


  My dad scowled. “What the fuck is this?”


  “It’s a poster for your office, daddy! I got it so you’ll always think of me!”


  “I already got tons of pictures of you in there, Princess. Why don’t we put this in your room?”


  My bottom lip started to quiver. “You don’t like it?”


  “Now, I didn’t say that,” my dad back peddled.


  “Then you’ll put it up, right? I really wanted to give you something special. I love you so much daddy and I want to show you how much I love you!”


  My dad sighed, and Cheyenne laughed again.


  I was so happy it was going up in my daddy’s office! But when I visited a few months later I didn’t see it anywhere.


  My dad had been quick to tell me, “Oh, that’s because it’s in storage, Princess. I don’t want it to get hurt.”


  I was so touched that my daddy was so worried about my present that I’d gotten it out of storage and performed a special magical dance over the poster to keep it safe.


  “Oh Princess,” my dad had said, cringing when I gave it back to him. “I am happy for what you did, but I’m just still too worried it might get hurt in the office around all those rough bikers.”


  My shoulders had fallen. “Like Damien?”


  “Yes, exactly like Damien,” my dad said quickly, seizing the opportunity. “I’m afraid Damien will knock it over. You know how annoying he is.”


  I sniffled. “I was worried about that too, so that’s why I made sure the poster was Damien proof.”


  “Damien proof?” my father asked.


  “Yeah. I made it so that he can’t even look at it.”


  My dad sighed. “I’m just worried your magic might not be enough.”


  My bottom lip started to get really big, puffy, and wiggle. “You don’t think my love has magical powers?”


  “That’s not it, Princess.”


  “Then you don’t think my love is strong enough!”


  “Oh…no. That’s also not it, Princess. I’m just worried that Damien’s powers might be too strong.”


  I’d frowned. Demon Spawn was pretty strong. “I guess it would be okay to check. Let’s test it. DAMIEN!!!”


  Hearing me shriek his name, Damien ran up the stairs from the shop to my dad’s office. Then, being the Demon Spawn he was, he took one look at all those sparkles and unicorns and rainbows and vegetarian wolves and dropped to the floor.


  “STOP! IT BURNS!!!” he yelled, clawing his face.


  “See?” I told my daddy with a bright smile. “Damien proof.”


  My dad glared at Damien as he writhed on the floor, pretending to vomit blood and burst into flames.


  “The power of Christmas compels me!” Damien shrieked.


  “Wrong way, Damien! I am supposed to say that the power of Christmas compels me!”


  Damien stopped writhing and frowned. “Why do you get to say it?”


  “Because you’re the demon! Duh!”


  “Oh yeah?” Damien jumped to his feet, curled his hands into claws, stuck out his tongue and started to roll his eyes around as he chased me.


  Shrieking, I grabbed the corner of the poster and shined it at him.


  Damien fell to the ground again, clawing at the air. “Don’t…ever…do that…again…” he rasped as if each breath could be his last. “If I see it again…I might…not…make…it…!”


  With that, Damien ran out of the room and thirty minutes later the poster was sitting behind my dad’s big desk. It hasn’t moved since.


  Now, I’ve known for a long time that my dad wasn’t too fond of the poster, though after the night Ganja wandered up to his office, cut tits out of pinup magazines and pasted them over the centaurs and mermaids, his attitude towards it changed. When I told him it was okay to take the poster down a few years ago, he said he didn’t want to because it he’d made a promise to a little girl all those years ago and, to his surprise, it had grown on him, because every time he looked at it he thought of her.


  ***


  My father stands between his desk and the poster. Slowly, he turns with a sigh. “Damien. Annie.”


  The disappointment on his face makes my chest constrict. “I’m sorry dad. I really am. My behavior was outrageous. I’ll fix the doors. If I had more time—”


  “No, Princess, I’m the one who should be apologizing—to both of you.”


  I frowned. “What?”


  “I know you two didn’t used to get along, but I was hoping it was a phase. Sometimes, kids even play tricks on people they like. I always hoped it was something like that, and you two would grow up to be friends. But that isn’t the case. It’s become obvious that this isn’t just a phase and it isn’t going away any time soon.”


  “What are you saying, dad?”


  “I won’t have any more children. Damien is going to take over the club I’m gone. Since his father is my VP and best friend, I couldn’t be happier with the arrangement. Damien’s almost like a son to me.”


  “Okay…” Where is he going with this?


  “So Princess, I’m sorry, but if you two can’t get along, I think it’s best if you leave.”


  Leave. It feels like my dad just knocked the air out of my chest. “What?”


  “A short break from the club might be a good idea,” Damien adds.


  WHAT? Anger rips through all that pain. “Oh, I bet you think it would be a good idea you fucking slut. That way you can screw as many girls as you want—”


  “That’s not what I’m saying!” Damien interrupts.


  “Oh, that’s exactly what someone guilty would say!”


  Damien shakes his head. “Would you shut up for a fuckin’ second? That asshole from Judas Sons’ is gonna be here for a while and—”


  “Stop! Both of you!” My dad yells.


  Damien and I do stop. I look at the ground like a chastised child.


  “I swear to god, it’s been ten fuckin’ years, and you’re still not over it! Sure, it was cute when you were both little and runnin’ around, chasing each other, swearing like sailors and tattling on the other whenever they said a cuss word. But Jesus fuckin’ Christ, you’ve both reached the age of majority. This shit’s never gonna end.”


  “Daddy, I’m trying, but Damien—”


  “I don’t care about Damien, this is about you,” my father responds. “I’ve spoiled you, Princess, and it hasn’t been good for you. I’m not going to be around forever.”


  Where the fuck did that come from? “Dad, don’t talk like that!”


  “Princess, listen to me. You’re set for life. I’ve provided for you the best I can, and I’ve given you shares in the club. You’re a partner, but a silent one.”


  “What do you mean ‘silent partner?’ Are you cutting me out? You can’t do that to me! This is my home!”


  “But maybe it shouldn’t be,” my dad says softly. “Damien’s gonna run this place someday, and if you two keep butting heads, it won’t work out well for you. I think it’s time you left the nest.”


  “What do you mean leave the nest? I’m not a fucking bird!”


  “I mean, maybe go to college. You and Candy did real well on those community service classes you took last spring.”


  “That was a pottery class, dad! And my pots sucked! The only reason why I passed was because I didn’t miss a day of class. It got a pity C-!”


  “I think your pot was just fine,” my dad tells me.


  I point at the monstrosity on the corner of his desk. “That was supposed to be a teapot. And you’re currently using it as an ashtray. And I made more than one pot. The others all blew up in the kiln.”


  “Well, you could go learn how to make better pots, ones that don’t blow up, or somethin’.”


  “What the hell are you talking about? I don’t want to make pots, I want to fix motorcycles and ride. It’s who I am.”


  “It’s not who you are, it’s all you’ve known. Hell, Princess. You don’t wanna be here. You can’t stand the future president. That doesn’t mean you’re not still one of us. You’ll always be a part of the family, there is no changing that, but I think you should look into moving out and setting up on your own. Find a guy who isn’t part of the club, who can make you happy.”


  Damien growls at the sound of another guy. “I think she’s fine right here.”


  “Yeah!” I yell, grateful for Damien’s support. Then, I wonder why the fuck Damien’s supporting me. “Wait, didn’t you just say it was a great idea for me to leave?”


  Damien glares at me, then at my father. “She grew up here. You can’t just take all this away from her.”


  My dad sighs. “I’d thought you’d be on my side. I mean, she kicked down your door. Everyone knows that doorknob she was talkin’ ‘bout was your dick. This shit’s gotten so fucked up, I don’t even want to decipher the rest of it.”


  “She shouldn’t go runnin’ ‘round with strange men,” Damien interjects.


  Oh, so that’s what this was about. He wants to run around while I wallow alone in my room in the suburbs. Well, fuck that and fuck him! “Yeah, well, maybe I’d like a strange man. Maybe he can make me feel things no one else can!”


  Damien’s eyes grow dark. “You know as well as I do that’s a goddamn lie.” He flashes a wicked smile. “Do you want me to remind you?”


  “I swear to god! Two seconds!” my dad yells. “Two seconds is all it fuckin’ takes, and I can’t fuckin’ stand it anymore. Not normally, and sure as shit not when I’ve got Judas’ Sons here for the next few days.”


  I feel a surge of panic. “Wait, Judas’ Sons is staying here?”


  My dad sighs. “Yeah. There’s…some details we need to work out. Not everyone is happy with the truce.”


  Blood roars in my ears. I can barely hear him. All I can think is: How the hell am I going to be able to look at that guy again and again and again after he had his face in my cunt?


  “They’re staying in the Everett’s Chapter’s bunks,” my dad continues.


  Everett’s Chapter? Those bunks were right above me and Damien!


  “So you can see why I can’t have afford scene like this morning,” my father continues. “These men are our guests and partners, but they’re also dangerous. I need to be rational and in control.”


  And you don’t think you look rational and in control with me around!?!?!?


  Alright, I save him the indignity of having to answer that question by holding my tongue. Just barely. I could be in control too…sort of.


  “Let Princess go home for a week to cool off, then come back,” Damien says.


  So Demon Spawn couldn’t handle a little competition after he practically came back from the party with a hickey? Oh that is it! “No dad. Let me stay here and I’ll promise you that if I slip up even once, I will go back home, no questions asked. I’ll even go blow-up more fugly pots and find a real man.”


  I turn and smile at fuming Damien, just barely suppressing the urge to stick out my tongue. Damn, I’m on today!


  “I’m going to regret this.” My dad groans as he sits, then holds his head in his hands. “Fine, but if you fuck up Princess there will be hell to pay.”


  There was never hell to pay with my dad, unless hell was a flavor of ice cream. Whenever he gave me a stern talking to as a kid, a scoop of ice cream was always right after. I ended up not even minding the talks so much because of the yummy goodness that was sure to come.


  Alright. Maybe he had spoiled me a little too much as a kid…but it’s not like I’d grown up bad! Damien’s a total freak and his dad hit him in the back of the head constantly. Probably caused some permanent damage.


  But my self-righteous happiness is short lived, because everything’s about to change again.


  “Now, Damien, let’s talk about your bike,” my father says.


  My head whips to the side. He couldn’t be talking about Damien’s baby, could he? The bike I fucked up?


  My father riffles through the papers on his desk. “How much did you owe the club on it? $45,000?”


  “No, fifty,” Damien says.


  50K? And that’s just what he still owed? Could that bike tell the future? Could it transform into a unicorn? What the fuck did he do to it???


  My dad scowls at him over the papers. “I still expect you to pay it back.”


  “I know.”


  I stare at them. No. It should be me paying back that money, not him. I couldn’t let my dad do this! “Wait, wasn’t the bike insured?”


  Damien flashes a half smile. “Most of the adjustments weren’t legal.”


  UGH!!! “Well, it was an accident, right? You can’t make him pay for something that wasn’t his fault.”


  My dad’s scowl deepens. “And how wasn’t it his fault? He recklessly drove at an insane speed at night. He’s just lucky no other son of a bitch was on the road with him.”


  I feel truly chastised. I had been so reckless, and I hadn’t been thinking of anyone but myself. God, I’m lucky that rival MC President with the godly tongue was also a godly driver! I could have killed us both! “I’ll pay for it!”


  My dad and Damien stare at me, stupefied.


  “For breaking down Damien’s door,” I babble. “It was really bad of me so I should, uh, pay for it.”


  My father smiles. “I’m glad you’re taking responsibility, Princess, but Damien’s bike is worth a lot more than those doors.”


  “Then maybe you could find the average?”


  My father shakes his head. “Princess—”


  “You don’t get it!” I interrupt. “You can’t make Damien pay you back for that bike, alright? You just can’t. I am going to show you just how serious I am about getting along with him by paying it off myself!”


  My dad sighs. “You don’t even have that kind of money, sweetie.”


  “Well, I can get it!”


  “How?”


  I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. Damn, that’s a good question. “Well, I don’t have it now, but I could work the debt off…you know, with my body.”


  It is such a good thing my dad is looking at me and not Damien. And I don’t know how to express just how good it is. Because while my dad thinks me working off the debt with my body was a little silly, Damien’s looking at me like it’s the best thing I’ve ever said.


  His dark eyes drink me in. Slowly, they move up my body, making me feel like I’m naked and sparkling instead of a “gym” outfit that looks like it was salvaged from the dumpster behind the lady’s changing room.


  When he’s to my face, I feel like I’m going to burst because I’m suddenly having difficulty breathing. His eyes lock onto mine, like he knows what he’s doing to me, and he smiles. Just when I think it can’t get any worse, I see his tongue snake between his lips, over his teeth.


  Oh hell no. He can’t smile at me like that when I’m in front of my dad. What the fuck is he thinking?


  You know exactly what, my body responds, tightening and quivering and doing all sorts of inappropriate things.


  Fuck!


  “I mean, use my body by cleaning and stuff! Like labor, but not laborious moving up and down labor…I mean I will get shit done.”


  “I think the person you owe the debt to should be the one to decide how you work it off,” Damien responds.


  Him decide? Him??? FUCK!!!


  My dad sighs. “Princess, don’t worry. No one is going to make you clean.”


  “Your dad’s right, Princess,” Damien begins, teeth and eyes flashing. “No one is going to make you clean.”


  Oh my god! What the hell was he going to make me do? I run around my father’s desk and latch onto his arm. “Dad, PLEASE tell him there is no debt! Please!!!”


  “No,” Damien said. “Sooner or later, everyone has to pay what they’re owed.”


  My father nods. “That’s right. A man respects responsibility for his actions.”


  But I’m not a man! I want to scream.


  “Now, the two of you get out of here,” my dad says. “There are some business things I have to attend to. Damien, walk her back to her room.”


  He wanted Demon Spawn to walk me back? “No dad, you can’t possibly—”


  “Princess, am I to understand that you’re giving up already? That you can’t even walk back to the room with him?”


  I look down. “No.”


  My dad sits at his desk and rubs his temples. “Good. Now get out before I change my mind.”


  


  Chapter 5


  The fastest way to get to the clubhouse is through the front of the shop and into the parking lot, but when I try to walk out, Damien steps in my way.


  “Not that way, Princess.”


  It’s been less than ten seconds and already he’s trying my patience. “Why the hell not?”


  Damien glances up at the windows to my father’s office. “Some of the guys are getting together. Not everyone is happy with the terms of peace treaty.”


  In a club this size, that’s to be expected. “So?”


  His eyes harden. “So I don’t want you to get involved.”


  I squint. Something about this doesn’t sound right. “Does my father know about this?”


  “The President is well aware that there’s dissent.”


  “And what exactly is the cause of this ‘dissent’?”


  He glances at the front doors. Dusty sunlight spills over the harsh angles of his face. He looks more weathered and sterner than he ever has before. “Some people think we’re giving up too much.”


  “Why? What are you guys giving up?”


  “Princess, this really doesn’t concern you.”


  “The fuck it doesn’t! I’m a partial owner of this club. My father’s the President.”


  “And if he had any interest in telling you he would have already.”


  I gulp. “You don’t think I deserve to know, do you?”


  “It’s not a question of deserving, it’s a question of safety.”


  “So knowing what you guys are talking about in your super-secret meeting isn’t safe?”


  “No, it isn’t.”


  “Then why the fuck are you having it?”


  “Because some of us don’t want to just bend over and take it, alright? Some of us believe that there are things worth fighting for, and we’re ready to fight for them.”


  “This would be a lot easier to understand if you used specifics.”


  Damien glances back at the front doors. “I can’t.”


  “Alright,” I say, turning. “I’m going to go tell my father.”


  “Princess, come on.”


  “No. I’m not going to ‘come on’ unless you tell me what the fuck is going on!”


  “This isn’t something you can solve.”


  “Yeah, maybe I can’t solve it, and maybe that’s because I already thought it was solved. I don’t know what ‘Peace Treaty’ means to you, but to me it means that everyone is getting along, not that people are meeting secretly behind other people’s backs.”


  I try to push past him, but Damien grabs me. “This isn’t your fight, Princess.”


  “What do you mean this isn’t my fight? This club is my home.”


  “I can’t let you do this.”


  “Oh yeah? If my dad comes down here, would you hold him back too?”


  Damien’s jaw clenches.


  “I thought everything was fine,” I tell him.


  “With that fucker, nothing’s ever as it seems.”


  Before I can ask who he’s talking about, we hear a door click open. My father’s at the top of the staircase, glaring at us. “Things looked a little tense between you two. Figured I should come out and see what’s up.”


  “We’re fine,” Damien tells him.


  I yank my arm from Damien’s grip. “No, we’re not.”


  My father leans against the railing. He’s always been such a vital man, such a strong member of the community, even at his age. It always seemed like nothing could rattle him. But right now, he looks old and tired. “What is it, Princess?”


  Damien shakes his head, silently pleading.


  I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know if I should tell my father or if I should listen to Damien. In the end, I make the decision for myself. “Members of our club are having a meeting without you about the Peace Treaty. Damien says not everyone is happy. I don’t know what that means, or what is going on, but it doesn’t sound good.”


  My father shuts his eyes. “You’re right, it doesn’t. But it’s not anything you have to worry about, Princess.”


  “What do you mean it isn’t something I need to worry about?”


  “We’ll take care of it.”


  I stand in silence—angry, confused, and completely alone. My father claimed that I was part of this family and always would be, but was it really true? I realize I don’t know anything about my family, my home, and our future. How could he say that I was a part of this when I didn’t understand?


  “You still think I’m a child,” I realize.


  “That’s not it,” my dad responds.


  “No, it is it. Well, I have something to say to you. If you keep treating me like a child, how can you expect me to stop acting like one?”


  “Princess, this isn’t a woman’s world,” my father tells me. “Cheyenne isn’t involved. None of the Old Ladies or their daughters are.”


  Oh, I wasn’t going to take that. “You know all those women who aren’t a part of this? They’re the ones cooking and cleaning and making this a home. Without them, you would all be wandering around in your underwear and each other’s filth.”


  My father scowls. “You think I don’t appreciate what the women do here? That’s bullshit. Of course I do. But the women are involved with running things, but not with politics. Not with what we really do. And you know why? Because it’s a man’s job to provide for those he loves.”


  I shut my eyes. I knew he appreciated Cheyenne. The men here loved their women. But were they also selling us short? “Maybe we want to help because we love you too, dad. Maybe we could help if we were given the chance.”


  My dad shakes his head. “You know why you don’t have this burden, Princess? Because I don’t want you to have it. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I passed it onto you. I want your life to be more than that.”


  He turns his attention to Damien, assessing him silently. However, whatever he finds he keeps to himself. “My loyalty is to my brothers. And it’s to my daughters. And Cheyenne. And this community. There are more people than just us to think about. The world is changing around us, and we need to change with it. The question I gotta ask myself—I gotta ask everyone—is what kind of changes are we willing to make, and are we willing to accept the consequences of those changes.”


  I don’t know if he’s talking to Damien or to me. Still, Damien isn’t talking, so it’s left to me to ask, “Dad, what are you talking about?”


  He sighs. “When you love someone, you try to make the world a better place for them. Will you at least believe me on that, Princess? I want to make this little part of the world a better place for you, even if it means doing some things that I don’t like.” He scowls at Damien. “That’s what everyone’s tryin’ to do, even if we don’t agree with how the other goes about it.


  “Now both of you get out. I gotta lot of shit to do this mornin’, and I don’t want to spend any more time babysittin’.”


  Then, he puts his handle on the door and steps outside.


  


  Chapter 6


  I don’t like it when people keep things from me. What my dad said makes sense to me…at least in the sense that I know he thinks he’s looking out for my best interests…but I still don’t like it. Unsurprisingly, walking around next to Damien makes me like it even less.


  I play nice with him while we leave the shop. My dad is probably still watching, after all. Despite my anger at being cut out¸ I made a promise and I’m going to stick to it. Failing this early in the game would just be too pathetic. But once we’re in the back hallway? Oh, it is on.


  I stomp on the cement. My pink bunny slippers don’t exactly make the pounding sound I want them to, but their little ears bounce with tons of attitude.


  I hear Damien trotting behind me. “Princess, wait up.”


  “No.”


  “Come on, don’t be like this. We gotta talk.”


  “You just said you didn’t want to talk.”


  “Yeah, not about club business.”


  “Well that’s too bad because that’s all I want to talk about with you.”


  “Princess—”


  “No, Damien. We have nothing to talk about.”


  Instead of replying to this verbally like a normal person, Damien grabs my arm and spins me around so I’m face to face with that scarlet kiss mark.


  “I think you want to say other things to me. I think you’ve been holding things back.”


  I clench my jaw and see red—fire hydrant lipstick red. “So what if I have?”


  “Then I want to know.”


  “Fine,” I grit out. “You want to go there? Let’s go there. How many women did you fuck last night after me?”


  Whatever Damien was expecting, it wasn’t that. “Where the hell are you getting these kinds of ideas?”


  “Oh, so you’re saying you didn’t sleep with anyone? How the hell do you explain that?” I point at the scarlet smear like it’s the mark of the beast.


  Damien frowns.


  “You have lipstick on your neck, asshole!”


  “What?” he rubs his neck. “Oh, yeah. Maggie or Molly or Magic or somethin’.”


  So he wasn’t even going to deny it? “What the fuck? Or something?”


  He shrugs. “Yeah, some strippers came off the poles to celebrate.”


  “So you fucked one?”


  “Why do you think I fucked one of them?”


  My lip curls. Oh man, crazy eye is about to twitch out in full force. I grit my teeth in an attempt to hold it in as I point at the mark again.


  Damien chuckles, like it’s cute. “Princess, come on, she just licked me.”


  My eyes bug out. She licked him??? “WHERE?”


  “What?”


  “Where did she fucking lick you, Damien?”


  “My neck, come on. I know I may not have inspired much trust in you up to this point, but I’m a little better than that.” Damien moves closer, his eyes softening as they look at me so sweetly that I almost forgive him.


  Then he ruins it by opening his big, Damien mouth.


  He pushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “Don’t worry, Princess. I didn’t even let her suck my dick.”


  I frown. Am I hearing him correctly? “You didn’t even let her suck your dick?”


  “Yeah,” Damien says, totally serious. “She wanted to but I said no.”


  I say nothing for at least ten seconds. Was it possible for a man to be more arrogant than this? And why the fuck did it sound like he felt bad for her that she couldn’t suck it?


  “Wow, how big of you Damien. You didn’t let the woman giving you a lap dance suck your dick.”


  He smiles slightly. His eyes twinkle like he just shed a tear for all the poor girls who now won’t get a chance to slob his knob. “Yeah. Those days are over for me.”


  OMFG he still doesn’t get it! I push his chest. “You know, I don’t know what part of you is bigger, your ego or your cock!”


  Damien frowns. “Wait, is something wrong?”


  Unbelievable! “What do you think?!?”


  “Come on, what’s wrong Princess?”


  “What’s wrong? What’s wrong is you’re a manwhore.”


  “But I didn’t do anything!”


  “You let her lick you!”


  “But it wasn’t my—”


  “NO DO NOT SAY IT!”


  “Alright. I won’t let any girls kiss me. Though, if one of them gets crazy and surprises me and—”


  “No Damien,” I tell him.


  “No?”


  “No. I don’t care what the reason is. No excuses. Any girl kisses you, I am done. And if she licks you? Oh my god, I am scrubbing you till you’re as hairless as Mr. Clean and then I’m done.”


  He frowns. “You don’t understand how hard it is to let them down. It’s hard to shatter a girl’s heart like that.”


  “You think a girl’s heart shatters if she can’t suck your dick? Fuck it, I’m out. You need professional help.”


  He grins knowingly.


  I scowl. “You don’t know shit.”


  For some messed-up reason his grin deepens. “Oh, I think I know somethin’.”


  “Yeah. Something, as in one thing. I guess you’d have to know that much.”


  He tilts his head to the side, eyes darkening. “You’re jealous, Princess.”


  What? “Yeah right.”


  “Sure you are. You wanna be the only chick who licks me.”


  I gulp. “T-that’s so g-gross.”


  “Where do you wanna start?” Damien asks, stepping closer. “Here?” he draws a line from his strong, angular jaw, down his Adam’s apple, to the dip in his collarbone, following the delicate, flowing edge of his tribal tattoo.


  I open my mouth, ready to say something, but nothing comes out. I inhale sharply as he closes the distance between us.


  He looks down, and for some stupid reason, my eyes follow his. Slowly, he lifts up his shirt, exposing his muscular torso. “Or here?” he asks, voice barely above a whisper as his finger traces the outline of his perfect V.


  Oh fuck. I close my eyes, trembling. I’m so aware of him that I swear to god I can feel him move closer. My body tingles. My neck cools from his shadow. Goosebumps flare over my skin as if he were kissing me.


  “Princess.”


  I respond to the implicit, unspoken demand in his voice: Look at me.


  I glance up and his dark eyes soften. My lips part but I remain mute, unsure of what to ask for and horrified to admit how I feel. Every part of me wants to give in. Even my rational mind and my pride have been silenced by desire. My body wants him so badly that it feels like I truly will shatter if he doesn’t fuck me right here, right now.


  Slowly, he brushes the hair from my face. “It’s okay to admit how much you want me,” he says with the same “understanding” he used when he’d explained to me the intense psychological devastation women who weren’t allowed to suck his dick endured.


  I realize he sees me just like the rest of them. A silly girl who can’t help herself—a girl he has to fuck out of her misery. Maybe part of his assessment is justified, but I don’t want it to be!


  “Damien, the only thing I need to admit is how mad I am at you. You’re a dick. And no, this isn’t me talking about how huge your dick is or how great it is, it’s me telling you that you are a dick. Who cares if you’re hot? Confidence is sexy, but off the charts arrogance? Not so much.”


  He sighs. “Your attitude’s gonna make it difficult for you to pay off your debt to me, Princess.”


  Ugh! He spent so much money on his damn bike. Couldn’t he have spent a little more and made it crash-proof, like a bumper car or some shit? “I thought you said it was alright.”


  “I did, but like you said, that bike was my pride and joy as a man, and you destroyed it.”


  I cringe.


  “You killed it, Princess. It’s gonna take a long, long time to get my man pride back, and I’m gonna have to pay for loving what I’ve lost for a long time.”


  Ugh! Why did I have to have a goddamn conscience? “Look, I’m sorry about your bike, but I’m not paying you back with my body.”


  He grins. “…Oral agreements are legally binding in this state.”


  “Well, that oral offer wasn’t for you, Damien. It was for my father!”


  Damien’s face twists in disgust.


  Why the hell is he looking at me like I just said something totally gross?


  Wait.


  Hold up.


  Oh. My God.


  FUCK!


  My face explodes like I just chugged sour milk as the most awful thought I’ve ever had invades my brain. “That’s not what I meant!”


  “What did you mean?”


  “I mean…shit.”


  Damien shakes his head. “You owe me, Princess. Not your father, me.”


  Fuck it all, he was right. I collapse on the floor and rest my forehead on my knees. “I know. I’ll do anything you want.”


  “I know you will.”


  My head whips up. “Anything except that. I’ll work really hard but…not that way…on your…you know.”


  “Actually, I don’t know. I’m going to need you to be more specific.”


  “Damien, come on! I don’t feel comfortable doing all that…stuff for money. Besides, I’m pretty sure it would be illegal.”


  “Illegal, huh? Does that mean you’re gonna lay down the law on this outlaw biker?” He bends down, grinning. “I’m going to be really upset if handcuffs aren’t involved.”


  “You don’t want me tying you up and having my way with you, trust me.”


  He shrugs.


  “You wouldn’t be grinning long if I did. I’d just tease you.”


  “Teasing, huh?” He glances at my nasty sweat pants. “You offering me a lap dance?”


  I swallow, throat suddenly very dry.


  “They’re legal, Princess,” he says, voice as invasive as smoke. An image flashes in my mind. In it, I’m not dressed in my neon SLAMMIN! shirt and sweatpants. I’m barely dressed in anything at all. My legs are parted over his. My hands grip the back of the chair he sits in. I roll my head back, black hair spilling over my shoulders and down my back. My body aches from the knowledge of what it could have, and from the agony it experiences by not giving in. I look into his eyes and see my own desire reflected in his.


  Come on, Princess. He would whisper. Admit how much you want me.


  I shiver, squeezing my knees together. Giving Damien a lap dance is probably the dumbest idea I’ve ever had. So why the fuck do I squeak, “Yes.”


  Damien walks over to the poster board. Currently, the only thing on said poster board is a photo of Ganja, passed out drunk, sporting a dick he drew on his own cheek. (Oh, and by the way, Ganja’s also the one who tacked it on the board. Damn that guy is weird.)


  Damien doesn’t touch the poster board, though. He grabs the chair beneath it and sets it in the middle of the hallway. His strong hands grip the back of the chair as he bends over, drinking in my body once again. “So, Princess. How much do you think one lap dance should erase from your debt?”


  I gulp. Here we go. “$50,000.”


  Damien’s lip quirks. He pushes the chair away from him and bends over, holding his head in his hands, trying unsuccessfully to stop himself from laughing. “Oh God.”


  “What? You don’t want to watch me do a lap dance?”


  “Come on. Don’t even pretend like that’s the reason why I’d say no. I thought you were going to say something reasonable, like $100, though in all honesty someone like you should probably start by charging $15 or so while you develop some skills.”


  $15? That’s all he thought I was worth? “Fuck you, Damien. It will be amazing. I’ll jiggle my bits all over you.”


  “You’ll jiggle? Your bits? All over me? I’ve never heard anything so sexy before in my life.”


  I shoot to my feet and kick one of the legs of the chair. “Come on, I’m trying really hard here.”


  “Princess, you’ve never even given a lap dance before.”


  “How do you know?”


  He folds his arms over his chest. “When was it? Who was it for?”


  Damn, he had me. “Alright, so I’ve never done it before. It can’t be that hard.”


  “Now, that’s just offensive. There’s an art to it.” His fingers trail along the back of the chair as he walks around it to the front. Slowly, he sits, leaning back.


  “It’s an art I could learn,” I tell him. “I could start taking classes.”


  I don’t bring up the other arts I tried to learn, like pottery. But really, it wasn’t possible to fail that hard again. I mean, it wasn’t like a little lap dance could make it look like an atomic bomb had gone off in his pants!


  Damien, thankfully, does not bring up the teapot. He does bring up some other important stuff, though. “You’re not very flexible. It’s going to take a long time for your body to even get to the point where it can move the way it will need to. You’ll also have to do some strength training. Build up some muscle. My guess is all this will take you six months at least. Do you really think you can defer your debt for six months without accruing massive amounts of interest?”


  “Interest? What the hell!?!? I didn’t sign on for that!”


  “Princess, you’re looking at me like you don’t think I’m fair. There is another way.”


  I know I’m going to regret asking, but I can’t help myself. “What?”


  “I could teach you. After all, the only person you’re going to have to convince your performance is worth $50,000 to is me.”


  I roll my eyes. “You’re not fooling anyone, Damien. You’re just trying to get some free lap dances.”


  “Really?” He glances at my outfit. “You shouldn’t be fooling yourself, either.”


  He had a point. The only dreams featuring people showing up dressed like I am usually end with being hacked to death by an axe in a remote cabin in the woods. Guys liked a girl who’s a little crazy, but not serial killer crazy. I stand, realizing I don’t even look like a woman in this thing.


  “I still don’t know about this.” Mostly because if I danced for him with this nasty shit on, he’ll spend the rest of our lives making fun of me for it.


  “Come on, Princess. I’m offering you a lesson and a way for you to get out of this debt on your terms, not mine.” He pats his thigh. “Start jiggling.”


  Damnit, he was right. “Jiggling” was the least sexy word ever. Nothing that jiggled was or would ever be worth $50,000. Still, I spread my legs apart and jump over to him. The only part of me that’s into this are my pink bunny slippers, which rock out with each hop forward. When I finally reach him, I shut my eyes and hop one last time.


  The insides of my thighs hit the outsides of his. He’s right, I’m super not flexible.


  “Interesting opener,” he tells me.


  “Hey, I didn’t have time to prepare for this.”


  “A pro who commands the price of $50,000 is someone who can make a guy want her no matter where they are or what she’s wearing.”


  Even if what she’s wearing are crusty sweatpants and a neon green t-shirt with an ugly ass mascot? And even if she has to do the dance staring at Ganja’s self-drawn dick face on the company cork board? Damnit, is he freaking drooling in that photo?


  “First lesson: Attitude is everything,” Damien continues. “If you look like you don’t want to be here, then I won’t want you to be here.”


  “But I don’t want to be here.”


  “That true, Princess?”


  My breath catches as I look down at him. Strands from my hair fall from my shoulders onto his cheeks. He doesn’t even flinch. He’s looking at me like I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen, not like I’m a girl in old workout gear who spent hours crying and stuffing her face with chocolates.


  As much as I hate to admit it, I like this feeling. My stomach muscles tighten. Other parts of me tighten, too.


  “I don’t think this is a good idea, Damien.”


  “Why?”


  I shiver as a thousand why’s fill my head. Why is his voice so low and soft? Why do I like the sound of it so much? Why do I want to do this so badly?


  Those are all why’s I can’t share, though. Not without revealing something else. So instead, I tell him, “Because you’re right, a $50,000 lap dance is just too much.”


  “You don’t have to convince anyone but me that your dance is worth $50,000,” he whispers. “And lucky you, you already have an edge.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Because you’re the only girl I’d ever pay such a ludicrous sum to see like this.”


  I feel weak. He can’t say stuff like that to me when he’s looking at me like he wants to simultaneously worship me and show me the true meaning of sin. I feel something shift between my legs.


  “Oh God,” I whimper, feeling him.


  “Don’t worry, Princess. It’s a quarter erect at most.”


  Jesus Christ, how was that comment supposed to make me not worry? Once again, I wonder how the fuck he fit that inside me. And then I remember exactly how he did and my legs give out.


  I grab his shoulders to keep from impaling myself on his massive cock. His muscles flex beneath my grip, and through my sweatpants and his jeans I feel his length flex near my ass.


  “You aren’t supposed to touch me, Princess.”


  “Really?” I squeak?


  “Yeah.” His eyes grow dark. “’Cause it makes me want to touch you back.”


  Oh fuck! I shoot off of him and stumble into the wall, panting. “Great lesson,” I whisper. “So, how much do I get per lesson?”


  He frowns. “What do you mean, how much do you get?”


  I gulp. I can do this. I can play hardball. He’s not a sexy sex God, he’s just Demon Spawn. “I want to know how much I’ll be paid per lesson.”


  Damien chuckles. I crack my eyes open to find him smiling at me devilishly.


  “Princess, I’m the one giving the lessons. It’s how much it will cost you, not me.”


  My eyes flare open. Is he saying what I think he’s saying??? “You pig!”


  “I charge in seven minute increments, so you already owe me $10.”


  My nostrils flare. “What? Where the hell do you get off on making me pay how to learn to give you lap dances to pay off my debt?”


  “Don’t worry, Princess. I’m sure in six months you’ll have accrued $50,000 worth of lessons, so you should be able to pay it all off with two lap dances.”


  Oh fuck him if he thinks he is going to get shit! I stomp off, fuming, as he laughs behind me.


  To make this work, I’m going to need help. Maybe it’s time I bring in Candy.


  


  Chapter 7


  Candy flips through the CDs of artists that were popular a few decades ago. Ace of Base. Dead or Alive. Spice Girls. “I don’t understand what we’re doing here,” she mutters.


  “You wouldn’t,” I respond. “But I owe Damien $10 and I need to pay up.”


  “Okay. Great. Give him some money. I don’t understand why we’re digging around on tables outside Star Power’s.”


  Star Power had retired from stripping a few years back. She was a hoarder, the kind where they send in CSI and an evil celebrity nutritionist/therapist/uncertified “doctor” to tell you to get your shit together or else they’ll call the CDC and quarantine your state. Well, the rest of the America doesn’t care about our backwards asses so that never happened. Instead, about ten years ago, Star Power decided she wanted to make some space in her trailer and so she started selling shit.


  And I mean shit.


  It was like every rejected item from all the garage sales in the county got together, got shitfaced, and passed out on her lawn. We were rummaging through the corpses.


  I’m not using the word “corpse” figuratively. Candy and I are knee-deep in things like:


  Half-finished arts and craft projects.


  Furniture that I don’t think you can really call broken because I don’t think it had ever worked.


  Multicolored Yarn so bright it looks like a unicorn puked it up.


  And so on.


  On the table to the left, a kid in a Spiderman suit decapitates Barbies. His eyes gleam and he laughs a bit as each head pops off into the bin of growing doll heads. He throws the bodies over his shoulder onto the lawn. Some have made it as far as the gravel parking lot.


  “So, let’s see what’s going on over there,” Candy says, pointing to the right.


  “Good idea.”


  After ten minutes of sorting through sequence infested bras, tutus, and granny panties, Candy mentions her idea again.


  “Girl, I’m cold. I’m tired. Just give Damien a little striptease and call it a night.”


  I take a deep breath. Count to three. “No. We are not doing your idea. It was a mistake to come to you for help again after what you did last time.”


  “But your idea sucks!” Candy says.


  “It may suck, but at least it doesn’t lead me back into Damien’s bed.”


  “What’s so bad about that?”


  What’s so bad with that? Absolutely everything imaginable. Why did I have to keep explaining this? “Candy!”


  “Look, you know it’s going to happen again, and when it does it should be on your terms, not his.”


  “It is not happening!” I shriek in the least convincing shriek in the history of shrieks, which aren’t even all that convincing to begin with.


  Candy raises her eyebrows.


  “I can’t let it happen,” I continue. “He’s already gotten the most inflated ego in the world. I wish I could pop it, but I swear to god, it just gets bigger and bigger with every conquest. It’s like the blob, only with sex. The Sex Blob. It won’t be satisfied until it’s consumed the dignity of every woman in America. Which is why your idea is so stupid!”


  Candy pouts. I don’t give a shit. So, what was the brilliant plan she came up with after I came back and told her about the humiliating experience lap dancing for Damien? She suggested that I go back for more lessons and negotiate a price for something “a little more fun.” That’s right. My best friend told me to prostitute myself to my mortal enemy.


  Her reasoning? It’s gonna happen anyways, girl.


  To which I explained to her that just because I wanted something to happen that doesn’t mean it actually should happen. I mean, I want to stuff my face with chocolates all day every day, but it’s not like I allowed myself to do that because…


  Fuck. Bad example. I guess I did pretty much stuff my face with chocolates, but it wasn’t all day. It was like just most of the day.


  So I guess my point still stands.


  Sort of.


  I scowl and focus on finding $10 worth of shit to stick in Damien’s room. It needed to make a statement. To say something about how I feel about life and the universe. To poetically express my epic hatred for the personification of the bowels of hell.


  And then, I see it hanging from the heavens—or, in this case, halfway down the flag pole.


  “Candy,” I whisper.


  She hears my voice and turns. Her mouth drops open. She sees it immediately—how can you not? It’s like the sun. Big and bright and if you look at it for too long, you’re totally gonna fuck up your retinas for life.


  Candy’s response is a little different than mine, though. “No.”


  “It’s perfect.” I move forward.


  Candy grabs my wrist, stopping me. “Hell no, girl! You’re gonna get STDs and shit!”


  STD’s? Please. “I can’t believe you’re more worried about me getting them from that instead of Damien.”


  “Hey, I’m pretty sure Damien wraps himself up most of the time. That thing is the wrapping! Only god knows who or how many men that have done their thing in that!”


  I rip myself from Candy’s grasp, but she won’t give up. She tackles me.


  My chin hits the ground, hard. Grass and mud smash into face. I scream, trying to push myself up, but Candy’s parked herself on my big ass.


  “You okay, girl?”


  “Are you pretending to worry about me after jumping on my back like it’s the fucking rise of The Planet of the Apes and making me do a face plant?”


  “I’m sorry. I just didn’t know how to stop you from making the biggest mistake in your life.”


  I squint up at my destination. The blow-up sex doll knocks against the flag pole as the slip of fabric she’s in flaps around in the wind like a flag.


  “It’s not a mistake, Candy. It’s fate.” Except since Candy’s still on me and I’m running out of juice it sounds more like I’m saying, I-uh-m-caaa-FATE!


  Candy gets off, shaking her head. “Why do you want to bring that shit into your life? And why do you want to bring it into your life this bad?”


  “She and Damien deserve each other,” I explain, standing. “It’s for his Restless D Syndrome.”


  Candy gags. “Oh God, please don’t tell me Restless D Syndrome is what I think it is.”


  I grin. “It’s Restless Dick Syndrome.”


  She groans. “Annie, saying stupid shit out loud does not make it less stupid.”


  “It’s not stupid. It describes him and his condition perfectly.”


  “His condition is that he’s horny and he wants you. He’s into a crazy chick, not necrophilia.”


  “You don’t get it. His D is out of control.”


  “No, it’s you who’s out of control, girl! I don’t even want to know what you’re gonna do with that thing.”


  I walk over to the blow up sex doll and squeeze its hand. It sounds like bubble wrap popping. I straighten the blond wig someone had super glued it on. The doll’s plastic, dead eyes stare up at me, her mouth permanently stuck in this weird O shape. I tried not to think about what that mouth had been used for.


  I untie her from the pole. “Do you really not want to know what I’m gonna do with it?”


  Candy watches me manhandle the doll. “I’m a little curious, but I’m also afraid.”


  “Good. I want to traumatize him.”


  “Well, if he ends up being even half as traumatized as I am right now, then it will be mission accomplished, or whatever.” She glances around Star Power, queasy. “I’m gonna go back to the club and get your car.”


  Candy’s car is parked not even thirty feet from us. “What’s wrong with your car?”


  She looks at me like I just slapped her. “I’m not letting you get that shit near my car!”


  I roll my eyes. Alright, Drama Queen. “Fine, we’ll just call a taxi.”


  “Hell no. You can’t put something like that in a vehicle that other people are gonna ride in. It just isn’t right!”


  “Candy, it’s going to take you at least thirty minutes to get your car. Do you really want me to stand out here with this thing for that long?”


  Candy ponders this. “You know, that might actually be a good idea. It’s like character building or some shit.”


  “Me, standing with a blow up sex doll in front of children?”


  Candy glances at the boy in the Spiderman suit. He’s still ripping heads off dolls. “I see your point, but you holding it is still better than it hanging up there flapping in the wind. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll decapitate it, too.” She flashes a grin. “Alright girl. See you soon.”


  “I can’t believe you’re leaving me!”


  “Oh, just for a little bit…though if you want to put that thing back we can call a cab and leave together.”


  I point at her purple Honda. “Your car is right there. Why would we call a cab?”


  “I thought I explained this to you. I don’t want you touching my stuff until you’ve been hosed down.”


  “Is this thing really that dirty?” I pout.


  “YES!”


  I don’t know why I was expecting a nicer answer than that. “Fine. Whatever. Hurry up. We’ll nasty up my car.”


  “Love you, girl. Be back soon.”


  I don’t go to buy it until Candy’s purple Honda is out of sight.


  Star Power herself is working the register today. It’s seated on top of a children’s easy bake oven. Star Power lounges behind it in a lawn chair, decked out in a purple witch Halloween hat with gigantic gold stars.


  I hold up the blow up doll and ask her where she got the damn thing.


  She rubs the quartz crystal pendant around her neck, frowning. “Don’t remember, hon. But I think I sold it to Old Man Willie ten years ago. He brought it back a month later, though.”


  I have no clue who Old Man Willie is, thank God. “Cool.”


  She grins. “$5.”


  I talk her down to $3 (which isn’t hard—Star Power loves a “good deal,” even if she isn’t the one on the receiving end), and then do a little walk of shame down her lawn. There’s no cool way to carry around a sex doll, especially when you’re in front of a bunch of elderly female bargain hunters. As I pass at least four of them make a cross by touching their forehead, chest, and either shoulder.


  Candy’s not back yet, of course. I get tired of holding up the sex doll and just hold her hand. Of course, since she can’t stand up on her own, this means she’s now hanging from my hand. Her face knocks against my knees as the lower half of her body rolls around in the dirt.


  I’m beginning to see how dumb of an idea this is when a car pulls up.


  The black Mercedes has tinted windows. It’s a lot nicer than most of the cars in the area and I’ve never seen it before. A part of me knows I shouldn’t stick around—that something’s not right here—but I can’t. It’s like my own secret sex fantasy just rolled up to the block.


  I squeeze the sex doll’s hand until I hear her signature pops. I can almost feel the soft leather seats beneath my palms and legs. I want to take a ride in that thing with…


  I don’t finish that thought because he steps out.


  I see a flash of the skulls on his cut as he shuts the door. He turns, black shirt stretched over his broad chest, and slowly removes his shades.


  Run! A part of me yells. I don’t know the specifics, but I do know that the Peace Treaty is fragile. It wouldn’t look good if we were seen together, right?


  Dark eyes pour into mine. I can’t think of anything but him—I can’t even dream of wanting anything but him—of desiring anything more than him walking towards me.


  And that’s exactly what he does.


  


  Chapter 8


  His lips curl into a smile. I can’t see his eyes behind his shades. I don’t know why, but I wish I could see them.


  “Hey Annie.”


  He sounds so casual, like he’s an old friend and not someone I just met last night. A someone who licked me everywhere.


  I gulp and tuck a stray strand of black hair behind my ear. “Um, hi.”


  He nods to my left. “So, you gonna introduce me to your friend?”


  My friend? I frown, squeezing the plastic thing in my hand until it starts to pop, and look to my left…


  Right at the blow-up sex doll.


  I give a little shriek and throw it. The wind picks it up. For a second it’s airborne, then it falls back to earth, twitching and convulsing.


  “Looking to spice things up with your man?” His tone is light, but there’s a slight edge to his voice.


  Oh fuck! I could not let him think I was into shit like this! “Oh, that isn’t for me, it’s for Damien. But not for him to fuck. I mean, not for him to use. I mean…fuck.” This is so not going well! “If I wanted to get him a sex doll, I’d totally splurge for a new one.”


  I cringe as the fact that I’d just used the word “splurge” sinks in.


  Damnit! That’s totally not what I wanted to say! “Damien is an asshole,” I begin.


  “Yeah. Already figured that out last night, and let’s just say he didn’t change my mind this morning.”


  I crouch and pick up the sex doll, muttering, “Yeah, doesn’t help that he has a restless D.”


  “What?”


  I glance up at him and almost groan. The last thing I want to do is talk about Damien’s nocturnal activities with this guy. “Oh, I was just saying it doesn’t help that I’m…” what the fuck rhymes with D? Ski? Me? Tree? “I’m super hungree!” I chirp.


  He doesn’t address the fact that I sound like a baby bird muppet asking its mama bird for food for the first time. “You a vegetarian, Annie?”


  What does that have to do with anything? “No.”


  “Good. I’m taking a break from meetin’ with your dad.”


  My dad.


  I’m talking about my dad in front of a guy who had his face between my legs less than 24 hours ago. And I’m realizing that he was talking to my dad all morning. Yes, the two of them were in the same room. Talking.


  He runs his hand through his hair. “Was thinkin’ of getting’ somethin’ to eat. I’ll buy you somethin’ too.” He looks at the burger joint across the street. “Heard the place was good.”


  Yeah, he heard the place was good from my dad no doubt! Oh god, my face is redder than an uncooked burger patty. “I really don’t want to bother you.”


  “You’d never bother me, Annie.” He motions at the sex doll I’m holding. “But if you’re busy, I understand.”


  “No, no. I’m not busy…with her.” I glance down at the doll. Was it correct to refer to it as her? And why am I even wondering about stupid bullshit like the PC name to call sex dolls? “I’m just here with my friend,” I explain.


  He takes off his sunglasses. His piercing, beautiful eyes narrow. “Your friend?”


  “Yeah, my best friend in the whole world. She’s not here right now. She left, but she’ll be back.”


  He gives me a really pitying expression.


  “And I’m not talking about the sex doll. This is a real girl. I mean, it’s not like a drive around the countryside and go shopping with one of Damien’s used sex dolls…that would just be really sad.” I laugh hysterically to emphasize the sadness.


  He does not laugh with me. He emphasizes the sadness in a different way—by looking at me like I am a baby bird who has been abandoned by its mother.


  Oh fuck. Does he think that I drive around with the sex doll for a friend? That I’m really that lonely?


  My stomach growls. I shut my eyes. “Okay, let’s just go get a burger.”


  He grins. “You won’t regret it.”


  The word regret sends my mind to a dark, beautiful place. My heart beats faster. I shouldn’t be having this kind of reaction to this kind of man. I mean, Damien was one thing, but he was at least part of the club. This wasn’t my own personal enemy, this was everyone’s enemy.


  Well, everyone else’s enemy. He sure as shit wasn’t my enemy. He was nice to me.


  It’s busy inside. Shelly, who runs the place with her husband, Mike, sits us at a picnic table on the gravel out front. “A menu for each of you, not that she needs one,” Shelly smiles, affectionately patting my head like I’m a dog. The fact that I’m carrying a sex doll doesn’t even make her bat an eye, which I actually find really disturbing.


  “You come here a lot?” he asks when she goes back inside the restaurant.


  “Yeah.” And when I’m here, I eat a lot, too. I make a note to eat way less today. Sexy man has already seen me in my shame suit (old sweatpants + older t-shirt + splotchy cry face), freaking out about doorknobs in front of a biker mob, and staring off into la-la land while holding hands with a sex doll. He really didn’t need to see me stuff my face.


  Mike’s Burgers has one of those menus that pictures the food you can order. I set down the menu and longingly caress the Strawberry Sundae with my pointer finger. God damn, I lost my mind over those things. They had strawberry sprinkles and strawberry syrups and so many damn yummy strawberry bits. I made all sorts of freaky happy noises when I ate one.


  Shelly comes back. She takes his order first: a BBQ bacon cheeseburger. Then, she asks me, “So, Mike’s special double decker cheeseburger—“


  “Um…” I try to interject.


  “Extra jalapeno, extra bacon, extra avocado, extra tomatoes—”


  Sexy man raises his eyebrows.


  “Yeah, it’s, um…actually Shelly…”


  “Add pickles, chipotle mayo, hold the ketchup.”


  I take a deep breath. “So, Shelly…”


  “Two orders of onion rings,” she continues, “A root beer float, and a strawberry sundae with an extra strawberry on top!”


  Sexy man is looking at me like he’s seeing me for the first time.


  “I don’t actually eat that when I come here,” I tell him.


  “Oh, right,” Shelly says. “Two strawberry sundaes.”


  Fuck! “Actually, I’m trying something different today. I’ll have a salad with…salad stuff on it.” I hand the menu back to her.


  Shelly looks at me like I just told her I’m an alien here to probe her butt.


  Sexy Man shakes his head. “I’d like to order some onion rings,” he tells Shelly. “And a strawberry sundae.”


  Shelly returns to the restaurant in a daze, leaving Sexy Man alone to face my wrath.


  “Did you order that sundae because you think I’ll eat it? Because I’ll tell you right now, there’s no way in hell I’m gonna eat that thing!” And I really don’t want to make my crazy strawberry-heaven-lovin’ sounds!


  “You think I’m the kind of asshole who’s gonna tell a girl what to eat and what not to eat?” Sexy Man asks.


  I frown.


  “The sundae’s not for you, it’s for your friend,” he continues dismissively.


  “Friend?” Candy wasn’t gonna be here for a long time.


  “Yeah.” He looks over at the sex doll seated next to me.


  I look at the sex doll. Then at him. Then back at the sex doll. Then back at him. “Did you just buy a strawberry sundae for a sex doll?”


  “Yeah. Figured she deserved one.”


  What??? “She deserves a sundae?”


  He nods. “Bet she’s never had one before.”


  My heart pinches. It’s stupid, and I know it shouldn’t. I mean, it’s a blow-up sex doll with no feelings or taste buds. But I think of all the nasty shit she’s had stuffed in that creepy O mouth and I suddenly feel like she does deserve to know the amazing that is a strawberry sundae from Mike’s.


  Shelly comes back with our food stacked on a red tray. “Here’s your meal,” she tells Sexy Man. “And here’s your salad with salad stuff,” she tells me.


  I shiver as the scent of burger and onion rings fills the air. Turns out salad stuff doesn’t really have much of a smell.


  Sexy Man picks up an onion ring.


  “That looks good,” I tell him.


  “They’re really good.” He smiles. “Do you want one?”


  “Oh, I shouldn’t…” My stomach doesn’t rumble, it howls like a wolf at the moon.


  Sexy Man raises his eyebrows again.


  Alright, who the fuck was I kidding? “I’d love some.” And by “some,” I actually meant I’d love them all. I grab the basket and dig in.


  Sexy Man cuts his burger. “And I’ll give you half of this for half of your salad stuff,” he tells me.


  I don’t even pretend like I don’t think this is a good idea. The second he’s done cutting, I’m ready. I try to go slow, but it’s just too good, so I inhale it, oohing and ahhing and enjoying one of life’s greatest pleasures.


  When I’m done, I open my eyes. Sexy Man is shaking his head. “You can have the other half too if you want.”


  “REALLY!?!?”


  He laughs. “Remind me never to share with you again.”


  “What? Why?”


  “It’s alright. I’ll just buy two of everything instead. You’re worth it.”


  He winks and attacks the salad, putting up a noble fight, but Mike’s isn’t known for their salads and it sure as shit isn’t a nice burger. Feeling charitable, I rip off a piece of the burger and hand it to him.


  “Oh wow, is that for me?”


  I frown. “Don’t look so surprised.”


  He takes it from me, grinning. “Guess I’m not…but I think I’m starting to see why your MC nicknamed you The Annie-mal.”


  “THEY DID WHAT???”


  He chuckles. “Guessin’ they didn’t tell you.”


  “Of course they didn’t! I woulda hulked out!” An image of a pink wilderbeast Annie Princess ripping through Damien with sparkle claws invades my mind.


  He smiles. “Which would have done a lot to improve your Annie-mal image.”


  I cringe. “Fuck.” Maybe I was an Annie-mal. All I seemed to respond to was food. And violence.


  And sex.


  I push my knees together. Where did that thought come from? I look across the table and remember. Oh yeah, because I’m sitting right across the table from sex incarnate.


  His eyes narrow, and for a second, I have a horrible feeling that he can read my thoughts. There is an awareness between us. Something I can’t put my finger on. I feel both at ease and, at the same time, completely unnerved. He comforts me, but he shouldn’t. On the surface, he’s all strong muscles, dark eyes that see too much, and a kindness that seems undeserved.


  Beneath that exterior, I sense something I had no name for brewing. It draws me closer despite the danger. I’m tempted by how reckless I could be—how reckless we both could be.


  “I guess it’s unsurprising,” I whisper. “I mean, there’s so much they don’t tell me. Annie-mal is kind of small compared to all the other shit.”


  He chews his lip, like he’s unsure of what to say. “Your dad’s probably just tryin’ to protect you. The world isn’t the same as it was a few years ago.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He leans back. “How much do you know about your club’s business?”


  “Not a lot.”


  He stays silent.


  Fine, I’ll be honest. “Basically nothing.”


  “Well, what your dad’s dealin’ with is pretty much what every small town along the highway is dealin’ with. Towns without local gangs are becomin’ battle zones, and towns with established gangs are asked to choose sides.”


  Wait, battle zones? “What do you mean?!?”


  “Here, give me your hand. I wanna show you somethin’.”


  I comply without thinking.


  His rough, strong fingers take my hand. “Let’s pretend your pointer finger is the West Coast: California, Oregon, Washington.” He runs his finger up my hand and I shiver. “Heavily populated and already all carved up. Sure, a new element can go in there and shake stuff up—and some people do—but winnin’s a long, hard road. Much easier to move east,” he says, finger moving to the center of my palm. “To New Mexico, Wyoming, Montana.”


  I struggle to swallow. “What does that have to do with us?”


  “Time’s aren’t good, Annie. Lots of people are hurtin’, bein’ forced to deal with shit that no one should have to deal with. And that means good business for guys like me.”


  I pull my hand away. He lets me go without a fight. “I don’t understand.”


  “Economy’s real bad here,” he continues. “No coal, no lumber, no parks or recreational attractions. Some farmin’, but not a whole lot. A lot of guys see that, see where you’re located—the only town for miles and miles right smack in the middle of a commute that’s only gonna get more important in the future—and they see opportunity.”


  “This is all about how close we are to the highway?”


  He nods. “And the mountain. Lots of space for people to create footholds, lots of opportunities for rivals to get into all kinds of shit. Especially since your dad’s club doesn’t have enough men or guns to put up much of a fight.”


  A cold terror slices through me. “What did you ask them for?”


  His eyes darken as they zero in on me. “Not as much as I should have.”


  I shiver. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “I asked for less than whoever else they’ll deal with will ask for. We’re partners, now. Means that if I need manpower or resources, they’ll provide it. And it means that they won’t pull any shit when I move part of my operation down here.”


  I understand it all. The anger. The helplessness. I don’t know what kind of shit this man transported, and suddenly I don’t want to know.


  “I know what you’re thinkin’,” he begins, “and for what it’s worth I’m sorry, but you can’t move the highway and you can’t move the mountain. Your dad was hopin’ that you guys could stay off the map, but it’s not possible. Whether it’s me or someone else, change is comin’, and fast.”


  He truly sounds regretful. I look into his dark eyes and they look as trapped as I feel. “You wish things could be different,” I realize.


  “Don’t we all?”


  “So, what you’re saying is my dad made peace with you because he thought you were the lesser evil?”


  He shrugs.


  “Not everyone thinks you are,” I say.


  He studies me for a second. “And what do you think?”


  “What do I think about what?”


  “About me.”


  “Does it matter?”


  “To me it does.”


  I shiver under his scrutiny. “You’re not so bad.”


  He grins. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. For an evil guy, you’re kinda nice.”


  His grin turns predatory. His eyes laugh as they study me. “You think I’m nice?”


  “You’re nice to me,” I whisper, throat tight.


  “Of course I’m bein’ nice to you, Annie. I want to fuck you.”


  I stopped thinking. Did he really just say that to me? And what the hell was up with my body’s response? This guy just basically admitted to manhandling and blackmailing my club into an alliance that would bring more danger to themselves and everyone they loved. No shit they hated him! So why the fuck was my pussy acting like a happy super caring bear shooting rainbows out of its tummy? Sure, I coveted his body like a leprechaun covets a pot of gold, but I knew a lot about chasing rainbows. There was nothing at the end. Just the dream. And in this case, the dream could so easily turn into a nightmare.


  “You’re makin’ this hard on me,” he says slowly.


  “I’m making what hard on you?”


  He takes the finger that had been on my hand between his lips. Slowly, lazily, he rolls his tongue around it. “You’re making it hard to remember all the reasons why I can’t taste you again.”


  Panties. Melted.


  Like ice cream on a hot day.


  Alright, most disgusting image ever, but it’s totally true.


  Want to know what else is true? Of course you don’t, but I’ll tell you anyways. I want to melt like ice cream in his hands.


  Also disgusting, but fuck, my body wants him so much it doesn’t care.


  And then, because life is ironic and cruel and loves to watch me eat my words, Shelly comes back with a strawberry sundae.


  “Dessert,” she says, setting it down in between us and sticking a spoon in front of each of us. “Bonne Appetite.”


  “She’s not very good at French,” I whisper as I take the spoon.


  He raises his eyebrows.


  “What? It’s true!”


  “I ordered this for her,” he says, pushing the ice cream to my left.


  I glare at the sex doll, then at him. Damn, I forgot that thing was there!


  He laughs, shaking his head. “I don’t think she’d mind, though, if you had a bite.”


  I do take a bite, and the godliness of that bite helps me forget, for a second, everything else in the world. But, like I said, only for a second.


  “ANNIE! There you are!”


  I look up to see Candy running across the road to our table. I glance at the MC President. Fuck. I just have a feeling this isn’t going to end well.


  “Next time text me, girl. I had no idea where the fuck you went,” Candy chastises once she gets close. “Star Power had no idea, but she gave me a great price on those decapitated doll heads.”


  I stand and grab the sex doll, and start towards the road. “Yeah, well, let’s go. We can talk about all this on the ride home.”


  Candy doesn’t follow me.


  “Wait, he’s not a member of your dad’s club,” she says.


  Damn, she noticed? “Oh, him? It’s a funny story, you see…” I gulp. “He’s just, a guy.”


  She frowns. “That’s not a funny story.”


  “Oh really?”


  “That’s not a story at all,” she notes.


  Fuck! Why does Candy have to be so observant? Luckily, sexy stranger keeps me from having to answer.


  “I’m Vice,” he says, leaning forward and offering her his hand.


  Candy’s eyes bug out. “VICE?!?!?!” she shrieks.


  Candy’s response tells me that she knows exactly who Vice is, which shames me a little because it means that Candy knows more about what’s going on with the club than I do.


  “Yeah,” Vice says.


  Shit. Time for damage control. Too bad this is almost as bad as the time my uncle Lester tried to patch up his car tires with duct tape. “Yeah, Vice was just buying me a hamburger…or, I mean, he let me eat his, I mean…This is Vice.”


  Candy grabs me even though I’m holding the sex doll. I would be touched if the situation wasn’t so dire! “How the fuck do you know my Annie!?!?” she yells


  My face goes red. Strawberry sundae red. Thank fucking god Candy isn’t looking at me right now because that particular shade of red would tell her everything she wants to know and more.


  “We met last night after she totaled her boyfriend’s bike.”


  Candy frowns.


  Oh God!


  “Needed some care, so I took care of her,” Vice continues.


  “Did she now?” Candy hisses.


  Jesus. Could he have possibly said that in a way with just a tad less innuendo? Yes. Yes he could have. But he didn’t.


  I am so fucked.


  Vice glances at me, then back at her and seals my death sentence. “Yes, she did.”


  I don’t like the look on Candy’s face. I like even less that she now knows I kept a few choice facts about my night from her, and that she is very, very, very good at putting two and two together.


  Oh boy, here we go.


  


  Chapter 9


  I flop into bed, sore and tired. Just as I’d predicted, the ride back home from Star Power’s had not been fun. Candy was pissed I’d lied to her. More than that, she was worried. Vice was apparently the worst man I could get involved with on the planet. Think of the club, she’d said (oh alright, screamed). Just think of how someone could misinterpret things if they saw the two of you together!


  Yeah, now was not the time to bring up just how Vice had made my vagazzle sparkle and Damien had walked in just in time to see it lit up.


  So, I’d lied about my lying.


  It sucked.


  But now it was over and I was finally going to enjoy my revenge on Damien…if I could stay awake long enough. Getting his room ready had taken a lot longer than we’d expected. Candy left after we were done. She didn’t want to be here to witness “the abomination.”


  It’s just gonna be too embarrassing, girl. Just do me a favor and, no matter what, do not mention Restless Ds.


  I hear footsteps down the hall. My spidy senses tingle.


  For the first time ever, I’m sad he’s alone. I’d love to hear one of his girls scream! Still, this was gonna be great.


  The door to his room opens. I hear him sigh, kick off his clothes and take off his clothes. Damien sleeps in the nude. Don’t ask me how I know this. I really, really, really don’t want to talk about it.


  I know the exact moment he sees the suspicious lump under his covers. He chuckles and mutters something I can’t hear. It’s probably something stupid, like: Couldn’t wait for me, babe? I close my eyes and focus on breathing, trying not to laugh about him romancing a blow up sex doll.


  I hear him rip back the sheets.


  “THE FUCK?!?!?”


  I snicker into my mattress.


  I hear him get up and walk over to his door.


  Okay, is he going to leave his room and…


  Oh shit he’s coming into my room!


  “Princess.” He knocked on the door softly.


  Ha! I’d prepared for this. It was locked, and I’d barricaded it with my armoire in front of it. There was no way he’d bust it down this time, not unless he wanted to cause serious problems for us both.


  I heard him sigh and go back down the hall. Double score! Demon Spawn wouldn’t even be able to sleep in his bed now. Maybe he’d have to move to another bed, or another room even! Things were looking up.


  I nuzzle under the covers and smile, feeling super good about myself and ready for the congratulatory dreams I would be having tonight. Me standing over Damien’s corpse with a Unicorn Blaster. Candy moving into Damien’s old room and moving one of those little oven toasters into the room for a super cookie celebration party! Hell, I was so happy, I’d even the blow up sex doll could join in on our slumber parties. Well, after she was wiped with sanitize towelettes of course.


  Something rustles in the bushes outside my window. What the fuck? Am I being attacked by animals? I glance up to see some tattooed fingers sliding across the window pane. Stifling a shriek, I hide back under the covers. That couldn’t possibly be…


  “Princess?” I hear Damien’s voice call from the other side.


  Fuck! He was outside my room!


  I hear the window sliding open. What the hell? Was he sneaking in there? I glance up to see the top of his body plus one large leg in the window. Then, I cocoon back under the covers.


  Maybe if I can’t see him he’ll go away!


  “Princess? You still sleepin’?”


  “No,” I hiss at him. Then, I realize I said something out loud. “Fuck.”


  The bed dips as he sits next to me. Through the blankets, I feel his hand land on my. I kick at him.


  He yelps as my foot connects with his knee. “What kind of welcome is that?” he asks.


  “The welcome you deserve!”


  He sighs. “But not the welcome I need.”


  Who cares what Demon Spawn needs? “Take your weird ass needs somewhere else!”


  “Oh man right now, watchin’ you shake it like that, I’ve developed some serious ass needs, Princess.”


  What the hell? “I’m trembling with rage and fear, not shakin’ it for you!”


  “Aww, did you have a nightmare, Princess?”


  “I wouldn’t exactly call it a nightmare since I’m awake, but yeah, about ten seconds ago my worst nightmare just sneaked into my room.”


  “That’s ‘cause your worst nightmare knew you were in here.”


  AAAA! All I want to do is scream. But damn, he’s never gonna leave if he knows he’s getting under my skin. I gotta play it cool. “Oh yeah Damien? What tipped you off?”


  He slaps my ass and gives it a squeeze. “Would recognize this anywhere.”


  That is it! I flip on my back and start kicking like it’s my first time swimming. Damien laughs like this is all great fun and grabs my legs.


  “Princess, for real, I gotta talk to you. It’s important.”


  Oh shit. He sounds serious. “Can’t it wait?”


  “No, it can’t.” He drops my legs. “I had a nightmare, Princess. Someone left this really creepy sex doll in my bed.”


  I gulp. “Really?”


  “Yeah. Really.”


  Damn, gotta stall! “You were awake. That means it wasn’t a nightmare.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong. It was so awful that it scared my mind. Every time I close my eyes, I see it…” Then, he grabs the top of my blankie cocoon and yanks them down, exposing my face.


  “What the hell are you doing?” I want to burrow back into my cocoon. I’m ready to be a butterfly no matter what my tramp stamp said!


  “I need to see your face to tell you,” he whispered.


  Fuck that! I thought. Then I tell him, “Fuck that!”


  D-bag Damien keeps going. “It was horrifying—the most horrifying thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”


  “I think that’s going a little far.”


  “No, it isn’t going far enough. Do you know how scary it is to touch a woman who doesn’t respond?” He leans over me and I shiver. Everywhere. His shadow falls over my chest. His hand moves over the blankets that cover my body. The layers of Log Cabin puffs my grandma had painstakingly stitched together should have protected me from his lusty touch, but it doesn’t. I feel it as strongly as if he were running his hands up my naked skin.


  He reaches the end of the blanket. I can feel his hardness through the quilted bed and my legs part, my toes curl, my hips arch up.


  “To look down into her eyes,” he whispers above me, eyes looking down into mine, “and see a blank, dead expression looking up to you instead of her eyes lookin’ back at you, so eager for it that it makes ‘em flutter.”


  He’s right above me now. I tilt my face up so we can touch but his hand stops my chin, holding me in place. His index finger slips into my mouth and I suck on it, rolling my tongue over it, tasting him.


  He runs his other hand down my neck, over my collarbone, and I shiver again. Oh God, what the hell was happening? His hand curls around my breast as his fingers take my nipple. “Do you know what it’s like to cup a woman’s breast,” he continues, “and feel it deflate?”


  Hold up. There is nothing sexy about the word deflate.


  Nothing.


  Ever.


  It’s right up there with lukewarm and moist. Whether you’re talking about balloons or cocks, when shit deflates the party’s over.


  I glare at him and he’s grinning down at me, not even trying to hide his smile. “You are such an asshole!” I yell, kicking him.


  He laughs as I chuck him off the bed. “Come on, Princess. That is no way to treat me when I’ve just had a nightmare.”


  “Nightmare? You just gave me one. Deflating boobs, what the hell!?!”


  “Hey, imagine it happenin’ to you.”


  “I don’t want to! I don’t even want to know how hard you were yanking on her tits to make them pop!”


  His eyes grow dark. “You want another demonstration, Princess?”


  Eew! “No! I want you to get out!”


  “I don’t manhandle women. I only touched her breasts just like I just touched yours. Except instead of hearin’ her moan, I heard the long, quiet hiss of her ruptured boob releasing stale air into the atmosphere.”


  What the fuck? Are you sure that was her tit?


  “And I realized it wasn’t who I wanted it to be. It was super scary, Princess.”


  What I thought was super scary was that the tit had to deflate before he realized it was plastic, not human skin.


  “At first I thought it was a piñata. Then I saw her mouth, and I realized I was supposed to whack off into it instead of whacking it.”


  Wow. Damien sure has a way with words.


  “And God,” he continued. “The body. Someone covered it in blood.”


  “That wasn’t blood, dumbass. It was ketchup.”


  He raises his eyebrows. “Do you know something about this?”


  Shit! “No.”


  He frowns. “Oh no. I was hoping you did. In that case, this is worse than I thought.”


  He starts getting into my bed.


  “What the hell, Damien? You have your own bed. What are you doing in mine?”


  “There’s a weird, misshapen sex doll in my bed with mysterious ketchup stains. I don’t know where it came from.”


  I gulp. “Well, you can go to Ryder’s bed.”


  “Ryder snores.”


  “So do I!”


  “Yeah, but you have little cute snores.”


  “They are not cute, they are disgusting. You’ve even said so yourself!”


  “I was lying,” he tells me. “Come on, Princess. An alien could have put it in there. They might come back and try to probe me.”


  I roll my eyes. Like Damien would ever say no to any probing. “It wasn’t an alien and you know it. We both know it was me. It’s from Star Power’s.”


  He looks genuinely horrified. “You gave me a blow up doll from that ancient stripper’s illegal yard sale?”


  “Hey, it might not have been hers. It could have been someone else’s in town.”


  Damien shudders. “Okay, now I actually can’t go back in there.”


  Total backfire. “Damien…I made sure it was clean.”


  He raises his eyebrows.


  “Well, I’m sure it is clean. It’s been hanging from the flag pole for a few years at least, so it’s gotten lots of rain.”


  He sighs. “Fine, I’ll go back to my bed…”


  Yay!


  “…After you tell me the real reason you put it there.”


  It’s suddenly very hot in my bed. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  Damien crosses his arms over his chest. “I think you do, Princess.”


  Damn! Maybe if I don’t say anything he’ll get bored and leave.


  I swallow.


  He stares.


  I shut my eyes. Count to ten. Reopen them.


  He’s still staring.


  Fuck!


  He leans in. “I think I know why you put it there.”


  Guess there’s no denying it now! I scoot back as he gets back on the bed. “What? You do?”


  “Yeah. You wanted to give me a nightmare so you could heal me with a dream.”


  I frown. “What?” What does that even mean?!?


  “You know, Princess,” he whispers, eyes dark, lids heavy.


  Oh.


  That kind of dream.


  He plants his arms on either side of my hips as his body moves over mine.


  “That’s not why I did it!” I blurt out.


  “Oh yeah?”


  Damn! He’s still moving! I gulp as his slides up next to mine on the bed, spooning me. “Yeah! It was, it was…”


  “It was what, Princess?”


  I shudder. Fuck. Why is it so hard for me to think right now? And what was I trying to remember? Oh yeah, now I got it! I force my eyes open and glare at him, pasting a wry grin on my face. “It was for your Restless D Syndrome!”


  He stops his amorous descent. “What?”


  “For your Restless Dick Syndrome!”


  You know how you have moments in your life that you build up in your head? I call them mic dropping moments. Like, I just pwned you so bad there’s nothing else you could possibly say because, yeah, I just threw the ring into the lava pit of Mt. Doom. I’ve got a blue face and I’m wearing a plaid skirt and I’m screaming FREEDOM! as I charges towards the enemy. I just stole the company copy machine and now I am gonna fuck it up.


  Except this wasn’t actually a mic dropping moment. Unless you are throwing the mic at the stunned crowd to distract them from how stupid what you just did was so you could make your escape before they start throwing tomatoes.


  The only problem is I don’t have anything to throw at Damien except that dumb thing I just said. So I say it again. “You know…Restless Dick Syndrome.”


  Damien’s mouth twitches. “You’re right Princess,” he says as he makes a sound that can only be described as a chortle.


  I am? “I AM?!?”


  “Yeah.” That damn chortle comes back. “I didn’t realize it before but for all these years, I’ve been searching for a cure for my…restless dick.”


  I cringe. Hearing him say restless dick gives me physical pain. Why on earth had I thought that was a mic dropping moment? WHY???


  “And I think I finally found the cure.”


  I feel his hand on my hip, running down my thigh, parting my knees. Slipping up the inside of my leg. My cunt clenches.


  Oh shit. This was not going well.


  He pushes down my sweatpants. The ragged, gray ones he always made fun of but bitched if I didn’t wear. I feel all of him pushing against my ass. He undoes his zipper and chills roll down my body. Slowly, he pulls it out, jerking it a few times. I feel his knuckles and the head of his cock hit the back of my thighs.


  “What are you doing?” I ask.


  “The only way I can cure my Restless D Syndrome is to feel a woman, Princess. You know that.”


  “But you…have one…waiting for you…in your bed…” I whimper.


  “It’s not you.”


  So I was one step up from a blow up sex doll. Great!


  Then he leans down and whispers to the nape of my neck, “My dick’s been restless because I’ve only ever wanted one girl, and I never thought I’d be able to have her.”


  My eyes widen. What is he saying?


  “You, Princess. It’s always just been you.” He brushes my hair from my face, his fingertips slipping over my cheek, over my lips once more as he pulls my hair back, exposing my neck so he can kiss behind my ear. Then he moves one arm over the top of my body, pulling me against him possessively, my shoulder blades over his muscular chest, my back against his abdomen.


  His cock slips in between my thighs. I squeeze them together, squeezing him, and his breath hitches.


  “I can’t do this,” I whisper. His lips are on my shoulder.


  “Why not?”


  He holds me against him, my back, pressed up against all his beautiful, delicious muscles, so tightly I can feel his heart beating as fast and hard as mine.


  “This is just you getting back at me for ruining your bike. You’re just trying to extract money from me,” I continue.


  “Fuck the bike. This isn’t about paying me back. This was never about any of that. I need you.”


  “Then this is about the nightmare I gave you. I’m sorry I bought that creepy doll for you. It was stupid.”


  There’s a moment of silence, and when he speaks his voice is oddly soft. “Biggest nightmare for me isn’t something scary, Princess. It’s the thought of waking up alone without you.”


  My mind goes fuzzy.


  He didn’t just say that, did he? It’s too sweet. Too full of everything I’ve never even dared to dream of. Damien doesn’t feel like that about me. It makes no sense. It…


  His arm wraps around my torso. I gasp and clutch the bedsheet as his he draws me back into him. He lifts my leg and pulls it up so he can kiss my knee. My goes curl.


  “Gotta have you now, Princess.”


  Oh God. I cry out, pulling the bedsheets again until the mattress is exposed. His hand moves down my body, snaking over my tattoos until it finds my center.


  “You’re already ready.” There’s a note of surprise in his voice as his fingers slip inside me. I squeeze around him and push my cheek into the bed.


  I want it.


  Now.


  I can’t wait any longer.


  Now. Now. Now.


  Fill me.


  Fuck me.


  His fingers continue to slide in and out, torturing me, igniting me. Desire spreads throughout my body like a match thrown onto a trail of oil. I grind on his hand, crying out as his palm strums against my clit.


  Damien, now! I want to scream, but I can’t form words. My nails scrape the mattress.


  His teeth sink into my shoulder as something long, hard, smooth and unmistakably Damien slips between my thighs.


  Oh God, he was going to fuck me, but was it even possible to fuck in this position? With my back to him? My left leg intertwined with his, and my right leg held up by his rough, strong hands?


  He thrusts into me and I gasp. Yes. It is most certainly possible. Oh God, yes.


  His arm loops around my knee, pushing my leg back even further. His hand continues to stimulate my clit in agonizingly slow circles as he continues to drives into me at the same slow pace. It drives me crazy. Every part of me wants him harder, faster, but he continues to tease me, drawing out my pleasure until it feels so good it almost hurts.


  “You like that, Princess?”


  Did I like this? FUCK YES! “Uhgggugrrruhgh.”


  “What was that?”


  Asshole! Didn’t he understand what he was doing to me? My mind wasn’t even working anymore! “Ruuuguggugggh!” I moaned. “Ruuuuuuuugh!”


  I shut my eyes. Goddamnit! If I didn’t fix making these zombie death thrall noises soon, I was going to be a step down from a blow-up doll with deflated tits. Concentrate, Annie. You can do this!


  “Harder!” I finally scream out.


  “Damn, I forgot how loud you were.”


  Was he trying to antagonize me? I shut my eyes, breathless, every cell in my body aching. “I can’t fucking take it anymore, Damien. Fuck me! Now!”


  He readjusts his body so he’s no longer on my side but on top of me. I’m still on my side but I twist my torso so I can see him.


  Moonlight outlines his massive, tattooed shoulders. His fingers dig into my hips and my cunt pulls on the head of his dick, begging for the sweet torture I know will soon come. He grits his jaw as his eyes focus in on me like his life depends on memorizing every inch of my body.


  His grip on me tightens. “Hold onto the headboard, Princess.”


  My hands tremble as I raise them. His eyes darken as I grip the cold, metal bars.


  He smiles pushes into me all the way to the hilt. I scream. His hand captures my ankle, pressing it against his shoulder. Slowly, he kisses it. “Gonna fuck you now, my beautiful, demanding princess.”


  And he does. While I’m on my side, splayed open in this awkward as hell position. It shouldn’t feel this good, like I’ve died and gone to heaven. Fuck, I was even beginning to see stars.


  Those are just the glow stars you pasted to your ceiling, dumbass!


  That’s what my rational mind told me, but right now I feel like I’m shooting through the sky faster than the speed of light. I shut my eyes and the neon stars above me bleed into darkness. And he anchors me with his steel grip even as his hard, thick, long cock works me like I was made for it.


  The air is full of my moans and the unrepeatable things he’s saying. Like that I’m dirty—so fuckin’ beautifully dirty to want it rough like this. My cunt grips him harder with every filthy thing he says. I can’t trust him—intellectually I know that he’s bad and a complete man whore. But my body loves this, needs this. Even though I know it’s dangerous, I want to be his. And I feel like he also wants to be mine…which is the most dangerous thought of all.


  I open for him completely, arching and twisting as I try to take him deeper. I want to prologue this insatiable, aching, beautiful feeling inside me while I simultaneously try to break free of it.


  And then, I can’t hold back any longer.


  “Come on, Princess,” he whispers as if he knows more about my body’s intimate secrets than I do. “I want to hear those beautiful sounds you make again.”


  I make them, though I don’t know why the fuck he thinks they’re beautiful. I really do sound like I’m experiencing a little death in his hands. But I don’t care. I’m overcome by sensation, shattering around him in a torrent of pleasure.


  A few seconds later, he cums. Slowly, he lowers himself back to my side, kissing my arms and shoulder as he rests his head behind mine.


  I’m panting. Sweat cools on my body. The sheets are hot, but not nearly as hot as his body.


  I look over my shoulder. His eyes are drinking me again like he’s still not satisfied, and I realize that after one look at him I’m not either. I want more. I want everything.


  “Thank you,” I whisper.


  He grins.


  “I don’t mean for that,” I swat him playfully, “though it was nice, too.”


  He raises his eyebrows. “Yeah?”


  “God, you’re insufferable.”


  “You’re gonna have to use smaller words, Princess. Otherwise I won’t be able to follow what you’re sayin’.”


  I smile again. Slightly. A bit embarrassed. “You know exactly what I mean.”


  “You mean you want more?”


  “Damien, stop! I’m trying to have a moment,” I laugh.


  He flips me onto my back and gets on top of me again. “Alright, have your moment, but be fast. I don’t wanna wait any longer to have you again.”


  What!?! “You just had me.”


  “Yeah. It’s an addiction.”


  “Come on! This was supposed to be a cure for bad dreams. You’re never going to fall asleep if you keep this up.”


  “Not sleeping is kind of a cure, right?”


  Now I’m laughing. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life. “No, it really isn’t.”


  His eyes grow series. “I don’t need dreams anymore, now that I have you.”


  My heart trips like I just tripped on my jump rope and did a face plant into the asphalt.


  I’m his dream? What the hell is going on here!?!? “You’re happy with just me?”


  “Yeah. With just you and the doll, I think I could make due.”


  “Doll? What the hell?” He wasn’t supposed to want the doll!


  He laughs. “But if you keep beggin’ for it like that…yeah, just you will do fine.”


  Will do fine. Why the fuck did my stupid heart flutter at that? It wasn’t like he was saying he wanted me and only me. He was just saying that I was one step up from a secondhand sex doll. Still, my heart sores…maybe because I’m so used to hearing him say bad things about me that anything that isn’t a total riff makes me melt.


  Pathetic.


  Then he leans down to kiss me and all my protests disappear. The guy’s kisses are more distracting than chocolate. Seconds later, he’s got my legs pushed up and he’s holding my hips in place with his bruising grip as he rails into me.


  It was fast and hard last time. This time it’s like a natural disaster. He’s going so hard and fast that, if I were to see us going at it like this, I’d probably think he was breaking me. And in a way he was.


  And it felt amazing.


  His teeth graze my neck as he claims me with hot, possessive kisses. There’s no restraint. No pretenses. Nothing but the act of sex in all its primal glory. Neither of us hold back. We demand everything from the other person, and we give everything we’ve got in return.


  I feel like I’m going to melt into the mattress when we’re done. My legs are frozen in their pulled back position.


  “Fuck, Princess,” he groans as he falls on the bed next to me.


  Yeah, I try to say, but what I really say is, “Yaaaargh.”


  He slides his hand beneath me and squeezes my ass, grinning. “Glad you liked it too.”


  Goddamnit Damien, I’m gonna kick your ass! “Guh guh dughughki.” Then, I go to kick him, but my legs are so fuckin’ tired all I can do is wiggle my big toe.


  “Yeah,” he says, grabbing my hand and kissing my knuckles. “I loved it too.”


  I shiver. He’d just said he loved it. Now is the time for me to come clean with him about everything. “Damien, I really do have something I want to thank you for.”


  “Uh oh.”


  “Hey, I’m serious.” I turn looking up into his face. He tilts his head to the side, eyeing me cautiously, as if he really is afraid of something. Weird.


  I swallow, readying myself. “Thanks for not making this about paying you back.”


  He smiles, relieved. “Yeah. No need to thank me for that.”


  “Maybe not, but it means something to me.”


  “Just something?”


  I glare at him. “Don’t push your luck.”


  “Alright, alright. Well, I’m glad that you’re happy about this.” He snuggles up next to me. “Just remember, you still owe me a lap dance. Two, if you want to make sure the first one goes alright.”


  Time stops.


  Did he just say what I think he just said?


  My eyes narrow. “What?”


  “One lap dance, two if—”


  “I thought you said this wasn’t about the bike!” I interrupt.


  “It wasn’t, Princess. It was about something more. Your heart.” He grins. “You still gotta do somethin’ ‘bout the bike, though.”


  Then, he snuggles up to my arm again.


  Oh hell no.


  


  Chapter 10


  I grab my pillow and get into battle position. “Out!”


  Damien grins, going in for another cuddle. “Princess, get back here.”


  I smash his cuddle attempt by slamming the pillow down over his head. “OUT!”


  “What the hell?” Damien ducks and covers, which is great for earthquakes, but not so great for an Annie-mal attack.


  I jump on top of my bed and grab another pillow. I wield them like nun chucks—one over the shoulder and the other across the waist—then switch, switch, switch—as my eyes focus with deadly intent. “I’m gonna tear you a new one!”


  He frowns. “A new what?”


  “EVERYTHING!”


  His frown deepens. “With pillows?”


  “Oh, you haven’t seen what pillows can do! You have no fuckin’ idea asshole! Prepare yourself!”


  The only thing he looks like he’s preparing for is more laughter. “I don’t remember pillow fights goin’ down like that when I was younger.”


  “Well do you know what the first rule of pillow fight club is?” I leap from the bed to the ground and start waving my pillow-clad fist around again. “It’s that you never talk about pillow fight club!”


  “I guess not,” he laughs.


  Why is he laughing? Death is staring him right in the face. “If you don’t get your ass out of here, I am stuffing you with feathers after I pound you unconscious!”


  “Pound me unconscious? That sounds nice.”


  “Fuck you!”


  “Please.”


  “God damnit Damien!”


  “Come on, Princess. What’s wrong?”


  “Like you don’t know!”


  “Was it about the bike? I’ll give you a discount on lessons.”


  Discount? Lessons? AGAIN??? “RWARG!” I charge at him and he backs up to the door. I grab the handle, ready to push him out, and but it’s stuck. “Fuck!”


  “I think it’s locked, Princess.”


  I glare at him. “You.” I hiss.


  “Hey, don’t get all freaky on me. I didn’t lock it.”


  My nostrils flare. “That’s right, I did! To keep you out! But here you are!”


  “Uh, Princess?”


  I slide my foot across the floor like a bull about to charge. “What?”


  “Deep breaths, Princess.”


  Deep breaths???? I growl.


  “Yeah, just like that, minus the death glare—that does the opposite of what we’re tryin’ to do.”


  “What we are trying to do?” Did he think we were a team now? I make another sound, and it sure as shit isn’t the first note of Kumbaya.


  “Come on, Princess. You’re actin’ like an Annie—” he looks down, shaking his head.


  My eyes narrow. “What were you about to say?”


  “Nothin’ Princess.”


  But it wasn’t nothing. It was a very important something. It was…


  Annie-mal.


  Somehow I just knew, without a doubt, that I was looking at the man who’d started that cursed nickname. Who else would have the balls to throw that kind of shit around when I wasn’t looking? Only one man was so fearless around the president’s daughter. Only one man needed, so desperately, to be put in his place.


  Damien.


  “Finish what you were about to say,” I demand.


  “It’s nothin’.” He grins like he’s thinking of an inside joke. I grin back at him because I know what inside joke his mind is referencing, and I know that he isn’t going to find it funny for much longer.


  I stab his chest with my finger. “Annie-mal.”


  His eyes go wide.


  I smile, and it’s all teeth. “That’s what you were about to say, right?” I stab his chest two more times. “Annie. Mal.”


  He grabs my offending finger. “Where’d you hear that?”


  I wrestle my finger back from him. “That’s none of your business.”


  “Shit.” He shuts his eyes. “I was young, alright? And you wouldn’t stop fuckin’ eatin’ all my Oreos.”


  “Those were communal Oreos. All food in the shop was communal.”


  He shakes his head. “Those weren’t the rules until you imposed them ‘cause you couldn’t keep your mitts to yourself.”


  “My mitts, huh? Well, maybe I was hungry because I’d been working all day.”


  “And so had I, everyone in the club works all day, and I wanted my fuckin’ Oreos that I bought with my money that I’d worked for, so I hid them in a tool box or somethin’ so you wouldn’t find ‘em ‘cause I knew they wouldn’t last five minutes if you did.”


  I remember exactly where he’d hid them—it had been in a shoebox near a toolbox. And they’d lasted fifteen minutes…or at least ten…you know, something like that.


  “And less than twenty minutes later I come back,” he continues, “and find out you fuckin’ sniffed them out like an Annie-mal. Well, complained about it to a few of the other guys and we all had a story like that and the name just stuck.”


  I can’t believe this! “Ugh!”


  “Come on, you really gonna stay mad at me Princess?” He tilts his head to the side, making his eyes all wide and cute. “My lil Annie-mal.”


  “Oh I’ll show you an Annie-mal!” I yell, reaching past him and grabbing the handle. I needed to get his ass out of here. Now.


  “Fuck. Let’s talk about it, Princess.”


  He wanted to talk? “Annie-mals don’t talk!”


  He grits his jaw. “I swear to fuckin’ god, it’s like you’re still twelve or somethin’.”


  “Well maybe I’m still twelve because you’re still calling me Annie-mal behind my back like you did when you were twelve!”


  Damien looks like he wants to smash his head into the wall. “Okay, let’s start over.”


  “Excellent idea!” I scream, wrestling the door open. I grab his shoulder and throw him out. “And let’s start by you getting the fuck out!!!!”


  As Damien stumbles into the hallway, I hear something. A lot of something’s. The slow, steady march of boots spelling my doom.


  Oh no. My dad had said no arguing just this morning. And what had I done? Fucked Damien and then fucked everything else up!


  “Shit!” I whisper.


  Damien doesn’t look too happy about this development either.


  I grab Damien’s wrist, ready to yank him back into my bedroom, when my dad appears at the end of the hallway.


  Fuck! I’ve got to make this gesture look natural! “Hey daddy!” I smile shakily and start waving Damien’s arm back and forth like we’re skipping down the sidewalk. “Damien and I were just…Damien and I were just…”


  My dad scowls.


  “I heard Damien in the hallway and wanted to say hi but he was walking super fast and I didn’t what him to leave before greeting him so I grabbed his arm and…”


  My dad’s scowl darkens.


  I glance at Damien. He’s staring at my father, and I can’t read the expression on his face. Oh fuck, this isn’t good.


  My dad starts walking down the hall. Bikers file in behind him. I recognize some of the big names from our crew—Gracie, Ryder and the rest of Damien’s posse as well as the old guard. There are some I can’t recognize either—men from Vice’s MC.


  Oh shit. This wasn’t good.


  “Uh, dad…” I whisper when he gets close.


  My dad holds up his hand, cutting me off. “It’s alright, Princess.”


  Wait, it was alright? How was this alright?


  “I’m not going to expect you to just stand by when he disrespects you like that,” dad continues.


  He doesn’t? And how did he know Damien was disrespecting me?


  My dad frowns. “When he disrespects the entire club like that.”


  I gulp. Just how much does my dad know about me and Damien?


  “Look, I know a man has needs,” my father says. “All the men in the club have needs.”


  I die a little bit inside. Oh no. He knows. Please God, just open up the earth and let me jump into the fiery pits of hell because I don’t think I can take this shit.


  “But,” my dad continues, “you need to respect my daughter’s space.”


  Damien swallows. I’m breathing so hard I wonder how I’m still standing.


  “Yeah,” Ganja ads. “Put a muzzle on that thing next time.”


  My face flares up. Muzzle? What the hell is this about a muzzle? Who needs a muzzle????


  Gracie steps forward, his short bleached blond hair standing out under lights even more than the chain from his pierced nose to his pierced ear. “Yeah. We know you like it wild, but you’ve gotta get the beast—or beastess—under control. It’s not cool when it disrupts everyone in the club.”


  Beastess?


  “Pillows, gags,” Gracie continues. “They all gotta reason for existing.”


  The beastess. They wanted to gag it, and then put a muzzle on it, and then stick its face into a pillow because it was so loud it had disrupted the entire club.


  My eyes go wide.


  No. No, no, no, no, no.


  I wet my lips. “Are you all talking about the…lady…he was with?”


  “Yeah, lady,” Ganja snorts.


  “She sounded like an animal, man,” a guy from the rival club says.


  “Probably a fuckin’ freak in the sack,” the guy next to him replies.


  An animal? A freak in the sack? That was it! “Look, people sound all sorts of ways when they’re…” I glance around. “Making love.” Alright, what Damien and I were doing in my room could not, under any circumstances, be described as “making love,” but I can’t bring myself to say fucking. “But that doesn’t mean that we should make fun of them while they’re at their most vulnerable and intimate!”


  Gracie looks at me like I just left a dead mouse on his pillow and asked him to be my bestest friend in the whole wide world. “Did you hear what was goin’ on next door?”


  “She wasn’t that bad!” I yell. “Everyone makes sounds, and everyone’s sounds are beautiful in their own way!”


  My dad shakes his head. “It’s alright, Princess. You don’t have to defend the likes of him.”


  “I’m not defending him! If you want to hate on someone for their…um, noises…hate on the man who forced her to make such freaky sounds!”


  “A guy can tell before it starts,” Gracie continues, puffing his chest, frowning. “Him being with someone like that is just disrespectful to everyone.”


  WHAT???


  I look over at my nodding father. Yes, my father. Who’d heard me. And was agreeing with all this awful!


  Kill. Me. Please.


  “Come on, guys. We don’t need to rehash this,” Ryder steps in.


  Yay Ryder!


  “What do you mean?” Gracie continues. “You were the one who grabbed your piece and made a joke about puttin’ her down.”


  WHAT?!?!? Ryder said that? About me? I look over at him but he doesn’t meet my eyes.


  Ryder winces. “I don’t think I put it like that exactly.”


  “That’s right, you said—”


  “That’s enough!” Ryder cuts in. “We shouldn’t be talkin’ like this in front of Princess.”


  Gracie nods solemnly. “You’re right. She’s already heard enough this evening. I only hope her nightmares aren’t filled with the sounds of…well, I said I’d stop, and I will.”


  My eyes are bugging out so hard it feels like they’re about to explode. No, I will not have those sounds my nightmares, but I sure as shit will have Gracie hearing them in my nightmares! Gracie and…


  I shudder. No. I will not think about who else heard them—about the fact that everyone else heard them. I look pleadingly at the ceiling. Dearest God, why am I not dead already? Or am I already in hell? Was stealing everyone’s cookies really such a bad crime that you sent me to this eternal torture chamber??? And then I hear bed springs moving from the room above, and I realize that I’m staring up at the floor of Vice’s room.


  I go cold. He was there, not at the club. Which means that he knows which room those awful sounds came from.


  He knows it was me.


  He knows those beastess bellows of pleasure came from me.


  This observation bothers me far more than it should. It bothers me so much, in fact, that I don’t notice the commotion at Damien’s door until it’s too late.


  “Let him through,” my father yells.


  Damien’s in front of his door. Damien, who was oddly silent throughout this ordeal. “No one’s goin’ in there.”


  My father scowls. “Ryder is going to escort the woman from the premises.”


  Damien gives me a pleading look. “Fine. But just Ryder. No one else goes in.”


  My father sighs and holds up his hands. “Just Ryder.”


  Reluctantly, Damien steps aside. He reaches for my hand as Ryder reaches for the door.


  “I’m sorry, Princess. It will be alright,” Damien whispers.


  I glare at him and just barely resist the urge to stomp on his toes. How the fuck would this ever be alright? He was silent the entire time they were making fun of me! He didn’t even try to protect me! Freaking Ryder, who wanted to “put me down,” had to step in and man up! I want to chew Demon Spawn out but can’t without raising too many questions.


  Just be patient, Annie. Your time will come.


  Well, then my time came—a little sooner than I’d expected.


  A scream echoes through the hallway.


  My dad’s eyes blaze with worry. “Ryder!” he yells, barreling forward with other club members in tow. What the hell had made Ryder scream like that?


  And then I remember something.


  Something that could make an unsuspecting man scream.


  Something I’d put in there.


  Oh shit! “No!” I grab my father’s arm. “Dad, don’t go in there!”


  My dad brushes me aside as he barrels through the dark doorway. “Stay back, Princess. Damien, protect her!”


  No, I don’t need protection, dad. I’m trying to protect you. DO NOT GO IN THERE!!!!


  I try to rush forward, but Damien’s grip on me tightens. Then, it’s too late. Bikers are swarming the doorway and filing into the room.


  Silence.


  I squeeze Damien’s hand back as Ryder stumbles into the hall. “Oh God,” he whispers. “Oh man, I am sorry, uh…Damien…I didn’t know.”


  Damien and I don’t ask him what he saw. We know.


  Now he knows too, and like us, he can’t unsee it.


  Ryder closes his eyes. “Fuck.” And I’m happy that’s all he says, because I’m pretty sure what he actually wants to say is: Goddamn you two are crazy bitches.


  Damien pats his back. “Walk it off, man. It’s what I had to do.”


  My eyes narrow. Oh, Demon Spawn had not walked it off. He’d fucked it off. And that was why were in this horrible mess right now!


  “Damien,” my father calls from inside the room. “I think you need to come in here and explain yourself.”


  Oh man, Damien is so fucked. I almost feel bad for him. Until I realize, as he steps forward, that he’s still holding onto my hand.


  Does he think I’m going in there? Oh hell no!


  “Come on, Princess,” Damien hisses between his clenched teeth. “It’s time for us to go explain ourselves.”


  “Us? He just wants you!” I hiss back.


  “But we’re partners now.”


  I grab the side of the doorframe. No way in hell was I going in there! “What the hell? When was this decided? I was just trying to do my part to help you with your Restless D Syndrome!”


  He bends over and whispers near my ear. “And your methods were quite unorthodox.” Then, he un-pries my fingers from the doorframe one by one. “Trust me, Princess.”


  I shiver. For a brief second, I foolishly allow his words to sway me. And what does he do? He pulls me into the lion’s den.


  ***


  So, while Candy was lecturing me on our way to the car, Star came over to talk with us. Since I was such a good customer, she offered me the bucket of decapitated Barbie heads (she said she knew someone who’d want the bodies, and I didn’t ask for more information). I knew just want to do with them.


  When we got home, Candy had gotten out the rainbow sharpies Cheyenne gave me for Christmas ages ago and drew things on the severed doll head’s faces. Some were pirate themed. Others zombie. There were a few wonky kitty cats in the mix. But since Candy was about as good at drawing as I was at making teapots, all of them were ugly.


  Then, I’d tied string to their hair and hung them from the ceiling. It looked like a ten year old had played a prank on Damien…until you saw the bed. Then, it just looked like he’d let someone with a seriously psychotic and sick mind into the club.


  The sex doll’s deflated boobs spread out across the mattress like two gigantic, grass-stained gym socks. Thongs are everywhere—on the bed, the floor, the window sill. I did not put them here, but it does look like the doll’s tits were a piñata that were beaten until they finally erupted with thongs.


  Also, I didn’t just put the blow up doll in his bed. Oh no, that would be too easy. I tied its hands and feet to the bedposts. And then, because I thought we should do this exorcist themed, I squirted ketchup all over it.


  The blood drips down her legs and all over his sheets. As we enter, all the guys are giving Damien’s bed the biggest “what the fuck?” look I’ve ever seen in my life.


  Ganja slaps Damien on the back, a big smile on his face. “Looks like you earned your red wings, man.”


  Everyone looks like they’re about to puke.


  A few guys glance at the door. “Maybe we should, uh…”


  No one can look Damien in the eyes. That’s alright. Damien isn’t looking at any of them. Instead, he’s glaring at me, and he looks super pissed.


  Damien’s looking at me, pissed.


  This can’t be good!


  “Is that thing from Star Power’s?” One of the guys asks.


  Damien’s scowl grows darker. Oh fuck. It just got worse!


  Another guy cringes. “Oh God, it is. I’ve seen it before.”


  “No way, man. He wouldn’t touch that. I mean, no one knows where it came from. It could be anybody…”


  Goddamnit! Stop talking!


  “Shit, man. How could you?” Gracie whispers. “I always knew you were freaky but…fuck.”


  Ganja bends over in tears, almost choking he’s laughing so hard. “Haha. Freaky butt fuck.”


  Gracie turns around, fuming. “Alright, who let him in here?”


  My dad raises his hand. “Everyone. Out.” My dad’s eyes narrow. “Except you, Damien.”


  Damien glares at me.


  Fuck!


  My dad watches the men leave before turning his attention back to Damien. Then, he turns, straightening his spine. “Princess?” My dad asks.


  Damien nods. “Thought you noticed her in here.”


  His gaze burns into Damien. “What the hell is she doing in here?”


  Damien’s grip tightens on my hand. He opens his mouth, about to say something, but my dad cuts him off.


  “You brought my daughter in here? You exposed her to this?”


  Damien sighs. “I have a feeling she finds this scene is slightly less traumatizing than you’re thinking.”


  Speak for yourself, Damien! I’m pretty sure this was the worst night of my life—which, considering last night, says a lot.


  “Oh really?” My dad says, gesturing around the room. “’Cause whoever you had in here must have been sick as fuck!”


  “Yeah,” Damien drawls. “She definitely is.”


  What? I was not sick as fuck!


  “Normally I wouldn’t do this,” my dad starts. “I mean, people need their privacy, but I think you need to tell me who it was. We need to make sure she doesn’t come back to the club.”


  Damien straightens his shoulders. “Actually, there’s something she and I need to tell you.”


  There was? I glance at him, but he isn’t looking at me. He’s looking at my dad. And he looks more serious than I’ve ever seen him before in my life.


  My stomach drops. What is he doing? He can’t possibly be thinking of telling my dad it was me!


  My eyes begin to burn. My hands shake. “Let go, Damien,” I whisper.


  Damien clenches his jaw. “We have to tell him. I have to tell him.”


  No you don’t! I start pulling on my arm but Damien just won’t let go.


  My father frowns. “Tell me what?”


  “Damien…” I whisper.


  He smiles down at me. “It’s alright. I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  OMFG he’s about to say something about what we did! Growling, I rip my arm away, flying back.


  My father steps in between us. “What the hell is going on?”


  “President—” Damien begins.


  No. No. He can’t do this to me. My life is over if my dad knows I did…all…this!!!! I shut my eyes and take a deep breath. “I’M LEAVING!” I scream.


  Damien and my father both turn to me.


  “What?” Damien whispers.


  I can’t look at him. I don’t know what the fuck he’s thinking, but I can’t be a part of it.


  “Princess…” Damien begs. “Trust me. Please”


  I close my eyes. I’m sorry, but I can’t. “I can’t be here anymore. I want to go home,” I tell the darkness. “Right now.”


  


  Chapter 11


  Since turning 18, I hadn’t spent many nights away from the club. It’d felt weird being in my old home. When I’d arrived, Cheyenne was waiting for me with a platter of cookies. Guess dad had called to tell her what was up, which wasn’t surprising. I’d sat down next to her in front of the fire and just started balling.


  Yes, I said balling, not ballin.


  Pathetic. I never cried, especially not in front of someone. The fact that it was Damien who’d gotten me this upset was just the moldy cherry on top of this rancid sundae. I told Cheyenne that I was just super hungry and started stuffing my face. Cheyenne didn’t ask me to explain myself further, she just rubbed my back as I freaked out. I’d gone to bed with red eyes and a tummy full of cookies without saying anything.


  It’s hard to sleep when you were pretty sure you’d just ruined everything in your life. Dad wasn’t going to let me back into the club after leaving like that. And, oh God, if Damien told him it had been me making those awful sounds and setting his room up like one of Freddy Kruger’s nightmares?


  They’d put a muzzle on me. They’d tie me to a post outside Cheyenne’s house. No, they’d send me out to pasture.


  I shudder. Everyone had heard me make rabid bestial sounds. My friends. My family. Vice…


  I shut my eyes and raise my hand to my throat. I hadn’t put my necklace on since taking it off to go to the barn last night. I wish I had it right now. Having it always made me feel better. Just knowing it was there…and that someone, at the darkest point in my life, had cared.


  A person who hadn’t needed to care. Who had no connection to me, and so hadn’t had any reason for caring at all. Who’d had his own demons he’d fought.


  A person who’d inspired me to fight my own darkness.


  Tomorrow. First thing. I’d get it back. Maybe then, I could accept this new phase in my life away from everything I’ve ever loved and known.


  ***


  I park on an abandoned dirt road about a quarter mile from the compound. Then, I trek up the side of the hill through bushes and rocks and uneven ground. Burrs catch in my socks. Even though it’s a bit chilly out, I start to get hot. My side starts to ache and I regret eating the rest of Cheyenne’s cookies and washing them down with a quart of milk.


  Fuck, I can’t think when I’m upset, which is why I’m getting lost in the wilderness and experiencing a stabbing pain in my side every time I take a breath. On top of that, I was starting to sugar crash.


  Necklace, I think, wobbling as I curl my fingers over the side of my stomach like they’re claws. Necklace. Once I got it everything would be better. It always was. Necklace was a beacon of light and hope and other good shit. It never fucked up my life.


  Finally, I reach the top of the hill at the back end of the compound, gasping. Though I have conquered nature, it kind of feels like nature has conquered me.


  Just grab the necklace and go, girl! After you get necklace, it’s all downhill. You can roll your ass back down.


  I slip from shadow to shadow as I make my way to the back door. Luckily, there’s a lot of commotion at the front gate. They all must be getting ready for something, which means that my chances of slipping in and out without being noticed just went up.


  I creep through the hallway and into my room. Everything is as I left it. Sheets a complete mess. Window still open from when Damien slipped through. Muddy shoeprints on the ground.


  My chest tightens. Some awful, sickening emotion starts to stir in me. I get the urge to start tearing up again…and the urge to go smell the sheets.


  Yes, smell them. Like an Annie-mal.


  What the fuck?!? My lips twist with horror and disgust as I stumble to the desk. Damien must have cast some sort of sex spell on me. Only necklace was strong enough to combat it! Because, yeah, that sounded totally rational and not at all like panicked little girl thinking.


  I open the drawer, grab necklace, and push her against my pounding heart.


  Immediately, my breathing begins to slow down and even out. Everything would be alright. Maybe not as alright as it had been in the past, but that was okay. Everything changes, even good things. I’d get through it just like I’d gotten through everything else.


  I fasten the necklace around my neck and hold it once more. Today, I’ll roll down the hill to my car, hang out with Cheyenne, and call my dad after knew more about what I wanted to do. He couldn’t just take the club away from me. It was my place too, and I’d earn my spot back if I had to by working in the garage and baking the kinds of treats the other bikers found irresistible. Nothing was so awful it couldn’t be fixed.


  Smiling, I turn back down the hall and out the back door. As I race around the corner, I hit something.


  A very large something.


  I stumble past it, losing my balance so I shoot headfirst straight towards the ground. I flap my arms like a bird. Guess what? It doesn’t work. For some reason this surprises me and I shriek and cringe as something strong grabs my wrist.


  I’m inches from the ground when I’m yanked back so hard it feels like my arm is being popped from my socket. I fall into the wall and those same strong hands grip me and hold me up. Those big hands on me feel nice.


  Way too nice.


  “You alright?” Concerned tone. Rough, low voice dripping with sex. There’s no doubt who it belongs to.


  Vice. Who just so happened to also be my own personal vice.


  “Hi,” I whisper.


  Dark green eyes stare into my soul. Oh wait, did that sound overly melodramatic? I mean, his dark green eyes drill through my trembling defenses until my essence gushes out and then those emerald pools drink the spoils.


  There’s something about him. I’ve only met him a few times, and yet nothing and no one has ever made such an impression on me. My throat feels hot as if it’s been branded. And that part of me he so determinedly opened and so intimately kissed? I feel it opening again, this time by a need


  He exhales softly. “Annie.”


  “Hi,” I whisper again.


  He smiles. Slowly. “You already said hi. You keep that up, I’m gonna think you’re happy to see me.”


  “Why wouldn’t I be? I mean, I’m not. I mean…hi.”


  His eyes soften as he brushes a stray strand of hair from my face. “I didn’t realize you were still here. Thought you took off after last night.”


  “I did. I’m back for…” My magical necklace that makes all my dreams come true. Remember those awful dying animal noises you heard coming from downstairs last night? Sheep were not being sacrificed to Lucifer. That was all me while Damien worked his evil sex magic. Now it’s time for me to fight back Annie style. Which basically means it’s time for me to rock my bling and HOLY SHIT there is no way I can tell you all of this!


  I shrug. “Some stuff. Things. You know. That I own and that I want to have around me.”


  He frowns. “I don’t see anythin’.”


  Fuck! “They’re invisible.”


  His frown deepens.


  Oh my god. I basically just said I was moving invisible things. SHIT! “I mean, my stuff’s around. Don’t help me look for it.”


  He sighs. “You need help getting rid of the body?”


  Body? As in corpse body? WHAT???? “WHAT BODY?”


  He grins. “Hopefully the body’s Damien’s, but my guess is that it’s probably just the sex doll.”


  Oh. That body. “Damien would be pretty heavy. Not that I’ve ever thought of killing him and dumping his corpse back here. I mean, I have thought of killing him, but I wasn’t serious. It was more like, oh, you irritate me so much I could kill you. You know. Hyperbole, I think it is.”


  Vice is looking at me like I just dropped my happy pills.


  OH MY GOD ANNIE STOP TALKING!!!!


  “What I’m trying to say is, there is no body,” I tell him. “Just me.”


  “And your invisible stuff.”


  Fuck. “Yeah.”


  He sighs. “It’s alright. I’m not gonna make you tell me. You can stop…you know…”


  “Good. I will. Stop, that is. Or I’ll try.” Ugh, why was my mouth still moving? Why??? “God damnit!”


  Vice’s sexy lips start to quirk, and then he’s smiling and laughing and no longer trying to hold it in. “Annie, you’re the craziest chick I’ve ever met.”


  Um, thanks?


  “And I’m thinkin’ I might just miss you.”


  Jesus, why do his lips have to be so sexy? And why do I have to know firsthand the amazing extent of his sexy powers?


  “I’ll miss you too.” I punctuate this breathless admission with an involuntary tremble.


  His eyes go dark. He leans in closer, and as he does, his thumb brushes against my inner wrist. “Do you want to miss me more?”


  “Someone might see us, um, together. Talking.”


  He adjusts his arm above my head. “That bother you?”


  My heart skips. Then does a flip. Then does a fucking face plant.


  “Shouldn’t do this,” he whispered. “I know I shouldn’t, considering who you are.”


  “Shouldn’t do what?” I ask before I can think better of it.


  His eyes are emerald fire. “What game are you playin’, Annie?”


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


  “I think you do. And you want me to say it, maybe because you want me to give into temptation.” He plays with my hair, brushes it from my face.


  My tongue slips between my lips as I open them.


  “Yeah, that right there,” he rasps. “You look so fuckin’ innocent sometimes. It drives me crazy.”


  “Well, don’t get too crazy. I’m really bad already.”


  “Yeah?” He smiles, slowly. “Really bad?”


  The way he’s looking at me makes my toes curl. “Yeah. Really bad.”


  His grin deepens. “Is that a challenge?”


  Oh shit! Was it?


  “How far would you go with me, Annie?”


  “Uh…I don’t know. There’s not much to do in town.” What the fuck am I talking about? “There’s this amusement park that’s pretty far.” What was his question again? Why are his eyes so…so…fuck! I can’t think when I look into his eyes! “The mascot there is a squirrel with these really big, buggy eyes. It totally creeped me out when I was a kid. I threw corn nuts at it when it tried to hug me. I’d never throw corn nuts at you.” FUCK!


  “Really?” he chuckles. “What if I tried to hug you?”


  “Um, that wouldn’t be a corn nut offense.”


  “What if I did more than just hug you?”


  Is he closer than he was a few seconds ago? If I lean forward, just a little, our lips would touch. “Well, now maybe I should grab the nuts.” I try to joke.


  He makes a low sound that’s almost a growl.


  Did I just say nuts? JUST NUTS? Like, I’d grab the closest nuts to me? Which would be…


  Oh man, totally pwned by the bad pun! “I mean, corn nuts. I’ll grab them. If you do more than just…hug.”


  He runs his hand down my face. This thumb plays with my lips. “It’d be so easy,” he whispers. “You’re way too sweet.”


  “No I’m not. I take sweet stuff and make it my breakfast. That’s, like, the definition of not sweet.”


  He smiles. “No it isn’t.”


  “Yes it is!”


  He pushes himself off the wall. “Fuck…I’m not doing this, Annie.”


  “Not doing what?”


  He goes completely still, scowling. “What do you think?”


  I shiver under his scrutiny, pushing my back further into the building. I grip the bricks as I try to steady myself. They scuff my palms.


  He paces back and forth, as collected and predatory as a panther. “Why would you pretend not to know, Annie? Is it because you want me to show you?”


  I’m no longer trembling against the brick wall. I’m wiggling like a block of Jell-O on a Tilt-A-Whirl. God damnit, where are my corn nuts when I need them?


  But I didn’t have nuts. I just had one defense left.


  My mouth.


  “I know what you’re doing,” I tell him.


  “Do you now?”


  Hell no! Does it look like I have any idea? I look straight into his eyes. “Yes.”


  “That’s interesting, ‘cause all I know is that I’m not doin’ what I wanna do, which is turnin’ you around, yankin’ down those ridiculous pants of yours, and fuckin’ you against that wall from behind.”


  “Wow.” Did he just say that?


  His eyes take me in. Make me shiver. Everywhere. “Told you I wasn’t a nice guy, Annie.”


  I push myself off the wall and do my best to do a predatory stalk towards him. There! How do you like it when someone does it back to you? He frowns. It looks a little more like a WTF-frown than an intimidated frown, but I’ll take it.


  “That’s not true. You are a nice guy,” I tell him. “You think you’re so tough and all this other shit, but you rescued a little puppy and nursed her back to health.”


  He grits his jaw. “That wasn’t me.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “I mean, that’s not who I am now.”


  “Let me guess, now you’re the guy who never does anything for anyone unless something’s in it for him, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  I plant my fists on my hips. Now I have him. “Well, that’s not what the Strawberry Sundae said to me yesterday.”


  That WTF-frown is back with a vengeance. “You think I’m worth riskin’ somethin’ on because I bought you a fuckin’ sundae?”


  It does sound a bit stupid when he put it like that. “It was really good,” I try to justify.


  “Sometimes I really can’t believe anyone could be so naïve. Is this some act? Are you fucking with me? And then I look at you and it makes no fuckin’ sense.”


  “What doesn’t?”


  “That you see something else in me. That you’d even want to.”


  “And I don’t understand why you want to think otherwise.”


  He shakes his head. “Look, it doesn’t matter. In about thirty minutes, I’m ridin’ out.”


  “You’re leaving?!?”


  He studies me. Alright, I probably didn’t have shriek that out.


  “I thought you guys were staying the week,” I say, playing it cool.


  “Don’t need to. Most of the shit’s worked out, and what isn’t we can work out later.” He looks down. “Problem is, I can’t fuckin’ sleep in your dad’s club.”


  “You can’t sleep,” I repeat.


  He raises his gaze, eyes burning. “No. I can’t.”


  I gulp. He can’t sleep. His eyes are burning with carnal knowledge. Carnal knowledge that keeps him from sleeping.


  Oh my God.


  “You heard me.”


  “Everyone heard you, sweetheart.”


  OH MY GOD! “OH MY GOD!”


  “Stop actin’ like it’s a bad thing.”


  “How is this not bad?!?!?”


  He shrugs. The heat in his eyes are at odds with the nonchalant gesture. “Lotsa guys like freaky girls.”


  Why does everyone think I’m freaky just because I make freaky noises? I whip my hair behind my shoulders, forcing myself to face him. “Look, I know what you heard, but I’m not really like that.”


  He grins devilishly. “Oh yeah?” His eyes dip down…


  And everything changes.


  His veneer of sophistication and control slips for just one second as he stares at my chest like he just saw a ghost. Then, he grits his jaw and that almost childlike surprise disappears. His right hand shakes. His posture tightens like a man about to fight. He looks up at me and suddenly I feel like I’ve done something so horrific that I will never be forgiven for it.


  Jesus Christ what the fuck just happened?!?!?


  I take a step back. “Uh…Vice?”


  He stares at me like he’s about to possess me—like he already possesses me. His head drops and his shoulders roll forward as he advances. I rush back against the wall and he slams his fists into the bricks on either side of my head, caging me in.


  Now is where you scream, Annie.


  I open my mouth.


  Seriously. Go time.


  I open my mouth a little wider.


  Goddamnit! Are you even stupider than the buxom blond who always dies first in a B horror movie? Scream, bitch! Scream!


  “aaaa.” i whimper. really softly. like i just saw a kitten trip adorably into a pile of fresh laundry instead of facing down a dude whose staring at my skull with a hannibal-like fascination.


  Fail.


  Epic fail.


  I mean, really, I couldn’t shut up a few minutes ago, and now instead of calling for help I was lightly breathing on him? What kind of idiot even did shit like that?


  Oh right. Idiots like me.


  “Where did you get that?” Vice hisses.


  Even his voice sounds different. Demonic. Uncontrollable.


  He slides his finger across my throat. “Answer me.”


  Fuck, what was the question? Where did I get something? What something? What the hell is he talking about!?!?


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I choke out.


  His finger lowers until it loops around the chain around my neck. He pulls it up, gently, until it catches a sunbeam and glitters. “Where did you get this?”


  “Oh, that? I’ve had it forever.”


  His fist closes around it.


  Oh shit! Wrong answer! “I mean, when I was young, a boy gave it to me.” I remember it clearly. The cool shade of the trees as we sat together, scuffed-up bare knee next to scuffed-up bare knee. I can’t take this, I’d said, but he put his hands over mine until it was in my fist. Keep it. I want you to have it, Annabel. It’s magic.


  His fist shakes. “So some boy gave it to you when you were a kid, and you still wear it? Why?” With his other hand, he captures my chin and raises it. “Tell me! Why do you still have this piece of shit?”


  Piece of shit? Now my teeth were grinding and my jaw was clenching, too. “It is not a piece of shit. It’s the most important thing in the entire world!”


  He scowls.


  Alright. Maybe it’s customary to explain things after you make a claim like that. “This was the most precious thing he owned, and he gave it to me. Because he knew I was lost, and that I needed it more than he did.”


  He pulls the chain, yanking me forward. “Or maybe he just wanted to get rid of it.”


  “Then he woulda just chucked it in the time capsule at Camp Tambourine. I mean, fuck, that’s where I dumped some broccoli wrapped in a napkin and this beaded necklace this cool Native American woman taught me how to make. I had to kill it. She was too nice to say anything, but it was so ugly that it was an insult to her ancestors and mine.”


  Vice’s face twists like I just stabbed him in the gut. “You’re name’s not Annie, is it?”


  “Of course my name’s Annie.”


  “No, I mean, Annie’s short for something, right?”


  “Oh yeah. Annabel.”


  I’m against the building and he’s against me. His hands gripping my hips, holding me up. My legs kick out and he slides between them. The long, hard bulge in his pants pushes up against my cunt. I dig my fingers into his shoulders, trying to steady myself as I moan and shiver against the length of him. His tongue invades my open mouth, lush and desperate. There’s a determination in him, like I’ve been sleeping for a thousand years and he’s going to bring me back to life with this one kiss.


  And he does.


  Every cell in my body is ignited. Confusion and fear burn away. All that exists are his hands, his mouth…and the dangerous, dark, uncontrollable feeling building inside me. This is the kind of pleasure that you’d give anything to experience again—even those irreplaceable parts of yourself.


  This should horrify me.


  It doesn’t.


  I cry out as he pulls away.


  “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited for this?”


  I gasp. Yeah. About 48 hours. And, holy shit, I totally understand how you feel because 48 seconds has never felt so long.


  His hand slips behind my head. He leans forward so our foreheads touch. “I’m never letting you go.”


  “Ughuhhhuh…” I moan awkwardly. Why the fuck aren’t you kissing me?


  “Never,” he says again. It sounds like a vow.


  I clear my throat. “Never?” I ask, huskily.


  “Never.”


  He grabs the back of my hair in his fist and, for a second, it seems like he actually has no intention of letting me go.


  Wait. Hold up. “What do you mean by never? Like, never ever or like…another kind of never that isn’t quite so ever?”


  Did that make sense to him? I hope so, because it sure as shit didn’t make sense to me! I mean, I know what I was trying to say but I’m not so sure I actually said it.


  I look into his eyes to see if I’m getting through.


  What I see in them freaks me out.


  Oh shit! He’s sizing me up again like Hannibal! I don’t want to be cAnniebalized! All of a sudden, I get the creepily distinct sensation that my skull is an egg he’s about to crack. There’s nothing sexy about cracked eggs or cracked Annies! I push against him and his grip on the back of my head tightens.


  “What the fuck, man?!?” I kick at him.


  He seems to have anticipated such an attack and brings up his thigh, shielding his mighty man bits. His other hand secures my flailing arms above my head.


  Oh shit! He’s gonna crack me! “Vice, what the hell are you doing?”


  He kisses my cheek. “Don’t fight me. Please.”


  There’s nothing that makes me want to fight more than someone saying, Don’t fight me.


  “You want me to stop, then you stop your crazy right now, Vice.”


  “You really gonna tell me you don’t want it?” He pulls back, but his mouth is still too close to mine.


  My tongue flicks between my lips. Alright, maybe I can’t say that exactly, but…


  “I know you want it. With every movement you make, I can feel just how much,” he whispers. “I could take you like this, and you’d love it. I could make you love it every time I made you mine.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m leaving in a few minutes.”


  A few minutes? So much for never letting me go!


  His eyes grow hard. “And you’re coming with me.”


  “Going with you,” I repeat.


  He nods.


  He can’t possibly mean…I mean, it just isn’t possible that… “You talking about the amusement park?”


  He smiles. “I’m talking about anywhere you want to be…as long as it’s with me.”


  “Well, I want to stay right here.”


  “Except here.”


  A lot of things were starting to compile in my mind but none of them added up. How had all this shit started? Oh, right. He’d asked if I needed help moving a body. Then, freaked out when he saw my necklace. Then, kissed me. And now? He wanted me to go somewhere with him? FOREVER?!?!?


  “Thanks, but I like it right here.”


  “Annie, don’t make this harder than it has to be.”


  Make what harder? Was he really planning on throwing me over his shoulder and carrying me out caveman style? This was my dad’s compound, why did he think that would even work? “You sound serious.”


  “I am serious.”


  “I am serious.”


  The grip on the back of my head gets a little harder. Like, crows flocking over the moon while an old witch laughs inside a gnarly tree ominous.


  His hooded eyes drink me in. He looks like he’s about to kiss me. Or sink his fangs into my neck. Or eat my face. Or do all three at once.


  “You’re not this kind of man.” Please don’t be this kind of man!


  He smiles grimly. “Didn’t I tell you already? I’m not a nice guy. I take what I want, and I want you.”


  For some reason, this horrifying statement makes my pussy clench. God damnit, what the fuck is wrong with my anatomy?


  My necklace suddenly feels very heavy.


  Right. My necklace.


  I stare him straight in the eyes, radiating strength. “I know you think you have the power here Vice, but you don’t. Because I have something that changes everything.”


  He frowns.


  “This,” I whisper, looking down.


  His frown deepens. “You talkin’ ‘bout your tits?”


  “No!” Damn, I wish my hands were free so I could slap him! “My necklace!”


  His eyes grow dark. “You think that’s gonna change my mind, you are sorely mistaken.”


  “Oh yeah?” I beam. “Nothing bad has ever happened to me while I wear this necklace. In fact, whenever I wear it, everything goes my way. Do you know why?”


  Vice doesn’t move.


  “This is where you’re supposed to ask why,” I tell him.


  His frown comes back.


  Alright. Guess he’s not gonna ask. Well, I’d tell him anyways. “Because it has magic powers.”


  He stares at me. “Excuse me?”


  “It’s magical,” I tell him as I straighten my shoulders.


  “What?”


  “It has the power of protection and strength. Viktor told me so.”


  He. Just. Stares.


  “The name of the boy who gave me the necklace is Viktor.”


  “Did you honestly believe his shit?”


  “Not did. I still do. Because it wasn’t shit.


  He sighs. For a second, his eyes soften. “I think he meant that you have the power within yourself to be strong and, as long as you have that strength, you can protect yourself.”


  Why the fuck was Vice mansplaining to me about something a little boy he never even met meant? “No, that power comes from the necklace.”


  “No, that power was already inside you. The necklace was just…something he probably wanted to give you because of…dumb kid reasons.”


  I shake my head. “No. This necklace is magic. He told me so.”


  Vice groans and looks like he’s experiencing real physical pain. “I can’t believe I’m having this fucking conversation.”


  “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me because do you know what? You’re nothing like Viktor. He helped me out when I needed it most, not because he thought he was going to get something out of it, but because he was just the kind of person who did what was right.”


  The ghost of his lips on mine. I feel their outline as he breathes, as we both stand so close, almost touching, completely aching.


  “You’re right. I’m not like him.” He pulls away, glancing down. “And you’re right about another thing, too. The necklace does protect you.”


  He grabs my arms in an unrelenting and unbreakable grip. So why does it feel like he’s about to let go?


  “Wish I never met you.” His hands tilt my face up. “You happy here? You want this little quiet life, Annie? Then make fuckin’ sure I never see you again.”


  I close my eyes and he lets go. I shiver, body suddenly cold, and look up.


  And just like that, he’s gone.


  


  Chapter 12


  I don’t really feel like rolling down the hill after all that. I also don’t want to continue to stand in the ally. So I grab my necklace and make my way down the hall to my bedroom.


  I guess it makes sense why the club is pretty much empty now, and why there’s so much commotion at the gate. Vice is leaving, and after whatever the fuck that was he tried to pull in the ally, I should be happy, right? I mean, the guy was obviously unstable.


  So why did I feel like I just lost something irreplaceable?


  I can hear Candy’s response in my head: Because everyone has their own brand of crazy that’s as unique as a snowflake. It’s no big loss. Actually, it’s not even a loss at all. Girl, it’s a damn good thing that boy’s outta your life.


  God damnit, why did I like such weird ass snowflakes? I hold my necklace tighter. It always made me feel better. It even saved me from creepy Vice. So why wasn’t its magic working right now?


  “Princess?”


  I almost groan when I hear that annoyingly masculine voice in the doorway. I turn and glare instead of saying hello.


  Damien’s standing in the doorway in jeans, his cut, and nothing else. Sunlight hits his muscled chest, casting sexy shadows that intertwine with his tattoos. I decide to show my appreciation for them by glaring harder.


  “Hey,” Damien says, stepping forward into the room.


  What the hell? “I’m giving you the death glare, D. That means get the fuck out, not come closer.”


  “I deserve that.” For some reason, this makes him decide to take another step closer. And then, when he is in front of me, he just stands there.


  Well, if he’s just going to stand there silently, I’m just going to continue to glare at him.


  “Talk to me, Princess.”


  No!


  “Come on.”


  Ugh. Fine. I wasn’t gonna stop glaring, though. “Why do you hate shirts?”


  “I don’t hate shits. I just love the way you look at me when I’m not wearin’ one.”


  Really? He was going to try to dirty talk the death glare? “You love my fiery hate?”


  “I love your fire. Wish there wasn’t so much hate.” Then, he takes off his leather jacket, lays it on the bed next to me, and crouches. “I’m sorry about last night, Princess. If I could change things, I would.”


  “Don’t crawl through my window if I lock my door, then.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t change that part. Just all the shit that happened after.”


  I ground my teeth. “It’s fine.”


  “No, it isn’t. I handled everything wrong. I wanted to say something but I didn’t want anyone to know about us, but I want everyone to know about us, and…fuck, this isn’t going right. Are you listening to me?”


  I glance up and bite my lower lip.


  “Fuck, Princess,” Damien whispers, putting his hand on my knee. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


  “It’s not you. For once, you’re not the one who’s pissing me off.”


  “You don’t have to sound so upset when you say that. I’m not always the one who’s—”


  “Don’t finish that sentence. The answer is yes, you are always the one who’s pissing me off. At least until now.” I sigh. “And I’m not pissed I’m just…confused.” And aching and horny, but there was no way in hell I was bringing that up.


  “What happened?”


  I shake my head. “Nothing. I just…I saw Vice and—”


  Damien’s hand on my knee gets really tight. “What did that fucker do to you?”


  Fuck! “Nothing, he said he was leaving.”


  Damien’s face gets super scary dark. “And that upset you?”


  I squeeze the necklace so hard that it’s going to permanently imprint my hand. Come on, we need a miracle!


  Damien rips his gaze away, glaring at a pile of laundry on the floor like he was about to tear it apart. “I’m gonna fuckin’ kill him.”


  Oh my God! So not the miracle we needed! “No! Don’t!”


  “Shoulda fuckin’ done it when I found you two together.”


  “Look, he didn’t do anything bad.” He just touched me in ways that really made me want him to fuck me and threatened to kidnap me and…okay, maybe it was a little bit bad…but I also sort of liked some of it…which actually makes it worse and oh shit this is going well.


  “Nothin’ bad, huh?” Damien whispers, leaning forward. “Did he touch you, Princess?”


  I feel my eyes bugging out, because all I can think about is Vice’s lips on my throat and Vice’s possessive grip on my hips and Vice’s gigantic man part pushing into my aching core. And as I’m playing that horrible/wonderful scene in my head on repeat, I’m noticing that Damien’s countenance is getting a little cloudy. Like Hurricane Damien cloudy. And I’m in the eye of the storm!


  Okay, I’ve taken way too long to explain. There is no way he’s going to think we didn’t touch.


  I shrug. “We might’ve held hands.”


  “You got so upset ‘cause he held your hand?”


  Alright. That didn’t make much sense. “No, that’s not why I’m upset. It’s just…the way he held my hand made me start thinking about the meaning of life and the universe and…” OMFG what the fuck am I saying?!?!? “And how we’re all on this blue dot. Or a green dot? Actually I think, it’s blue. Yeah, blue. Anyways, we’re all just on a dot in space.” OMFG I am making this so much worse! Sweet lord make it stop! “Dots also come at the end of sentences. Sentences like this one. Like, if you imagine this sentence in your head, at the end there will be a dot, and that’s like the world.”


  Now Damien looks more concerned than angry. He grabs my hand and sticks his thumb on the underside of my wrist like he’s taking my pulse. “Did he give you something to drink, Princess?”


  “No.”


  “Your heart’s beating really fast. Your skin’s flushed.”


  Yeah, before you burst in here I was all aching and horny and I AM SO NOT GOING TO TELL YOU THAT.


  I rip my hand from his. “Look, he didn’t give me drugs and I’m not on drugs! It’s just that a lot of stuff has happened lately and I don’t know how to make sense of it all. I mean, I was a virgin yesterday. Now all my friends and family have heard me having sex and my own father wants to put a muzzle on me. It’s nasty!”


  He shuts his eyes. “I know, and I’m so sorry.”


  “Well you should be sorr—wait, what did you say?” Damien never apologized to me. Ever.


  “Princess, it doesn’t matter what you did with him. And really, whatever it was…don’t tell me. It’s not like I’ve been a saint either. And with all this sneakin’ around shit, I’ve just fucked things up even more.” Damien takes my hands in his. “But from now on, you only fuckin’ hold hands with me.”


  I look up into his piercing gaze. “What?”


  “I know he hurt you. I don’t know if it was your feelings or something else…but I want you to know somethin’, Princess. It’s not okay and he’s not going to get away with it.”


  “WHAT?”


  “Don’t worry. You’ll never have to deal with his bullshit again.”


  “I don’t think that’s a promise you can keep, D. I don’t know the exact terms of the truce, but it sounds at least to me like they might be seeing a lot more of them for a while.”


  Damien grits his jaw. “Things aren’t always what they seem.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, you don’t have to fuckin’ worry ‘bout it.”


  My stomach drops. It’s never good when a man says that. “Damien, what did you do?”


  “It’s nothin’.”


  Oh really? If it was actually nothing, then you wouldn’t be avoiding my gaze. “Damien, don’t lie to me.”


  “Don’t lie? All we got are lies between us, and I’m fuckin’ sick of it. I’m not taking it anymore.”


  He grabs my ass and hoists me up. He rushes forward until my ass slides over my desk and my back hits the wall. Then, he slips between my legs.


  “Damien, what are you doing?”


  “I’m tired of runnin’ around behind everyone’s back, tired of tryin’ to be somethin’ I’m not. I wanna put my cut on you. Wanna claim you. When you step into a room, I want everyone to know you’re mine.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I love you, Princess. I always have. And maybe I show it in all the stupid ways, or I don’t’ show it at all, but fuck, I’m not comfortable feeling this way or spellin’ this shit out.”


  Well, he was a Demon Spawn. Of course he wasn’t comfortable showing his feelings. And I’d glanced at a few of his High School essays and yeah, it was obvious the guy had a deep and all-encompassing hatred of English grammar. Considering all this, he would be a complete jackass when he tried to show his love…


  Wait, love?


  DID HE JUST SAY LOVE?!?!?!


  My glare is back, only with a little less death and a whole lot more WTF. “What the hell did you just say to me?”


  He grins. “You know, I actually figured you’d react this way when I told you.”


  “When you told me what?!?”


  “Oh, so now you want me to say it again, you greedy bitch?”


  I swat his chest. “I can’t believe you just called me a greedy bitch!”


  “That’s right, Princess. Put me in my place. And let me worship every part of you, because every time I touch you, I can’t believe that it’s really happenin’, that a guy like me could get so lucky.” He kisses me hungrily. His fingers slide through my hair as his pelvis knocks into mine.


  You know how people say there’s no greater power than love in the universe? Well, I feel the full force of his love growing between us and nothing on this earth can hold it back.


  Groaning, he unzips his pants. He’s free and so ready for me that I can see his body tense with anticipation as he grabs it by the base and swings it towards me.


  “Oh. My. God.” I am never gonna get used to the size of him.


  And then I realize we’re in the club. And other people are in the club, too. And that I may be just a little louder than most.


  “Uh, Damien? Maybe we should talk about this.”


  “Don’t give me that anyone can hear shit. Anyone hears, I’ll cut their dick off and plug their ears with it.”


  Wow…that is so overkill…and also not a good plan. “They might rush in here and…”


  “One sec.” He reaches into the pocket of his jacket and pulls a ball gag.


  What the hell? A sex toy? I scowl. “Where did that come from?”


  “Don’t worry. It’s new. I bought it this morning just for you.”


  “Um…why?”


  “Because we needed to talk.”


  “You bought a ball gag for me because we needed to talk?”


  “Yeah. To help muffle the sound.”


  “The sound of what? Me talking?!?”


  “No. The sounds you make when we don’t talk.”


  Did the asshole think I went around grunting like a boaress in heat? “What the hell? I don’t make sounds when I’m not talking!”


  He has the nerve to look exasperated. “Princess, do I have to spell it out for you?”


  “I don’t know. Can you spell?”


  He grits his teeth. “Yeah, I can, better than you. Remember the word I knocked you out of the Spelling Bee with in fourth grade?”


  Did I remember? Oh, the shame of it. I wish I could forget! “You shouldn’t be so proud of knocking me out since you got knocked out in the next round! I mean, you spelled ‘Produce’ P-R-I-N-C-E-S-S.”


  “Maybe if you didn’t always eat all my fuckin’ fruit at lunch I woulda gotten it right.”


  “It was just sitting there, tempting me! You should’ve eaten your fruit faster if you didn’t want me to take it!”


  He raises his eyebrows. Alright, even to me that sounds like a really lame excuse.


  “Look, we aren’t talkin’ ‘bout the word that knocked me out, we’re talkin’ ‘bout the word that knocked you out. Do you remember what it was?”


  I shiver. “No.”


  He grins devilishly. “I think you do. And I think you remember what I whispered to you when I lost the next round and sat down right next to you.”


  Oh shit! “I totally don’t.”


  “I do.” Then, the bastard leans over and whispers right in my ear, “Reproduction isn’t spelled with a K.”


  Every part of me is trembling. What the hell kind of fourth grade Spelling Bee even had words like “reproduction” in it? Seriously!


  I glance down and…OH FUCK!


  His gigantic cock is right on my stomach.


  “Look, just because you have a big cock doesn’t mean you have to be so cocky!”


  He cracks a grin and maybe—just maybe—chuckles a few times.


  Alright, alright. He laughs in my face. “Did you seriously just say that to me?”


  “No.”


  He shakes his head. “Princess, you’re hurtin’ somethin’ fierce. It’s makin’ you say and do weird shit.”


  “Yeah right! I say and do weird shit all the time!”


  He tilts my chin up and continues as if I hadn’t just said something. “But it doesn’t have to be this way.”


  “Yes it does.”


  “No it doesn’t. I can make you feel real good.”


  “I don’t want to feel good. I like feeling all hot and…oh shit, I mean, I’m not feeling hot. I’m just…” Damnit, desire was clouding my brain. I had nothing.


  “Come on, Princess. Open up those sexy lips.”


  He holds up the ball gag. The gag he bought this morning.


  “You pig!” I yell, slamming a fist into his shoulder. “You thought it was a forgone conclusion that we were gonna fuck!”


  “No, I was carrying it just in case. You know, like how a guy might carry a condom around in his wallet.”


  “So what you’re saying is that that ball gag is like a condom for my mouth.”


  He winces. “I know it’s not the most romantic gesture…”


  “Yeah, NO SHIT!”


  “But, goddamn it Princess, do you know how hard it is to think when your dick’s this hard?”


  I glance down.


  Holy hell. Screw thinking. I don’t know how he was still standing. That thing was so huge, it was amazing he didn’t fall forward on his face every time he got hard.


  And, more than that, I wanted him.


  Inside me.


  I glare at him and grab the ball gag out of his hands and stuff it in my mouth. “Fine! Do your worst! And if you don’t make good on your promise to make me feel good, I am so gonna kick your ass!” That’s what I meant to say, but I had a ball gag in my mouth, so it was more like: MUAAGUAAGGUGUGUGAAGOGUGJFUFLAAAAZZZZ!


  Damien grabs my hips. “I have no idea what you just said, but you wanna fuck, right?”


  Oh, who am I kidding? Of course I do. I nod.


  “Thank God.” His fingers slide along my inner thigh before looping around my knees. He pushes them back.


  I run my fingers up his tattooed chest. The tip of his cock slides down my slit. My stomach muscles clench with anticipation. Slowly, he slides the head in.


  I latch onto his biceps, crying out.


  “You look a little scared, Princess.”


  Goddamnit, is he smirking? I scowl up at him. Yes! He’s smirking!


  He leans down and kisses my temple. “Don’t worry. You can take it.”


  And then he takes me.


  Completely.


  In one swift, fluid motion, he fills me.


  I cry out, looping my ankles around his waist as his hands slide between my ass and the desk. “Fuckin’ love your big ass, Princess,” he rasps.


  Normally, hearing him call my ass big would set me off like one of those really old (and really dangerous) illegal firecrackers Clarence sells out of the Men’s restroom in the back of the gas station every summer. But right now? I’m glad my ass is big enough for him to grab with both hands and take his fill.


  I spread my legs back even further and arch my pelvis forward, giving him easier access to my pussy. He groans, moving faster, each thrust so powerful that it feels like it will shatter me.


  But I take it, because I love it hard like this. Rough like this. Because I’m a biker chick who gives as good as she gets.


  My nails run down his chest, making his muscles flex. His grip on me tightens as he complies with the demands I can’t scream out due to the damn ball gag in my mouth.


  Faster. Harder. Take me completely.


  He grabs the back of my head and claims me with a hot, ruthless kiss. “Love how fuckin’ greedy you are, too,” he whispers.


  Before I can gurgle something back at him, he pounds into me.


  My teeth bite down, hard, on the rubber ball in my mouth. I keep biting as he holds my hips in place and takes me completely. Every muscle in my body is deliciously tight and aching with a need only he can fill. And, oh sweet lord, does he fill it. Fierce bliss fuels my veins, claiming every cell in my body with its dark ecstasy.


  I love how you feel, Princess. Love takin’ you like this.


  And I loved how he felt, moving in and out of me, sometimes too hard and sometimes not hard enough, prolonging this sweet torture.


  Forever.


  I shut my eyes as my nails clamp onto his tapered hips like claws. My tongue rolls against the ball gag. I wish I could explore his skin thoroughly with my mouth and tongue, the way he’s exploring mine. Instead I can only bounce my hips against his as I try to match his pounding, ruthless rhythm.


  “I got you, Princess,” he says, moving one hand from my leg to my clit.


  Oh. My. God.


  Thank everything on this planet I have the ball gag on, because I am screaming with everything I am. My body falls back as my core tightens. He continues to rock into me, riding my orgasm as I scratch and kick as my vision goes black.


  And then he cradles my head, kissing me thoroughly, his tongue moving in tune with each confident thrust as he finds his own peace inside me.


  He finishes quietly—insanely quietly when you compare it to me even with the damn gag.


  His thumbs brush my cheeks. “I love you,” he says.


  I tremble. Three words have never stirred my soul so much. How can I even explain how powerful and spiritual what just happened was? All I can think is to say his name.


  Damien. Damien. Damien. “DAAAUIUGUH.”


  What the fuck was that?!? Did that just come out of ME?


  “Yeah. I know you feel the same.”


  What the fuck? That’s not what I said! “BUAUAUAGUAUAUA!” I let go of his arms and rip the ball gag out of my mouth.


  “BUAGUAUAUA!” I belt out. What the hell did this ball gag do to my pipes?!?


  Damien just smiles again, as if me doing bad Xtina singing impersonations is normal, which it totally isn’t.


  “You wanted to hear me say it again, right?” he asks. “Well, there you go. I love you, Princess. Always have. And I don’t fuckin’ care ‘bout the bike or the debt, but I do plan on gettin’ those two lapdances. Not ‘cause you owe me, but ‘cause it’s fuckin’ hot as hell when you jiggle your bits.”


  I swat him. “You swine.”


  “I may be a swine, but you’re my pearl.”


  WTF??? “You did not just say that.”


  “Unfortunately I did.”


  I smirk. “That’s the cheesiest thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life.”


  “Well, you better get fuckin’ used to it. I’m such a fuckin’ softy when it comes to you, it’s embarrassing.”


  My throat tightens. All his softness was making me feel kind of soft, and there was something I wanted to tell him, too. “You know, I kind of like you.”


  “Only kinda like?”


  “Yeah.” Did Demon Spawn really expect me to give him more than that? “I don’t want you to get too full of yourself.”


  “I don’t need to be full of myself long as you’re full of me.” He slaps my ass. “Nothin’ can keep me away from this perfect pussy.”


  I laugh because Damien’s brand of “sweet talk” is ridiculous.


  He groans.


  I frown. “What is it?”


  “You get real tight when you giggle, Princess.”


  “What?”


  “Real tight. Squeezin’ me like a fuckin’ fist. I need to go again.”


  “WHAT?!?”


  He smiles down at me. “You got any objections?”


  “Well, I guess not—”


  Then he slams into me, and I don’t have any objections at all.


  


  Chapter 13


  So, two weeks of having nonstop sex with Damien has been pretty great. And pretty fucking intense. I’ve actually started doing some stretching to get ready for our carnal marathons.


  Alright, alright. It isn’t formal stretching. But, like, when the chip bowl is by my feet, instead of scooting over, I do bendy things to get it. And sometimes those bendy things don’t even tip over the chip bowl.


  Anyway, things with Damien have been even better…


  Except for one little thing.


  Damien still wants to tell my dad about us.


  I still do not want to tell my dad about us.


  Damien argues that sneaking around is sketchy. As a man, your word is your honor and blah blah blah. He doesn’t like crawling through my window every night like a creeper, or making sure the halls are clear before I enter/exit his room via his door. And as much as he loves camping, he doesn’t like getting it on in the woods all the time. It’s going to be winter soon, and people are going to start hunting deer and bears and shit.


  I argue that I do not look like a bear, and how dare he even suggest a thing.


  He then tells me that I’m missing the point.


  I then tell him that, no fucking way am I missing the point, you are the one missing the very important point that my father will kill you and then I will die of shame.


  He tells me that he’s pretty sure everyone in the club except my dad already knows. Instead of going out to strip clubs and screwing a different woman every night, he’s been hanging out in his room. “Alone.”


  I tell him that they are probably just not inviting him because they think he’s a freak that fucks gory blow-up sex dolls.


  He then asks me why on earth they’d think something like that.


  I pretend like the floor is very interesting.


  He then exclaims that it doesn’t matter what I say, he has to own up to what he’s done and face his punishment like a man, (again with that pride thing), and gets up to leave.


  This is where I take my shirt off.


  And I win the argument.


  I win every single argument. Socrates doesn’t have nothin’ on me!


  Damien and I just had an argument, and it ended the way it always does.


  With mind-blowing, soul-shattering, death-defying, sex.


  He finishes, slapping my ass as he pulls out of me. “Fuck, Princess.”


  I’d probably say something similar if I wasn’t on all fours with my face stuffed into a pillow and a ball gag wedged into my mouth.


  He unfastens the gag. “We need our own place so you can be as loud as you want.”


  I get on my side, plant my elbow into the pillow and prop my head up. “It’s not like I want to be this loud.”


  Damien grins. “Fine. As loud as I want. Fuckin’ kills me to not hear every sound you make as you work over my cock.”


  It’s hard to argue with logic like that.


  He leans forward to give me another kiss. Before his lips reach mine, all hell breaks loose.


  There’s a roar and a flash of light as the club shakes. Yes, actually shakes. Like it’s on a spinning top instead of solid ground. Damien grabs me and throws me onto the floor, then throws his body on top of mine.


  The lights flicker once, twice, then go off.


  Crash!


  Glass breaking. Wood splintering. A stampede of footsteps and screams and loud, sharp, metallic sounds ruptures the air. Damien’s hand slides over my mouth, probably to keep me from screaming, but I’m too shocked to scream. Too shocked to do anything but watch, wide-eyed, as the shadows of men’s feet running through the hall spill through the little crack between the door and floor.


  My heartbeat echoes in my ears. My body trembles beneath Damien’s. I can feel his hearth thumping on my back.


  Damien holds me close and rolls us both out of the middle of his room, to the closet space behind his bed, where he holds me until the men pass.


  I wish, once the men passed, that nothing else happened but that’s not the case. There’s more screaming, shouting, more awful sounds ripping through the night.


  Damien pulls me up. “You okay?”


  Am I okay? I don’t feel okay. I feel like the world is ending.


  “Princess?”


  The concern in his voice knocks me out of my fearful prison. “Yeah. I’m okay.”


  “Good. I want you to stay here.”


  “In your closet?”


  “Yeah. Don’t move until I get back, alright? No matter what you hear.”


  I don’t like the sound of his voice. I don’t like the concern in his words. “Damien, what’s happening?”


  He glances at the door, eyes weary. “I don’t know.”


  “Yes you do.”


  He sighs and his grip on my shoulders tightens. “This isn’t good, Princess. Just stay here and stay safe.”


  “Where are you going?”


  He gulps.


  “You’re just going to leave me here?”


  “My brothers need me. Your father. Our family.”


  I shudder as more screams pierce the air.


  “Princess?”


  I nod, grabbing my knees and holding them to my chest.


  “I love you,” Damien whispers. Then, he goes to his chest and grabs his gun. I watch it glint in his hand.


  “If you get hurt I’ll never forgive you,” I whisper back at him.


  In the moonlight, I can see him smile slowly, sadly. Then, he turns away from me and out the door.


  It feels like an eternity passes. Each scream cuts my soul. My father. My brothers. My family. The man I love…


  I hate how weak I am. I hate how Damien didn’t ask me to come out and help him, but instead told me to hide in the closet. I want to help them. I need to help them. But what can I do when there is so much violence all around me and I know nothing of violence?


  I sit there, trembling, until the screams stop.


  And then I realize there is something much more horrific than the sounds of anger and destruction: the silence that comes after.


  ***


  There is a gun in my drawer.


  My dad taught me how to shoot. How to load it. How to turn off the safety. It was one of the first things he taught me when I came to live with him. He didn’t want anyone messing with his daughter. If anyone fucked with me he was going to show them hell, but he also wanted to make sure that before he did, I’d show them hell first.


  I grab it, hand trembling. I’ve shot bottles off a fence before. I’ve gone to the range with my brothers. But I’ve never used a gun against someone.


  As I tiptoe down the hall, I realize that because of that, I’ve never really used one at all.


  I keep my hand on the wall to steady myself. The lights are on, then off, then on again. Flickering like a heartbeat, then disappearing into darkness. What the fuck am I doing? What the fuck do I think I’m even going to be able to do? I don’t know but I keep moving, because it’s quiet now and Damien didn’t come back. Because it’s quiet and it shouldn’t be.


  As I turn from the halls to the center of the clubhouse, it suddenly isn’t so silent anymore.


  I don’t know what I was expecting to find but it wasn’t this.


  Tables are turned over. Beer cans and bottles litter the floor. Mirrors are broken. Stools turned over. The boys had been celebrating the same way they did every Saturday night. Things had been loud, everyone had been drunk or passed out as they flirted with sweet butts and publicly staked their claim on their old ladies. They would have been vulnerable and easy to overcome. Especially if they’d been outnumbered at least 4-to-1.


  Which is exactly what happened.


  The men from Dawn’s Rebellion are on the floor. Most have their hands tied behind their backs. Everyone has at least one boot holding them down and one gun pointed at the back of their head.


  I drop to my hands and knees and crawl two feet over from the wall to the bar, careful to avoid all the broken glass, clinging to my gun. Once I’m hidden behind the bark, I do my best to not hyperventilate.


  What the fuck did I just get myself into? Why the fuck did I come out of the closet?


  I was afraid to take out one man, not…how many were out there? I peek around the corner of the bar.


  Too many to count.


  Oh shit. Oh shit, shit, shit, shit! And then, even though I know I should retreat behind the bar and continue hiding, I freeze.


  Time goes still. I can’t breathe. I can’t move.


  In the center of the room, my father kneels in front of a man. Another man holds his head up. My father’s face is so swollen and red it’s almost unrecognizable. More red stains his greasy white shirt.


  The man he’s kneeling in front of shoves a gun in my father’s mouth.


  “Did you really think I wouldn’t fuckin’ find out?” the man rasps, “Or were you hoping they’d finish us?”


  The man’s cruel, cold voice cuts through me, making me shiver. Even from this distance away, I can tell it’s a strain for my father to raise his puffy eyelid. His eyes gleam in the darkness as harshly as the gun in his mouth.


  “Well?” the man asks, voice louder than before. In a swift motion, he rips the gun from my father’s mouth and my father falls forward. He probably would’ve fallen right on his face if the man behind him wasn’t still holding him up.


  “Answer me!” the man with the gun yells, spinning around.


  My heart stops.


  No.


  The man’s leather jacket can barely contain his large, muscular frame. Every part of him is taught and poised for violence. He’s ruthless. Unbreakable. Unbendable. Every villain in every story who’s gone too far to ever be redeemed.


  And I know him.


  No. Look away.


  I want to look away, but I can’t. I know him. I thought he was different. He told me he wasn’t, but I didn’t believe it. I wanted to see something else so badly that I convinced myself something else was there, but he was right.


  He’s not a good man. He has never and will never be a good man.


  “No answer, huh?” Vice turns his beautiful, angular, cruel face back to my father and raises the gun.


  He’s going to kill him. He’s going to kill my father right in front of me and everyone else. He’s going to destroy everything I love. I have to stop him.


  “NO!”


  Vice’s head turns.


  My heart pounds. I know that voice. It can’t be. Please don’t let it be!


  My eyes whip to the other side of the crowd where Damien is glaring up at Vice, his face beaten, bloodied, and full of righteous anger. I whimper as one of the men holding him from behind kicks his back.


  “Please,” my father begs. “He has nothing to do with this. He’s just a kid.”


  Vice’s eyes narrow as he takes a few steps towards Damien.


  “Damien, shut up!” my father yells.


  Vice ignores him. “You got something you want to say?”


  “Our president had nothing to do with it,” Damien says.


  “Really?” Damien asks. He kneels down before Damien until they’re seeing eye to eye. “Then who was it?”


  “Damien!” my father warns.


  Damien shuts his eyes. “I did.”


  “You?”


  “Yes.”


  “Only you?”


  Damien closes his eyes. “Yes.”


  Vice goes still. “Fine. Bring him up, too.”


  Damien tries to stand as the men drag him forward. “What do you mean, too? I said that the president wasn’t a part of this! It was me!”


  “Yes, you alone,” Vice drawls. “I heard.”


  “What the fuck!” Damien growls. “Let him go!”


  “Even if he had nothing to do with it, I can’t. A president should know everything that goes on in his club.” Vice’s eyes narrow lethally. “Everything.”


  My heartbeat pounds. What the hell is he getting at?


  Vice circles the room. “You fuck with me again, you’re all dead. We lost two men. Two men.” He raises his gun. “And to repay that debt, I’m going to start with these two.”


  No. The room tenses, and then the struggles start. Every conscious person in Dawn’s Rebellion is fighting with everything they’ve got, but they’re all subdued.


  Everyone except for me.


  Adrenaline courses through my body. Stop shaking, I tell my hand as I grip the gun. Stop shaking.


  I stand. The room is pure chaos—a potent concoction of violence and anger that can only end with one thing.


  And I was going to make sure that it did not end in that one thing.


  I get on the bar, amongst broken glass and blood, as the men who’ve been like a family to me are kicked and beaten and hurt. And I raise the gun at the man who has his pointed at my father and my lover and scream.


  As I’ve already established, I’m pretty loud.


  My battle cry rips through the room. Vice’s eyes whips towards me. Surprise briefly flickers in his eyes, but then he sees the gun I’m pointing at his chest and it turns into something so dark that I almost drop the gun.


  Shit!


  I take a deep breath. It’s okay, Annie. It’s okay. You got the gun, you got this!


  Then, I see that it’s totally not okay, because I’m not the only one who has a gun, and I don’t “got” anything except a dumbass hero complex.


  At least twenty dudes have their guns pointed at me. They all look like seasoned killers. Seasoned killers who are glaring at me like I just spilled their beers.


  Alright. I maybe could have thought this out a little better. Like, even though everyone would’ve been mad at me, I could have called the cops instead of jumping on top the bar right in front of everyone and trying to Rambo it with a revolver. I mean, fuck. Even Rambo doesn’t try to Rambo it with a revolver! He wears ammo vests, not…Damien’s old Ninja Turtles t-shirt.


  I want to duck behind the bar, but I have a feeling that now is not the time for sudden movements. I’m too afraid to even blink. Which means I’m staring straight at Vice. I know it’s stupid and makes no sense, but his eyes are so ruthless and cruel that I feel like they’re going to shoot lasers at me at any second.


  “If any of you hurt her, I’ll kill you,” Vice yells, keeping his eyes on mine.


  Wow, really? Did he seriously just say that? He sure did, because all around me guys are lowering their guns. What the hell? Why did he just say that?


  “PRINCESS!” Damien yells. “WHAT THE—?”


  The man holding Damien back kicks him in the back. Damien groans and falls forward, lax, coughing something dark on the floor.


  Oh my God. He’s beyond hurt. It looks like he’s dying. If I don’t stop this, Damien is going to die right in front of me.


  “Let them both go!” I scream.


  Vice glares at me.


  Okay, it’s time to show him what you’re made of. “I will kill you if you don’t let them both go right now,” I continue.


  Vice’s eyes narrow.


  Oh man, laser light show of death time. I so wish this was an argument I could win by just taking my shirt off.


  “Annie, put the gun down,” my dad says.


  My dad can’t be telling me to drop the gun. Vice was about to execute him and the man he’d groomed to take his place in front of all his men. Damien is right next to him, wheezing and coughing, the front of his shirt darker than the shadow his broken body casts on the floor.


  And then, Vice starts walking towards me.


  What the fuck! I wave the gun around. Doesn’t he know what this means? “I’m a crazy bitch ready to start shit, Vice!”


  This doesn’t make him stop.


  Why the hell isn’t it making him stop? Does he have a death wish?


  “I’ve got a gun and I know how to use it! I’ve shot lots of things before.” Like…lots of bottles and…more bottles and…fuck. “And I’m good at shooting them.” Pretty good, at least. “If you come any closer I’ll end you just like I ended all of them!”


  He comes closer and I don’t end him.


  “I swear to fucking God, I will rain bullets down into your head until you’re raining blood all over the floor. And I won’t mop up all your blood either, because it will be gross and that’s how I roll!”


  He does a WTF frown.


  Alright, I guess that last bit wasn’t quite as threatening as the first part.


  And then his forehead hits the barrel of the gun.


  I shut my eyes. “I’m gonna do it! I swear! You better watch it, ‘cause—FUCK!”


  He grabs my hand and twists it. Pain shoots through my wrist and I cry out as he takes the gun out of my hand. Then, he grabs me, hauls me off the bar, and sets me down on the ground. One of his strong hands grips my left shoulder, the other squeezes my chin and tilts my head up so I have to look at him.


  Except I totally don’t want to look at him so I shut my eyes again.


  “Annie,” he growls.


  Oh god. My entire body trembles.


  He leans in closer and whispers near my ear. “I told you to make sure I don’t see you again.”


  My eyes fly open. Did I say he looked mad before? Because Vice isn’t mad. He’s transcended anger. This is…something else. There’s no name for it because everyone who’s witnessed it before has refused to name it so they can pretend like it doesn’t exist.


  But it does.


  He clenches his jaw. “Do you have any idea what you just did to me?”


  “What I just did to you? What about…”


  His eyes turn into black holes ready to rip out my soul.


  You know what? I don’t have to finish that thought.


  His grip on me tightens. “Don’t pull a stunt like this again.”


  Okay. You got it.


  “You throw your life away, I’ll fuckin’ drag you back from hell and you won’t like how I’ll do it or what I’ll do to you after.”


  Great. You don’t even have to tell me what you’ll do, because I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t like it either. In fact, it’s probably best if you don’t explain anything.


  He grabs me again and pushes me towards another man. “Get her out of here.”


  The man yanks me back. Vice turns his back to me and starts towards my father and Damien.


  He wants me gone so he could kill them. The moment I leave he’s going to pull the trigger. I don’t know how I know this, but I do. Every cell in my body knows it.


  And every cell in my body starts to rebel.


  I don’t feel strong, but I have to be.


  I don’t feel like I can face my worst nightmare, but I must face him.


  Fate doesn’t give you options, and sometimes, the right thing to do is the thing you want to do the least.


  I swing my arms but the men holding me back are stronger. “No!” I scream, kicking. My legs are immediately caught before they can impact anything important.


  Shit! My feet aren’t even touching the floor! I start throwing my weight back and forth, trying to get out of their steel grip. But instead of giving up, I fight harder. The only way I’m leaving this room is in a body bag.


  If he wants me to leave then he’ll have to kill me too. He can’t take everyone I love away from me like this. “Don’t do this!” I scream. “There has to be another way!”


  “Will someone shut that dumb bitch up?” one of Vice’s bikers calls out.


  Someone’s hand comes down over my mouth, hard, trying to gag me. I turn my head, gasping for breath, as their thick nails scrape my cheek. I’m running out of time. With every bit of strength left in me, I scream, “Take me instead!”


  And then the hand closes around my mouth, my throat, and my vision goes black. The sweat on the man’s palm is salty and thick on my tongue. My heart thumps in my ears once, twice, as the dark room around me begins to roar.


  Why is everyone yelling? Why is there so much noise? The men who are carrying me rush in the opposite direction, then set me down, their rough hands holding me in place.


  I blink. Vice is in front of me, all caged violence and determination, pointing his gun at my father’s cheek. But he isn’t looking at my father. He stares at me, his eyes growing darker by the second. “What are you suggesting?”


  I cough. “Take me.”


  A man behind me hits my shoulder. “He can’t fuckin’ hear you. Speak up.”


  Vice glares at the man who struck me. “Don’t hurt her.”


  “Just tellin’ her to speak up. I mean, the bitch was so fuckin’ loud a moment ago.”


  Vice works his jaw. “Don’t do anything unnecessary.” Then he looks away from the man, dismissing him, back at me. “The rest of you, let her go.”


  Damien tries to move but the man behind him kicks him again.


  Oh God. This can’t be happening. It’s too much. “I, um.”


  The man behind me sighs, exasperated.


  Well fuck you too, buddy. I ball my fists. I can’t let anything distract me. Vice’s eyes follow my hand as it grasps the necklace around my throat. I feel my heart thumping beneath my chest, beneath my grip.


  “This is my family. If my father wronged you, then I wronged you too. Don’t hurt him. If you’re going to take it out on somebody, it should be me.”


  “Princess, don’t…” Damien whimpers, earning himself yet another kick.


  My father works his jaw. “She’s young. She doesn’t understand what she’s saying, or what she’s doing.”


  Vice tilts his head to the side. “It sounds to me like she knows exactly what she’s saying—her life, for both of yours. Isn’t that right, Princess?”


  I’ve never heard anyone utter that word with anything less than love. Well, maybe Damien did sometimes use it sarcastically, but it had always been good-hearted sarcasm. Vice made the word “princess” sound like something filthy and corrupt.


  I wouldn’t let him cow me. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  Vice clenches his free hand into a fist.


  “You can’t be fuckin’ serious,” the man to my left shouts. “Her pussy’s not worth the lives of two men and four million dollars!”


  Wait, what? Four million dollars? Two men?


  Vice ignores him. “I’ll spare their lives, and the lives of everyone else in the club, if you come to me. Annie.”


  If I come to him? What is he saying?


  Vice plunges the gun further into my father’s cheek. My father’s sky blue eyes look at me, pleading for something, but I can’t read them.


  I hear someone behind me whisper, “If you keep him waiting much longer, you’ll have one less person to save.”


  I shiver. “Um, do you want me to…walk over to you?”


  My father’s eyes sharpen with fear. “Ann—” He stops as Vice repositions the gun on his cheek.


  “Of course,” Vice says. “If you don’t do it yourself, it doesn’t mean anything.”


  I don’t see how me going to him could ever be considered me acting of my own free will. Vice isn’t holding a gun to my head, but he’s doing the next best thing—or next worst thing, I should say.


  The necklace around my neck seems to burn as I step forward.


  “Annie, don’t!” Damien’s voice is nothing more than a hoarse whisper, not because of the men restraining him, but because he has nothing left.


  I don’t look at Damien as I step forward. I can’t. I’ll break if I do. So I do my best to ignore the sound of his groaning as he’s beaten again—my best to ignore the sounds of rage all around me as I make my way to the man who now holds my fate.


  I stop only when I’m in front of Vice. Slowly, I put my hand on his shoulder. I can feel his heat beneath his leather jacket. And his strength.


  “I came,” I whisper.


  Vice lowers the gun and steps away from my father.


  “I do not accept this,” my father says. “This isn’t her battle. These aren’t my terms.”


  “I don’t care what your terms are,” Vice growls. “This isn’t between you and me, it’s between me and Annie.”


  “This isn’t her fight.”


  “You made it her fight when you killed my men.”


  Pain shoots through my father’s eyes. “You can’t do this to her.”


  “I don’t think you understand.” Vice closes his hand around my wrist. “I don’t need anyone’s permission to do what I want with her.”


  I close my eyes, inhaling the strangely familiar scent of Vice—leather, oil, smoke—but this time, there’s also blood.


  So much blood.


  Too much blood.


  I think every part of my body will forever be stained by it.


  “It looks like you’re bracing yourself for something, Annie,” Vice whispers. How could I have ever believed his tone to be anything other than taunting? How could I have found something endearing in it?


  I clench my jaw. “Do your worst.”


  “Really? Right here, right now?” He runs his hand up my arm and I shiver. “I didn’t think you’d want an audience.”


  I glare at him. “What are you talking about? Aren’t you going to kill me?”


  “Kill you? What would be the fun in that?” He runs his hand up my neck. Damien’s eyes go as red as Raph’s bandana.


  I take a shaky step back. “What are you going to do, then?”


  He turns away from me, to my father. Then, he crouches so their heads are level. “Don’t worry. I’ll give her back after you’ve paid your debt.” Vice glances back at me, his gaze lewd as it travels over the old TMNT t-shirt stretched over my tits. “Or when I grow tired of using her in whatever way I please.”


  He captures my gaze, his eyes filled with a dark knowledge, like he knows all of my innermost secrets I’d never dare tell anyone. I shiver, and it’s not entirely due to terror. I hate that some part of me still desires him. It disgusts me. Thrills me.


  He puts his hand on the back of my neck, leading me away from my father and Damien. We’re leaving, I realize. I’m about to turn back but stop myself just in time.


  I want to see them again. To torture myself, maybe. To pretend, even if it’s just a few seconds, that things are different. But what would that accomplish? Instead, I shut my eyes and remind myself that I cannot cry. I cannot give this horrible man the satisfaction of seeing me break.


  I swallow as we reach the door to the hallway. There’s no going back now. I’m leaving behind my father, my best friend, and everyone I’ve ever loved.


  “If they try to make it difficult to leave, stop them, but remember, no one dies,” Vice yells to his men. He looks down me, drinking me in. “I keep my promises.”


  Only when we’re outside the compound do I allow myself to look back at the home I fear I will never see again. Yes, Vice held the gun to my father’s head, but it was me who walked to his side. Me, who stepped over the pools of blood from my family’s bodies. Me, who placed my hand on my tormentor’s powerful arm instead of comforting my hurt lover.


  From the very beginning, I was complicit.


  I chose this. I chose Vice.


  But just because I made that choice didn’t mean that I knew what I was getting into.


  ***


  Thank you for reading Ransomed MC Princess #2, the second book in MC Ransomed Princes serial!
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  Thank you again for reading my book! I hope you enjoyed it, but even if you didn’t, I appreciate you trying it out!
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  MISSTION MISTLETOE


  Everett has always liked Janice, but ever since he came back from his first tour and saw her lounging in the middle of her lawn in a string bikini, he's liked her a little too much. But you don't go after your best friend's little sister, so Everett has vowed to stayed away from temptation...until an anonymous group threatens Janice's life and he's sent in to protect her.


  Janice wanted a quiet Christmas to nurse her broken heart, but quiet is impossible with her brother's best friend back in town. The fact that Everett stormed the strip club she'd been partying in with her friends--and that, before she realized his identity, she demanded he put on a show for her--isn't helping things. Neither is her ex-boyfriend, who has finally decided that he wants more than just Janice's prize-winning Christmas cookies. As danger closes in, Everett and Janice are pushed closer and closer until everything is on the line...including their hearts.
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