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  Chapter 1


  ~John~


  


  “What you’re tryin’ to make me/ Is a man bound by a steel cage/ You are the fucking worst of me/ Making the beast inside me rage….”


  “Twist me…” Nicki’s voice wraps around mine as we belt out the chorus of our hard-rock fuck-you song. One of our signature songs.


  I wink at her and then I do a 180-degree spin to our drummer, Chloe, and pump my fist in the air right on time as she slams down the final beat.


  Applause and wolf-whistles thunder through the massive backyard of the campus frat house. As I look out at the crowd of college students, I catch a couple of blondes giving me the eye and licking their lips as their gazes rake over my chest and leather pants. I flash them one of my infamous panty-dropping grins. I catch Nicki’s eye and she’s shaking her head at me in playful disapproval. I shrug my shoulders and give her my most innocent look. It’s one she knows all too well and one I know she can see right through. She’s been my best friend for four years now so I don’t expect anything less.


  I feel an arm wrap around my shoulders and I turn to see our bassist and my roommate, Mitch Hawthorne, smirking at me. He brushes his sweat-drenched brown hair out of his face and follows my line of sight. He winks at one of the girls and then grabs his cock through his jeans in an X-rated move—his normal way of doing things. The guy has no inner censor.


  “I’ll take the one in the booty shorts,” he tells me. “You take the leather skirt.”


  I laugh. “What makes you think I’m not gonna take both of them?”


  I see Nicki roll her eyes at me. She turns away and walks over to Chloe who’s spinning her drumsticks like a professional baton twirler as she makes her way across the stage.


  As I turn back to the girls, something smacks me in the face. I grab at it. It’s my white shirt. I’d lost it somehow during the set. I can’t remember which song had me ripping it off. But, as usual, it ended up on the floor. I look at Nicki to see her laughing at me, she being the culprit who’d thrown it at me.


  “Don’t like what you see?” I tease her.


  She blushes and looks away. She’s always the same. So damn shy about stuff like that.


  As I’m shrugging my shirt back on, Blake Turner bounds onto the deck that’s doubling as a stage. He’s the head of the frat house and the guy who booked us tonight. He’s also my law buddy—we’re in the same program. Ugh…law. All thanks to my asshole of a father.


  “Give it up for Worst Exit everyone!” Blake roars to the crowd.


  As everyone goes into a frenzy, Blake grips my shoulder and says, “Great job. Thanks, man. Stick around. Enjoy the rest of the night.”


  I nod. I know he’s going out of his way for me. I didn’t want to take this gig, but he pretty much begged me to. I hate frat guys, so the last thing I wanted was to play here. But Blake was offering us good money to do it so I decided to suck it up and take it. Aside from him, the frat boys hate me as much as I hate them. Something about me getting too much pussy. They think every woman on campus is theirs for the taking, that they should get first refusal or something. Fucking ridiculous. And it’s not like I poach their women on purpose. It’s the whole rock band front man thing. They come to me, especially after they’ve seen me play. And if I like what I see, I take it. What’s wrong with that? Not a damned thing in my books.


  As the four of us exit the stage, I see Chloe shaking her head; her long blonde hair bouncing from side to side. She reaches into her mini dress and pulls a bill out of her cleavage. She hands it to Nicki and Nicki grins at her victoriously. A bet, I realize.


  “What did you bet?” I ask, curious.


  “When you’d take your shirt off this time,” Chloe tells me with a grin. “And once again, Nicki called it.”


  My gaze snaps to Nicki. “You did, huh?”


  She turns slightly to tuck the bill into the back pocket of her tight-as-sin jeans. My eyes linger a little too long on that sweet ass of hers, before she turns back so she’s facing me again. My eyes instantly snap back up to her face. Off limits. Always off limits, I remind my scotch-infused brain.


  “Always,” she tells me, her big blue eyes flashing at me excitedly.


  I laugh.


  “It’s not fair. She knows you too well,” Chloe complains as she fiddles with the zippers on her boots, pulling them further up her thighs a little.


  “I warned you not to bet with her when it comes to John,” Mitch says, laughing at her as he flips his long hair back.


  Before I can say anything, a guy approaches Nicki and Chloe. I feel my fists clench. Axel Craven. I hate that fucker with a vengeance. He’s the worst of all the frat guys on campus. He’s such a slimy piece of shit. My eyes narrow in fury as I notice him blatantly eye-fucking Nicki right in front of all of us. He runs his fingers through his gelled hair and folds his arms over his tank top so he can flex his muscles at her. Fucking amateur.


  “Axel Craven,” he tells her. “You were great, babe. Let me get you a drink.”


  I see her hesitate. She’s not gonna fall for that. I get ready for her to blow him off in her normal cute polite way. But then the worst happens. Chloe pushes her into him.


  “Nicola Lewis,” she tells him, before turning to Nicki and encouraging her, “Live a little. It’s just a drink.”


  Fuck. Why is she always pressuring Nicki to hook up? She won’t. Aside from me, she never lets any guy touch her. I’m the only one who can hug her without her tensing up. I’m the only guy she trusts.


  I watch her wrap her arms around herself; her normal defensive reaction. Her deep blue eyes gaze at Axel shyly. She doesn’t want to do this. But Chloe can never take ‘no’ for an answer. She doesn’t get it. She doesn’t know what happened to Nicki to make her this way. Only she and I know that. I was there when it went down.


  I move to step forward and interfere, but Mitch grabs my arm, holding me back as he shakes his head at me as if to say: It’s not your business. I growl inwardly. Of course, as usual, he’s right.


  Axel doesn’t move to touch her, obviously getting the message from her body language. But he’s a determined motherfucker and he smiles a fake trusting smile at her that any guy could recognize as being insincere and filled with the ulterior motive of getting into her pants.


  “A drink, babe,” he presses. “That’s all.”


  Chloe nudges her hard and whispers something to her.


  “Sure. Okay,” Nicki gives in. “A drink.”


  And just like that she’s following Axel over to the bar inside the frat house.


  Chloe smiles, obviously pleased with herself, and then heads over to the barbeque in the corner of the backyard.


  Mitch and I follow Nicki and Axel’s path into the house. I feel him pull me back before I can make it to the bar. He points to the two blondes from earlier. They’re gesturing to us from one of the leather couches. One of them flashes me a come-fuck-me grin. I take one last glance at Nicki before Mitch pulls me towards the girls.


  Fine.


  Chapter 2


  ~John~


  


  I’m on my fourth glass of scotch as one of the blondes sits on my lap, her hands all over me, her ass grinding into my semi-hard cock as she chatters away with her friend and Mitch across from us on another couch. They’re hanging onto every word of one of Mitch’s exaggerated stories about some gig we played a year ago. The guy has a talent for storytelling. He’s got the gift of the gab and he’s always the life of the party. Usually I’m right there with him.


  But I’m too busy with what’s going on at the bar right now. I can’t take my eyes off the two of them. Axel and Nicki. She’s laughing hysterically at something he just said. I see him slide his hand up her thigh. She doesn’t tense or try to move away. She just lets it happen.


  “She’s fucking smashed,” I mutter.


  “What?” Mitch asks, stopping in the middle of his story.


  Shit. All three of them are staring at me in confusion. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Too late. I ignore the stares from the girls and tell Mitch, “Nicki. She’s smashed. Look at her.”


  “So what? She’s a big girl, John.”


  “I know. It’s just…him.”


  “Axel? What about him?”


  “He’s a fucking player, that’s what,” I growl.


  “And you’re not?”


  Damn, he’s got me there. But the comparison to that fuck tart really gets under my skin. Despite being more than a little buzzed from the four scotches I’ve already put away, I feel that familiar anger burning just below the surface. I struggle to keep it down. But I can’t. Not while Nicki and Axel are flirting just a few feet away from me. Shit, I need to take a breather.


  “I need a smoke,” I say, moving the blonde off my lap. I can’t even remember her name. I know she told me. Several times.


  Mitch shrugs his shoulders at me and continues on with his story.


  “Don’t be too long,” the blonde says.


  Normally I’d be right on top of that—in every sense of the word. But this thing with Nicki is nagging at me so much that I can’t focus. A smoke will help. It’ll clear my head.


  I push my way through the crowds of drunk college students messing around and some of them dry humping in the damn halls. Dry humping? What are we, still in high school? Get a room and get down to the real thing. It’s all or nothing otherwise it’s just a tease. And no guy wants that.


  I blow out a breath when I finally make it outside. I light up fast and take a long drag. Ah, that’s the stuff. Normally the combination of fresh air, alone time and a good smoke can calm me right down. But for some reason it’s not working as well as it usually does. Why am I so bothered by her and that asshole?


  I know why. I need to protect her. She won’t know how to handle him; won’t pick up on the red flags. Also, this is the first time I’ve ever actually seen her flirt with a guy. It never happens. Sure, guys come up to her. She’s gorgeous. But as soon as they take one look at me they back off and leave her alone. They can tell I’m a guy not to mess with. It’s the former boxer in me, I guess. They can sense it; the fact that I can fuck them up if I have to.


  But tonight that didn’t happen. Axel ignored the warning look I gave him. What a piece of shit. Mitch is right though. Nicki is a big girl. She’s not stupid. She’s smarter than all of us. I need to let it go. They’re just talking.


  Satisfied that I’ve managed to talk myself down, I take one final drag and then butt out my smoke. I walk back into the house, determined to focus on the blonde who’s made it clear she wants my cock tonight.


  But then all that level-headed thinking turns to shit when I catch sight of Axel and Nicki in the hall. Axel has her pushed up against the wall, his tongue shoved down her throat; his hand fisted roughly in her soft dark-brown hair and his other sliding slowly up her thigh towards…no…no way is he gonna touch her there. Fuck no. I’m about to go over there and knock him out when Nicki does it for me. She pushes him and he stumbles back. She storms off and stops short when she sees me standing there watching her.


  She holds up an angry hand and snaps, “Don’t, John. I don’t want to hear it!”


  I nod, knowing her well enough to keep my distance when she’s pissed. I watch her storm out of the house and run to one of the cabs parked outside. Good, she’s headed home. Safe.


  I brush past Axel roughly and give him a serves-you-goddamn-right look. He snarls at me and I can feel his eyes burning into my back as I walk over to the couches where the girls and Mitch are fooling around. I don’t give a damn. I kind of want him to make a move so I can justify smashing my fist into his face and breaking his goddamn nose. But he doesn’t. Just as well, because his frat buddies outnumber me twenty to one.


  Don’t fucking touch my girl again. What? My girl? Nicki? No, no way. Stop it.


  I take a breath as I reach the girls and push down my disturbing not-so-platonic thoughts about Nicki. Christ; how drunk am I?


  


  


  ***


  


  “Oh God! Yes, John!” What’s-Her-Name screams as I pound her into my bedroom wall.


  Her lips move to mine and I avoid them smoothly, flicking her right nipple with my tongue instead. Dammit woman, we’re fucking. No need for intimate shit. My hands knead her huge fake tits and she throws her head back in pleasure.


  Thoughts of Nicki suddenly assault me. What the fuck?


  I force my mind back to the present; my dick buried in the fake blonde wrapped around me, screaming out my name. I slap her ass hard to distract myself and she grinds down on me.


  “That’s right. You like that, don’t you?”


  Before she can answer I grab her hands and slam them above her head, holding them there roughly as I pick up my pace and fuck her even harder. I slide my free hand between us and brush her clit. She comes instantly, screaming shrilly as her pussy contracts around me.


  Normally, that’s enough to push me over the edge, but all that’s shot to hell as an image of Nicki’s lips on mine flashes in my mind. It’s so damn vivid that it’s like she’s right here with me. And before I can stop myself my mouth crashes against the blonde’s, taking her in a desperate kiss. Taking Nicki in a desperate kiss as I allow images of her to flash through my mind, as though I’m actually kissing her and not this chick.


  The mere thought of it has me coming hard all of a sudden as intense pleasure surges through me. Fuck, yeah. I roar out my release, cursing like a sailor and saying God knows what else.


  As I pull out and put the blonde down, her hand comes at my face, slapping the shit out of my right cheek.


  “What the fuck?”


  “Nicki?” she demands, her hands on her hips, trying to look all pissed as she’s standing there naked and panting from her orgasm.


  “What?”


  “When you came, you screamed out another girl’s name. Nicki.”


  I’m too shocked to respond. I did what?


  “Who is she, huh?” she yells, getting in my face.


  “Get. Out,” I growl.


  “What?”


  “You heard me. Get the fuck out.”


  “You’re such an asshole,” she tells me as she snatches her thong off the floor and pulls it on.


  I ignore her as I take care of the condom, dropping it in the trash can by my bed and fixing my pants. I throw open the bedroom door and leave without another word.


  I storm into the kitchen, completely ignoring the fact that Mitch is sitting there wolfing down the jumbo-sized bag of chips in front of him. I grab a beer from the fridge, rip off the top and chug half of it.


  “Fuck you, John!” What’s-Her-Name screams from the living room. A second later I hear the apartment door slam.


  Mitch looks at me.


  “What?” I snap. “What are you doing in here anyway?”


  “I’m always hungry after a good fuck.”


  “She’s in for the night?” I ask. I don’t remember the name of his girl either.


  “Nope. Gone. She has an early class tomorrow,” he tells me. “What happened with you and Roxanne?”


  Roxanne? So, that’s her name. “Nothing.”


  “So she wasn’t pissed that you called out Nicki’s name when you were fucking then?”


  “You heard that?”


  “Yeah. You know how thin these walls are and she was loud, John. What’s going on, dude?”


  “Going on?” I say casually as I chug more of my beer.


  “Between you and Nicki?”


  “Nothing.”


  Mitch grins. “You want her.”


  “Fuck you. You don’t know shit.”


  He says something but I don’t hear it, because I’m distracted by my phone buzzing in my pocket. I fish it out and read the text. It’s from Nicki: One Last Breath—Creed. Oh shit.


  Mitch snatches the phone out of my hand and reads the text before I can stop him. “What is it with you guys and your song title messages? What does this mean?”


  I snatch it back from him and explain, “Think about the lyrics. She’s upset.”


  “About Axel?”


  “Kind of.” It’s more than that. “I have to go,” I say, putting the beer down on the kitchen counter and heading for the door.


  “You might wanna take a shower before you go. You stink like Roxanne.”


  “It’s not a booty call, asshole.”


  “Fine. It’s your ass. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  “She won’t care. We’re friends.”


  “Sure. Friends always scream each other’s names when they’re fucking someone else.”


  “It was an accident.”


  God, that excuse even sounds dumb to me. Damn. Whatever. I’ve just had too much to drink; that’s all. It always happens after a gig. I’m always soaring on one hell of a high after a performance and it takes a lot to calm me down. That’s where the booze and sex come in.


  Mitch starts laughing at me. I glare at him and then walk out.


  “If it’s not a booty call, you might wanna put a shirt on!”


  I growl inwardly and ignore his advice. I know what I’m doing for fuck’s sake. I haul open the door and walk down the hall to the apartment at the far end. Nicki’s apartment.


  During our first year of college we all lived in the dorms. Chloe still lives on campus. She’s part of some sorority. I have no idea which one. I never did understand all that shit. Mitch and I found this great apartment off campus and hooked Nicki up with the one remaining bachelor in the building. It’s been great having her close for songwriting purposes. While Mitch and Chloe just play, Nicki and I are the collaborative force behind the band.


  I knock gently on the door. Nicki hates aggressive noises. I take a deep breath and try to push Mitch’s comments out of my mind.


  A moment later the door opens. Oh fuck. I swallow hard at the sight of her. She’s wearing tiny blue pajama shorts and a matching tank top with no bra. The material is so thin that I can make out her nipples underneath. Her hair is all mussed up from lying in bed. She’s so hot. Shit. Stop it. What the fuck is wrong with you?


  I force my gaze back to her face. Her deep blue eyes are big and wide and flashing with fear. It’s then that I know for sure that she’s had another nightmare. Whenever something jogs the memory of that awful day a few years ago, she suffers from horrifying nightmares and is afraid to fall asleep. And I suspect what happened between her and Axel tonight did just that. It’s why she never lets herself get involved with anyone—why she normally doesn’t let anyone touch her in a sexual way. She can’t handle it.


  She steps aside and lets me in. I lock the door behind me and take her hand. She silently leads me into the apartment, towards her bed in the corner of the room. She climbs in and I join her. I pull her against my chest and hold her, stroking her hair.


  “It’s okay. You can sleep now. I’m right here, sweetheart,” I whisper softly in her ear.


  I feel her relax against me. “Thank you,” she murmurs, her hot breath warming my chest.


  “Always. Sleep now.”


  Chapter 3


  ~Nicki~


  


  I open my eyes slowly. My head is thundering with the aftermath of my very bad decision to drink one too many cheap frat house beers last night. Damn, what a mistake. But I’d been so nervous after Chloe had thrown me into Axel Craven last night, that I’d just kept knocking back plastic cup after plastic cup until I’d lost my inhibitions. And that takes a lot to achieve. It’s pretty deep-rooted for me. It sucks. But it’s just the way I am.


  It takes me a moment to get my bearings. And that’s when I realize John is pressed tightly against me, his arms wrapped around me. One is snaked around my waist and the other is…oh my God…on my right boob. My first reaction is to bat his hand away. But I stop myself. It feels so…warm. Nice, actually. I glance at his tattoo on his left upper arm. It’s a Gibson Les Paul guitar with the words Rock ‘n’ Roll encircling the neck. He’s had that one since before I’ve known him. He got it when he was a teenager around the same time he got the actual guitar, which he still uses to this day. He has another one on his chest, over his heart. His incredibly ripped chest and toned abs. Just like the rest of his body, it’s the result of years of boxing when he was in high school. He’s incredibly cut—all hard muscle. His body is definitely drool-worthy. Well, it would be if I was looking at him in that way. But I’m not. We’re friends; strictly friends.


  Back to the tattoo…a gray wolf. He got that when I got the black phoenix on my right arm. He told me it represents fierce determination. And that is totally John Kingston. He never lets anything stand in his way. That can’t be seen anywhere more so than the way he is with the band. He’s the commander-in-chief. The leader. The front man. The manager. He wants us to make it big. He’s dreamed of nothing else since he first picked up a guitar as a kid. He cares about the band and our music above all else. Nothing will ever trump that.


  He shifts suddenly in his sleep and I gasp as I feel his erection press into my butt.


  “John!” I whisper harshly.


  He doesn’t stir so I slap his arm.


  “No. Back to sleep,” he murmurs, entwining his legs with mine so that his feet are no longer hanging out of the bed. My bed is queen-size, but it’s oddly short in length and for someone like John who’s over six-foot tall, it’s really not long enough. I’m a foot smaller than him so I don’t have that problem.


  Him shifting his legs has the effect of his thing pressing more tightly against my butt. It’s so…hard! Oh God! This is too much.


  “Your…thing is…misbehaving,” I struggle to utter. Okay, this is awkward.


  He chuckles and moves back a little so his erection is no longer touching me. But he doesn’t remove his arms. And part of me doesn’t want him to.


  “My thing, huh? You mean; my cock,” he teases.


  I flinch at his bluntness. He must feel it, because he whispers in my ear, “It’s just morning wood, Nicki. It doesn’t mean anything. Relax.”


  The ridiculousness of the situation hits me and I laugh.


  “What’s so funny?”


  I turn into him. “The fact that you slept in your leather pants. Who does that?”


  “Hey, I was trying to be a gentleman.”


  I press my finger to his lips and tell him, “I’m not done.”


  He grins against my finger. And then his tongue darts out and licks it. I pull back, startled. “John! Disgusting!” I chastise him as I wipe my finger on the duvet.


  “Disgusting?”


  “Yeah, I have no idea where that tongue’s been.”


  “Just in some groupie’s pussy.”


  I launch myself at him and slap his chest.


  “Ow! Fuck, Nicki! I was kidding!”


  He wrestles with me until he’s on top of me, straddling me and pinning my hands down at my sides so I can’t slap him again. “Are you done?” he asks, smiling down at me.


  I nod and laugh.


  “Good girl,” he says, but doesn’t release me.


  I smile up at him. “Thanks for staying with me…again. Did I interrupt anything? If I did, I’m sorry, I—”


  He releases my hands and presses his finger to my lips this time. “Shh. It doesn’t matter what the hell I’m doing. If you need me, I’m here. You know that. Okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Good.” His striking hazel eyes flick down my body. It’s only a second’s glance but I catch it. And then he zones in on the right side of my neck for some reason. I see his jaw stiffen, his eyes narrow. He suddenly climbs off me and returns to his side of the bed.


  “What?” I ask, confused by his sudden change in mood.


  “Nothing,” he says as he climbs off the bed, his back to me.


  “John. What?”


  He turns back to me and points to my neck. “You should cover that up. If he sees it, he’ll think you’re proud of it and want to belong to him.” He notices my confusion and adds, “A hickey.”


  I slap my hand to my neck. “Oh my God,” I breathe, embarrassed. “I didn’t realize.” It takes a moment for what he just told me to sink in. “Belong to him? What the hell does that mean?”


  He looks away and runs his fingers through his mussed up shaggy brown hair and tells me, “Guys like him—members of that frat—mark their women to let all other guys know that you’re off limits to everyone but him. It’s a mark of possession.”


  I can’t help it. I burst out laughing. “Come on, John. You’re screwing around, right?”


  “No,” he says harshly, finally looking at me and roughly rubbing the days’ old stubble on his chin in obvious frustration.


  “You make them sound like animals.”


  “They are animals, Nicki. And Axel is the worst of them. At least Blake shows some restraint, some decency.” His tone is harsh and angry. I can see him fighting himself, trying to rein in his infamous temper.


  “Why are you so mad? It’s ridiculous. The whole thing. Just alpha-male posturing. Who cares?”


  “I do!”


  He has my full attention now. He cares? The look in his eyes tells me that there’s more to that statement than purely platonic intention. Oh my God. What is going on here? Does he…does he like me? No, impossible. This is John. My best friend. My confidant. My protector. “John?” I press.


  “Look, I need to take a shower. See you in class,” he says, tersely.


  Before I can say anything else, he storms to my apartment door. He stops, his back to me and says in a pained whisper, “You deserve better.”


  And then he walks out, leaving me staring after him in confusion and disbelief. What on earth?


  


  Chapter 4


  ~John~


  


  As I make my way across campus to my final class of the day—History of 20th Century Europe—I stop to send Nicki a text. I forced myself to focus on nothing but classes all morning. A few hours of nothing but simple, straightforward thoughts. All directed towards law. All the classes in my program are so damned involved that I couldn’t think about anything else even if I wanted to. If your mind wanders just for a couple of minutes during a lecture, you find yourself lost and unable to understand the rest of the stupid thing. I’m speaking from experience here.


  But now that I’m on my way to the auditorium on the opposite side of campus for my final class—an elective that Nicki and I took together—I know I need to smooth things over a little before I get there or this is gonna be one hell of an awkward hour.


  I text: Creep—Radiohead.


  I’m basically telling her that I acted like an asshole—or a creep—and I’m sorry. It doesn’t take her long to text back with: Forget it. See you soon.


  I sigh with relief. Lucky she’s so easygoing. She’s the last person I wanna be in a fight with. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut this morning. It wasn’t my business. But seeing Axel’s mark on her made me lose my shit.


  Why? It’s ridiculous. She can fool around with whoever she wants. It’s not my business. Unless she’s in trouble, then it becomes my business.


  The thoughts running through my head, making me insane last night, scared the shit out of me. And the fact that I said her name when I was balls deep in some other girl? In that moment, I wanted it to be Nicki instead. Shit, I’m messed up. My reaction to that hickey on her neck this morning was the wakeup call I needed, letting me know that I need to get a grip. This can’t happen. Nicki is off limits. Always off limits.


  The fallout if we get together could destroy the band. And I can’t have that. The band is everything to me and I won’t let anything happen to it.


  And let’s face it; Nicki being with me is a bad idea for her. I’m not exactly a gentleman. In all honesty, I’m an asshole. A player. And I could never treat Nicki like that. I don’t give a crap about the women I fuck. It’s just wham, bam, thank you, ma’am. And she deserves better than that. She’s a virgin. I’m pretty sure the furthest she’s ever gone is that kiss with Axel last night. She’s innocent. Really innocent. And she needs to stay like that.


  I take a deep breath, feeling much better now that I’ve worked through my crazed thoughts. Back to normal now. Last night was just a one-off mind-fuck of an experience.


  I push open the doors to the auditorium. It’s still pretty empty, because I’m ten minutes early for once. I easily spot Nicki sitting in the corner, right at the back. It’s her usual seat in every class—the most hidden position she can possibly find. The only time she’s comfortable being front and center is when we’re performing. Then she loses herself and gives in to the music; to the real her. The only time she truly opens up completely.


  I’m on my way up when I see him walk up to her.


  Axel-fucking-Craven.


  He says something to her and she laughs. She slides over one seat and he takes her former place in the corner. Right next to her. I amend my earlier statement: she can be with anyone except him. I hate that fucker. He’s the epitome of every negative aspect of the jock stereotype. And he’s the greatest cock-block to me. Every time he’s around, he gets in my way, tries to fuck me over and steal my pussy for the night.


  Is that why he’s hitting on Nicki; getting so attached to her? To get to me. No. Stop it. Even for me, that’s way too egotistical, verging on full-on egomaniac actually. Nah, it’s just a coincidence.


  “Let it go,” I murmur under my breath as I reach them. “Hey,” I say lightly to Nicki as I take a seat on her opposite side and pull out my notepad and pen.


  “Hey, how was your morning?” she asks, smiling sweetly at me.


  “The usual. Yours?”


  “Good. I went back to bed, nursed the hangover from last night and I feel a lot better now.”


  Right, because this 2pm class is her only one for today. She was smart when she made her class schedule this year. Only one class on Mondays. I, on the other hand, was a goddamn idiot. I’ve had back-to-back classes all day since 8am. And I’d woken up in her bed with one hell of a hangover too. I cured it with another beer. Desperate times, right?


  “Hey, man,” Axel greets me.


  I tense at the sound of his voice. I see Nicki looking at me nervously and I force myself to respond back with a nod. Best I can do, asshole. And more than you deserve.


  She smiles at me; a silent thank you. I notice that she’s wearing her denim jacket with the collar turned up—hiding the hickey he gave her. So she took my advice then? Good. She’s wearing a skirt with leather boots that stretch right up to her thighs. Oh God. I quickly look away. Axel, on the other hand, doesn’t. But his eyes are drawn to her perky little tits. I grit my teeth and begin counting to a ridiculously high number in my head just to prevent myself from doing something here. Don’t you dare look at her, you asshole!


  “John, did you know that Axel joined Jim’s boxing gym?” Nicki says suddenly.


  What the fuck? “He did, huh?” I say casually. “When?”


  “Today,” Axel answers with a victorious smile. “Your uncle’s a real nice guy.”


  “He can be,” I respond, coolly. “Nicki is his star. All the guys there watch her back. They’re very protective over her.”


  “John,” Nicki scolds me.


  Yeah, that warning was a bit heavy-handed, wasn’t it? But it’s true. My uncle and the guys at the gym treat her like a princess. Of course, she hates it, because she’s a tough little thing. She’s even argued her way into sparring with several of the guys from time to time. And she’s won every time. That’s how good she is. I spent my life at that boxing gym in high school. I was there pretty much every night at one point. My dad had encouraged it. He thought it was just what was needed to teach a young man discipline. And it was. Four years ago, after the awful night of the attack, I took Nicki there. She wanted to learn to defend herself; to fight. I thought it would help to rebuild her self-esteem after what that asshole of a stepdad did to her. Four years later, she’s still there every other day, between classes and the band. The band has taken up so much of my time that I’m only there once or twice a month now. But Nicki is obsessed.


  “Blake gave you a tour?” I ask Axel.


  Thanks to me, Blake has been a member of my uncle’s gym for a year now. He wanted somewhere to blow off some steam so I told him about it last year when we were partnered on a law assignment.


  “Yeah,” he answers.


  “You knew Nicki hung out there?” Of course he knew. He probably asked Blake about her after she took off last night.


  “Maybe,” he says to me, but winks at Nicki.


  She smiles shyly back at him.


  Argh!


  He lays his hand gently on her shoulder. Very gently and very unlike him. I hear him say softly, “I’m sorry I came on too strong last night. I had too much to drink. It won’t happen again, babe.”


  She’s not your babe!


  “It’s…don’t worry about it…I was a little drunk too.”


  He pulls out his cell and asks, “What’s your number?”


  Her eyes widen. “Uh…what…why?”


  He laughs. “So I can call you, of course.”


  “I…I don’t…date….”


  “Who said anything about a date? I’ll call you and we can go out. Just two friends having coffee, dinner, or whatever you feel like. No pressure. How does that sound?”


  “Uh…okay. Sure.”


  I hear her give him her number. Her real number.


  “Just friends…” Axel assures her. He pauses to glare at me. A triumphant smirk plays across his face as he adds, “…just like you and John.”


  Son of a bitch! I was right to begin with. He is going after her to get at me; to stick it to me with this frat vs. me rivalry that’s been going on for the last two years. Fuck!


  The only thing stopping me from lunging at him is Nicki between us. I don’t want her to get hurt in the crossfire. Before I can even respond, Professor Hill enters the room and the auditorium falls quiet as she begins:


  “Right, let’s pick up where we left off last class. The important factors in Mussolini’s rise to power in 1922….”


  “You okay?” Nicki leans in and whispers in my ear.


  “Fine,” I mutter as I dig my fingers into my seat in an effort to rein in my temper. “Fine, sweetheart,” I say, forcing a smile.


  She doesn’t look convinced, but she looks away and turns her attention to her notepad as Professor Hill’s lesson gets underway. She starts jotting down notes—her pen sliding across the page so damn quickly as she becomes absorbed in the lesson. Always the flawless student. I, on the other hand, don’t hear another word. I’m too concerned with watching Axel like a hawk, making sure he doesn’t touch her; listening to every word he whispers to her. Everything he says is about the class though. Odd. He’s an even crappier student than me. I know he’s just doing this for Nicki’s benefit. This is a play to him. He’s messing with her. And that means he’s messing with me. But there’s nothing I can do right now. We’re in class. And Nicki’s between us.


  Well played, asshole. Well played.


  You better watch your back though, cuz I’ll be watching you.


  Chapter 5


  ~John~


  


  “Where the fuck is she?” I thunder as I switch off the microphone.


  Mitch, Chloe and I have just run through two songs without Nicki. I’ve been singing and playing lead guitar cuz she’s late. She’s never late. She didn’t even bother to text me to say she wasn’t gonna make it on time. Apparently, she’s been texting Chloe though—every couple of minutes for the past half hour. That just pisses me off even more.


  “She’ll be here in five minutes. They’re just pulling up outside,” Chloe tells me.


  “They?” I snap.


  “Her and Axel,” Chloe responds excitedly.


  “What?” I fume. I catch Mitch’s eye and he smirks at me. He has the wrong idea cuz of the other night. “Fine,” I force myself to say casually, wanting to shut down his suspicions right away. I slide my guitar onto its stand. “Let’s take a break then.”


  The room we’re in used to be a dining room when Mitch and I first moved in. We’ve made it into our practice room. It’s soundproof now which avoids us having to deal with pissed off neighbors complaining about the noise. Noise, my ass. Awesome music is more like it. We dealt with so many complaints in the dorms last year, so this is a refreshing change.


  “Cool. I’ll get some pizza. Mitch, help me?” Chloe says.


  “You too much of a princess to carry a damn pizza box yourself, Chlo?” he teases.


  “Vegetarian it is, then,” she threatens as she opens the door and walks out.


  “Wait! Fine, I’ll go with you!” he calls, hurrying after her.


  The two of them leave and I look over the music of an unfinished song that Nicki and I were supposed to work on today. I’m so involved in what I’m reading and trying to figure out how to complete the lyric that I don’t even notice Nicki walking into the room until she says, “Hey.”


  I look up and snap, “You’re late.”


  “I’m sorry. I lost track of time.”


  “Where were you?”


  “Down by the harbor front.”


  “With him?”


  “Yeah. Just hanging out.”


  “I see.” It comes out extremely bitter and harsh. So much for playing it cool. Shit.


  “What’s your problem?”


  I drop the sheet music and storm over to where she’s leaning against the wall, her arms folded across her chest. “My problem is that you’re late. Between classes and your time at the gym, every second the band can get together is precious. And you just blow it off for some asshole.”


  “Blow it off? I’m ten minutes late at the most, John.”


  “Whatever,” I mutter, brushing past her.


  She grips my arm, stopping me and forcing me to turn back to her. “This is about me and Axel, isn’t it? Funny, considering all the girls I see coming out of here. And last night was no exception. You stank of Chanel perfume when you came over. But I never said anything, because that’s your business. For some reason, you can’t extend me the same courtesy. Why?”


  I scoff. “This isn’t about your boyfriend. This is about the band, Nicki.” Like fuck it is. But it’s my only defense here; she knows me too well.


  She laughs. “Boyfriend? Not even close, John.”


  “He’s trying to get into your pants, Nicki,” I blurt out before I can stop myself.


  “Maybe he is. But he won’t.”


  “He’s gonna seduce you and before you know it, you’ll be spreading your legs for him like the dirty little girl he wants you to be.”


  She winces at my words. “Shut up.”


  Of course. I knew she wouldn’t be able to handle that. “You deserve better. He’s not what you need.”


  “And you know what I need?” she demands harshly.


  I just react and before I realize what I’m doing, I grip her arms and push her against the wall as I tell her, “You need a guy who will take his time with you. Someone you can actually kiss sober. A guy who knows you and understands he needs to build you up slowly so you forget the past—your fears and anxieties—and let go until all you can do is feel. Feel his hands, his mouth, and his tongue exploring every part of you. A guy who takes you right to the edge and back.” My fingers brush the hickey on her neck. “A guy who knows you’re not ready for rough…” I touch her lips gently, “…who doesn’t bruise these beautiful lips with a harsh kiss, but slows down to revel in the taste of you, the way you move against him, the little moans you’ll make in his ear as he pleases you.”


  My heart is thundering so violently in my chest that I’m sure she can hear it. I release her arms and notice that my hands are shaking. The realization of what I just said to her scares the shit out of me.


  I take a step back. “Nicki, I’m sorry. I—”


  But then her lips are on mine. I’m so shocked that I don’t do a damned thing. I just stand there like a fucking limp dick moron. She misreads my reaction and moves away, blushing from embarrassment.


  “Uh,” she breathes. “Sorry.”


  She makes a move to the door, but I cut her off. Standing in front of her, I stare at her. She’s fiddling nervously with her hair, not knowing what to do, where to look. I take a deep breath and then I do the very thing I’ve resisted for the last four years.


  I cup her face and press my lips to hers.


  I kiss her softly, slowly and she makes the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard. I feel her kiss me back as my hands slip under her shirt and slide up her back. I reach her bra clasp and the animal in me—or the guy in me—wants desperately to unclasp it, to feel her perky little tits in my hands, in my mouth. But I stop myself. This is Nicki, not some random chick.


  I ease her back against the wall. I pull back and slide my tongue along her jaw line, down her neck, her collarbone, to the tops of her tits. She makes a sexy purring sound. And then her fingers are in my hair, tugging, urging my mouth back to hers. Her lips part, granting me access. My tongue plunges into her mouth.


  As soon as I taste her, I lose control, ravaging her mouth, claiming every part of her. My fingers dig into her hips, jerking her tightly to me as I roll my hips, grinding my hard dick against her. She whimpers into my mouth and claws at my neck.


  And then she suddenly pushes me back.


  Before I can figure out what and why, the apartment door flies open and Chloe and Mitch stride on in arguing loudly, as they carry three pizza boxes to the kitchen.


  “I heard their voices in the hall,” Nicki tells me.


  “Oh.” So that’s why she pushed me away.


  “Guys! You coming or what?” Mitch calls from the kitchen.


  Nicki starts for the kitchen but I grab her arm and pull her into me. I whisper in her ear, “You taste so good.”


  She trembles at my words and can’t look at me. I release her, smiling with amusement, and watch as she hurries into the kitchen. Damn, that ass of hers looks amazing in those jeans. Hell, it looks amazing no matter what.


  I take a moment to calm down and adjust the hard-on straining against my jeans. And then I make my way into the kitchen. The three of them are already devouring the pizza in the open boxes on the table. I grab a slice of pepperoni and lean back against the kitchen counter, my eyes fixed on Nicki and that mouth of hers.


  She catches my eye. I give her a sly wink and she looks away shyly. So damn cute.


  As the three of them start chatting away, I munch on my pizza and pull out my phone from my pocket and text Nicki: Pour Some Sugar On Me–Def Leppard.


  A second later I hear her phone chime. She pulls it out of her pocket and reads my text. Her gaze snaps to mine, her eyes wide. I cock an eyebrow in a challenge.


  But before she can text me back, Mitch asks, “Sexting with Axel, Nicki?”


  I cringe at his words. If that isn’t a mood killer, I don’t know what is.


  Nicki avoids my gaze as she answers, “I barely know him. What do you take me for?”


  Chloe laughs and tells her, “That’s what dates are for—getting to know the guy.”


  “It wasn’t a date.”


  “What happened on this not-a-date? What did you guys do?” Chloe presses.


  “We just walked down by the harbor front. Ate ice-cream. Talked.”


  “Sounds like a date to me,” Mitch says.


  Before I can stop myself I discreetly kick his chair. He almost chokes on his pizza and then flashes me a look of what the fuck? I just continue to glare at him and he gets the message. He clears his throat and says, “Nah, it wasn’t a date.”


  “What? You just agreed that it was,” Chloe questions, eyeing him over her slice of pizza.


  “Axel doesn’t do dates. He’s a caveman. He hits on a girl, throws her over his shoulder and carries her up to his bedroom to fuck her.”


  Nice.


  “You’re wrong. A couple of the girls in my sorority have dated him. And I mean an actual date. Dinner and a movie and everything.”


  “And then some fucking,” Mitch says.


  Chloe blows out a breath. “You’re such a dick.” She shoots me a look. “Both of you. You’re no better. Cavemen to the core. Every time I’m here in the morning, there’s some poor girl doing the walk of shame from your rooms.”


  Nicki bursts out laughing. At us. At me. I know in that moment that she believes Chloe’s claim that Mitch and I are cavemen. And it really, really bothers me.


  Dammit, I don’t want Nicki to assume I’m gonna be like that with her. But there’s nothing I can say right now while Mitch and Chloe are here.


  “Five minutes and we get back down to it,” I say, before storming out of the room like a kid throwing a temper tantrum. Dammit, Chloe!


  


  Chapter 6


  ~Nicki~


  


  This last week has been so busy with back-to-back classes and assignments. Why did I take so many classes this semester? Right, to graduate as quickly as possible. I’ve had Chloe and Mitch on my back about practice. But John, to his credit, has left me alone. He knows what I get like with school when I’m feeling the pressure. I hunker down and basically go into hibernation in my apartment, doing nothing but studying my ass off and working on assignments, eating junk food in my sweats. The worst of it’s over now and I have a break for the weekend. Usually we’ll communicate via text, but this time I haven’t heard a thing from him. A week is an extraordinary long time for us to go without talking.


  It’s because of the infamous kiss.


  But is it him who’s avoiding me, or the other way around? Sure, he hasn’t communicated with me, but I haven’t communicated with him either. It’s like we’re caught in some sort of awkward stalemate. I don’t know what to do about it. This kind of thing has never happened between us before. He’s never touched me like that. I can’t deny that I’ve thought about it before, but I’ve always reprimanded myself immediately. John likes experienced women. And I’m…not.


  He thinks I’m such a fragile little girl. It’s because of the past—that night when he saw me on the floor, bleeding and sobbing like that. Stop! Never think about it! I force myself not to. Sometimes I get disturbing flashes. It always happens after I let a guy touch me. It had with Axel. And then the nightmares had come. And, as usual, John was there with me, helping me through it. He’s the only one who can; the only guy who makes me feel safe. It’s because he was there that night. He saved me.


  But I’m not weak like he thinks I am. I can take rejection. I’m not some damsel in distress. He thinks I don’t see the looks he gives any guy who comes near me? I see every one of them. And, damn, that day in the lecture hall when Axel had sat beside me and asked me out, I’d thought John was gonna lunge across the seats and throttle him right there in the middle of class.


  Axel’s been nice enough to me. I haven’t heard anything since our not-a-date over a week ago. Honestly, I hadn’t really noticed until today. I’d been so busy. And whenever I’d stopped for a moment, the only thing that’d been on my mind was John. Pathetic, I know. But I just can’t get the memory of that kiss out of my head. His lips. The gentle way he’d kissed me. The way he’d touched me. God, I’ve never felt anything like it. It was like he was setting my skin on fire.


  That’s it. I have to know what he’s thinking. So, either we can move forward with whatever this new development is between us, or we can go back to normal and forget the whole thing.


  Yeah, I’m gonna do this. We’re gonna figure this out tonight.


  But first, I need to shower and sort myself out. I look like shit.


  


  


  ***


  


  I snatch my phone off the bedside table and text John: Alone—Heart. I glance down at the crimson silky chemise that I’m wearing. It was a birthday present given to me over a year ago by Chloe. It was her silent way of saying that I need to get out there and get laid. Of course, that didn’t happen. But when I’d opened it in front of the band, not knowing what was inside the gift wrap at the time, I’d seen that look in John’s eyes immediately. That primal look he gets when he’s about to pounce on some girl he’s been seducing all night long at a party or something. So, I know he likes it.


  As I lay back on the bed, propping the pillows up behind me so that I’m half lying, half sitting, I suddenly feel insanely nervous. Shit. I cross my legs, feeling uncomfortable not wearing any underwear beneath the skimpy slip of a nightdress. I try to strike what I think is a sexy pose, but everything feels so awkward. I’ve seen women do it in the movies—how do they pull it off so easily?


  I can’t do this.


  I slide off the bed, intending to make my way into the bathroom to grab my bathrobe when the door opens. Oh no! Too late!


  “Got your text. So, you’ve got me alone. So, what’s—oh shit!” John’s voice comes from the door.


  I cringe. Shit. “Hi,” I squeak over my shoulder.


  He shuts the door behind him and chuckles. “Are you gonna turn around or talk to me with your back to me all night?”


  “I…uh…I need my robe.”


  “No,” he says huskily.


  I force myself to turn around. The moment I do, his eyes dart to mine suddenly. I grin inwardly, knowing that they were staring at my ass just a second earlier. I can see the coiled tension in his body, the stiff set of his jaw and I know he’s struggling to keep his gaze on my eyes and not elsewhere. If I was any other girl, he wouldn’t bother. It makes me feel bad, like I’m teasing him or something.


  “You can look,” I tell him.


  But he still doesn’t. In fact, he slaps his hand over his eyes. “Shit, Nicki. I…uh…why are you wearing…that?”


  “Can you remove your hand and look at me?”


  He shakes his head.


  “Fine.” I take a deep breath and perch on the edge of the bed. “Nothing happened after our kiss the other day. No nightmares. Nothing.”


  “Really?” he asks, intrigued.


  “Yeah.”


  “And?” he presses.


  “I don’t know if it was a mistake to you, or what. If you’ve been avoiding me, or whether I’ve subconsciously been avoiding you or something. I wanted to clear it up tonight.”


  “There’s something else,” he accuses.


  Dammit, he knows me too well. “I…uh…will you…touch me?”


  His hand falls away and his gaze snaps to mine. “What?”


  I climb onto the bed and ease myself back against the pillows, hoping I don’t actually look as awkward as I feel.


  He shakes his head. “Nicki…”


  “It was a mistake, wasn’t it?” I ask, suddenly embarrassed as hell. I pull the covers up to shield myself. “Oh crap,” I mumble. “Can you leave and give me a second to get dressed and then we’ll talk this out?”


  “No,” he says. Before I know it, he’s climbing onto the other side of the bed. “That’s not what I meant. I just wanted you to know that you don’t have to do this.”


  “I want to,” I say, pushing the covers aside.


  This time, his eyes are all over me. “Nicki, once you give me the green light, I’m not sure I’m gonna be able to stop.”


  Oh my God. I swallow hard and tell him, “I want you to touch me.”


  “You don’t wanna talk about it first?”


  “Hell, no. After.”


  He slowly nods. “All right. Close your eyes.”


  


  Chapter 7


  ~John~


  


  She closes her eyes. Tightly. She screws up her beautiful face and I see her entire body tense. I stay where I am beside her and trail my fingers lightly down her right arm. Her breath comes in short, erratic bursts. I lace her fingers with mine and hold her hand tightly until her breathing starts to become more regular. Calmer.


  And then I brush my fingers over the straps of her lingerie. She whimpers quietly.


  “Do you want me to stop?”


  She shakes her head. “No. I trust you.”


  Her words hit me like a fucking ton of bricks. I trust you. It has me hesitating for the first time ever when it comes to a woman. Damn, this is different. It’s not like normal. This is…more. A lot more.


  “We’re not gonna have sex.” Normally, I’d never be so polite when discussing this shit. But I know it makes Nicki uncomfortable and she’s already tense enough. She’s fighting herself. She wants to be touched, but she’s so afraid of it as well.


  She sits up and wraps her arms around herself.


  “What?” I ask. For once, I have no idea what she’s thinking. I’ve never seen her like this before—in a sexual situation.


  “It’s because I’m not like them, right?”


  “Them?”


  “The girls you usually…fuck.”


  Damn, hearing that word coming out of her mouth in this context is so hot. It takes me a second to focus. I silently will my cock to behave itself. Not tonight, buddy. “I don’t get it.”


  She blows out a frustrated breath. And right there, there’s the Nicki I know. “I’m not experienced.”


  Oh, of course. “You think I don’t want you?”


  She moves to speak, but I silence her as my lips crash against hers, showing her just how much I want her. She gasps against my lips. I hold back, kissing her slowly and softly like last time, like I know she’s comfortable with. I lower her gently down into the bed. As she returns my kiss, my hands brush along her shoulders. I peel off the straps of her lingerie, still expecting her to stop me. But she doesn’t. She’s too caught up in our kiss. I ease the silk down further, exposing her tits—the ones I’ve had many wet dreams about over the years. I knead them gently and she pulls back in surprise. I don’t stop and instead I increase the pressure and graze each nipple with the pads of my thumbs. A tiny moan escapes her lips and she arches her back, pushing against my waiting hands that are all too ready to accept more of her.


  “These are beautiful. You know that?”


  “Really?” she asks with amusement.


  “Mmm…yeah.”


  I straddle her and lean down and lick her right nipple.


  To my surprise, she giggles. I’ve never had that reaction before. The look on her face is so fucking adorable that I burst out laughing myself. She starts giggling harder in response to my laughter. I grip her waist and shift our positions, setting her on top of me.


  She pulls at the hem of my shirt and pushes it up my chest, trying to strip it off me. I help her get it off and I toss it on the floor. Her hands press against my chest and she hesitantly brushes her fingers over my nipples, my abs. Christ, the way she touches me is out of this world. I’ve never felt anything like it. Unlike the rough, frenzied touch I’m used to from the women I fuck, Nicki is methodical and gentle, her fingers so soft. “Oh fuck,” I breathe. “Amazing, baby.”


  “Baby?” she asks.


  “You like it?”


  “Yeah.”


  My words of encouragement motivate her and she leans down and uses her mouth, tracing the path her fingers took with her tongue. Damn, she’s good. I can’t stop myself from grinding against her in response.


  “Ah!” she exclaims in surprise.


  “That’s my cock, baby. Hard for you.”


  Anxiety flashes in her eyes.


  “Not tonight,” I assure her. I slip my hand under her silky lingerie and tell her, “You’re not just some girl to me. I care about you. All right?”


  Before she can respond, I slide my thumb between her pussy lips. She bucks against me and I grip her right hip to keep her steady on top of me. She’s so wet. So ready.


  “Is this okay?”


  “Yes,” she chokes out, her eyes heavy with desire.


  I circle her clit slowly with my finger. She’s so responsive, writhing against me uncontrollably. I have to tighten my grip on her so she doesn’t fall.


  “You want me to make you come?”


  Her lips curl into a devilish grin.


  “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’.” She yelps as I push up her dress and grab her ass and pull her down onto my face. “Hold on, baby.”


  She rises up and her pussy is at the perfect angle above me. I lick the length of her slowly and softly and she moans out. I don’t give her a chance to catch her breath. She tastes sweeter than I’d imagined and I lose control, devouring her like a ravenous animal. Lips, tongue, teeth.


  She’s screaming, cursing, and bellowing my name. I’ve never heard any woman sound like her. Fuck, she’s so hot. She can’t keep still. I know she’s close. I tease her pussy with my index finger and she cries out in surprise, but she doesn’t try to stop me. I push it in slowly. She’s so damn tight. Fuck me. I twist it inside her and push in further, until her pussy swallows all of it. Her grip is unbelievable. And I swear to God, if she were anyone else, I wouldn’t hesitate to bury my cock in her. But she’s not just anyone. She’s Nicki. My Nicki.


  I pump my finger in and out, quickening my pace as my tongue flicks back and forth across her clit. She clenches around me, so fucking tightly and screams wildly as she comes hard. I lap up every delicious drop of her.


  I lift her off me and put her down beside me. She pulls her slip back down shyly, covering her upper thighs, and rolls over, gazing at me in wonder.


  “You okay?” I ask with amusement.


  “So that’s how you make your girls scream.”


  “No, baby. I only use my fingers with them.”


  “Why?” she asks, her cheeks all red and innocent looking.


  “Cuz eating a girl out is too intimate for a one-night-stand.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really. No more talking about them now,” I say, sitting up against the headboard. I pull her between my legs so she’s leaning against me, her back to my chest. I wrap my arms around her and kiss her hair. “I’ve dreamed about touching you so many times, Nicki.”


  “Me too.” She lays her head on my shoulder and breathes, “I can’t believe we did that, that I let you do that to me. Once we got into it, I couldn’t think of anything else—none of that shit—just you touching me and driving me crazy. It was like the time we kissed.”


  “I’m glad, Nicki.”


  She turns to me and announces, “I want you to fuck me.”


  “No,” I say, shaking my head at her. “Not yet.”


  “I don’t get it. You had your fingers inside me. What’s the difference?”


  “The fact that you’re asking me that means you’re not ready. There’s a big fucking difference. You’re a virgin.”


  She pouts at me and then breaks my hold around her and climbs off the bed. “You’re afraid.”


  “What?”


  “You’re afraid, cuz you know it’ll mean something. Something more than you’re ready for.”


  “Oh, give me a break,” I say, climbing off the bed and snatching up my shirt. “You think I would’ve had my hands and mouth all over you if I didn’t already feel something?”


  “Yes. You do it all the time to tons of your groupies!”


  “You are not one of them, Nicki!” I thunder. “You’re my best friend! I care about you!”


  “Friend?” she pretty much spits out.


  I scrub my hand roughly over my face. Shit. This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have touched her. I should’ve just left it at the kiss. But after that text of hers, I had to see what was going on with her. Fuck, let’s face it; I wanted her tonight.


  I hold up my hand. “Look, let’s get something straight here,” I say, grabbing both her wrists and jerking her towards me. I stare down at her as I tell her, “I’m not fucking you until I decide. It’s not because you’re a virgin. In fact, if you must know, I like it. It’s refreshing and it turns me on. It’s because if I fuck you that would be it.”


  “What? What does that mean?”


  “It means there would be no other woman after that. I can’t just fuck you. You mean too much to me. I wouldn’t be able to just walk away. I’d want everything.”


  “Like a relationship?”


  “Yes.” I let go of her and pull on my shirt. She doesn’t say anything. She just stands there in shock, not knowing what the hell to say. “You want me to stay with you tonight? We did a lot,” I say, knowing she might end up having nightmares again.


  She shakes her head dazedly. “No. It’s fine. Thanks.”


  “All right. Then I guess I should…go?”


  “Sure,” she says, turning away. And before I can say anything else, she walks to the bathroom and closes the door behind her.


  Is this a trick? Like when a woman says one thing, but means another? Does she really want me to stay? Or did she mean what she said? Fuck, I’m way out of my depth here.


  I spend the next couple of minutes just standing in her apartment, before finally opening the door and walking out. Please don’t let this bite me in the ass later. She told me to leave, so I’m leaving.


  Chapter 8


  ~John~


  


  “I’m not fucking you until I decide.”


  Did I actually say those words to her? I can’t believe it. I’m so used to being a detached asshole with women. And doing those things with Nicki last night was anything but detached and it freaked me out big time.


  The last thing I want is to hurt her.


  Shit, I should never have opened this can of worms. I just couldn’t let her get with that fucker, Axel. But now, after my screw up last night, I haven’t been able to stop wondering whether I’m really any better.


  “John! Did you hear me?” Mitch yells from across the kitchen table.


  I look up and see him munching on some cereal right out of the box. Great, that’s done with then. Who knows where his hand has been. I hate when he does that shit. “No. Sorry. I’ve got things on my mind. What were you saying?”


  “Things, huh? You mean a girl?”


  “What?” I get up from the table and open the fridge. I pull out a beer and rip off the cap. “No, no girl.”


  “So, Nicki then?”


  I almost spit out my beer. “And Nicki’s not a girl?”


  “Not really. She’s like one of the guys,” Mitch tells me.


  You have no fucking idea, man. And the way she tastes? Mmm. Delicious. I down some of my beer and force myself to agree, “Yeah. Right. So, what were you asking me?”


  “When you and Nicki are gonna get down to songwriting. Our stuff is getting stale, man.”


  Fuck, this is the worst time for all of that. But he’s right about the songs. We need more material ASAP. The two of us still haven’t finished the song we started a month ago. “I know. I’ll talk to her and see when she’s free.”


  “Free for what?” her voice comes from the kitchen door.


  I glance over to see her leaning against the door frame, her arms folded against her chest in her defensive pose. She’s wearing sweatpants and a baggy hoodie. More defensive tactics.


  “To do some songwriting,” I answer.


  “Whenever,” she says casually. “Whatever suits you.”


  Whatever suits me, huh? Yeah, she’s pissed at me. “Fine. I’ll let you know.”


  “Fine.”


  “What the hell is up with you two?” Mitch asks, glancing back and forth between us.


  “John?” Nicki says, putting it on me.


  “Nothing. Don’t worry about it,” I tell Mitch.


  “Well, as long as it doesn’t affect practice.”


  “It won’t.” I glare hard at Nicki and drive my point home. “Will it?”


  “Of course not,” she responds, approaching me. She reaches for the beer bottle in my hand and asks with fake sugary sweetness, “May I?”


  I hand her my beer.


  She leans against the counter and turns her body so that her back is to Mitch and only I can see her from the front. She licks the neck of the bottle, her tongue swirling around it slowly, lapping up all the condensation. And then her lips wrap around the neck and she pumps it in and out of her mouth slowly.


  Fucking hell.


  She finally takes a sip and then hands it back to me. “Thanks. Just what I needed.”


  That’s it! “Come with me,” I demand, harshly, gripping her hand and pulling her behind me.


  Mitch cocks an eyebrow, silently asking me what the hell’s going on. I ignore it and continue dragging Nicki behind me. When I reach the kitchen door, Chloe is walking in.


  “What did I just walk in on?” she asks when she takes in the sight of me and Nicki both looking pissed off.


  “Five minutes and we practice,” I snap at her.


  I pull Nicki into my bedroom and kick the door shut behind me. As soon as we’re inside, I release her.


  “You don’t manhandle me, John!”


  “What the fuck was that?” I bellow, folding my arms across my chest and leaning against the door so she can’t get out until I’m done talking to her.


  “What?” she asks, daring to deny it.


  “The attitude? That fucking performance?”


  “Performance?”


  “The blow job with the bottle!” I thunder, getting more infuriated by the minute. She knows I have a nasty temper and yet she’s pushing me to unleash it.


  She doesn’t answer. She just stares at me. At my cock, to be more precise. Yeah, what a shocker, Nicki. I’m hard after your little demonstration. Any guy would be after witnessing that.


  “I should’ve known you wouldn’t be able to handle it!”


  That gets her attention as I knew it would. Good. “Excuse me?”


  “Me eating your pussy and finger fucking you until you came on my mouth,” I say, making it as graphic as possible to unnerve her and shock her into hearing me.


  And sure enough she cringes and breaks eye contact. “You couldn’t handle it,” she says quietly, suddenly all embarrassed.


  “Why do you think that?”


  “Because you wouldn’t…you know?”


  “What? Fuck you? I already explained why. We talked it out before I left.”


  “What you said and what you meant are two different things. I know you, John.”


  “Do you now? So what did I mean then, according to you?”


  “That you’re too chicken shit to be in a relationship. You’re not ready to give up your groupies. Not even for me. Not even for us.”


  Huh. Well, clearly she does know me then. “I don’t wanna hurt you.”


  She scoffs and strides towards me, trying to get to the door. “Move. Or I’ll make you,” she threatens, clenching her right fist.


  I step away from the door and throw it open. “Be my guest.” As she tries to walk through, I grip her wrist, stopping her. When she looks back at me, I warn her, “Don’t bring our personal shit around the band again. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes,” she says through gritted teeth.


  “I’ll hold you to it. Believe me,” I tell her as I let her go. When she’s out of sight, I lean against the door and blow out a heavy breath. “Fuck.”


  


  Chapter 9


  ~Nicki~


  


  “No,” John tells me, flat out refusing me. “We’re not doing that cover at our next gig.”


  “And why not?” I ask, eyeing him as I clutch my microphone.


  He’s resting one arm against his microphone and drinking a bottle of water with the other. “It’s not our sound,” he answers. “And it’s too cheesy.”


  “So love is cheesy now?” I question, cocking an eyebrow.


  He recognizes the humor in my eyes and his gaze softens. And then he grins. “No. It’s not, Nicki. It’s not.”


  “Aww, John. Going soft are you? Didn’t know you had a romantic side,” Chloe teases, sitting behind the drums and twirling her sticks around in either hand.


  John glances at Mitch. “Help me out here. They’re ganging up on me.”


  Mitch laughs. “Ladies, back off my boy.”


  As Chloe and Mitch launch into another one of their bickering matches, I turn my microphone back on and start singing the opening lyrics to I Wanna Know What Love Is by Foreigner.


  My gaze snaps to John in surprise as he joins me, his powerful raspy voice weaving with mine in that perfect way that sends a thrill through me every time we perform together. He winks at me and I grin happily. This is us communicating in the way we do best.


  Mitch and Chloe fall into the rhythm and back us up. John watches as my fingers fly across my Fender, executing a flawless solo.


  Then his gaze snaps to my eyes as we sing the final lyric.


  The second the song is over, he flings his arms around me tightly. He whispers in my ear, “I know what you’re trying to say with this song. Just give me time, okay?”


  He pulls back and looks at me expectantly, waiting for my agreement.


  My stomach clenches. Just give me time. I’ve seen enough chick flicks, heard Chloe’s complaints about the guys she’s been seeing enough to know exactly what that means. I know how John is with other women. Everyone on campus does. He’s a big time player. He just takes what he wants from a woman and then he’s gone. There’s no way I’m gonna wait around for him to tire of screwing around with girl after girl before finally giving us a shot. Ugh!


  It’s probably best to leave things as they are anyway. For the sake of our friendship and the band. It can only end badly. I already acted like a crazy woman in the kitchen this morning. I was trying to show him that I could handle what happened. That I was ready. But he read it as a challenge instead. God, that was embarrassing.


  “Let’s just leave it,” I say quietly so that Chloe and Mitch can’t hear.


  His eyes narrow. In what? Surprise? Anger? I can’t actually tell. It’s weird, because usually I can decipher every one of his looks. But since this development between us, it’s been impossible.


  “Really?” he asks me.


  I shrug my shoulders. “Yeah. It’s cool. We’re good.”


  “Nicki…”


  Shit, the look in his eyes catches me off guard. It’s the John I know. The gentle, compassionate John that only I get to see. Wait. Is he pitying me?


  “We’re good,” I snap harshly.


  Thankfully, I’m spared another one of his invasive stares when Mitch walks over to us and says, “I have class. You guys gonna write for a while?”


  John snaps out of the weird trance he’d been in. He clears his throat and asks, “Nicki?”


  I shake my head. “Sorry, not today. I have to be at the gym in…” I glance at my watch, “…oh shit…in ten minutes.” I always end up losing track of time during band practice. Time just flies on by when we get into it.


  “I’ll give you a ride,” Chloe calls to me.


  “Oh, thank God. I owe you.” I rest my guitar against the wall and hurry to the door. “I need to get changed. Give me five minutes?”


  “You got it,” Chloe says.


  I can feel John’s eyes boring into my back as I open the door.


  I don’t turn back around.


  It’s for the best.


  Chapter 10


  ~Nicki~


  


  “When a guy says he needs time, what does that mean to you?” I ask Chloe from the passenger seat of her silver BMW.


  She keeps her eyes on the road as she responds, “That he’s a dumb ass with commitment issues and not worth my precious time.”


  “Just as I thought.”


  “Why?” she asks, fluffing her long blonde hair absently. She glances at me, her Ray-Bans flashing my way. “Are we talking about a real guy here, Nicki?”


  “A hypothetical guy.”


  I can tell by her amused smile that she doesn’t buy my hypothetical bullshit.


  “Who is he?”


  Uh oh. “No one…anymore.”


  “Did he tell you why he needed this time of his?”


  “He said he didn’t want to hurt me.”


  She snorts out a laugh. “Bullshit.”


  “Really?”


  She nods. “Yeah. It means he’s not a relationship guy. He wants to fuck other women and if you’re not okay with it—what woman would be?—then he’s not gonna add you to the notches on his bedpost. He doesn’t want the drama. That’s what he means about not wanting to hurt you cuz if you’re hurt¸ then it’s gonna come back on him.”


  Huh. That makes perfect sense. It’s what I’d already thought. I’d just needed confirmation from someone with real world experience with guys. “Got it. So I should forget it then?”


  We arrive at the gym and Chloe pulls into a parking spot. She cuts the engine and then turns to me. She takes off her sunglasses and eyes me with that serious listen-to-my-words-of-wisdom stare of hers. “Look, Nicki; chasing a guy and doing things entirely on his terms is just gonna end with you having your heart ripped out. Trust me. Never chase. Be the chased. That way you hold all the power. I know you don’t like games and stuff, but that’s what dating is. Besides, you’re a bombshell. Any guy that doesn’t want you is the biggest dumbass on the planet. You’re one of those girls that should always be chased.”


  I screw up my nose. “Chloe,” I protest, embarrassed.


  She laughs. “I’m serious. Whenever we’re out, you never notice all the guys looking your way.”


  “I think they’re looking at you.”


  She grabs her boobs and says, “They’re looking at these babies.”


  “They are nice.”


  We both burst out laughing.


  Her eyes flick past me to the gym building. “You’re not talking about Axel.”


  “How did you know?”


  She smiles and points behind me. “Because he’s clearly someone who’s gonna chase you.”


  I turn my head to see Axel standing there by the gym entrance waving at us and smiling. Chloe leans over me and waves back for the both of us.


  “Stop,” I say, pushing her back to her seat.


  “What? I’m just helping you out. You guys already kissed, didn’t you? How was it?”


  “It…uh…it was a little rough, I guess.”


  She scoffs. “So what? Just tell him how you like it. Besides, first kisses are always awkward.”


  Are they? When John and I kissed it certainly wasn’t like that.


  I shake my head. “Nah. Besides, I haven’t heard from him in days. He never called.”


  “You were hibernating for a week or so. You guys take a lot of the same classes. He was probably doing the same, busy with schoolwork and stuff.”


  I never thought of that. In the band, I’m the only one who ever seems to study. I’d just come to accept that as the norm and assumed I was the only crazy one who studied so much. But maybe Chloe’s right. Maybe Axel is like that too.


  “He’s…”


  “He’s what?” Chloe presses. “Wait. You can tell him yourself. He’s coming over here.”


  “What? Oh shit.”


  Chloe laughs. She knows how inept I am with guys. And flirting is totally beyond me. Oh God, this is gonna be awkward as hell. Before I can do anything, she rolls down my window as Axel reaches us.


  He smiles and leans in.


  “Hey,” he says sweetly.


  “Uh…hey,” I respond, hating the stupid waver in my voice. Oh God. Save me.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I know this is gonna sound like a line, but I was honestly swamped with assignments. That paper for Heelman’s class on cognitive behavioral therapy nearly killed me.”


  I laugh. “Yeah, I know. I struggled with it too.” Okay, this is good. I’m comfortable talking about this stuff.


  “Maybe next time we can brainstorm together,” he says.


  “Yeah, maybe,” I respond, noncommittally.


  Chloe starts the car and says, “You two get going. I have some much-needed shopping to do.”


  I turn to her and throw her a look. Shopping? What a blatant lie. She hates shopping alone. She never goes without me or one of her sorority sisters.


  “Seems like you’re in very capable hands,” she says, winking at me. Her suggestive words make me blush instantly.


  I fumble with my seatbelt. I’m about to open the door when, to my surprise, Axel opens it for me. I stare at him open-mouthed for a second, stunned by such a gentlemanly move. I thought people only did that in the movies. Well, I’m gonna take it.


  “Thank you,” I say as I grab my gym bag and step out of the car.


  He closes the door and Chloe takes off quickly, winking at me as she passes us by. I roll my eyes and turn my attention nervously to Axel.


  “Is that heavy?” he asks as we start walking over to the gym entrance.


  “A little, but I can handle it.”


  “Tough as nails, are you?”


  “You know it.”


  He chuckles. “I like that in a woman.”


  “Do you now?” I find myself saying. Wow, was that me who just said that?


  His gaze drifts over me. My black sweat pants. My matching hoodie that’s open and revealing my grey sports bra beneath.


  “Damn, those are some abs, babe.”


  Normally defensive when it comes to such overt compliments, I find myself warming at his. Now, that’s a surprise. What is going on with me? Ever since John and I…did what we did…I haven’t felt so self-conscious about this stuff. Don’t get me wrong, I still have issues, but some of them have faded a little. I like it.


  And I decide not to waste it. I make a bold move and lay my hand over his abs hiding beneath his sleeveless white t-shirt. He tenses in surprise but he doesn’t stop walking, doesn’t move away. I feel the distinct outline of a rock-hard set of abs.


  “You’ve never boxed before. Where are these from? Swimming?”


  “Spot on. I was on the swim team back in high school. How did you know?”


  I take my hand off him and shrug my shoulders. “I’m a good guesser.”


  Before I can stop him, his hand is on me. On my abs; touching me skin-to-skin. I suck in a sharp breath and he pulls back. “You don’t like people touching you?”


  “I…uh…it depends.” He stares at me as though he’s trying to figure me out. Shit, I don’t like this heat on me. It’s unnerving. And so, I add quickly, “So, are you training today or sparring?”


  “I heard about your fight today. I wanted to watch you kick Blake’s ass.”


  Right, yeah. Blake and I are sparring today. “It’s not a fight. Just sparring in the ring.”


  “I heard you’re really good.”


  “I am.”


  He smirks at me, obviously liking my arrogance when it comes to my boxing. I’m like that with my music too. If I know I’m good at something, I’m not gonna be all modest about it.


  “Well, I can’t wait to see a demonstration.”


  “Be careful what you wish for,” I jest.


  


  ***


  


  “Time out, Blake?” I ask as he cups his left cheek that’s burning red from my jab.


  I hear laughs from the guys crowded around the ring.


  He grins at me and readies his boxing stance. “No, I’m good.”


  “Told you not to underestimate her!” Jim calls to him as he leans against the ropes.


  Jim taught me everything about fighting and not just about boxing. He’s taught me street fighting too, everything I need to defend myself. Jim’s in his sixties, but he’s still as fit as any of the guys here that are decades younger. He’s a big guy. Over six-foot and built like a tank with tattoos covering most of his skin. His stark white hair is always in a strict crew cut and he’s always clean-shaven. Never any stubble. All the guys nickname him Drill Sergeant. But behind that tough exterior are his kind hazel eyes—just like John’s. He’s been really good to me and he watches my back. I get that it’s dangerous having a woman in a gym completely dominated by guys. The air is always thick with testosterone and alpha-male posturing. There have been a couple of incidents where one of the guys has tried to mess with me; challenge me. But I dealt with them before Jim could even make it over to me. Although, the culprits were banned from ever returning after that.


  “You called her your little princess,” Blake complains.


  “She is. Doesn’t mean she can’t pound most of the guys here into the ground,” Jim fires back.


  Blake fires off a quick jab. I dodge it easily as I bounce on the balls of my feet, my gloves up and ready for whatever he’s got.


  He tries again and misses. It leaves him open and I roll with the opportunity, smashing my left fist into his solar plexus and following up with a right hook to the side of his face. He stumbles back in surprise. “Fuck,” he mutters, eyeing Jim with disbelief.


  Taking your eye off your opponent, Blake? Big mistake.


  I launch myself at him, pummeling him into the ropes, my whirlwind of blows landing perfectly. His arms wrap around me and he pulls me into him, enveloping me in a crushing bear hug; the kind that is most definitely illegal.


  “Disqualified!” Jim yells.


  Blake laughs and releases me. “Yeah, I know.” He holds his right fist out to me. I meet it with my own. “You’re good, Nicki,” he tells me before climbing out of the ring. I watch him limp away, holding his stomach and wincing with every step.


  I bound over to Jim and lean against the ropes. “Thanks. That was fun.”


  I’m thanking him because he finally gave into my unyielding insistence that he let me box with a guy in the ring—full on sparring. Normally, I’m not really allowed to spar with guys inside the ring, because I’m a girl and only 5’1” and one hundred pounds.


  I climb out and Jim instantly has his fingers on my right cheek, right where I took a hefty punch from Blake. I flinch at the contact as I always do. But Jim knows me and immediately says what he always says, “It’s okay, princess.”


  “Is she all right?”


  It’s Axel’s voice. He joins us by the ring and gazes at me with concern.


  “Yeah. She’ll be fine. She’s not cut. It won’t bruise too badly,” Jim tells him. He grabs my arm. My tattoo is red raw from the burn of Blake’s glove. He laughs. “That phoenix just looks a little angry. You’re good. It’ll just be sore for a couple of days. Ice your cheek, Nicki. Got it?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “I will.” I pull off my gloves and start unwrapping my hands.


  He lets me go. “See you in a couple of days.”


  “You know it.”


  I toss my wraps and gloves into my open gym bag on the floor beside the ring. And then I snatch up my hoodie and shrug it on, not bothering to do it up. I’m sweating too much for that. Before I can reach for my bag, Axel grabs it for me.


  “I’ll walk you to the showers,” he says before I can protest.


  I raise my eyebrows at him.


  “I’ll wait outside. God, you have a dirty mind.”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah, I saw that look you gave me.”


  “You seriously weren’t thinking what I thought you were?”


  “About joining you in there and soaping up your wet, naked body? Nope. But now I am.”


  I roll my eyes.


  “Are you hungry?” he asks.


  “Always after a fight.”


  “Good. We’ll go eat somewhere after you shower.”


  He looks at me, waiting intently for my answer.


  Why the hell not? “Okay,” I say. I grab my gym bag from him and bound off into the shower room. I bump into Blake on my way in. “Sorry.”


  “For bumping into me, or for this?” he asks, lifting his t-shirt to show me the nasty bruising already forming over his stomach.


  “Hey! Don’t flash my girl!” Axel calls to him.


  Blake laughs. He ruffles my hair and says, “Good fight, Nicki.”


  I smile and make my way into the shower room. Although they’re unisex, thankfully they’re all private stalls. I step inside and close the door. And then it hits me. Axel just called me his girl. Shit. That’s a little fast. Maybe John was right about that possession thing that Axel’s frat has going on. Well, we’re just going out to grab a bite to eat. I’ll just make sure he doesn’t leave his mark on me again. I hate hickeys. They’re so…urgh.


  I force myself to put it out of my mind and concentrate on showering.


  


  


  ***


  


  I push through the gym doors and stop short when I see Axel-fucking-Craven leaning against the wall beside the shower rooms. Argh! The last person I ever wanna see.


  “Hey,” he says as I approach. “Doesn’t look like you’re here to work out,” he comments, glancing at my clothes.


  I’m wearing a pair of worn, ripped jeans and a white dress shirt, with a leather jacket thrown over it. I’m definitely not dressed to box today.


  “I’m here to pick Nicki up,” I respond, scanning the gym floor to my left for any sign of her.


  “Did she call you?”


  “No. I knew she didn’t have a ride, so I’m here.”


  “Well, there’s no need. I’m taking her out. I’ll drop her home after.”


  What. The. Fuck? “What?” I snap, raising my voice.


  My reaction amuses him. Too much. He steps towards me and asks, “Are you guys dating, or something, Johnny boy? Is she your girl?”


  Is she my girl? Such a loaded question, especially right now. She isn’t, but she’s definitely something to me.


  “Well?” he presses me, stepping closer.


  “She. Is. Mine.”


  “Weird, because it didn’t seem like it. She didn’t mention you. She didn’t say a damned word about you actually, even after I asked her out to eat. I would’ve thought that if she was yours then she would’ve said something and turned me down, you know?”


  “It’s complicated, you fuck.”


  “You’re either dating, or you’re not. So which is it?”


  I hate people fucking questioning me. It really gets under my skin. And it’s worse right now cuz it’s about Nicki. I don’t answer. I just stand there staring the motherfucker down.


  “Thought so,” he says, interpreting my silence the way he wants to.


  “What do you want with her? She’s not your usual type. She’s not one of your easy fucks.”


  He smiles slyly and lowers his voice to barely above a whisper. “You can’t fuck them all, Johnny boy.”


  I knew it! Fuck!


  I can’t contain my temper and I lunge at him, slamming him into the wall. The boxer in me takes over and I drive my fist right into his fucking gut. Once. Twice. He thrusts his hands out and pushes me back and the asshole is laughing. Enraged beyond belief, all I see is red. Blood red. All I know is that I want him down on the ground choking on his own blood. I plunge my right fist into his face. He curses as his head snaps to the side from the power of my hit. A sick part of me gets off on seeing the bloodied scrape on his face, the fact that I made the stupid prick bleed.


  “You don’t fucking touch her!” I bellow. “Do you hear me, asshole?”


  Strong arms wrap around me, pulling me away from him.


  Axel, the pussy that he is, uses the opportunity to punch me in the face. What kind of a man takes a hit at a guy being restrained? The guy knows no respect. Son of a bitch! I lunge at him, but the arms on me tighten and force me back. There’s only one person who can restrain me when I’m this angry. Uncle Jim.


  Blake hurries over and blocks Axel’s path to me with his body.


  “You think this is over?” I thunder. “They won’t always be around. And then I’ll beat you into the ground, you piece of shit! You pussy!”


  “John, stop!” Jim orders me. “Calm down.”


  Axel leans back behind Blake, who is still blocking him and looking between us, wondering what the hell is happening.


  “You have one hell of a temper, man. I’m not sure Nicki likes that in a man,” Axel says. “I wonder how she’s gonna react when she finds out you did this…” he continues, gesturing to his bloodied cheek. “…that you attacked me for no goddamn reason.”


  “You fuck! Don’t use her! I will kill you. I swear to God. You think I’m kidding? I’ll rip your fucking head off! Don’t touch her!”


  “Nicki?” Blake asks, looking between us. “Axel, what’s going on?”


  “What is going on?” Nicki asks, emerging from the shower room suddenly.


  Axel moves to speak, but Uncle Jim cuts in quickly: “Shut it. John. Nicki. My office. Now.”


  Chapter 11


  ~John~


  


  I’m pacing up and down my uncle’s office, my hands pulling angrily at my hair as my boots thump heavily on the hardwood floor. I can’t calm down. It’s been years since I’ve been this angry about anything. That night when Nicki was attacked was the last time. And what I’d done then to that scum bag who’d touched her had been a wakeup call. Since then, I’ve never let myself get that out of control again. Until now.


  “Sit down,” my uncle growls at me from behind his desk.


  When that guy tells you to do something, you don’t argue. I mutter a curse under my breath and force myself to sink into the chair beside Nicki. He leans over his desk and orders me, “Talk.”


  “Jim, he won’t hurt me,” Nicki says, her cheeks red with embarrassment at the idea of discussing what we’re about to in front of my uncle.


  “I know, princess. But when John gets like this he tends to take it out on whatever’s lying around at the time. I don’t want him trashing my office, so I’m staying.”


  Nicki heaves a sigh and twists her body in her chair to face me. “Why did you attack him?”


  “He’s a piece of shit.”


  “That’s not an answer, John.”


  Seems like the only answer when it comes to Axel. I draw in a breath in an effort to calm myself. I hate being angry around her, because I know how much anyone losing their temper scares her. And the struggle of trying to cool down just antagonizes me more. It’s like a frigging catch-22 situation. Argh! “I came here to give you a ride home.”


  “And I appreciate it.”


  “And then that…fuck…told me he was taking you out.”


  She nods. “Yeah. It’s just lunch.”


  I roll my eyes and slump back against my chair. Just lunch? She’s so naïve.


  “What? What is that look for?” she asks. “Tell me,” she presses.


  I look at my uncle and I can tell immediately that he knows what I’m not saying. But, as usual, Nicki doesn’t get it. And that’s exactly why she won’t be able to handle Axel and his sick games and manipulations.


  “Axel wants to fuck you.”


  “So what?”


  I’m shocked. Why? Cuz she’s not shocked. She’s…what then?...fine with it? What the hell? “What? You want that?”


  She shrugs her shoulders like it’s no big deal.


  And just like that, my anger sparks to life again. I jerk forward in my chair. “You want that asshole to stick his limp dick in your pussy? You wanna spread your legs for him and let him use you like another one of his easy lays?”


  “John!” my uncle scolds me. “Watch your mouth.”


  “Do you?” I push, ignoring his warning.


  “Maybe!” she blurts out.


  Fuck. I feel like she’s just slapped the shit out of me. “Maybe, huh? You think he’s gonna be gentle with you? You think he’s gonna care if you’re hurt and sore when he takes you? You think he’s gonna make you come like I did? He’s not gonna give a shit about you.”


  “John! I said watch your language!”


  Nicki looks away and shields her face with her hands. “Stop it.”


  I kick back my chair and jump to my feet. “You’re making a mistake. I’m trying to protect you. He’s going after you to get at me, okay?”


  “You’re so full of yourself!” she yells, getting up from her chair and storming over to me. “And you’re such a liar.”


  “Liar? I wish I was lying. I don’t want you to get hurt here.”


  “Right, of course. You’d rather do that yourself.”


  I wince at her comment. “No, I never want to hurt you.”


  She shifts her weight, blows out a breath and cocks her head to the side. “Look, are we together?”


  “What?”


  “Are we together? Are you and I dating?”


  “No, but—”


  “Then I’m not yours.”


  “Nicki, that’s not—”


  “Great, then all of this is pointless.” She brushes past me roughly and storms to the door.


  I beat her to it and slap my hand against it before she can open it.


  “John, stop it!”


  “Not until you listen.”


  She thrusts both her hands into my chest. “Stop suffocating me! Do you want me to be like this forever; afraid to be touched by anyone?”


  “No.”


  “Is it that you want to be the only one, John? Are you jealous? You can’t stand the idea of any other man laying his hands on me? Of any other man being with me?” She steps into me and glares up at me. “You keep them all away from me, yet you don’t want me. So you want me to be alone forever, never with anyone until you’re ready to step up? I don’t fucking think so. You’ve already made it perfectly clear where you stand. So back the hell off!”


  She pushes me again. Even harder this time. I don’t do anything to stop her. I let her. My back jars against the wall, winding me. But I don’t care. I can’t look away. I can’t take my eyes off her as she gives me a dirty look and then turns her back and walks away from me.


  I jump suddenly as something cold presses against my cheek. It takes me a second to realize that it’s my uncle pressing an ice pack to my right eye where Axel punched me while I was restrained. Shit, how long have I been standing here just staring into space?


  “Thanks,” I say, taking the ice pack from him and holding it to my face.


  “You slept with Nicki?”


  I shake my head.


  “Well, you clearly did something with her. You know you’re making a mistake here, right?”


  “I know. I should’ve never done anything with her.”


  “No, you idiot. You’re making a mistake by blowing her off.”


  I look away. “I’m not…ready.”


  He slaps my shoulder. Hard. “Then hurry up and get ready or that asshole is gonna take your girl.”


  I look up at him, surprised. “So you think he’s an asshole too?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why can’t she see that?”


  “Nicki’s been through a lot. You know that better than anyone. She hasn’t grown up normally like other girls her age. She doesn’t have those street smarts when it comes to men. She’s still learning. Do you want her to have to learn the hard way?”


  “No.”


  “Then man up, John.”


  He walks out of the room and I call out, “Man up?”


  “Yeah, you heard me.”


  


  Chapter 12


  ~Nicki~


  


  “Sorry about that,” Axel says as he walks back into the den of the frat house with another ice-pack pressed to his now very black eye.


  “No problem,” I respond from the couch.


  I’ve never seen a guy make such a big deal about a punch to the face and a couple to the ribs. When he showed me the damage I knew immediately that John had been holding back. How do I know? None of his ribs were broken. John can do a lot of damage. But, even in a state of rage like he was today, he’d drawn the line and he hadn’t stepped over it. The one time that he did still haunts him, I guess. I didn’t realize until I saw him lose his temper today. No one else saw it, but I did. He was fighting himself, fighting to maintain control.


  I wonder why he never talks about it with me. He probably thinks I won’t be able to handle it. But maybe it would have helped me. Instead I repressed it. And now look at me. I can’t even let a guy touch me—other than John—without freaking out like some crazy woman.


  Well, I’m determined to remedy that. John doesn’t want me, but if I can do that stuff with him now, maybe it means I’m ready to do it with someone else.


  Axel groans as he slumps back down onto the couch and rubs his ribs with his free hand. We’re watching a movie on the giant flat screen in the frat house den.


  “What you thinking about, Nicki?” Axel asks, cutting through my many thoughts.


  “Nothing much,” I lie. “How’s your eye doing?”


  I’m not much of a touchy-feely person, but I figure I should at least sound like I care. It probably sounds awful, but it’s just a black eye. He’s not like John and I. He’s not a boxer. John? Stop thinking about him!


  “I took a couple of painkillers and it’s starting to feel better now.”


  Painkillers? Wow. “That’s good,” I respond lamely.


  He doesn’t seem to notice and he grins at me. “You’re so cute, you know that?” He snakes his arm along the back of the couch and smoothly positions himself until it’s resting on my shoulders. I try to keep my eyes on the TV, try to distract myself. Anything so I don’t freak out like I usually do. But I fail and shudder at his contact.


  It does nothing to deter him and he pulls me against him and leans in, whispering, “You know, Nicki. I’m not going to hurt you.”


  “I know. It’s not that.”


  He smiles and says, “Do you want another beer?”


  I glance at my two empties on the coffee table and shake my head. “No, I’m good.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Are you trying to get me drunk, Axel?” I ask, cocking an eyebrow.


  “If it’ll loosen you up a little, sure.”


  Shit. He’s right. This is stupid. Do it! Do it! I lean into him. He doesn’t move. He just looks at me and his eyes darken. They look wild. Primal. It sends a shiver of trepidation through me. It’s a warning. But I force myself to ignore it.


  He doesn’t wait any longer. His lips crash down on mine and he kisses me hard. His right hand fists in my hair, trapping my mouth against his as he takes my mouth determinedly; forcefully. I hear a blunt smack on the coffee table and I know he’s tossed the ice-pack on there. Now that his left hand is free, he slips it under my tank top. I gasp as I feel his ice-cold fingers touch my stomach.


  “Come on, Nicki,” he whispers in my ear, before biting my earlobe.


  I’m so overcome that it takes me a moment to realize what he means. I’m not kissing him back. I’m not doing anything. I’m just sitting here frozen like the inexperienced, scared virgin that I am.


  Again, he doesn’t wait. He doesn’t ask my permission as his tongue prods stubbornly at the crevice of my lips. He pushes his way in and before I know it his tongue is sliding against mine. It forces my response and I return every stroke of his, struggling to match his fierceness.


  His hand slides further up my shirt and he squeezes my left boob through my bra roughly. Very roughly. I whimper into his mouth in protest. He misinterprets my reaction and maneuvers me beneath him so that he’s straddling me on the couch.


  Panic flares up inside me. I fight to push it down. We’re just making out. Relax.


  And I manage it.


  Until he grinds his dick against me so hard that I can feel the entirety of his hard length as though there was nothing at all between us; no jeans, no shorts.


  And when his fingers sweep down to the belt of my jeans and start to work to unclasp it; that’s it for me. I’m done. The panic has free rein. I can’t stop it.


  But I need to stop him.


  I pull my lips from his and gasp, “No.”


  He doesn’t stop and, instead, moves his lips back to mine.


  I jerk my head away. “Axel. No. Stop.”


  “Just relax. It’s gonna be fine. You’ll like it. I promise.”


  His words send a shiver down my spine. “Axel! Stop!” I yell, frantically.


  This time he listens and his hands leave me. He sits back, still straddling me, and holds up his hands. “Okay. We’ve stopped. Okay, Nicki?” he says, suddenly all concerned and understanding again.


  I thrust my hands into his chest, pushing him off me and I scramble off the couch. “No. It’s not okay. I told you three times!”


  I don’t know whether I’m more angry or more embarrassed or more…frightened.


  “I’m sorry, babe. You make it difficult to stop.”


  My eyes narrow. “What does that mean?”


  His gaze rakes over me and he licks his bottom lip. “You’re fucking gorgeous. And that body…touching you…it’s addictive.”


  Huh. I wasn’t expecting that. Quite the compliment. But still! He should’ve stopped. “Whatever,” I respond harshly.


  He gets off the couch and approaches me. “May I?” he asks, gesturing to my hands.


  Stunned by this odd side of him, I end up nodding my permission.


  He takes both my hands in his and says, “I am really sorry. Honestly. I’m not used to being told to stop like that. It was…difficult. I’m not sure you realize how difficult. But I know now. I know where the line is for you. Okay? It won’t happen again.”


  I’m still skeptical. “Look, I should go.”


  “Please don’t blow me off. I really like you. Let’s not let one misunderstanding derail this thing between us.”


  Shit, is he begging me now? He really likes me? Wow, this is new. Unlike John, he’s actually putting himself out there. And clearly he’s not afraid to do it either. Hmm…I like this.


  Yeah, he’s right. He just made a mistake. I’m too uptight. It’s me. He’s a laid back guy and he’s not used to this…crap of mine. It’s not his fault; it’s mine.


  “Okay,” I say, smiling at him. “You’re right. I overreacted.”


  “Yeah,” he tells me. “Now, you wanna finish watching the movie? I won’t lay a finger on you again for the rest of the night. I swear it. Okay?”


  I nod. “All right. You promise though?”


  “I do.”


  I let him lead me back to the couch and he moves right over to the opposite end to me, intent on keeping his word. I breathe a sigh of relief and curl my legs up over on my side. He winks at me and flashes me a reassuring smile. It makes me relax almost instantly and I lean my head back against the couch ready to enjoy the rest of the movie.


  Chapter 13


  ~John~


  


  “You owe me! I did it last time!” I yell back into the apartment as I walk into the hallway with a garbage bag slung over my shoulder.


  “I picked up the beer! Again!” Mitch yells back at me.


  I laugh. Dammit. He’s got me there. I walk down the hall until I reach the garbage shoot. I haul it open and shove the bag in there, making sure I push it all the way in. I hate it when lazy-ass people fail to do that. It’s a blatant lack of respect.


  I turn around to make my way back to the apartment when I collide with someone coming in the other direction.


  “Shit, sorry, I—” I stop as I realize it’s Nicki.


  She’s coming home now? It’s 3am. It’s not like her to stay out so late.


  “Hi. Sorry about smacking into you.”


  “Hey,” she returns.


  There’s no warmth in her voice and her expression is pure stone, no emotion. She’s still mad at me about earlier then. Mad at me? How about Axel? Argh!


  “How was your night?” I ask casually. Am I fishing for information? Definitely.


  “Fine.”


  I study her for a moment as I try to think of what to say next. Everything I end up saying lately just seems to upset her.


  But then my thought process grinds to a halt as I notice her shirt. It’s way too big for her, even with the way she’s wearing it tied on both sides. It’s a guy’s shirt.


  I can’t stop myself now. “Is that his?” I ask, making no attempt whatsoever to hide my absolute, utter disgust.


  “Yeah. I spilled beer on mine so he lent this to me.”


  She gestures to a tank top laid over the top of her gym bag. I see the beer stains on it. She’s clearly telling the truth, but it doesn’t make it any better. Why? Because she took her shirt off at the frat house to put his on. He probably saw her in her fucking bra. And that’s something I can’t deal with rationally.


  “Huh,” I respond through gritted teeth. “Did he tell you to keep it?”


  “What? What kind of question is that?”


  “I’m just making conversation,” I lie. Tell me. Tell me. It’s important. I need to know.


  “He…uh…yeah.”


  “Wow,” I say cryptically, flashing her a look that I know will bug the hell out of her. She hates not knowing. She’ll have to ask me what I mean by it. Just like I want her to.


  Her eyes narrow and she studies me for a moment as she tries to figure it out. And then she walks the couple of feet to her apartment and fumbles with her keys at the door. I walk back to my own. I’m a step away when she calls out to me.


  “What, John? What is it? Tell me, please.”


  I smile to myself and turn around. “Mark of possession.”


  Our eyes lock briefly and then she blushes as she gets it. It’s a throwback to my earlier comment about the frat guys, especially Axel, claiming their women.


  I walk into my apartment and shut the door, leaving her to take it in. That should do it. It’ll freak her out—the whole claiming shit. It should be enough to keep her away from him. A way that, unlike what happened today, won’t make me look like a crazed fucking maniac.


  Yeah, it’s a low blow to mess with her head, but I can’t think of another way to make her hear me.


  When I was a kid I was so damn shy. It’s what drew me to music in the first place. Kids used to bully me. And then I learned how to fight at my uncle’s gym and it changed everything. It gave me a power that I’d never had before. Since my teenage years, I’ve never backed down on anything. It’s always been my way or nothing. I’ve always got what I wanted, when I wanted it. Taken what I wanted, had people doing what I wanted. I’ve been the leader in every situation—in the band, with women, back when I went to the gym regularly and no one could beat me.


  But with this situation with Nicki and Axel, it’s like all that’s been stripped away; like my power is gone. And I can’t fucking handle it.


  So, I’ll do whatever the hell I need to; stoop to whatever low is necessary to keep that dangerous piece of shit away from her.


  Chapter 14


  ~Nicki~


  


  “You stupid little bitch!” Greg roars as I crash into my bedroom wall.


  I scramble to turn around and I see him rubbing his cheek where I just punched him. He stalks towards me. I try to get to my feet but I’m disorientated from smacking my head into the drywall.


  He’s on me again before I know it, hauling me to my feet and pushing me roughly against the wall. I see the beer bottle in his hand. He sees me looking and for some reason it incenses him. He smashes it against my desk beside us and the bottle neck breaks off from the impact. He grips the neck and holds it in front of my face, his hands shaking with barely-contained fury.


  “You shouldn’t have stopped me. Now I’m not gonna be gentle about it.” He grips my neck with his free hand and squeezes hard, forcing a sputtering gag to erupt from my throat. “Now I’m gonna take you hard. Brutally, Nicola. How do you like that?”


  His hand slides under my skirt. I clamp my legs shut.


  “Stop!” I scream. “Stop it!”


  He smiles maliciously, baring his disgusting crooked and decaying teeth. He’s so close that I can smell the alcohol on his breath. He smashes his fist into my face. Hard. I cry out and it just enrages him more.


  “Shut up!” he snarls.


  I spit in his face and try to buck him off me. But he’s too strong. Shit, how do I do this? I don’t know crap about self-defense.


  He wipes his face and his eyes are black as they bore into mine. They flick to the beer bottle. And before I know what’s happening, he jabs it into my left arm. I scream as it tears through my flesh. It’s searing, excruciating. He twists it and I fight the overwhelming urge to throw up from the overload of agony.


  The only thing I’m still aware of is his hand sliding further up my skirt, between my legs. All I can do is scream as he pushes my panties aside.


  And then I hear a thunderous smack. My bedroom door.


  He’s ripped away from me a second later.


  “You fucking piece of shit!” a familiar voice roars.


  A wave of light-headedness assaults me and I collapse to the floor. All I can hear is crashing, thudding and swearing. I force myself to look up and that’s when I look upon my rescuer.


  John Kingston.


  


  My eyes snap open and I bolt up in bed, screaming in absolute terror. I can’t breathe. I can’t…I can’t stop shaking. I’m faintly aware of an aggressive knock at the door.


  “Nicki! Open the door, sweetheart! Nicki!”


  Several moments pass before I return to reality and realize what’s happening. I climb out of bed and unlock the door. I’ve barely opened it a crack when he pushes through and flings his arms around me.


  “John,” I sob against his chest.


  “I heard you. It’s okay. It’s okay, sweetheart,” he says softly into my hair.


  I look up at him. “I’m sorry I was so loud. I’m okay. I’m fine. Go back to bed.”


  He kicks the door shut and locks it. “No.”


  He picks me up before I can utter a protest and carries me to the bed.


  “Close your eyes and try to go back to sleep. I’ll be right here. I won’t leave you,” he says as he tucks me back into bed.


  He walks around the bed and climbs in on the other side. But, unlike normal, he doesn’t get under the covers with me. Instead, he lies on top of them and wraps his arms around me over the covers.


  I eye him in question.


  “You’re naked,” he tells me.


  What? Oh shit. I am, aren’t I? “I—”


  “It’s okay. Go back to sleep now,” he whispers in my ear.


  I nod and close my eyes. I open them a moment later. I find him gazing at me…lovingly? “John?”


  “Yes, sweetheart?”


  “I’m scared.”


  His arms tighten around me and he tells me, “There’s no need to be. I’ve got you.”


  “Thank you,” I say as I close my eyes again.


  He strokes my hair soothingly.


  That’s the last thing I remember before I fall asleep in his arms.


  Chapter 15


  ~John~


  


  “Another tattoo, huh? Where and what?” I ask into my earpiece as I pull my truck into the parking lot of my apartment building.


  “I don’t know yet. Maybe something to do with boxing. Or, something musical. Kinda like your guitar, but not a rip off of that,” Nicki answers.


  I laugh. “I don’t mind if you get one identical to mine.”


  “Yeah right. I know you, John.”


  “I’d allow it for you. But if anyone else copies it, I swear to God, I’ll kick their ass.”


  She giggles. Damn, I love that sweet sound. “You tough little shit. No, I won’t copy yours. But thanks for the offer.”


  “I’ll help you figure something out. Where, though? I need something to work with.”


  “I’m thinking on one of my boobs.”


  “What? Really?” Images of her perfect tits flash in my mind and I fight to push them away before my dick starts reacting. Stop it, asshole.


  “No, I’m just messing with you.”


  “Are you blushing right now?” I ask, picturing just that. Just the slightest sexual reference can have her turning red. She’s so shy; just another thing that makes her unbelievably cute.


  “Me? Blush? Never.”


  We both burst out laughing.


  “So, when are you coming out of hibernation? I miss you.”


  “I just have one more assignment. It’s the big one.”


  “That fucking thesis on personality disorder?”


  “Yep.”


  “You need my help? A study buddy?”


  She scoffs. “You? Come on, John.”


  She’s got me there. I’m not exactly a straight-A student. Far from it. She always lectures me that I could be if I applied myself. But my focus is directed elsewhere. On the band.


  “Yeah, I hear you. I’ll let you get back to it. See you in a couple of days?”


  “Yeah. Ready to get our song writing on?”


  “You bet. See you, sweetheart.”


  “Nite nite.”


  She hangs up. Nite nite. So cute. Always so damn cute.


  I tap my earpiece, switching it off and grab my cell phone out of its holder by the dash. Sliding it into my leather jacket pocket, I climb out of the truck. I switch on the alarm and stuff my keys into my jeans.


  Before I can even take a step towards the building, something slams into me from behind. I stumble into the driver’s door and before I can regain my balance properly, something crashes into my side. A boot, I realize. I hit the concrete. Fuck.


  I roll to my side. Big mistake. A fist plows into my right cheek, just narrowly missing my nose. Phew. It’s already been broken too many times.


  I look up to see Axel standing over me with two of his frat buddies by his side.


  “Are you done?” I demand.


  “Get. Up,” he orders.


  I don’t move. No one tells me what to do. “Is this about the other day?”


  “Of course it’s about that. What the fuck do you think it’s about?”


  “Do guys like you need a reason?”


  Most guys in my position would probably shut the fuck up. But I’m not most guys. And, besides, shutting my mouth isn’t gonna make this any less painful for any of us.


  Axel kicks my thigh. “Get up!”


  I smirk at him and climb to my feet. “That almost hurt.”


  Fury flashes in his eyes. “It’s about to.”


  Does he really think he’s gonna succeed in intimidating me here? I’m not a guy who’s gonna piss himself over getting into a fight—even if it is three against one—because I’m used to it. Hell, I’ve trained for this. “You think attacking a guy when his back’s turned and bringing along two guys as back up makes you any less of a pussy, Craven?”


  He gestures to his guys and they take position; one either side of me.


  “You sure you wanna do this?” I warn him even as adrenaline spikes through me and my body decides this is on either way.


  “Oh, you have no idea how much I wanna watch you in pain and begging me for mercy, you piece of shit. I’ve waited too long to wipe that cocky smirk off your face.”


  Hmm. Pretty good trash talk. He must watch a lot of movies.


  I feel the guy to my left make his move. He’s so slow and clumsy about it. I kick the guy to my right to get him out of my way and then I spin into the fist coming at my back from Lefty. I block it with my palm and jerk it hard to the right. I hear the satisfying sound of a snap and he screams like a little bitch. I sweep my leg at him, ripping his feet right out from under him and he crashes to a heap at my feet. Weaving my fingers into his hair I jerk his head back and then slam it into the wheel well of my truck. Thankfully, it’s built like a goddamn tank and sturdy enough to take the hit without denting it, which is more than I can say for Lefty who writhes on the floor, clutching his bloodied face and whimpering.


  Meaty arms wrap around my shoulders and I know it’s Righty—the biggest out of the three of them. He tugs me backwards with him and my hands grip his, wrestling against his powerful hold. The guy must have at least a hundred pounds on me. Shit.


  Before I can get him off my back—literally—Axel steps in front of me and yells to him, “Hold him steady!”


  I watch Axel clench his fists. He’s such a fucking amateur that he makes the mistake of glancing at exactly where he intends to hit. As he comes at me, I instinctively flex my abs as tightly as I possibly can. I’m really fucking thankful my uncle convinced me to keep working out at his gym a few times a month. These are my greatest defense right now against broken ribs. That’s the last thing I need. They take too long to heal.


  His fist plunges right into my abs. When he pulls back he looks at me in surprise. I know it’s because I didn’t double over. It pisses him off and he hits me again. And again. It takes a sustained effort on my part to resist the urge to react and give him what he wants as he lands a total of four hits. I’m lucky he’s such a pussy and his hits aren’t that hard.


  Finally he stops and moves into me. He thrusts his fist into my face, his knuckles grazing my lips, and the all-too-familiar coppery taste of blood trickles into my mouth.


  “Which hand do you use to play guitar?” he demands.


  “Both, you fucking idiot.”


  He nods to Righty who’s still holding me across my shoulders. The guy shifts his grip and I feel both hands move to my right arm.


  “Break it,” Axel orders.


  I smirk at him because he just took one step too close. Time to fight dirty with dirty.


  I thrust my knee up, right into his fucking junk. Brutally hard. An agonized cry rips from his throat and he collapses to his knees, clutching his dick through his shorts. I get a sick thrill from knowing he won’t be using his dick for a while after that. Nicki’s safe. Righty knees me in the back and his grip shifts from my arm to the back of my jacket as I fall forward on purpose. As I figured he would, he releases me completely so he doesn’t have to hold up my dead weight.


  “Good boy,” I growl.


  Now it’s my turn, fuckers!


  I kick him back, roll to my side and flip myself to my feet. I lunge at him, my fist plunging into his beer gut. He doubles over instantly. I jerk him down by his shoulders and smash my knee into his face. He cries out and I shove him hard. He collapses to the floor.


  I wait a few seconds to make sure he’s not gonna get up and then I stagger over to Axel. I weave my fingers in his hair and ready my right fist. His eyes meet mine and I see the naked fear there. True fear that I’ve only seen once before.


  Nicki. That night when that bastard attacked her.


  Flashes of what I did to him hit me hard. Argh!


  I release Axel and step back.


  “You’re not gonna finish it?”


  I turn my back and call over my shoulder, “It’s already finished. Don’t come at me again.”


  I force myself to walk upright and as steady as possible until I’m out of sight and through the door to the parking lot entrance to the elevators.


  And then I collapse. Fuck, every part of me is burning in agony. It’s been too long since I’ve been in a fight.


  My hands are shaking from adrenaline as I reach into my jacket pocket to pull out my cell phone. When I finally manage it, I speed dial Mitch.


  It picks up on the first ring and I speak before he can get a word in. “Elevators. Parking level. Now.”


  “John? What’s wrong? You okay?”


  “Just…get here.”


  I hang up, stow my phone away and push myself off the floor so I’m sitting and leaning against the wall for support as I struggle to catch my breath.


  Shit, I should probably cut back on my smoking.


  Chapter 16


  ~John~


  


  “Dude, you sure you don’t wanna go to a hospital?” Mitch asks me as he dabs a cue tip soaked in disinfectant at the cut under my right eye.


  “And tell them what when they start asking questions?”


  “That three frat guys attacked you in the parking lot.”


  “And when they ask why they did it? Should I tell the cops I lost my temper at my uncle’s gym and attacked, Axel? No, man. I can’t.”


  “All right. It’s just…I’m not the best at this. You want me to call Jim?”


  I look down at myself. I’m wearing nothing but a pair of boxers. I can barely see because my right eye is closed up from swelling. My shins are scraped to shreds and a series of Band-Aids are stuck to them thanks to Mitch. They weren’t really necessary, because they would’ve healed fine, but he’s doing me a major favor so I kept my mouth shut. I see the blood staining my chest, most of it from my mouth and face, and a couple of grazes on my pecs from the fall I took at the beginning of the attack. My wrists suffered similar damage. My knuckles are shredded from dealing out so many bare-knuckle hits. They’re wrapped with gauze now. I know they won’t take that long to heal. Aside from my face, my abs took the worst of it. They’re way beyond black and blue. Purple is more like it.


  “Nah. I don’t want this shit getting back to my dad.” I already had my ass kicked tonight. The last thing I want is my dad finding out about this and having a reason to give it another kick. Yeah, he’d fucking love that. Not gonna give him the satisfaction. I lean back against my chair and blow out a tired breath. “Look, I can take care of the rest myself if it’s grossing you out. Don’t worry about it.”


  Mitch scoffs. “Grossing me out? Nah, man. You know this isn’t my first rodeo. I just don’t wanna make anything worse.”


  “Not possible.”


  “All right.” He presses a Band-Aid over the cut under my eye, grinning at me because he knows I hate them all over me. He pulls back and studies the rest of my face for a second. And then he says, “That’s as good as it’s gonna get. You want more ice for your cheek?”


  I shake my head. “It won’t make a difference. That bag of peas did all it was gonna do.”


  I grip the sides of my chair and try to lift myself out of it until I realize I can’t actually manage it. Argh! Mitch rushes to me and clamps his hands down on my shoulders, forcing me to stay where I am.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  “I need a smoke and a beer.”


  “Stay there.”


  Amused, I just smile. I watch as he snatches up my jacket hanging on the chair at the other end of the kitchen table. He fumbles around in the pockets for a while before finally pulling out my lighter and a pack of smokes. He slides out a cigarette and lights it.


  “Here,” he says, handing it to me.


  I take it with a shaking hand—my body hasn’t come down from the huge adrenaline rush of the fight—and I struggle to get it in my mouth.


  He snatches it back and tells me, “Open.”


  I burst out laughing, which my abs hate me for and it ends up coming out as more of a sputter. “Is that what you say to all the girls, Mitch?” I tease. “You know, before you shove your dick down their throats?”


  “Fuck you and just do it.”


  I do as he asks and he slides the smoke between my lips. Shit, I’m glad no one else is here to witness this. I take a long, hard drag. I wave him away, telling him I’m good now. He crosses to the fridge and returns with a couple of beers. He pulls off the cap for me and pushes it right to the edge of the table so I don’t have to reach far. “Thanks, man,” I say as I pull the smoke out of my mouth, but not all the way in case I can’t put it back in again.


  “What do you wanna do about your ribs?”


  “There’s nothing to do. They’ll heal on their own.”


  “Are you sure they’re not broken, cuz the way they look…well, they look bad, John.”


  “It’s just bruising. Always looks worse than it is.”


  We sit in silence for a while as I finish my smoke. When I’m done, he takes what’s left from me and slides the butt into his empty beer bottle. He sits back down and reaches for his cell phone as I take a sip of my beer.


  “Who you calling?”


  “Nicki.”


  “Hang up!” I snap. “Now.”


  “Okay, man. Relax. She’d want to be here for you right now. And I thought you wanted to show her what kind of an asshole Axel really is?” He gestures at me and says. “And this is all the evidence you need. More evidence than you need.”


  “There’ll be another time for all that.”


  “John—”


  “Look, she can’t see me like this. You hear me?”


  His eyes narrow with suspicion and he asks, “Why not?”


  I look away and drink some of my beer.


  “John? You’re gonna tell me. And let’s face it, you can’t exactly get up and walk away right now as you normally do when you don’t like where a conversation is going.”


  Dammit. He’s right. It’s not my business to tell. It’s Nicki’s. But I have to tell him something to both get him off my back and to convince him not to call her.


  “There’s stuff in her past. Stuff that isn’t mine to tell. And seeing me beaten and bloody like this will bring it all up. I don’t want that. Understand?”


  I see the surprise in his eyes. And then something that looks like realization. “She was abused,” he says. “I can’t believe I didn’t realize it all this time. It makes sense. She hates people touching her. She’s never dated—not that I’ve seen anyway. She’s shy around guys she doesn’t know. That’s heavy.”


  “There isn’t a word for what happened to her, Mitch.”


  I can’t stop the emotion welling up inside me at the thought of Nicki hurting like that. It takes a lot for me to get a grip.


  “You were there?”


  “For the last time.”


  “You stopped it?”


  We lock eyes and I tell him, “I almost killed him.”


  “Fuck,” he breathes, leaning back against his chair with a heavy sigh. “Fucking hell.”


  “Yeah. Tell me about it.”


  A few seconds of tense silence pass between us and then he asks me, “So you almost killed him? How did you get away with that one?”


  “I had a good lawyer.”


  He smiles as he realizes, “Your dad.”


  I nod.


  Everyone knows my dad. To say he’s famous would be an understatement. He’s the best damn criminal lawyer around. And I respect that. But the man can be a stubborn piece of work. I guess I inherited that. He’s determined to make me follow in his footsteps. He hates the band and my music. He hates my tattoos; everything about the rock lifestyle. Although, he likes Nicki’s little phoenix. What’s that about?


  Nicki can do no wrong around my parents. They love her. She lived with us for a while and my parents basically unofficially adopted her. They’ve been trying to push us together forever. If they knew what had been happening between us lately, they’d be on my back 24/7 talking wedding plans and kids and all that bullshit.


  Mitch snaps his fingers in my face, shocking me back to reality. It’s then that I realize he’s struggling to lift me out of my chair.


  “Where are we going?”


  “I’m putting you to bed.”


  We make it out of the chair and slowly, very slowly, make our way out of the kitchen.


  “Are you gonna tuck me in too?”


  He laughs. “What I am gonna do is force a couple of painkillers down your throat.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”


  “I wasn’t giving you the option.”


  I sigh tiredly. “Fine. But if I wake up late tomorrow for class, it’s on you.”


  “You’re not going anywhere until you can walk on your own. I’ll speak to your professors. Don’t worry about it.”


  “I’ll be fine. It’s not that bad.”


  “Dude, it’s bad.”


  Maybe it is, because as we walk to my bedroom, all I feel is burning. Everywhere. Every part of me hurts. But I’m not about to admit it to him—or anyone. I’m not a pussy. I can take a beating. Although, taking on three guys is a little excessive. It’ll be fine. I’ll wake up tomorrow and everything will be fine. I’ll go to class, do what I normally do.


  Right now I just need to sleep. Real bad.


  Chapter 17


  ~Nicki~


  


  I breathe a sigh of relief as I skip out of the Psychology building. And yes, I mean, literally skip. I’m flying high on the knowledge that I’ve just handed in my final assignment for this semester. The next few weeks are gonna be a breeze.


  “Yes!” I exclaim out loud.


  “You’re in a good mood,” a familiar voice comes from behind me.


  I spin around to see Axel walking out of the building towards me.


  “Hey,” I greet him.


  “Hey yourself. I take it you just handed in the assignment?”


  “Yep. You?”


  “Barely a second ago. What a load off.”


  “Tell me about it,” I say.


  He grins, clearly enjoying my carefree, upbeat mood. “May I?” he asks, moving closer.


  I nod and he leans in and kisses me softly on my right cheek. His arms wrap around me and he gazes into my eyes with a faraway look of longing. “I want you, Nicki,” he breathes in my ear.


  My defenses kick in and I start to pull away, but he holds fast. “Axel,” I protest.


  “Relax. I’m not gonna do anything. But I want you to.”


  “What?”


  He traces my jawline with his thumb. He’s gentle for once. Different. What is this?


  “After the other night I realized I’ve been too rough with you. I want to take my time with you.” He moves his thumb to my lips and brushes them ever so softly. “And I figured the best way to do that is to let you take the lead.”


  Huh. Well this is a bit of a curveball. I really didn’t expect this. Take the lead? Maybe that’s the solution. Maybe I won’t freak out if I’m in control.


  I look up at him and see that primal look I saw a few days ago at the frat house. It freaks me out. It seems so wild, so uncontrollable. But he just told me that he wants me to take control.


  Ignoring the warning bells in my head, I grip his shirt and push him against the wall. To my surprise, he grunts. I look up at him in question.


  “Just a little sore. Me and the guys were playing football a couple of days ago.”


  “Aww,” I say, reaching under his shirt and tracing my fingers lightly over his naked chest. “Poor you. Do you want me to stop touching you?” I tease.


  “Oh fuck, you’d better not. What you’re doing feels so damn good, babe.”


  My hands still under his shirt, I stretch onto my tiptoes and plant my lips on his, kissing him hard, just like he always kisses me. He moans as my tongue plunges into his mouth. I lose myself to it, forcing away the warning still chiming in my head.


  Our kiss becomes wild, ferocious. So much so that it takes me a moment to realize that his hands are on me. He breaks my grip on his chest as he slides both his hands down my body, from my neck, to my boobs, down to my stomach, until one is gripping my right hip and the other is between my legs, stroking me through my jeans. His touch is rough and frenzied but I force myself not to pull away.


  He breaks our kiss and growls, “More?”


  His eyes gesture to his hand between my legs.


  “Yes,” I gasp.


  He smirks and something I can’t place flashes in his eyes.


  I feel his hand slip into my jeans, under my panties. A single finger delves between my pussy lips, rubbing up and down. Up and down.


  “Oh, babe. You’re drenched,” he whispers in my ear.


  I barely hear him. I’m so possessed by the feel of his finger stroking my bare pussy. I moan loudly and writhe against him.


  “That’s right. Good girl. You want more?”


  I look up at him through dazed eyes and all I can do is nod.


  He thrusts his finger inside me suddenly. I scream and he clamps his hand over my mouth.


  “Shh. Don’t make a sound, dirty girl. We’re in public. Anyone could see. But you don’t care, do you? You fucking love it. Love my hand inside your wet panties, finger fucking you senseless. Tell me how much you love it. Tell me, Nicki,” he whispers in my ear.


  “I…yes,” I struggle to utter. I’m lost to the sensations he’s triggering in me. I can’t think. I can barely breathe. It’s so intense. I’m right on the edge. I know I’m gonna come soon. I whimper into his mouth as my breathing becomes ragged and uncontrollable.


  He grabs my hand and presses it to his dick. “Unzip me,” he commands.


  I hesitate and he steps up his assault on my pussy, zoning in on my clit. It drives me crazy—beyond crazy—and I find myself fumbling for his belt.


  “Nicki!” someone yells from behind me.


  The sudden interruption and the irate tone jolts me back to reality. I pull Axel’s hand out of my panties and spin around hastily.


  It’s Mitch. He’s standing there, his arms folded across his chest. He looks pissed. But not at me. No, he’s shooting daggers at Axel.


  “I’ll take you back to your apartment,” he says, holding out his hand to me.


  “We’re kinda in the middle of something here, Mitch. She’ll head home when she feels like it. She doesn’t need a fucking bodyguard,” Axel tells him.


  “From what I’m seeing, it looks like she does, asshole.” Mitch steps forward and grabs my hand. “Let’s go.” As he pulls me away, Axel takes a threatening step towards him.


  “What are you doing?” I ask him as I see a dangerous, menacing look flash in his eyes.


  His eyes lock with mine for a moment. And then he steps back. “Nothing. I’ll see you later, babe. Come by around eight. The frat house is throwing a party tonight.”


  Before I can answer, he takes off without looking back.


  “You okay?” Mitch asks, studying me worriedly.


  “I…uh…yeah,” I murmur. Oh my God. I completely lost control then with Axel. The way he touched me, his words. I couldn’t think. What the hell was I doing? I just let him finger me in public up against the psychology building. “Shit. What’s wrong with me?”


  “Nothing,” Mitch says.


  I didn’t realize I’d actually said that out loud. I can feel my cheeks burning from embarrassment. Oh, this is awful.


  “He was manipulating you, Nicki.”


  I scoff. “Yeah, right.”


  “He was. Sensory overload?”


  Sensory overload? Yes, that’s exactly what it felt like. Was Axel really manipulating me, or is Mitch exaggerating? I mean, he didn’t force himself on me. He left the decision in my hands.


  I mull it over for the rest of our journey back to the apartment. I’m barely even aware of getting in the cab, or of it pulling up outside our building.


  “Nicki, you okay?” Mitch asks from beside me as we walk down the corridor towards our apartments.


  “What?”


  “You’ve been out of it since we left campus. Are you alright?”


  “Yeah,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself defensively. “Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking. I’m fine.” My gaze falls to the bag in his hand. It’s from the campus pharmacy. “You’re sick?”


  He shakes his head. “John. He hasn’t been feeling well.”


  I peer into the bag. “Anti-inflammatory medication….gauze…disinfectant.” My eyes snap to his. “What the hell is going on?”


  “The gauze and disinfectant is for me. I scraped my leg.”


  “Really?” I press, completely unconvinced.


  “Yeah. It’s a long story. Involves a threesome and my bedside table.” His eyes bore into mine and I know what he’s trying to do. He’s trying to unnerve me by talking about his sex life.


  I fold my arms across my chest. “And the anti-inflammatory stuff? That’s for John?”


  “Yeah. He’s got some sort of flu. They’re for his throat. It’s all swollen and stuff.”


  “That’s why he hasn’t returned my texts for a couple of days?”


  “Yeah. He’s been out. Dead to the world.”


  “Well, I want to see him. You guys should’ve called me. I have a lot of experience with taking care of John when he’s sick.”


  I make a move to their apartment door behind him, but he blocks my path. “I wouldn’t, Nicki. He’s contagious and it’s pretty fucking gross, to tell you the truth.”


  “Mitch, I want to make sure he’s okay.”


  “No. He just needs rest. He’ll be fine in a few more days. I’ll tell him you were asking after him.”


  It’s clear that no matter what I say, Mitch isn’t going to let me in. I step back and let out a frustrated breath. “Does he have a girl in there? Is that what this is really about?”


  “No. Fuck no. I can’t remember the last time he had a girl in there. He’s going through a goddamn dry spell right now.”


  Really? He hasn’t slept with anyone else? “Oh. Okay.” I guess he is sick then. “Well, if he does need me, I’m right down the hall. Anything. Tell him I said that. Okay?”


  He smiles kindly. “Of course. I absolutely will.”


  Reluctantly, I start to walk away.


  “Axel is dangerous, Nicki!” Mitch calls out.


  I spin around. “What?”


  “He’s dangerous. Stay away.”


  Before I can respond, he walks into his apartment. I hear the door lock.


  What the hell was that all about?


  It takes me barely a second to realize.


  Mitch knows!


  Shit, he knows about the stuff that happened with me and John. Dammit!


  Chapter 18


  ~Nicki~


  


  I’m not going to that frat party tonight. I was way out of control earlier around Axel. I’m not used to it. I let it take me over completely. I need to get a grip. I should stay away from him until I can do that.


  Forget all that crap. It’s not important right now. I’m worried about John. What is going on with him? I’ve always taken care of him when he’s been sick. What’s changed this time? Of course, I wouldn’t put it past Mitch to have lied to me. Maybe he’s not sick. But what is it then?


  I return my attention back to the movie I’m watching. Rocky I. I love these movies. I lean back against my propped up pillows on my bed and shovel another scoop of cookie dough ice-cream into my mouth. I’m glad I picked up a two-liter tub earlier in the week. I doubt it’s going to last me the night. I’m planning to watch the first three movies in the series tonight. And, yeah, I’m a pig. I eat like an animal. John says it’s the boxing thing; that boxers eat a lot. I think he was just trying to make me feel better though.


  My phone starts buzzing on my bedside table. I answer it without looking.


  “Nicola,” a familiar voice answers before I can get a word out.


  I freeze. Oh my God. It’s her.


  “I told you not to call me. Ever.”


  “It’s important,” she responds.


  “Impossible,” I fire back.


  “I need you to listen to me, darling—”


  I hang up abruptly and stare in shock at my phone. I can’t believe it. It’s been two years and nothing. Since I went off to college at nineteen, I cut all contact with her. And now, suddenly, out of the blue, she calls me? How did she even get my number? That’s the most disturbing thing. Shit. I’ll have to change it yet again. What did she want? No, that doesn’t matter. I don’t give a crap. I don’t put up with her bi-polar crazy ass crap any more.


  She lost that when she let that psycho in. When she let him do those things to me.


  God, I feel sick. I climb off the bed and slam my ice-cream tub down on the kitchen table.


  “Argh!” I scream.


  I haul open the fridge and pull out the six-pack of beer inside. I rip open the box, screw off the top of one bottle, and down half the damn thing. I wipe my mouth and lean over the counter and try to catch my breath. My chest is tightening with anxiety. I can barely breathe. I need to calm down. I finish the rest of the beer and start on another. I need to be numb. I can’t process this right now.


  This is what that bitch does to me. Just hearing her voice ripped right through me, instantly bringing back every memory of all that hell four years ago. I hate her!


  I need to call John. No, I can’t. He’s sick…or something. He’s got his own things to deal with right now. Besides, if I tell him about this he’ll freak out and overreact…worse than I am.


  I fight the urge to call her back and rip into her. But that’s what she wants; my attention.


  Fuck you, Mom.


  


  


  ***


  


  “She knew I was lying,” Mitch tells me as he joins me on the couch for the game. College football. The Ivy leagues.


  “She doesn’t know. She suspects.” Shit, can’t we just watch a game without any fucking drama? Is that too much to ask?


  “Semantics, John. It’s only a matter of time before she steamrolls her way in here.”


  Fine. I guess not. He’s gonna keep pushing this. Argh! I blow out a breath and shift my weight to face him. “Well, how bad does it look now?”


  He scrutinizes me. “You still look like you’ve been used as a punching bag. The black eye is still there. The cuts on your face. Plus, you’re still having issues walking cuz of your ribs.” His expression becomes grave as he adds, “But you don’t have any more time to wait for it to heal.”


  “What does that mean?”


  He draws in a breath and breaks eye contact. Oh shit. This is bad. He looks nervous. Mitch never looks nervous. He takes a swig of his beer, but doesn’t offer up anything further.


  “Seriously? You’re not gonna tell me now?”


  He clears his throat and struggles to look at me as he says, “Earlier today, I caught Nicki and Axel…fooling around outside the Psych building.”


  “And?” I say as coolly as possible even as my stomach churns at the thought of it.


  “Don’t bother hiding it.”


  What? “Hiding what?”


  “You guys crossed the line. You’re not just friends anymore.”


  I change the subject. Avoidance is my specialty. “So they were…what?...making out?”


  “It looked like he was getting her off. Finger fucking her. She had her hands on his belt. I stopped it. The guy’s manipulating her. It was obvious—but not to her. I’m not sure she believed me. He’s stepped up his game, John. I doubt it will be long now. You need to do something.”


  They were doing what? She let him do what to her? What the fuck? I bolt from the couch and immediately regret it as my abs burn painfully. I grip the couch to steady myself. “What the fuck am I supposed to do? Look how it turned out the last time I tried to warn him off her!”


  Mitch’s voice stops me from spiraling off into a fit of rage as he says calmly, “He’s dangerous. He’ll hurt her and she’s too innocent to see it coming. She’s a virgin, isn’t she?”


  “Yes,” I snap.


  My mind goes a million miles a minute as I try to figure out what to do here. Shit.


  “You need to forget about warning him off. It’s not working. Talk to her instead.”


  “I already have. She thinks I’m just jealous.”


  “Well, why aren’t you guys together?”


  I stop short at his words. “Cuz I’m not a relationship guy.”


  He scoffs. “You’re such a dumbass sometimes.”


  He’s the only guy who can get away with saying shit like that to me. Why? Cuz I know his intentions are good. My eyes narrow anyway, though—a reflex. “What?”


  “You guys are the closest thing to a relationship that I’ve ever seen. You can barely go a couple of days without speaking. You sleep in the same bed. I’ve seen you sneak off to her apartment many nights. You argue like an old married couple. And although you haven’t fucked her; it’s obvious something has happened. On top of that, I haven’t seen a woman come out of your room for a hell of a long time.”


  “I need time.”


  He shakes his head at me. “Your time is up, dude.”


  “What am I supposed to do? Claim her? Like those frat guys?”


  “Tell her she’s yours, you dumbass. Make it clear.”


  “Just like that?” I ask, skeptical.


  “Yes!” he yells with frustration.


  “What about the band? If this doesn’t work out—”


  “Your shit is already affecting the band. Your arguments, you being out of commission for the last few days because your biggest competition with her attacked you. It won’t make a difference if you guys officially hook up. If anything, it will calm everything down.”


  I scrub my hand over my face. “Christ, I really fucked this whole thing up, huh?”


  He shrugs his shoulders. “None of us are perfect. Just fix it.”


  “Right. Yeah. I can do this. I can do this.”


  “Good mantra,” he teases me.


  I pull my phone out of my jean’s pocket. I’m about to call Nicki when my phone actually starts ringing. For a split second I think it’s her and I’m amazed by how coincidental it is. But as I glance at the call display, I see that it’s not her at all.


  “Chloe, now is not a good time,” I snap.


  I roll my eyes at Mitch and he laughs.


  “We have a problem.”


  “Problem?”


  “Yeah, it’s Nicki. When I picked her up she was already tipsy. But now…well…she’s wasted. You need to get down here.”


  My breath hitches in my throat. Nicki’s in trouble? I force myself to focus on the issue and not the fear rising quickly within me.


  “Where are you?”


  “The frat party.”


  “What? She’s at the frat house?” I pretty much spit out. “Are you with her right now?”


  “I was until a second ago when Axel led her away. He said he was gonna get her some coffee from the kitchen to sober her up.”


  Fuck, what a load of bull! “I’m on my way. Keep that asshole away from her.”


  “John, I don’t think he—”


  “Just do it, Chloe!”


  I hang up and turn to Mitch who’s already on his feet.


  “How many beers have I had?” I ask, too panicked to actually remember.


  “Two in the last three hours.”


  I nod. Good, I can drive.


  “You’re coming with me,” I tell him.


  “Sure, fucking up some frat boys has been on my agenda since freshman year.”


  “No fucking anyone up.” I stagger to the door, still feeling the burn from my damn injuries and grab my leather jacket off the back of the door. I turn around and tell him, “I just need you there to make sure I don’t kill him.”


  Chapter 19


  ~John~


  


  I storm towards the frat house with Mitch jogging behind to keep up with me. We’re a few feet out when I see Chloe bounding through the door and struggling down the steps towards us in her ridiculous high heels.


  “I thought I told you to stay with her?” I snap.


  “I couldn’t, okay? Two of his friends forced me away.”


  “Where’s Blake?” Mitch asks, sensibly, knowing that, as the head of the frat, all the guys inside will listen to him.


  “No idea. Probably in his room getting laid,” Chloe answers. She freezes suddenly and stares at me. “Oh my God! What happened to you?”


  Okay, so it does still look pretty bad then. “Nothing,” I mutter. I grip her arm gently and tell her, “Stay back. I don’t want you to get hurt in the crossfire. You got me?”


  She nods.


  “Why is she wasted?” Mitch asks her.


  “I dunno. She mentioned something about a call earlier. From her mom, I think. She wouldn’t say anything else about it.”


  My stomach clenches. Her mom? Oh fucking hell. No wonder she’s wasted right now.


  I break into a run and it hurts like hell. My body hates me for it. But I’ve got enough adrenaline pumping through my veins right now to override any resistance.


  “John!” I hear Mitch yell after me. But I ignore it.


  I reach the open door to the frat house and push myself through the crowd of people in the hallway. Is this damn house ever empty? Probably not. Guys like these frat boys need crowds of people around them to give themselves an identity. They don’t even know who the hell they are without that. They’re too weak to go it alone; they need an entire brotherhood at their backs. Pussies.


  I scan the area frantically, trying to locate Nicki. My eyes dart to the stairs leading up to the bedrooms. And that’s when I see her.


  She’s staggering unsteadily up the steps. Axel’s holding her hand and whispering something in her ear. I see him squeeze her ass roughly. And I know right then that he’s taking her up there to fuck her.


  “Move!” I yell at the people blocking my way to the stairs. Damn cockroaches! You move a couple out of the way and more take their place, like they’re multiplying or something. Argh!


  I lose count of the number of bodies I end up shoving out of the way and the number of them cursing me for being so rough. Well move then!


  Finally I reach the stairs and take them two at a time. When I get to the top I can hardly breathe, because my heart’s thundering so hard in my chest. I reach the landing and spin around anxiously. Shit, they’re too many doors. Which one is it?


  And then I hear his voice coming from the door right in front of me:


  “Just relax, babe. You’re gonna enjoy this.”


  Like fuck she is!


  I hurry to the door and turn the knob. The stupid thing is locked. Dammit, this is gonna hurt like a bitch. I rear back and kick at the lock with my boot. The force of my kick reverberates right through my injured, worn out body. But I force myself to deal with it. All I can think about is getting the damned door open and stopping the sickening shit that’s going on inside. I‘m not gonna let this happen.


  I hear her crying inside. She’s scared.


  “Fuck!” I roar, pounding my fist on the door.


  I’m an idiot. This is all my fault. I pushed her away, right into the arms of that asshole. All because I couldn’t man up like she needed me to.


  I step up my assault on the door. Since the damned attack I’ve been weaker than normal, trying to recover. But right now, in this moment, adrenaline is spurring me on.


  The lock finally breaks and I shove open the door with both hands.


  My stomach lurches as I see what’s happening inside the room. I feel sick.


  Axel turns in surprise at my sudden entrance. The fucker is straddling her. Her skirt is bunched up at her waist, her panties around her ankles. His pants are undone and I can see he’s raring to go as she lies there crying and murmuring something about being scared.


  Before he can say a damned thing, I grip his shoulders and rip him off her, hauling him half-way across the room with the force of my rage.


  “What the hell?” he screams at me. “Get out!”


  “This isn’t fucking happening, Craven!”


  I turn away from him and tend to Nicki. I slide her panties back up her legs and pull her skirt back down over her thighs. But before I can do anything else, Axel comes at me from behind and wraps his arms around my shoulders, pulling me back.


  “Doesn’t look like you’re in any position to fight me, Johnny boy. Me and my boys fucked you up good.”


  He’s such an amateur that he’s giving me way too much leeway with his half-assed grip. I free my right arm easily and thrust my elbow back into his chest. He chokes and releases me. I lunge at him and drive him into the wall, my hands wrapping around his neck, choking him.


  “She’s coming with me. Right fucking now. Do you hear me? She’s drunk, you asshole!”


  I increase the pressure around his windpipe and I know if I don’t release him right now, I might not be able to. I might take it too far.


  And so I let go of him roughly and step back.


  “She wants it bad,” he says as I turn back to her.


  That’s it! I spin back around and smash my fist into his face. It knocks him to his knees.


  “Shut your fucking mouth!”


  I shake my jacket off and hurry back to Nicki. She hasn’t moved from where I left her a second ago. She’s beyond wasted. She’s barely fucking lucid.


  “Sweetheart, it’s John. Time for bed, okay?”


  She nods, uncertainly. “John?”


  “Yeah, it’s me. You’re okay. Everything’s gonna be okay. No one’s gonna touch you.”


  “I’m scared,” she cries.


  “I’ve got you now. Nothing to be scared of. Okay?”


  “Okay,” she says quietly.


  I glance down at her. Normally seeing her in a skirt that barely covers her ass would be a turn on. But right now it just upsets me. The white top she’s wearing is no better with her tits spilling out of it. Chloe’s clothes, I bet. One of her come-fuck-me-outfits. It might work for her, but it does not work for Nicki.


  I cover her up with my jacket and then gather her in my arms. I can feel the strain on my injured body as I lift her off the bed. But I suck it up. She buries her face in my neck as she cries.


  “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re leaving now,” I tell her softly as I carry her out of Axel’s room.


  I see him getting to his feet as I walk by, but I don’t give a fuck.


  We’re almost at the bottom of the stairs when I hear his heavy footsteps behind me.


  “This isn’t over, John! That pussy is mine!”


  I freeze. I’m right on the edge. Fuck, I don’t know if I can hold back.


  “She wants my cock. Begged for it.”


  My blood boils. Even in my current physical state, I know I can take him.


  “John!”


  It’s Mitch’s voice. I see him standing with Chloe and watching me from the doorway.


  “Look at her!” he wills me.


  What’s he talking about?


  “Do it! Look at her!”


  I look down at Nicki in my arms. And that’s when I know.


  Axel Craven doesn’t matter. She does.


  I continue walking, pushing my way back through the throngs of people to the door. I hear Axel yelling and cursing me, but I ignore it.


  


  


  ***


  


  “Shh. It’s okay,” I tell Nicki as I hold her against me on my lap in the back of my truck.


  “I’m gonna kill that fucker,” Chloe says from the passenger seat up front.


  Mitch chuckles from the driver’s seat and asks her, “What are you gonna do? Set your sorority girls on him to claw his eyes out with their fake fingernails?”


  “Oh, shut up,” she snaps and punches him in the shoulder.


  “Ow! Don’t hit the guy driving. John will kill me if I crash his baby.”


  Chloe turns around to look at me and Nicki. “Is she okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did Axel—?”


  “No,” I say quickly, cutting her off.


  “I’m sorry, John. I should’ve tried harder to keep him away tonight.”


  “It’s not your fault. Forget it.”


  “Do you think he’s gonna do something? You know, because you interfered with his sick plans tonight?”


  “No,” I say, forcing a reassuring smile.


  She sighs with relief and turns back around. “Okay. Good.”


  I catch Mitch’s eye in the rearview mirror. He knows I’m lying. I have little doubt that Axel will retaliate. I’d known that going in. I’m not stupid enough to think I can do shit like that without some fallout. But I didn’t give a damn and I still don’t. He can do what he likes to me as long as Nicki is safe.


  I look down at her in my arms and shake my head, trying to keep my shit together with seeing her like this—so out of it, so fucking terrified. Tonight was such a close call. Way too close.


  Chapter 20


  ~Nicki~


  


  I open my eyes to darkness. I feel pillows under my head, a duvet wrapped around me and I know I’m in bed.


  “Morning, sleepy head.”


  It’s John’s voice.


  I blink hard to adjust to the dark. He’s sitting beside me on top of the covers, fully dressed. I scan the room and realize that I’m actually in his bedroom, not my own. It takes me a moment to remember how I got here. Oh shit. Parts of last night come flooding back to me like an embarrassing nightmare.


  “My head doesn’t hurt,” I tell him.


  “After you stopped throwing up, I made you drink a gallon of water. And before you fell asleep, I gave you some quality painkillers.”


  “Thanks. I’m…sorry.”


  He moves closer and strokes my hair gently. “Don’t worry about it.”


  I rub my face tiredly. “What time is it?”


  “Early afternoon.”


  “What? Why is it so dark?”


  “It’s just the bedroom. I wanted you to sleep as long as possible. The longer you slept, the better you’d feel.”


  I smile. “You’re so sweet.”


  He grins. “Only for you, sweetheart.”


  I haul myself up into a sitting position. That’s when I realize I’m wearing one of his t-shirts. My favorite one—a collector’s edition shirt from Bruce Springsteen’s Born to Run tour. My favorite songwriter of all time.


  “Aww,” I say, gesturing to the shirt.


  “I thought that’d make you happy.”


  “So you undressed me, huh?”


  He grins. “Not exactly.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “You treated me to a little strip show when we got back here.”


  “What?” I sputter, shocked at this news.


  “Don’t worry, I kept my eyes off you.” He winks slyly as he adds, “Mostly.”


  “Oh my God,” I breathe, burying my face in my hands. And that’s when the rest of the night comes back to me. The Axel parts. The last thing I remember is him asking me if I wanted to come up to his bedroom for some peace and quiet. “No, no, no,” I murmur.


  “What, Nicki?”


  I remove my hands from my face and force myself to look at him. I swallow hard and ask, “Did Axel—did we—?”


  “No,” he growls. “No you didn’t.”


  “But I don’t remember. He asked me up to his room…he didn’t touch me because I was drunk, right?”


  I can tell by the look on John’s face that it wasn’t the case.


  “Let’s just say that the only thing that stopped him was my fist.”


  I can’t contain my absolute relief and I fling my arms around him. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d—if we’d—”


  “I would never let that happen,” he says, cutting me off. “Never, Nicki,” he growls, vehemently.


  “It’s not your job, though. I shouldn’t have put myself in that position. I’m so sorry you had to do that. I’m sorry, John. I swear it won’t happen again.”


  “I agree. It was stupid getting that drunk around a bunch of frat guys. But I know you were upset. You weren’t yourself. Besides, between you, me, Mitch and Chloe, you’ve made the fewest mistakes. So, I’ll give you this one.”


  We both laugh.


  “Do me a favor though?”


  “Anything.”


  “Never wear that outfit you were wearing last night again.”


  I pull back and eye him in surprise. “It wasn’t that bad.”


  “It was for you. I hated it.”


  At first I thought he was joking, but I can tell by his tone that he’s definitely not. Why is he being so insane over some outfit I was wearing? Wow, that’s majorly possessive. Boyfriend possessive.


  “John?”


  He straddles me over the covers and leans into me, his eyes locking with mine as he says, “I know you’ve been experimenting lately with…him…but it ends now. As you know now from last night, he’s dangerous. You didn’t believe me. But I hope it’s clear now that I wasn’t lying. He’s an asshole. He was manipulating you.”


  “I—”


  He presses his finger to my lips, silencing me. “You, sweetheart, are special. You don’t belong with an ass like him. It upsets me that you didn’t see that; that you let him inside your head. You don’t need to lose yourself to experience what you want to. You got me?”


  I nod.


  “Good. I don’t want any other man laying his fucking hands on you.” He looks away as though just saying the words is causing him pain. He climbs off the bed and throws his hands in the air as his pain turns to anger in typical John fashion and he yells, “You’re smart, Nicki. Independent. A go-getter. Your own person. You’re better than that! Better than him! You’re a fucking angel and he’s worth less than the goddamn devil! I can’t…” he runs his fingers through his hair and shakes his head, “…I just can’t understand why you let him touch you! Last night I saw you…on his bed…crying like that. Terrified. It…it nearly killed me!”


  “I’m sorry,” I choke out.


  He pounces on me, making me jump in surprise.


  “No, I’m sorry, Nicki. It’s all my fault. I pushed you away. All these concerns were running through my head: ruining our friendship; the band breaking up. But…the truth is….” he tucks a loose strand of hair gently behind my right ear and gazes at me, his eyes so intense it’s like they’re trying to bore right through mine, “…I was just making excuses. I was scared. You’re not just some girl to me. You’re my best friend. But all this shit that’s been happening; it made me realize that…I want you. I want you to be mine.”


  I’m speechless. For one thing, I’m not used to seeing John emotional like this.


  “Nicki?”


  Oh shit. I realize I’ve been sitting here just staring at him like a fool.


  “Can you throw me a bone here?” he says, tickling the side of my neck to get my attention.


  I giggle and bat his hand away. “You—John Kingston—are asking me to be your girlfriend?”


  “Yeah. What’s funny about that?” he asks off the wide grin plastered on my face.


  “Well, have you ever had one before? Cuz, in the four years that I’ve known you—”


  He silences me with a chaste kiss to my forehead. “I’m ready,” he tells me. “Are you?”


  “Yes,” I say. “Yes, I am.” I throw my arms around him, squeezing him tightly. He grunts in pain and I pull back instantly. “What is it? You’re hurt?”


  “It’s nothing.”


  My eyes narrow with suspicion. “Turn the light on.”


  “Nicki, it’s fine.”


  “John,” I press. “Light.”


  He climbs off me and crosses to the bedroom door. He flips the light switch and then turns back to me nervously. Immediately, I see why. He’s been in one hell of a fight. His face is messed up badly. He lifts his shirt and shows me his abs. I cringe at the stark bruising.


  “Is that from last night? Axel did this to you?” I ask with disbelief. How? Axel is…well, he’s a pussy. And John is a trained fighter.


  John scoffs. “Please. Give me the credit I deserve. He brought along two guys a couple of days ago. They jumped me in the parking lot downstairs.”


  “What?” I scramble off the bed. “Oh my God! Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”


  He breaks eye contact and looks away uneasily. “I didn’t want you to see me like this, cuz of the past.”


  I take his hands in mine and he looks down at me. “You don’t need to hide things from me. I can handle more than you give me credit for. Plus, at the gym, I see a lot of this crap. Right?”


  “This isn’t the same as what you see in a controlled fight.”


  I roll my eyes. “I’m not as fragile as you think. You should’ve told me. I could’ve helped.”


  “I had Mitch. It was fine. I’m fine.”


  I pull away and shake my head. “You’re still healing. You’re not fine yet.”


  “Nicki—”


  “Did you report it?”


  He looks at me like I just told him the sky is green or something. “No. It was retaliation for what I did to him at the gym. It’s over. Let it go. I have.”


  “What about last night?”


  “What about it?”


  “Well, tell me what you did to get me out of there. You already alluded to punching him. How bad was it?”


  He waves his hand dismissively. “It was nothing. Just a warning punch. I didn’t put my full weight into it.”


  “Really?” I ask, skeptical. I know what John gets like when he loses his temper.


  “Yeah. Mitch and Chloe were around. I wasn’t really alone with him, so how much damage could I have really done, right?”


  Shit. I can’t tell if he’s lying. This is odd. I can normally see right through him. If he is lying then he’s practiced this little spiel of his, anticipating my inquisition. And so, I let it go…for now.


  “All right.”


  He smiles and pulls me against him. “Judging by the way you jumped out of bed there, you’re feeling better. Are you up for going out?”


  “Out?”


  “Yeah. I wanna take you out today.”


  “Like, on a date?” I ask, pulling back to look at him.


  His eyes sparkle down at me and he smiles excitedly. “Yeah, a date.”


  “Absolutely,” I say, grinning like an idiot. “Let’s do it!”


  Chapter 21


  ~John~


  


  “I’m fine, John. Really,” she tells me.


  I grab the handle of the hard case carrying her acoustic guitar and pull it out of her grip. “I know you’re tough, but I’m trying to be a gentleman here, Nicki. We’re on a date. So let me do this.” I’m not exactly sure how to go about this date thing, but showing some chivalry seems to be a good way to go.


  She looks down at the other hard case in my hand—mine—and then glances at the backpack on my shoulders. “John, let me take something.”


  Stubborn woman! I put down my guitar case in my left hand and reach into the pocket of my board shorts. I pull out my car keys and hand them to her. “Here.”


  She rolls her eyes and I laugh as we step out of the elevator. I kick open the door leading into the parking lot and she runs on ahead of me to my truck. I find myself scanning the area like a paranoid stoner. It’s because of the attack. I’m not freaking out from fear for myself, but because Nicki’s with me this time.


  It’s clear. We’re good. Thank God. What a mood killer that would be; to get into a fight when I’m taking her out on our first date.


  As I push all thoughts of Axel and any other shit out of my mind, I hear her curse over by my truck. The passenger side is facing me. I can’t see the driver’s side and whatever it is she’s cursing about over there.


  “What’s up?” I ask as I approach. “You okay?”


  As I drop both guitar cases gently to the ground, she flashes me a nervous smile and wraps her arms around me. “I feel like walking. How far is this secret destination of yours?”


  “Fifteen miles,” I tell her. I try to pull back, but she holds fast, not letting go of me. “What’s going on?”


  “Nothing,” she insists, squeezing me tighter and pushing her weight against me in an effort to move me further away from the truck. But I’m a big guy. She can’t move me.


  “Nicki, stop it.”


  I grip her wrists and peel her off me, holding her at arm’s length. I let go of her and dodge to the left, but she’s there instantly, blocking my path. Damn boxer training. I move the other way and she does it again. I blow out a breath, grip her hips and lift her out of my way. I stride over to the driver’s side. Immediately, I see why she was trying to keep me away.


  Fucking hell! My ride has been keyed. And I’m not talking a couple of scratches. I’m talking huge deep scratches covering the entire formerly black flawless surface. And the scratches form one enraging word: Pussy.


  Axel Craven is my only thought. That son of a bitch!


  “John?” Nicki calls to me.


  I turn to her and see the nervousness in her eyes. She thinks I’m gonna lose it. And she knows me well. Fury is quickly clawing its way to the surface. I’m right on the edge. Who wouldn’t be after finding their truck like this? Just as bad is the shit I know I’ll have to go through to get it fixed. It’s gonna be pricey and I can’t afford it. All the money I’ve saved from bartending non-stop during the summer is just enough to cover my living costs for the rest of the year. It means I have to go to my dad.


  “I have money. We’ll take care of it, okay?” Nicki tells me.


  “What? No fucking way.” Does she think I’m the kind of guy who would be okay with mooching off his woman? Screw that. “I can fix it myself. I just need access to the right tools.”


  She senses my tone and tells me, “I didn’t mean to insult you. It’s just; this is my fault.”


  “Your fault? Did you give Axel a black eye? Did you threaten him? Did you rip his bedroom door off its hinges and pound him into the ground last night? Choke him? Did you do any of that? No, what’s happening here is all on me. You got me?”


  “I knew it!” she yells. “You lied! You did beat the shit out of him last night!”


  Oh shit. I’m in trouble now. And so, I do the only thing I can do; the only thing any guy would do in my position…I deflect it away by pulling out my cell.


  “Let’s focus on the real issue here, Nicki.”


  She frowns at me and throws me that I’m-not-impressed look of hers. I turn away, draw in a deep breath to calm myself and dial my dad’s number. It rings forever before he finally picks up. Typical. When it’s a client, he picks up on the first ring. When it’s his son, he almost lets it go to voicemail. Most of the time it does go to voicemail. That’s the extent of our relationship, except for the grueling monthly Sunday dinners that my parents force Nicki and me to attend.


  “John,” his commanding drill-sergeant-like bark booms down the line.


  I tense up immediately and respond tightly, “Is this a good time?” It’s a Saturday, so it should be. But the old man has been known to work on the weekends.


  “Could be better. I’m in the garage working on the Triumph.”


  Not as bad as catching him while he’s working a case, but it’s a close second to interrupt him while he’s working on his bikes or his cars. “I need to come over.”


  “How much?”


  “What?”


  “How much do you need?”


  “What makes you think—?”


  “I know you’re not coming here to spend some quality father-son time together. So, I’ll ask again; how much do you need?”


  Christ, he’s infuriating.


  “Nothing. It’s the truck. I can fix it myself if you’ll lend me your tools.” The garage at my parents’ house is basically an auto shop with all the shit that my dad keeps in there.


  “All right. See you soon then.”


  Before I can get another word out, he hangs up.


  “Argh!” I yell, just managing to stop myself from throwing my phone across the parking lot.


  I watch as Nicki picks up her guitar case.


  “Going somewhere?” I ask her.


  “Yeah. You’re going to your parents’, right? We’ll rain check this date. It’s cool.”


  I take her hand and pull her back to me. “No, it’s not cool. We’re having our date.”


  “But—”


  “We’ll swing by my parents’ place. I’ll fix up the truck. Then we’ll head out.”


  “John….”


  She’s worried about my mood, assuming it’s only gonna get worse around my dad. Normally, she’d be right. But not today. Nothing is gonna ruin our date.


  “I’m fine, sweetheart. Fine,” I tell her as I plant a kiss on her forehead.


  She sighs. “Okay. But I should change first. I don’t want Tom and Karen to see me like this.”


  I look her over. She’s wearing a short dress that bounces nicely against her ass as she walks. Her hair is loose, flowing down her shoulders underneath a little sun hat. She’s showing a lot of leg—hot as hell.


  “You look amazing.”


  She pulls at the hem of the dress. “It’s too short. Plus, I’m not wearing a bra or panties.”


  “What?”


  She slaps my hand away as I reach for the hem of her dress. “Not like that, you pervert. You told me to bring a bathing suit.”


  Oh God. I didn’t expect her to be wearing it right now underneath that cock-tease of a dress. “Let me see,” I breathe, reaching for her.


  She giggles and steps back. “John!”


  I reach for her again and she runs away around to the passenger side. I slowly walk towards her. “Nicki, I won’t be able to concentrate on driving if you don’t let me sneak a peek. My imagination will take over.”


  She shrieks as I suddenly lunge at her and press her into the side of the truck. She giggles and squirms as I tickle my way up both her thighs.


  “People will see,” she warns as I push up her dress.


  “There’s no one here, baby. Just us.”


  I push her dress all the way up, past her thighs. My cock hardens as I’m treated to the sight of her barely-there bikini bottoms. They’re tied together at her hips by a single elastic thread. There’s a fringe along the waistband. I run my fingers along it and she gasps in surprise. Oh yeah. That’s hot.


  “Wow,” I breathe, fixing her dress and stepping back quickly while I can still control myself.


  If she were any other girl, I’d have her bent over my truck already.


  “You might wanna fix that before we get to your parents’ house,” she says, gazing at me wide-eyed.


  I follow her line of sight and see the tent in my board shorts. Shit. “Offering, are you?”


  She blushes and looks away. “No,” she mumbles quietly.


  I laugh. “I’m just kidding.” I haul open the passenger door. “Get in, cutie.”


  She climbs in and I swallow hard as her dress rides up her thighs. I look away quickly, shut the door and walk around to the driver’s door. Damn, taking things slow is gonna be harder than I thought. Down, boy. Down!


  


  Chapter 22


  ~Nicki~


  


  “They’re too deep, John. These scratches have gone right past the clear coat and the color. It’s right into the primer,” John’s dad, Tom, informs him as he runs his fingers over the scratches all along the driver’s side of the truck.


  His arms folded and defensive, John shakes his head and says, “I can fix it well enough for now. A good sander, some heavy-duty compound, a wool pad, polish and paint.”


  “Forget it. I’ll take you into the shop today. We’ll get the entire side replaced.”


  “Too expensive,” John mutters as he scrutinizes the damage.


  “I already told you that I’d give you the money. You know the only thing I won’t finance is that rock ‘n’ roll hobby of yours.”


  Uh oh. I actually see John’s shoulders tense at his dad’s words. His back is to me, but I can only imagine the look on his face right now. “Hobby?” he basically spits.


  “That’s right. I’m betting it had everything to do with this crass word scratched into the side of your truck now. I’ve told you so many times that that life only leads you into trouble like this, John. If this isn’t a sign to finally give it up, I don’t know what is.”


  “This…” John growls. He gestures angrily at the scratches. “…has nothing to do with my music or the band.”


  “Like hell it doesn’t.”


  “It’s because he protected me!” I cut in before John puts his fist through something.


  They both spin around in surprise.


  “What happened, Nicki?” Tom asks me, gently.


  John shakes his head at me, willing me not to tell him. But I’m not gonna let him take the blame for this.


  “A frat guy on campus was bothering me and John stepped in to help me.”


  Tom eyes John. “Is this true?”


  “Yes,” John grunts.


  “And?” Tom presses.


  “And what?” John snaps.


  “I can see the bruise beneath your sunglasses,” Tom tells him. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed you gritting your teeth every time you move. You fought him, didn’t you? You got into yet another fight.”


  John flashes me an I-told-you-so glare. Oops. So, that was why he didn’t want me to tell his dad what had happened. Oh crap.


  “You’re not in high school anymore, John. The time for these infantile school boy scraps is long past. You can’t settle things with your fists. You need to show some maturity. This is not the way that adults—that future lawyers—do things.”


  “Sometimes the only way to settle something is like a man,” John retorts.


  Tom scoffs. “That sounds like your Uncle Jim talking.”


  “Tom!” Karen’s voice thunders from the door connecting the garage to the house. She saunters into the garage, turning her nose up at the mess. She makes the same expression as she takes in the sight of her husband. He’s wearing baggy jeans and an oil-stained t-shirt. His spiky graying hair is dripping with sweat and trickling down his forehead. She’s dressed in her usual sophisticated way. Her chestnut brown hair looks gorgeous in a half-up, half-down do. She’s wearing a fitted white blouse and a navy blue pencil skirt, along with a pair of heels that probably cost more than an entire semester’s worth of tuition. “Perhaps you can put a pin in this conversation and save it for a time when our son isn’t on a date.”


  She folds her arms across her chest and fixes him with a glare that insists that she means business; that she won’t tolerate anything but her way here.


  “A date?” Tom exclaims, looking between John and me.


  “Yes,” Karen says. She smiles kindly at John. “Isn’t that right, John?”


  “How did you know?” John asks, taken aback.


  “A mother knows these things,” she says with a wink. She walks past them and joins me a few feet back. She whispers in my ear, “You look very pretty in a dress, Nicki. Very feminine. The hat is a nice touch too.”


  I gasp. That’s how she knew! I rarely ever wear a dress and especially not one so girly-looking—or feminine—as she put it. Most of the time, I dress just like one of the guys. But I’d wanted to make an effort; to look nice for my first date with John today. I didn’t even buy this dress. It was another gift from Chloe. She’s rich like John and whenever we go shopping she always secretly buys me something. And every one of those “somethings” is either too incredibly sexy or girly for my taste. But they seem to be coming in handy lately—first the chemise and now this dress.


  “Thank you,” I say politely.


  “This is really happening?” Tom asks, still cautious about believing it.


  “Yeah, but we’re not discussing it,” John says. “I’m here about my truck. That’s all.”


  Tom waves his hand dismissively. “Forget about the truck. I’ll have it fixed for you by the end of the day.” He hands John some keys. “Here.”


  John’s eyes look as though they’re about to pop right out of his head. “You’re kidding? The Audi? You’re gonna let me drive the Audi?”


  I’m getting the impression that this is some sort of prized possession of his father’s, judging by John’s reaction. I scan the garage. There are two bikes and four cars parked inside it. I have no idea which one this Audi is.


  “Just for today,” Tom says. “And maybe on your way to the airport after your wedding too.”


  John freezes and chokes, “Wedding?”


  “You and Nicki?” Tom responds as though there’s no question about it and John is the strange one for not seeing it.


  John eyes me and I look away quickly, blushing like a damn idiot. God, this is awkward.


  “Dad, don’t.”


  “Honey, don’t be so dismissive,” Karen says. She looks right at me and asks, “Right Nicki?”


  “I…uh…” I stumble.


  “You’re embarrassing her!” John shouts. “That’s it. Kitchen. Now,” he orders his parents.


  He strides towards the door leading into the house and his parents follow him inside. I’m left in the garage, my eyes wide and my mouth agape. Poor John.


  


  ***


  


  “Sit!” I snap at my parents as I take my sunglasses off, place them on my head and rub my eyes tiredly.


  They both take a seat at the kitchen table as I pace around them, trying to rein in my agitation.


  “Let’s get one thing straight; this is a date. Our first date. Nothing more.”


  “You two have known one another for four years, John. You’re not starting at the beginning here,” my mom says.


  My dad grips my arm roughly and tells me, “That doesn’t mean you get your dick wet tonight.”


  “Tom! Do you need to be so crass?” my mom shrieks.


  But my dad doesn’t break his intense gaze or his crushing grip. Still staring at me, he tells my mom, “Karen. I need to discuss a few things with John. Give me a moment.”


  Mom gets up from the table. “Sure. I’ll go talk to Nicki for a bit.”


  Oh fucking great. Dammit!


  Dad releases me and I shake out my arm in frustration. “Sit down,” he commands.


  I sigh and do as he asks. There’s no choice once he starts barking orders. God, I feel like I’m one of the victims at one of his infamous depositions or something. This is not gonna be pretty.


  “I know you’re used to playing the field. You’re like your old man in that respect. If you only knew how many women I’ve—”


  “Dad! Please, for the love of God, spare me.”


  “Fine. Nicki is not one of your easy women…your…groupies.”


  I nod. “I know.”


  “Do you?”


  “What does that mean?”


  “I mean; with her history you need to be extra careful with her.”


  “Dad, I know. I know that better than anyone! I was there, remember? Fuck! What do you think of me?”


  “Tone down your language!” he barks right back at me.


  But I’m done now. I shoot to my feet and slam my fist down on the kitchen table. “You wanna know why I had to get physical with that frat asshole? She was a game to him. A game. Last night, I stopped him from fucking her while she was drunk off her ass, crying and terrified. And, yeah, I used my fists. Can you honestly tell me that you wouldn’t have done the same if you’d walked in on that…if it had been Mom lying there like that? Fuck, he’s lucky I only did the minimum. And that’s why he keyed my truck.”


  My dad is too stunned to say anything.


  “Nicki is my fucking angel and I’ll treat her that way. The fact that you’re questioning that tells me how little you really think of me. I mean; I always knew I was a disappointment. I just didn’t think that it extended to this—to you questioning my integrity like this.” I rub my face roughly with both my hands. “Fuck this,” I mutter as I storm out of the kitchen.


  “I’m sorry!” he calls out.


  I stop short. Sorry? He’s apologizing to me? Well, this is a first. History has just been made.


  I turn back around and raise an eyebrow in surprise. He stands up and approaches me, muttering, “God, you really do have your mother’s temper.” He seizes my shoulders and lowers his voice as he tells me, “This will sound a little odd, given the circumstances, but Nicki is like a daughter to me.”


  “I know, Dad.”


  “I don’t want to see her get hurt. When it comes to other men, you can protect her. But now it’s you, John. You can’t protect her from yourself, hence my little lecture here. But after what you’ve just told me, I see that I don’t need to worry about protecting her from you. There is nothing to protect her from.”


  “I want her,” I admit.


  I can tell by the look on his face that he understands my meaning. “That’s natural. But there’s a difference between wanting and taking what is not ready to be given to you.” We lock eyes and he says. “You understand?”


  “Yes.”


  He smiles and then something odd happens. He hugs me. I tense at the unexpected and unfamiliar contact. “I’m proud of you.”


  What? “You know I’m just scraping by at college, right?”


  He doesn’t let go of me. Instead, his hold tightens. “You’re the man that I’d always hoped you’d become.”


  “It’s her,” I find myself admitting. Shit, where did that come from? I haven’t even admitted that to myself yet. But it’s the truth. Nicki has that effect on me. She makes me better.


  My dad laughs and pulls back. “It usually is. Your mother had the same effect on me.”


  “Really? I thought you were always a straight-shooter, Dad. Perfect and all that bullshit.”


  He grins. “I think it’s best if you keep on believing that.”


  This time I’m the one laughing. I clear my throat and say, “Okay, I should get going. You’re sure about me driving the Audi?”


  “You’ve always been a good driver. Go ahead.”


  “Thanks.”


  “You should probably wipe those tears out of your eyes before you head back to her.”


  Shit, all his talk about him being proud of me has made me fucking emotional. I’ve never heard those words from him. “Dust,” I lie, as I wipe my eyes with the back of my hands.


  He chuckles as I walk away.


  Chapter 23


  ~John~


  


  As I belt out the lyrics to one of mine and Nicki’s favorite songs—Bruce Springsteen’s Land of Hope and Dreams—I watch Nicki strumming on her acoustic, opposite me. She closes her eyes, getting lost in the music. I knew this was a good idea. She’s always at her most relaxed when we play.


  And we both love this place. The ravine. We used to come here so many times during our last couple of years of high school to write away from the rest of the world with nothing around us but nature for miles.


  We’re sitting on the grass embankment just like we used to, a few feet from the waterfall.


  After leaving my parents’ house, Nicki had talked non-stop; a nervous reaction of hers. I knew what it was; the expectations of this ‘date’. The sexual expectations. It’s not like we’re starting at the beginning; we’ve known each other for years.


  The strangest thing is; I’m nervous too. I’ve never had to control myself before. I’ve always just taken what I’ve wanted, when I’ve wanted it. But Nicki isn’t like the women I’m used to screwing around with. I don’t wanna mess this up and scare her. And it’s hard. I’m hard.


  At least I know I’m capable of holding back and thinking with my head instead of my dick. That night I had my tongue between her legs had been proof enough. Being able to shut it down after taking things that far had been a true act of strength. The way she’d looked up at me afterward, the trust there in her eyes—that’s what’d stopped me.


  We’re halfway through the third verse when I hear her mess up, missing the chord change. Her eyes snap open. Her hands still and she smiles sheepishly. “Oops.”


  “What was that?” I ask, amused as hell. Nicki never fucks up like that.


  She lowers her gaze, trying to hide that guilty look in her eyes. My God, what’s she thinking about? She can barely look at me. Is she thinking something dirty?


  “Nicki?”


  She places her guitar back into its case on the grass beside her. She takes her time closing it before finally turning back to me and responding innocently, “Yeah?”


  “What was that?” I repeat, not taking my eyes off her as I put my own guitar back in its case as well.


  “I…uh…nothing.”


  She’s lying. But I know I can get it out of her.


  She knows it too and she stands up quickly.


  She takes off her sun hat and places it carefully on her case. And then something shocking happens. She kicks off her sandals and, before I know it, she’s stripping off her dress as well. She giggles at herself for a second, unable to look anywhere near me as she stands there in nothing but her bikini. Damn, she’s so fucking hot.


  She takes off towards the lake. She jumps in and screams as she hits the cold water.


  I’m on my feet in a split second, pulling off my shirt and shoes.


  “John!” she shrieks as I plunge into the lake, drenching her. Shit, it is cold. I’m greeted by a face full of water as she splashes me.


  “That’s really asking for it,” I threaten, wading towards her.


  She tries to get away, but she ends up backing herself into the bank instead. Nowhere to run now, baby.


  Her eyes widen as she realizes she’s trapped. Laughing, she holds up her hands in surrender. “Sorry. Truce?” she asks, hopefully.


  “Uh uh. We have to be even first, before you can call a truce.”


  “Wait!” she begs. “I’ll tell you what I was thinking about; why I had that look on my face.”


  I’ve gotta hear this. I step back and fold my arms across my chest. “Shoot.”


  “I…uh…I was thinking about our date and you sitting there singing and how I couldn’t believe where we are now…you know…together, because when I first met you I…uh…I had a bit of a crush on you.”


  I smirk at her. I had no idea. She’s good at playing things close to her chest. “Really?”


  “Get that cocky grin off your face,” she scolds me. “It was your voice…not your personality.”


  “My voice, huh?” I press, wanting to hear more; much more.


  “Yeah, I’d seen you play before I even walked into that audition the day we met. Your voice…that sexy rasp…the power…the emotion…it…well, it got under my skin.”


  “You mean it turned you on.”


  She blushes like crazy. But then she manages to get it together and she tells me, “Keep your ego in check. As soon as I got to know you, any little thing I had for you went away.”


  I slap my hand over my heart. “Ouch! Why?”


  She shrugs. “I figured out you were a womanizing asshole.”


  “Is that right?” I say, moving closer to her. “How about now, baby?”


  Her eyes flicker over me shyly. “You’re different with me.”


  “Damn right I am. You wanna know why?” I say, leaning into her and whispering in her ear.


  “I…why?” she struggles to utter, flustered by my closeness.


  “Because, baby….” I whisper slowly, “…you are mine.”


  I pull away and watch her try to catch her breath.


  “Okay, so now I’ve told you, we’re good? Truce?”


  I shake my head. “No way.”


  Without giving her a warning, I lunge at her. She shrieks in surprise and tries to make a break for it, trying to pull herself onto the bank. I catch her and grab her around the waist. She screams as I pull her back into the lake. And then I dunk her under the water quickly, before pulling her back to me. Laughing, I tell her, “Now, we’re even.”


  She pushes her soaking wet hair out of her face and stares at me with disbelief. “I can’t believe you dunked me!”


  I shrug my shoulders.


  “Asswipe!” she yells.


  “Asswipe?”


  “Yeah, asswipe,” she says, all cute and defiant.


  “Hey, you started it. I just finished it, baby.”


  I see a devilish glint in her eyes. Uh oh. I know that look. “Finished it, huh?” she says.


  And before I know what’s hit me, she pushes me back, breaking my hold around her waist. She launches herself at me, trying to push me down into the water. I manage to resist and stay on my feet. I wrap my arms around her, trapping her in my hold.


  “What you gonna do now?”


  She squirms in my arms, but I hold firm. She growls with frustration before stilling altogether. I don’t loosen my hold. I know better than that. She’s a tough little thing.


  Something distracts her from her mission; she realizes the position we’re in. Her eyes roam over me; over the two of us pressed together wet and hardly dressed. Something flickers in her eyes. She leans into me and I know exactly what she wants. But I don’t give it to her.


  “John?”


  “Yes, baby?”


  She seems confused by my lack of reaction—or my lack of action. She doesn’t know what to do. Since we started this thing between us, I’ve always made the first move. I finally loosen my hold on her and she frees her arms, but doesn’t move away.


  I’m surprised as hell when she presses her hands to my chest. It fires me up instantly, despite the cold water surrounding us. I force myself not to move. She needs to take the lead.


  Her lips crash against mine. She’s so aggressive about it that I have to respond. I deepen the kiss. And then she shocks me by pretty much thrusting her tongue down my damn throat. She doesn’t want slow and sweet this time. No, this time it’s different. It’s ferocious and primal. Her hands fist in my hair, tugging and trying to pull me closer. She’s wild. She’s challenging me.


  I can’t think straight with her suddenly all over me and before I can stop myself, my hands are slipping under her bikini top and playing with her tits. She gasps, but doesn’t stop kissing me for a second.


  And then I feel it; she trembles against me.


  A warning sparks in my brain.


  That’s when I get it. I get what this is about and I don’t like it. I don’t want it this way.


  I pull back.


  “Stop,” I choke out, pushing her back gently.


  “John, what—”


  “You don’t need to prove anything to me.”


  She wraps her arms around herself, now embarrassed. She won’t look at me. “I’m not—”


  “Yes you are, baby.”


  I reach for her, but she floats backwards.


  “Nicki, it’s okay.”


  “Stop it,” she snaps.


  I’m not sure what she means, but one thing I’m sure about is she’s pissed. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  “You didn’t,” she mutters, looking anywhere but at me.


  “Look, I just…I don’t want it like this. I don’t want you forcing yourself to do things just to prove something to yourself.” As I say the words, it pisses me off. “Am I just an experiment to you, Nicki? A trial run?”


  She flinches. And then her eyes narrow. “Fuck you, John,” she says before turning her back on me and wading angrily through the water towards the embankment.


  I rush after her, hauling myself onto the grass just as she stomps towards where we’d been sitting. She grabs her dress off the ground, shivering as she stands there soaking wet and freezing in the cool Fall air.


  I pull a towel from my backpack and walk over to her. I snatch her dress out of her grip and hand her the towel. “Here. Dry first or you’ll get sick.”


  She mutters something and starts to pat herself dry. You’re welcome, woman. I grab myself a towel and pat myself down before slipping my shirt back on.


  “Asshole,” she mutters as she pushes past me to get to her dress. That’s it!


  I spin around and grab her arms, holding her steady and forcing her to look at me.


  “Asshole?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Let me tell you something about men, Nicki. We’re ruled by our dicks. I don’t care how good a guy acts. At the end of the day, we’re all the same. Some of us have better self-control than others, but we’ve still got that primal instinct. And when a guy wants someone as badly as I want you, it’s even harder. That first night when I ate you out, you have no idea what it took for me to hold back; not to take it further. And it freaked me out. But since then, I know where the line is for me. So, when I tell you we need to stop, fucking respect that. I’m trying my damnedest to protect you. So, if that makes me an asshole, so be it.”


  “Stop it, John!” she cries, struggling to break away.


  “Stop what?” I ask, tightening my hold on her. No way is she getting out of this one. I wanna know exactly what the hell is going on with her. “You keep saying that. Stop what?”


  “Treating me like I’m damaged!” she thunders. “Like I’m a fragile, broken little girl because of…because of what happened in the past.”


  “That’s what you think this is about?”


  “I know it is.”


  “You’re wrong. This is about you not being ready.”


  “I am ready.”


  “You say that, but I don’t feel it from you.”


  “Just fuck me!”


  The rage in her voice and the fiery look in her eyes catches me off guard. It hits me then and I let go of her. “Tell me something, Nicki; does it matter who it is?”


  “What?”


  “Do you care who pops your fucking cherry? Do you care that it’s me standing here?”


  She looks away. “Yes.”


  “Very fucking convincing,” I growl. “You already let that piece of shit, Axel, finger fuck you.”


  “What? How do you know about that?”


  Getting in her face, I glare down at her. “That’s how desperate you were to get your first time over with. Well, let’s get one thing straight here. I’m not gonna be another Axel. If that’s what I wanted, I would’ve fucked you that first night. I don’t date and yet here we are. I’m making an effort here, because I wanna be with you!”


  “Are you waiting for your medal?”


  Wow. Ice. “You just want my cock? Huh? Tell me!”


  She gives me a dirty look and turns away.


  But I’m not close to being done. I grab her hand, but she rips it from my grasp.


  “Look at me,” I command.


  She shakes her head as she struggles to pull her dress on.


  “How about I fuck you right now on the grass? You want that? I won’t even look at you while I’m pounding you. Pure mindless sex? How would you like that, baby? Is that what you want from me?”


  “I want to go home,” she murmurs, fixing her dress and keeping her eyes down.


  I blow out a frustrated breath. “Get in the truck. I’ll be there in a minute.” I need to calm down before I can drive. I hear her stomp away.


  I can’t even bring myself to look at her as she walks away. She’s never made me this angry before. Hell, it’s not just anger; it’s hurt. A woman actually managed to hurt me. She wants nothing more than a throwaway fuck. She played me, manipulated me into a relationship so I’d fuck her.


  And now I can’t stop thinking whether she would’ve given it up to Axel if he hadn’t been so rough with her. The idea of it makes me sick to my stomach. That woman is mine. How dare she consider spreading her legs for another man? Wait…who am I kidding? She’s not mine at all. Her silence just now made that clear.


  I really wanna call her a cab instead of driving her home. I don’t even wanna look at her; to be in the same space as her. But hell if I’m gonna come off looking like the asshole here.


  I’ll drive her home and then we’re done. Done! No one fucking plays me; not even her.


  Chapter 24


  ~Nicki~


  


  The campus pub is packed. Friday nights always draw a huge crowd, because it’s karaoke night. I take a sip of my beer and my eyes flick around the place. A sea of college students are gathered around the front of the bar, waving their hands, calling out their orders to the bartenders. I feel sorry for them; how do they handle all that crap? I’ve worked service jobs before. Every summer I work as a hostess at restaurant/bar and it gets packed sometimes, but nothing like this. Crazy.


  I’m glad that Chloe made us leave early to get here. We just managed to grab the last couple of stools at the far end of the bar. There weren’t even any booths or tables left. This was it. Chloe made it happen. A couple of guys beat us to it by a few seconds, but she did her thing and convinced them to give up their claims on the stools. The girl sure knows how to use her assets to her advantage. She can flirt her way through anything. Guys lose their common-sense around her. A mere flash of her cleavage, a flutter of her eyelashes and she had them in the palm of her hand. Amazing. I wish I was freer like her.


  “You gonna sing?” Chloe asks me suddenly.


  I laugh at the suggestion. “I don’t think so.”


  “Why not, babe? You have a kick-ass voice.”


  “I’ll save it for the real thing, thanks.” There’s no way I’m gonna get up there. It’s different when we’re playing a gig. I have backup then. Besides, John is the lead singer, so I’m never really out there on my own and exposed.


  “A couple more drinks and I’m gonna have you changing your mind,” Chloe threatens and I see that familiar glint of mischief in her eyes. Uh oh.


  Before I can respond, Mitch comes out of nowhere and pushes into Chloe, forcing her to move her stool so he can pull up his own beside her. Where the hell did he get that from? There are spare stools somewhere?


  “Hey, you big oaf!” she cries, slapping his arm in protest.


  He turns to her with a massive smirk on his face. “Good to see you, too, gorgeous.”


  Gorgeous? An odd look passes between them. Mitch leans into her and whispers something. Her eyes widen and she shoves him, leaving him laughing as he almost falls off his stool.


  “What’s going on?” I ask, more than a little curious now.


  Mitch rolls his eyes. He’s about to answer me when Chloe cuts in: “Nothing. He’s just being an ass as usual.”


  Mitch turns to her and she flashes him that don’t-mess-with-me look of hers. He sighs and says, “Yeah, nothing.”


  I’m not nearly convinced, but I can see how ill at ease Chloe is right now. It’s completely out of character for her; nothing ever seems to knock her off-kilter. I make a mental note to discuss it with her later when it’s just the two of us.


  Mitch eyes the empty pitcher on the bar top between Chloe and I. “I’ll get us some refills,” he says. He pats his stool and tells Chloe, “Hold onto this for me, gorgeous.”


  “You might wanna wait a while. It’s packed over there,” I say, gesturing to the front of the bar.


  “Nah. I know one of the bartenders. He’ll hook me up before those other assholes.”


  “We’re trying to have a girl’s night,” Chloe tells him.


  “Too bad. I’m hanging with you guys until my boy gets here,” he says, not the least bit deterred that Chloe’s shooting daggers at him. He winks at her and heads off to get our drinks, pushing his way through the crowds.


  I know immediately that his boy is John. Shit, John’s coming here?


  The two of us haven’t spoken since that awful blow up at the ravine. Two weeks have gone by since then.


  I don’t know how things managed to get so out of hand. One moment we were kissing and the next he started accusing me of using him for sex. He hadn’t given me a chance to catch my breath. He was so harsh, so graphic about everything. I’m barely able to talk about things like that in calmer circumstances, let alone in a fight like that. I didn’t know what the hell to say.


  “Nicki? You still with me?” Chloe asks, waving her hand in my face.


  I blink hard as I force myself from my thoughts. “Yeah, sorry. What were you saying?”


  “Can we switch seats?”


  “You want me to be your buffer against Mitch, of all people?”


  “Yeah,” she says, waving her hand urgently, gesturing for me to hurry up and switch seats with her. “Come on.”


  “Fine. I think you’re being ridiculous, though. It’s only Mitch,” I say, switching seats.


  “Do I look too hot right now?” she asks me, pulling up her low-cut white tank in a failed attempt to cover up some of her cleavage. She pulls at the lapels of her cropped denim jacket, trying to pull it closed.


  “Do up the buttons if you’re worried,” I tell her, surprised she’s so anxious to cover herself up. Normally, she’s always showing off what she’s got.


  “I can’t. It won’t close,” she says, gesturing to her boobs that are almost spilling out of it.


  I can’t stop a laugh from escaping.


  “It’s not funny!”


  “My God. What’s going on with you? Scratch that: what’s going on with the two of you?”


  She leans into me, her eyes darting around us cautiously, before she lowers her voice and tells me, “Shit, Nicki. We…it…it was an accident.”


  “What was?” I press, curious as hell.


  Before she can answer, someone pushes into me.


  “Watch it!” Chloe yells at whoever it is.


  I turn to my right to see a woman now perching on the stool beside me—the stool we were supposed to be saving for Mitch. Oh shit.


  “Excuse me?” I say, as politely as possible.


  She turns to me, her huge tits jutting out towards me, barely contained by the hot-pink strapless number she’s wearing. It’s so tight; I’m surprised she can even move at all. Her eyes sweep over me disapprovingly; my silver tank that shields my breasts from view, my leather jacket. She scoffs as her eyes flick past my jeans to my steel-toe military-style ankle boots. Clearly, she doesn’t approve of my outfit. It’s probably not revealing enough for her.


  “Yes?” she responds, curtly.


  “We’re saving that seat for a friend. He just went to get our drinks.”


  “Too bad,” she retorts, flipping her platinum blonde hair back.


  Chloe leans over me and barks out, “Hey, Bitch Barbie, take a hike.”


  I hear a familiar chuckle behind me. To my astonishment, John slips in between Barbie and me. He looks right past me and tells Chloe, “Relax. Just getting a drink.”


  “Nicki,” he says, nodding at me without making eye contact.


  And then I watch him wrap his arm around Barbie.


  What. The. Hell?


  I blink and do a couple of double takes. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. He’s standing right by my stool with his arm around another woman. I feel sick. I can’t breathe. What is he doing?


  I don’t know what to do. I’m completely frozen. I can’t move. I can’t speak. I can’t believe he would hurt me like this. Shocked as I am, I just keep staring at him…at them.


  And then it gets worse. His arm drops to her ass and he squeezes it. She squeals with delight and he laughs with her. The sound grates on my last nerve, snapping me out of my daze and into action.


  Chloe taps my arm. I can see by the look in her eyes, that she’s as shocked and appalled as I am. She pushes her beer glass into my hand. It’s still half-full, whilst mine is empty. “Use this.”


  I nod and push back my stool with so much force that it smacks into the one next to mine, nudging John. He turns to face me, with Barbie hanging from his arm.


  “What’s up?” he asks, casually, as if nothing shitty is happening here.


  It’s the final straw and I can’t stop myself. I just react, putting all my hurt and anger into it as I throw Chloe’s beer in his face.


  He flinches and stumbles back in surprise. But Barbie reacts first, screaming at me for getting some of it on her trashy dress. She breaks from him and launches herself at me.


  Oh this is on, bitch!


  I push her back with both hands and she teeters on her ridiculous six-inch heels. She comes at me again, going in for a slap. I’m a trained boxer, bitch! I catch her wrist before she can make contact. My right hand is fisted and ready in a second and I throw a right hook, aiming right for her face. But I never get the chance to hit my mark as John grabs her around the waist and pulls her back, just in time. Him defending her just infuriates me more and I snap, screaming at her, calling them both cheaters and God knows what else.


  I can vaguely hear the chants of fight, fight, fight around us and I can feel that we’re being watched now.


  And then powerful arms wrap around me, pulling me away.


  “Nicki, stop!” I hear Mitch hiss in my ear.


  My eyes lock with John’s and he isn’t calm now; not by a long stretch. Good. Barbie’s hands are all over him, trying to get his attention, but he pays her no mind. He just keeps staring at me.


  “I hate you!” I scream at him, before Mitch drags me away.


  


  ***


  


  I’m leaning against the wall of the ladies room, trying to catch my breath and wrap my head around the mess that is tonight. It feels surreal, like I’m living through someone else’s experience right now. I can’t believe this is happening. John is cheating on me with another woman? And he comes here and basically shoves her in my face? It’s not the John that I’ve known for the last few years. He’s been replaced by something repulsive; something I don’t recognize.


  But maybe this is him in a non-platonic capacity.


  My hands are shaking with adrenaline from the fight with that bitch. I feel sick and twisted inside, like something has reached in and ripped out a part of me. It burns right down to the bone. My head is spinning, fighting to rationalize this. I’ve never experienced anything like this before; this hurt. It’s crippling; all-consuming. If this is what it’s like dating a guy, I don’t want any part of it. I never want to feel like this again.


  “I can’t believe you asked him here knowing he was with that Barbie doll!” Chloe thunders at Mitch who’s standing awkwardly at the door, clearly uncomfortable being in the ladies room.


  “I didn’t know,” he snaps back at her.


  “Oh really?” she shouts, taking an angry step towards him.


  He meets her with his own and glowers down at her. “Yes, really. Now calm the fuck down and, while you’re at it, stop being a complete bitch to me, will you?”


  Chloe steps back like he’s just slapped her. “What?”


  “You heard me. Ever since we….” he catches himself and glances at me quickly before looking back at Chloe. He tells her in a commanding, uncompromising tone, “Ever since the slip up you’ve been on me. I’ve let it slide for a while, but I’m done. It ends now.”


  I watch a power struggle taking place between them as they stare one another down. And then Chloe heaves a heavy breath. “I’m sorry.”


  The look on Mitch’s face mirrors what I’m feeling: shock. Chloe never apologizes.


  We’re all standing there in silence, each wrestling with our issues—me with the John thing and the two of them with God knows what—when the bathroom door bursts open.


  My breath hitches in my throat as I see that it’s John.


  “You’ve got some nerve. Get out,” Chloe fumes.


  “Mitch, control your woman,” John growls.


  His woman? What?


  “Excuse me? I’m not a piece of meat, caveman!”


  “Thanks a lot,” Mitch complains to John.


  “Just take care of it. I’m not in the mood for this shit,” John barks.


  Somehow, Mitch manages to coax Chloe into leaving the bathroom. She calls back quickly, “John, you upset her more than you already have and you can find yourself a new drummer.”


  John rolls his eyes and takes a breath before fixing me with a hard stare.


  Expecting him to have come here to apologize and try to weasel his way out of this, I’m stumped when I see that angry, intolerant expression on his face. What does he have to be angry about?


  Before I can get a word out, he stalks towards me, yelling, “What the fuck was that out there?”


  “You’re asking me?” I fume. How dare he try to turn this around onto me?


  “Yeah, I’m asking you. You threw a fucking drink in my face and started a fight.”


  “Me? That Barbie doll of yours made the first move.”


  “After you threw that beer all over the two of us!”


  I slam my hands into his chest, knocking him back. “How could you do this to me?” I scream, rabidly, completely losing my cool.


  “Do what?”


  “Her!”


  I go to lash out at him again, but he’s ready this time and he grabs both my wrists. Before I know it, he has me pushed up against the wall, pinning me there. “This is what you wanted.”


  “What? I wanted you to screw around when we’re supposed to be together?”


  “We’re not together!” he grits out, his eyes flashing wildly with barely contained rage.


  “We…yes we are,” I struggle to respond. What is he talking about?


  He releases my wrists and steps back. He turns away, throwing his hands up in the air as if he’s silently reaching out to some invisible entity for guidance. And then he spins back around, causing me to jump in surprise at the suddenness of it.


  “You made it clear at the ravine that you didn’t want to be together. So this…me with other women…is what that looks like, Nicki.”


  His condescending tone gets under my skin. “I didn’t say anything like that.”


  “I asked you repeatedly and you gave me nothing but silence. I didn’t hear fuck all from you over the last two weeks...didn’t get anything from you to tell me otherwise.”


  “John, no, that’s not—”


  “I don’t like being manipulated, Nicki! You know that about me and yet that’s exactly what you did. You harangued me into a relationship so I’d fuck you, because you knew I wouldn’t do it as a one-night stand.”


  “I do want us to be together.”


  He scoffs with derision.


  “You don’t believe me?”


  He shakes his head. “Look, let’s just leave things as they are.”


  “Friends?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I can’t just do that, John. Not after what’s happened…the things we’ve done together.”


  He crosses to the bathroom door. “I’m done, Nicki.”


  I’m floored by this. How can he just turn it off like that? One minute we’re…together and he’s all in. Then, the next, it’s over as if nothing ever happened. The awful feeling in the pit of my stomach is threatening to make its way to the surface. I need to cast it out. And, so, I can’t stop myself from screaming out, “You hurt me!”


  He freezes at the sound of my words. Several second pass before he finally responds, “Right back at you.” His voice is so quiet, just above a whisper, that I barely hear it. The raw emotion in his words shocks me.


  His hand on the doorknob, he turns his head to look back at me. All the fire in his eyes has dissipated. There’s something else…dejected emptiness. Oh my God. He meant it. I hurt him.


  “I don’t date, yet I was willing to give it a go—for you. And you basically spat all over it, Nicki. You played me. My fault. I shouldn’t have let my guard down.”


  “John—”


  But before I can finish my sentence, he pushes through the door and walks out.


  I stare at the door, where he’d been mere seconds ago. It slams shut, reverberating around the empty bathroom. I can’t wrap my head around what just happened here. How the hell did this night go from light and playful to…this…to everything being ripped to shreds?


  I slump against the wall, exhaustedly. “Shit.”


  Chapter 25


  ~John~


  


  My eyes snap open and I wake up to darkness. I know something must’ve woken me up. I don’t wake up randomly during the night; I’m a heavy, deep sleeper.


  It takes me a moment to get a handle on my surroundings.


  “Hey,” a voice murmurs suddenly.


  Oh shit. I almost jump out of my skin as I see Nicki sitting there at the foot of my bed.


  “What are you doing here? Are you competing for creeper of the year, because you have my vote? Shit.”


  “Mitch let me in. I knocked several times, but you didn’t answer.”


  Mitch? Great security, buddy. We’re gonna discuss that bullshit. “I’m tired.”


  I can tell by the look on her face that she’s here to talk. Screw that. I said my peace earlier. There’s nothing left to say. I was right the first time; keeping it casual is the saner way to live.


  She slides off the bed but she doesn’t make any move to leave. My eyes have now adjusted to the dark and I can clearly see that she’s standing there in a black silk robe that falls just above her knees. The belt is loose and I can make out the outline of her tits. My dick responds immediately and I shift in the bed and adjust the covers.


  “Nicki—”


  She cuts me off by leaning into me and pressing her finger to my lips.


  “I know you don’t believe me, but I wasn’t manipulating you. I would never do that. I didn’t answer you at the ravine, because I was embarrassed, I guess. I’m not as comfortable talking about stuff like that as you are. I didn’t know…I don’t know how to do these things, John. I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you.”


  I bat her hand away from my mouth. “You should go. Give me a couple of days and things will be back to normal with us.”


  She shakes her head. “I can prove it to you.”


  “Prove what?”


  “That it’s not what you think between us…that it is more to me.”


  “Just forget it.”


  She doesn’t listen. Instead, she climbs onto the bed—onto me.


  She’s straddling me. Shit. I don’t think my dick can take this.


  “The way I figure it, the only way to prove it is for us to…do it…and for you to see that I’m not gonna be going anywhere afterwards.”


  “No,” I say, shaking my head.


  “John—”


  “I need you to go. Now. Leave.”


  “No.”


  I grip her waist to lift her off me. “Point of no return, remember? This is it.”


  Before I can lift her off me, she unties the belt of her robe and pushes it off her shoulders.


  Fuck me; the robe is all she was wearing.


  My eyes sweep over her naked body, taking in every delicious inch of her. Her tits would bring any man to his knees; full and perky. My gaze dips lower to her tight stomach, her tiny hips, her sexy thighs. I linger between her legs for a few seconds as memories of tasting that sweet pussy of hers run through my head, teasing me, tempting me.


  I actually manage to think without interference from my dick for a second and irritation rises within me. She keeps putting me in no-win situations. She keeps tempting me, knowing I can’t go over the line. And my patience is at an end now. Stripping in front of me like this grates on my last nerve. I’m not superhuman.


  So, before I can stop myself, I’ve wrestled her beneath me and I’m snarling down at her.


  “You want my cock, Nicki? You wanna be fucked? You’ve been toying with me, pushing me with that hot little body of yours. Now, I’m gonna take you long and hard. Is that what you want? For me to treat you like just another girl? Another meaningless fuck? Is it?”


  “Okay,” she gasps.


  What? What did she just say? I look down at her. Her eyes are wide with disbelief and something else…fear or wonder? I can’t tell. She’s breathing in short rapid bursts. But she makes absolutely no move to stop me, to push me off her. It throws me, because that’s what I’d expected her to do; what I’d been counting on.


  “John?” she whispers, hesitantly.


  “Yeah, baby?” I manage to choke out, completely stunned by her shocking vulnerability.


  “Do it,” she tells me.


  Fucking hell. Right then, all my irritation and frustration leaves me. All I can see is her lying beneath me, wanting me, trusting me.


  I brush a strand of hair out of her eyes and tuck it behind her ear.


  She seems put off when I don’t say anything and just continue to stare at her, probably assuming that I’m gonna turn her away again.


  “I want to do this,” she says.


  I lean down and kiss her softly. She gasps as I deepen it, claiming her mouth. She trembles beneath me and I feel her hands on me, hesitantly stroking my arms. They move away quickly—awkwardly—and I realize she can’t decide what to do with them.


  Smiling, I grasp them gently and tell her, “There’s no wrong way to touch me. Anything you do gets me going, baby. Feel, don’t think.”


  She nods. “Okay.”


  I chuckle. “Good.” I lick my way down her neck, along her collarbone, to her right tit. She gasps as I draw slow circles around her nipple while my hands sweep over her stomach, her hips, her sides. By the time I treat her left tit to the same teasing torture; she’s writhing beneath me and moaning quietly. Quietly? We’ll see about that.


  I free her nipple and settle myself between her legs. Her sweet pussy is glistening with her arousal, so wet for me. I run my finger along her lips, brushing her clit and she bucks against me. God, she’s so responsive, so eager. I expected much more hesitation from her, given her issues with being touched. But there’s none, not here, not with me.


  I tease her pussy with the tip of my finger. I push inside and she clenches around me as I slide it in deep and pull her towards me. She’s already so wet. I can feel my dick throbbing, eager to fill that sweet pussy of hers. The anticipation is killing me. I’m actually sweating, struggling to fight myself here. I’m not used to holding back, to taking my time like this. I’ve never touched a woman so gently before. Touching her is almost foreign in a way; completely new to what I’m normally used to.


  Easing a second finger inside her, I feel her resistance, her pussy clamping down around me. I rub her clit with my thumb, drawing small circles. It drives her crazy and I watch her throw her head back. A tiny moan escapes her lips. I pick up the pace, pumping my fingers in and out of her in a scissoring motion, stretching her open for me.


  “Okay, baby?”


  She nods her head. “More.”


  Music to my ears.


  I start to finger fuck her hard, pounding into her as my free hand works her clit.


  “Oh shit…ah…John!” she cries, riding my hand.


  Her crying out my name is almost too much to take. My dick is throbbing almost painfully now. I’ve never been so hard in my life. The sight of her tits bouncing in time with her thrusts, her eyes glazed over with desire, my fingers buried deep—it’s a fucking work of art.


  She’s drenched, her juices running down my fingers and she’s gasping out rapid breath after rapid breath. I see her body tense and I know she’s close; right on the edge.


  I pull out, my fingers leaving her pussy, my thumb releasing her clit.


  She cries out.


  “Not yet. The first time you come, I wanna be inside you, baby.”


  Rising up over her, I reach for the top drawer in my bedside table and rip it open. I fumble around for a few aggravating seconds, searching in the dark until I finally feel a condom packet. I snatch it up and settle myself back between her legs and roll it on quickly.


  Her eyes lock with mine as I rub the head of my dick over her pussy. I push in gently, barely an inch and she whimpers and squeezes her eyes shut. Fuck. Even after prepping her with my fingers, there’s still so much resistance. Her grip is out of this world and I have to fight everything in me not to rush things, not to bury my dick in her as deep as I can fucking go. It’s torture. But the look on her face is enough to set me straight.


  “Try to relax for me,” I tell her as I tease her clit.


  Her fingers latch onto my arms, her nails digging into my flesh. Her face is a mixture of fear, wonder and uncomfortableness.


  “Are you sure, Nicki?”


  “Yes,” she cries. Then she grins and tells me, “It’s…I didn’t know you were…” she glances down at my dick “…that big.”


  I can’t stop myself. I burst out laughing. Right in the middle of sex. That’s a first. I can’t believe what this woman does to me. She starts laughing too. My dick is partially buried in her pussy, my fingers working her clit and we’re both hysterical.


  “Oh, baby. I love you,” I say, as our laughter subsides.


  What? I freeze. What did I just say? Oh, fuck me.


  She gasps and I can see she’s as shocked as I am.


  I’m not sure what to do, so I step up my assault on her clit. Her pussy relaxes enough for me to ease my cock in the rest of the way. Jesus Christ!


  I hold still, waiting on her to adjust to the size of me. And then I ease in and out slowly.


  “Ready?” I ask as I pull almost all the way out, with just the tip of my dick still inside her.


  “Yes,” she pants.


  I thrust into her hard, driving deep and taking her virginity in the process.


  She screams, her nails digging harder into my arms and drawing blood. Fucking hell, I’ve never felt anything as tight as this. Her pussy is squeezing the life out of my dick. I can barely breathe, barely move inside her. It’s so fucking intense that I have to fight not to come right away. I’m right on the edge. But this is her first time, not mine. And I’m gonna do everything in my power to give her the best here—screw what my dick wants.


  And so I still for a second and claim her mouth with mine. I keep my left hand on her clit to maintain some relief while my dick is lodged inside her. I shift my weight slightly and slide my fingers into her hair, stroking it reassuringly as my mouth devours her. She responds wildly, forcing her tongue into my mouth. I lose control and start pumping my dick inside her. She moans into my mouth and wraps her legs around me.


  Breaking our kiss, she chokes out desperately, “More.” She grinds against my hand, rubbing her clit hard against me. “Please,” she begs.


  I pick up my pace and before I know it, I’m pounding into her, fucking her hard. My fingers are moving so fast over her clit that my hand is basically vibrating.


  “Oh my God! Ah, John! Shit!”


  “Come for me, baby. Come all over my cock.”


  Her body tenses, her legs squeeze my waist. And then her pussy clamps down around me as she comes, screaming my name. Jesus Christ, every spasm of her tight pussy sends shockwaves of pleasure through my dick. It’s so intense that I can’t hold on any longer.


  “Fuck, baby,” I grit out harshly as I come inside her.


  


  


  ***


  


  I wince as John pulls out slowly. Oh God, I’m so sore. But it was worth it for the mind-blowing orgasm I just experienced and having him deep inside of me.


  “You okay, baby?” he asks me, his face full of concern.


  I nod and smile. I can’t speak yet. I think he fucked that ability out of me.


  “I’ll be right back.” I watch him grab his robe off the back of the door and shrug it on. And then he opens the bedroom door and slips out. For a second I wonder where he’s going. And then I realize: the bathroom, to take care of the condom.


  I can’t believe it; we just had sex. I just had sex. I honestly never believed the day would come when I’d be able to let a man be with me like that. But with John, everything is different and I wasn’t afraid. I know in my bones that he’ll never ever hurt me.


  He was so gentle with me, so patient. So…loving. Oh, baby. I love you. He’d actually said those words. Just thinking about it warms me. And I’m not sure if it’s because it’s my first time, or whether it’s just my relief at finally letting go of years of anxiety and closing myself off, but I can’t seem to control myself. I start crying. Not a stray tear here and there, but full-on sobbing.


  “Baby, what’s wrong?” I hear John’s concerned voice suddenly.


  I look up through teary eyes to see him hurrying towards me. He climbs onto the bed. He takes my face in his hands and wipes away my tears with the pads of his thumbs. The look on his face; his concern and the tender way he touches me, makes me cry harder.


  “Tell me, Nicki. Did I hurt you? Are you okay? Please talk to me,” he begs. He’s really freaked out.


  “I’m okay…sorry. I’m just…I’m happy.”


  “These are happy tears?” he presses, hesitant to believe it.


  “Yeah,” I sob. “I’m sorry,” I say, shielding my face with my hands.


  He wraps his arms around me and rocks me gently against him. “You were so brave tonight, Nicki,” he says, as he brushes my hair away from my tear-stained face.


  I’m not sure how much time passes before I finally stop crying and manage to collect myself. I pull away and he releases me, studying me intently.


  “When you remember this night, can you omit the part about me crying like a baby?”


  He chuckles. “Already omitted.”


  He climbs off the bed and crosses to his chest of drawers in the corner. I watch him slip on a pair of boxers and then grab a t-shirt. He walks back to me and, before I can react, he slips it on over my head. I look down to see that it is my favorite t-shirt of his; the Bruce Springsteen concert shirt.


  “As much as I love the sight of you naked right now, I can’t have my girl parading around with nothing on when Mitch is up and about.”


  “Are we going somewhere?” I ask, confused.


  “I drew you a bath,” he tells me, holding out his hand to me. “Come.”


  “A bath?” I ask, confused.


  “I know you must be sore. The bath will help.”


  I can’t help it; I grin like an idiot. “Oh my God.”


  “What?”


  “It’s just…you’re being so…I love you too, John.”


  He smiles and leans into me. I think he’s going to kiss me, but he surprises me and sweeps me up into his arms instead. “Bath time,” he tells me as he carries me to the door.


  “Be careful, John,” I warn. “A woman could get used to this.”


  He chuckles. “Only the best for my Nicki.”


  My Nicki. I’m his? Yeah, I’m his. I like the sound of that. I like that very much.


  Chapter 26


  ~John~


  


  I wake up to the irritating sounds of clanging, clinking, metal scraping against ceramic. I groan in protest and force my eyes open. I try to move, but I quickly realize I can’t. I look down to find Nicki draped over me, her head on my chest and her legs tangled with mine. The blanket from the couch is flung over us and that’s when I realize that we aren’t in my bed. We slept on the couch.


  It takes me a second to remember. Right, while Nicki was taking a bath I came out here to the living room to watch some TV while I waited for her. I knew if I didn’t distract myself then I would’ve fallen asleep before she came back to me. I was completely exhausted. But Nicki wasn’t. She became hyper and so damn talkative so we ended up watching some crappy sitcom until around 2am when she finally calmed down. Hmm, so sex makes her hyper. Gotta remember that.


  I turn my head towards the kitchen, to the sound of all the noise. Mitch is in there fucking around, making coffee and breakfast. I carefully pull myself from beneath Nicki. She murmurs at the movement, but she doesn’t wake. I head into the kitchen and snap at Mitch, “Could you be any louder?”


  He scoffs and turns around, coffee in hand. “You wanna talk about loud? What the hell did you do to her last night? I swear all I heard for hours was her talking and laughing.”


  “Sorry, she was a little overexcited.”


  He gives me a look.


  “What?”


  “Just waiting for you to admit it.”


  “Admit what?”


  “I heard you guys, John. It was hard not to. I know you fucked her.”


  I cringe at his choice of words.


  The bastard picks up on it and shakes his head. “Wow. This is new. Should I say made love or some bullshit then?”


  “Fuck off.”


  He chuckles. “In all seriousness, I’m glad. For her; not for you.”


  “Not for me?”


  “I’m still pissed at you.”


  “For what?”


  “What do you think, you dick? For the shit you said to Chloe last night.”


  “About her being your woman?”


  “Yeah. That.”


  I roll my eyes. “Come on.”


  “No. You need to control your temper better! When you get like that things just fly out of your mouth.”


  “That was me controlling my temper.”


  If Nicki wasn’t sleeping on the couch right now, I know the walls would be quaking from the force of our shouts. Mitch is really pissed at me, which doesn’t happen that often. We get along really well most of the time, but when we don’t, all hell can break loose.


  He fixes me with one of his looks; the one that tells me he’s not backing down and I might as well save us both the time and energy and just suck it up. Son of a bitch.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get caught in the cross-fire,” I grit out.


  He grins, knowing he’s won this round. I could’ve dragged it out and gone the other way, but I’m not in the mood to fight. After last night with Nicki, I’m in a great mood and I’m not gonna let anything or anyone screw with that.


  “Thanks,” Mitch says.


  “So, you and Chlo?”


  He blows out a frustrated breath. “Nah. You know how she is. She doesn’t date guys like me. I’m not one of those trust fund, Ivy League pussies. I don’t have my entire life planned out—I fly by the seat of my pants. I’m the guy you don’t bring home to meet the parents; the guy a girl like her will slum it with for a night to get a taste of the wild side that those preppy rich kids can’t give her. But that’s as far as it goes.”


  I can hear the bitterness in his voice. The look in his eyes startles me: hurt. I’ve never seen Mitch this way before. Things never seem to affect him. He’s as easy going as they come; always high on life. Shit, Chloe has really gotten under his skin.


  “Listen—”


  He waves his hand, cutting me off. “Save it. You know it’s true.”


  “Not sure about that. Look at me and Nicki.”


  “Right, yeah, she’s the girl from the wrong side of the tracks and you’re the trust fund kid. The difference is you don’t give a crap about any of that shit—appearances, family duty. And Nicki’s so damn cute that your parents love her.” He chuckles and adds, “I’m not cute, John.”


  I laugh. “Ain’t that the truth?”


  He slumps back in his chair. I see the defeat in his eyes. He shakes his head and scrubs his hand over his face. When he looks back at me, his happy-go-lucky self is back, as if it had never left. “Whatever. She was a good fuck. Wild as hell, John.”


  “Write about it in your diary.”


  He cocks an eyebrow in surprise. “You’re seriously shutting me down here?”


  “She’s in the band.”


  He rolls his eyes. And then he leans forward and lowers his voice as he tells me, “That stuck up, prim and proper princess thing is just an act. She likes it dirty—real dirty. She—”


  I hold up my hand. “Stop.”


  A sudden buzzing on the table interrupts us. I glance at the phone vibrating on the edge of the table. Nicki’s phone. She left it here last night when she’d called Chloe to let her know that everything was okay between her and me after the incident at the pub.


  I scramble to silence the annoying noise before it wakes her up.


  The buzzing stops before I get the chance to figure out how to shut it down. Just as I breathe a sigh of relief it starts up again. Come on!


  I flip open the phone and it stops immediately. The damn thing opens right into a text. Shit, she must have it on open-to-answer mode. Now she’s gonna think I read her messages.


  I’m about to just close it when something catches my eye. The phone number. I know it well. It’s burned into my memory. It was Nicki’s home number. Now it’s just her mom’s. Her mom is messaging her? I can’t help myself; I read the message: Please stop ignoring me, Nicola. This is important. You need to listen to me. Call me back ASAP.


  “John?” Mitch says.


  “You’re good at this shit. Can you mark this thing as unread?” I ask, worriedly. She’s gonna kill me if she knows I read it. She’ll think I’m interfering again when it comes to her mom. I can’t believe that bitch is contacting her. That’s never a good thing. The question is: why? Nicki doesn’t need her bullshit. She hasn’t moved past what happened with her mom. A few weeks back was proof of that. The way she’d reacted when her mom had called her by going to that frat party and getting wasted and putting herself in danger.


  “John, I doubt I can do that. It’s a text message, not an email,” Mitch cautions me, although he snatches the phone from me anyway.


  “Try. And hurry.”


  “Christ. Calm down,” he says, scrolling through her phone and doing God knows what.


  “Any reason why you’re going through my phone, Mitch?”


  He looks up from the phone, his face white as a sheet. He looks guilty as sin. Oh, great job, buddy. I twist my body around on my chair to see Nicki standing right behind me. She grips my chair and leans in to kiss me.


  “Hey,” she says, in that cute little shy way of hers. And then she focuses her attention back on Mitch. She raises her eyebrows.


  Shit. “He was—” I begin. But he cuts me off.


  “Your phone was going off. I was trying to turn it off when I accidentally opened a new text. I’m trying to…make it look like that didn’t happen. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “Wow, okay. Relax. I believe you,” she says, holding out her hand for the phone.


  Mitch hands it to her. “Really?”


  “Yeah. Of course. It’s just a phone. It’s not like you were reading my diary,” she says with a chuckle.


  Yeah, right. If she’d caught me with it, we’d be in a hell of a fight right now. But she just lets Mitch off? Lucky bastard. “You have a diary?” I ask, reaching for her free hand and squeezing it gently. She looks at me curiously. “What?”


  “Just not used to you looking at me like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “Oh God. Cut it out,” Mitch complains. “Puppy dog eyes, man,” he tells me.


  I laugh and rub my thumb in small circles over the back of her hand. She gasps, her eyelashes start fluttering rapidly, and she blushes beet red. Lately, since things started getting sexual between us, I’ve noticed that’s her turned on look. So damn cute.


  She tries to move away, but I grab her hips and pull her onto my lap, needing her closer. I tighten my arm around her waist possessively.


  “John,” she complains, eyeing Mitch uncomfortably.


  I ignore her, cuz I’m not ready to lose the contact with her yet. I pick up where we left off a second ago. “So, about this diary. You don’t have one.”


  She ruffles my hair and tells me. “You think you know me so well.”


  “Oh, I do.” I lean into her ear and whisper, “Especially after last night.”


  Mitch clears his throat noisily. “Seriously?” he grunts.


  “Sorry,” Nicki says. She snatches up his coffee cup and takes a sip, before putting it down and opening her phone to read her message.


  Mitch and I exchange a worried glance.


  I hear her grunt with annoyance and then flip her phone closed. Her body tenses in my arms.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask. Of course, I already damn well know. That bitch mother of hers.


  “Nothing,” she says, turning her head to look at me and flashing me a smile that I know is fake. Her gaze wavers as she lies straight to my face, “Nothing to worry about.”


  She struggles in my hold. “I have to go.”


  “What?”


  “John!” she complains, “Let go.”


  I pull my arm away and she slides off my lap.


  “You’re leaving? Right now?” I ask.


  “Yeah. Sorry. I’ll catch up with you later.”


  I push back my chair and grab hold of her arm to stop her escape. “Stay. We’ll go out for breakfast.”


  She leans in and whispers so that Mitch can’t hear. “Last night meant a lot to me. There’s just something I need to do. We’ll go out later okay?”


  Does she really think I don’t know what the something-I-need-to-do is? She’s gonna go deal with her mom and I don’t want her to. Fuck, but short of tying her down right now, I can’t exactly stop her and there’s no way she’ll let me come along. She knows how much hatred there is between me and her mom. “Fine,” I grunt. “Later then.”


  She kisses me quickly on the cheek before hurrying out of the apartment.


  “Fuck,” I mutter. Be careful, baby.


  Chapter 27


  ~John~


  


  “Are you listening?” Mitch demands, slapping my arm as we walk over to my truck in the parking lot.


  “Shit. Yeah, I’m listening.”


  He steps into my path, folding his arms across his chest. “Then what did I say?”


  “Something about…the movie. Yeah, something about the movie.”


  He smiles with amusement. “Yeah, but that’s a lucky fucking guess. I said; it’s been too long. We’ve been ignoring our pact lately.”


  Our pact is that we see every single superhero movie that comes out together on the opening weekend. No one else. No women. Just us. We’ve had the pact since the first year of college. “We have,” I agree.


  “Yeah, we have. So no talking about girls and no thinking about them either. Yeah?”


  I nod, but what he’s asking is easier said than done right now. I’m worried about Nicki and this thing with her mom. I can’t get it out of my head until she finally texts me to let me know she’s okay. But Mitch is right. The two of us haven’t hung out for a while so I need to keep my mind here and not elsewhere.


  “So the movie and then we hit the pub?” I ask.


  He smiles. “Sounds good.”


  As we make our way across the parking lot, he tells me, “I checked the band website and we’re getting some good traffic now. Ever since we uploaded those demos.”


  That gets my full attention. “Good. I’m working on getting us some non-campus gigs too. We need more exposure outside of college. We’ve done all we’re gonna do around here.”


  “Sweet. Like the city circuits?”


  “Exactly.”


  We reach my truck. I pull out my keys and disable the alarm. As I reach the driver’s side, something stops me. A note on the windshield, held there by the wipers. What the hell? I snatch it up. It’s folded with just my name on the front. I open it and read: Johnny boy. The truck was just foreplay. This isn’t over. I warned you not to cross me.


  “Come on.” How persistent is this psycho?


  Mitch snatches the note out of my hand. “Shit. There’ve been rumors going around about Axel being a complete head case since we walked onto campus, but here’s the proof.” He hands the note back to me. “What do you wanna do?”


  I haul open the driver’s door and gesture to the passenger side. “Get in. We’re gonna make a pit stop before the movie.”


  


  


  ***


  


  I wait patiently for someone to answer the door to the frat house.


  “You seem…calm,” Mitch says from beside me.


  “I am.”


  Before he can say another word, the door is opened by Blake. “John. This is…a surprise.”


  “Where’s Axel?” I demand. I might be calm enough right now to actually take the time to knock on the door rather than kicking the damned thing in, but there’s a limit. And making small talk is beyond that.


  “Why?” Blake asks. I can see the concern all over his face. I’m not surprised, seeing as though every time Axel and I are anywhere near each other, we fight.


  “This is why,” I say, shoving Axel’s note at him.


  He grabs hold of it and scans it quickly. He blows out a breath and shakes his head. “Unbelievable. Look, I’ll talk to him, John. Okay?” He hands it back to me.


  “That won’t do it.”


  “I can’t let you in here to use one of my guys as a punching bag. You know that.”


  “I’m here to talk.”


  He seems stunned. He looks at Mitch. “Do you believe it?”


  Mitch nods. “He’s actually calm right now. This isn’t fight mode with him.”


  I cock an eyebrow at Blake. “See? Let me in, man.”


  “He’s out on the patio,” he says, finally stepping aside.


  I nod and stride into the house with Mitch following close behind.


  “Mitch stays with you the entire time!” Blake calls out.


  I raise my hand in the air. “You got it.”


  With Mitch right behind me, I push through the patio doors at the rear of the kitchen and into the backyard where, sure enough, Axel is sitting reading a newspaper and drinking from a bottle of scotch beside his half-empty glass on a patio table.


  I pull out the chair opposite him, spin it around and straddle it backwards, glaring at the fucker while Mitch hangs back to give me some room.


  Axel smirks at me as he looks up. “Johnny boy.”


  I drop the note onto his newspaper. “It is over. This thing between us is done. We’re even.”


  “Even?” he asks, amused. “You attacked me twice, beat the shit out of my friends, stole my girl and humiliated me.”


  “And you’ve come at me more than enough to make us even, Craven.”


  He leans back in his chair and studies me. “Shit, you’re afraid, aren’t you?”


  “What?” I snap. “No one’s afraid of you.”


  “Not of me. Of what you might do.”


  “You talk a lot of shit.”


  He smiles. “Since this little feud escalated, I’ve looked into you, Johnny boy.” He leans across the table, his eyes boring into mine. “Didn’t you almost kill a man once?”


  Hearing those words, having that awful day thrown in my face so out of the blue like this, really catches me off guard. I can’t keep the shock and pain from my face. His eyes flash with victory as he notices. I attempt a recovery, clearing my suddenly dry throat as I tell him, “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “You couldn’t control it could you? That nasty temper of yours? You were prepared to kill a man. Now that’s fucked up. Tell me; how did he survive? Did she stop you?”


  My eyes narrow. “You little shit.”


  His hand grips mine suddenly. Roughly, his pretty boy nails digging into my skin. I growl low in my throat. But I don’t make a move. I can’t. I can’t risk it.


  “What’s the matter? Pull your hand away,” he challenges.


  “Axel. Stop!” Mitch commands, coming closer.


  Axel ignores him and tells me, “You can’t, can you? You can’t just walk away, because that would be submitting; allowing someone else to have power over you. But you also can’t react, because one shot isn’t enough. You’re afraid you won’t be able to stop. And so here we are with you frozen in place trying to fight yourself.”


  Before I can get a word out, Mitch intervenes and rips Axel’s hand off mine. He grabs me by the shoulders and hauls me out of the chair, because I’m sinking under the weight of Axel’s words. The guy has done his research. He’s just outlined my worst fears.


  “He’s stopped plenty of times with you,” Mitch says.


  “But it takes a hell of a lot of effort,” Axel fires back. “More than any normal person needs. He has a problem and he knows it.”


  “This conversation is over,” Mitch tells him.


  But Axel isn’t the least bit deterred, cuz he knows he has me on the ropes now.


  “Tell me, John. What happens when she makes you lose your temper? Will you be able to control yourself? It’s a split second reaction, isn’t it? How can you guarantee it?”


  “I would never hurt her, you fuck!”


  “John, let’s go. Ignore him,” Mitch urges, pulling me away.


  “You’re the same as him, John. The same as Greg,” Axel calls out.


  I stop in my tracks, resisting Mitch’s pull.


  “That’s right. I know everything. As you know, money can buy you anything. In my case: information. In yours: no jail time for almost killing a man who is just like you.”


  I snap and lunge across the table at him. “You piece of shit! Don’t you dare compare me to that asshole!”


  My hands are around his neck before I can even register it.


  “You’re just proving my point,” he chokes out.


  His words jolt me out of my suffocating state of rage and I loosen my grip. Mitch does the rest, wrapping his arms around my chest and pulling me back. I let him.


  “Be seeing you around, Johnny boy,” he shouts as we glare at one another before Mitch pulls me around the corner and back into the house.


  “I’m good. I’m good,” I tell him, holding up my hands.


  He releases me and I slump against the wall. I feel sick to my stomach. Axel really managed to get into my head. And I hate it. But what I hate more, what nags at me, is the fear that he could be right. How much control do I really have over myself? I almost killed Nicki’s stepfather, Greg. I didn’t want to stop. I was so far gone. If she hadn’t been there, I know I would’ve killed him.


  “Fuck,” I breathe, sliding down the wall and cradling my face in my hands.


  Mitch kneels beside me and lays his hand on my shoulder. “He was wrong about Nicki. You would never lay a hand on her. She’s everything to you. You don’t have it in you to hurt her. Please tell me you know that; that you know he was just fucking with you?”


  I know Mitch is right about that part. I would never hurt Nicki. But the rest? Can I control it around other people like my enemies; Axel and whoever else may cross me one day?


  I honestly don’t know. And it scares the shit out of me.


  Chapter 28


  ~Nicki~


  


  I draw in a calming breath as I walk into the diner right around the corner from where I used to live as a kid. Being in this neighborhood again is a painful shock to my system. It’s been two years since I last set foot anywhere near this run down hell hole. The day I’d stood on her doorstep and told her I never wanted to see or hear from her again; that I was going to college to work on building a better life for myself away from all of the shit of my childhood. A childhood that had very nearly killed me.


  “Nicola?” a nervous voice calls to me.


  I follow the all-too-familiar voice to see her standing there, bent over an empty table, the cloth in her hand frozen on its surface.


  “Mom,” I manage.


  As much as I’d told myself I was prepared for this, just the sight of her makes my skin crawl.


  Although it’s only been two years, she looks a lot older. Her face is like hard leather now with so many wrinkles etched into her skin. Her eyes are empty, like all the light has gone out in them. She’s still dressing like a skank. Her white V-neck t-shirt is so low-cut that her boobs are almost spilling out of it. Her dirtied server apron is longer than her tiny denim skirt that’s revealing far too much when she bends over, giving the customers an eyeful. She’s still using the same ridiculous tactics to attract men; the usual sleazebags she hops into bed with hoping that they’ll actually take care of her. Not the way to make that happen, Mom.


  She straightens herself and nervously pats her platinum-blonde curls. She studies me intently for several seconds. I flinch under her gaze. I hate her looking at me. I shift my weight and adjust my black leather jacket before pulling one of my knee-high boots up on my jeans.


  She finally looks away and calls out to another server standing behind the counter, “I’m taking my break. Back in ten.”


  I turn around and walk out of the diner. Leaning against the wall, my arms folded across my chest in a much-needed defensive pose, I watch as she emerges.


  “Nicola—”


  “It’s Nicki,” I snap.


  She winces at my harsh tone and says, “I’m sorry. Nicki. I can’t believe you came down here. You came to see me.”


  “I didn’t come here for a social visit,” I correct her.


  “I’ve missed you,” she says, moving closer to me.


  “No. Stay where you are.”


  She gazes at me sadly and shakes her head. “Nicki, please.” Her voice is thick with pain.


  “No. You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to beg me to take it easy on you. After what you did to me, what you—”


  “I know!” she cries. “I know, Nicki. And I’m so sorry. I should’ve listened to you when you told me what he—”


  “Don’t!”


  “I need you to believe me.”


  “Why? So I can forgive you? Ease your guilty conscience? I don’t think so, Mom. I have to live with what you let him do to me every day. Do you know what that’s like? Do you?”


  Her eyes are brimming with tears. She tries to reach out to me, but I take a step back. “Oh, darling. I’m so sorry. I hate myself for what happened. I should’ve protected you.”


  “Yes! You should have! But you didn’t. And nothing can change that.”


  “It can. It doesn’t have to be this way between us. Please.”


  How dare she ask for my forgiveness after what she put me through? Incensed, I step into her and seethe, “It has to be exactly this way. Because, when I look at you, all I see is what he did to me; what you let him do to me.”


  “Nicki—”


  I step back and collect myself. My entire body is shaking. And not just from the force of my deep-seated anger towards her, but also from the crippling pain of recalling that awful day. Being around her even for a second always triggers it all.


  “I came here to tell you to stop contacting me. I knew you wouldn’t listen unless you heard it straight from me, face-to-face. Well, here it is. Do not contact me again.”


  With that, I turn on my heel.


  “He’s out, Nicki! He got early parole…for good behavior!”


  I stop in my tracks, completely frozen by her words.


  Oh my God. I can’t…I can’t process this. I can’t move. I can barely breathe. No, no, no. Greg is out? He’s free on the streets?


  “How…how do you know?” I manage to eke out.


  “He came to the house. He wanted to know where you and John were. I didn’t tell him.”


  “Where…where we are?”


  “He blames you two for putting him in jail. It’s why I’ve been trying to contact you, darling.” There’s a pause and I hear her footsteps near me. I’m in such a state of shock that I can’t even move away. Before I know it, she’s standing right in front of me.


  Her eyes flash with fear as she says, “He’s coming for both of you.”


  Chapter 29


  ~John~


  


  “Where is she?” I ask my uncle as he greets me in the lobby of the gym.


  Nicki hadn’t responded to any of my texts all day. When it got late, I started searching for her. I had no luck. Then, finally, right at the stroke of midnight, my uncle called me. I high-tailed it down here immediately.


  “Wailing on a bag.”


  “You let her stay two hours after closing time?”


  “You know how stubborn she is. Lock up and drive her home,” he says, handing me his spare set of keys. “And…”


  “And what?”


  “Take it easy on her. She’s…something’s wrong. She won’t talk about it with me, but she might with you.”


  I nod. He pats me on the shoulder and walks out through the front door.


  I pocket his keys and make my way onto the gym floor. It’s eerily quiet with no one else around. The only sounds are the rapid thuds of Nicki’s fists on a bag and her little grunts of determination. I spot her instantly, over in the far right corner of the floor, wailing on a bag. She’s not even dressed in her gym clothes. Just her regular clothes. Her leather jacket is crumpled up in a pile on the ground against the wall.


  “Nicki!” I call over the sound of her furious assault as I reach her.


  She stops in surprise and looks at me. “Hey,” she says, breathlessly.


  I reach out and grip her hips, pulling her to me. Mmm…she feels so fucking good in my arms. I kiss her forehead softly and she lets out a little moan. I pull back to look at her. “You went off the grid today, baby. I thought we were going out?”


  She seems confused for a second, before the realization hits her. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. The day…it got away from me. I’ll make it up to you.”


  “I don’t need you to make it up to me. Just tell me what’s wrong.”


  She pulls herself out of my hold and starts untying the wraps around her hands. “I went to see my mom,” she says in a whisper.


  I knew it! “I see,” I say, unable to keep the edge out of my voice. “What did the bitch have to say?”


  “John, don’t.”


  “Don’t what? Worry about you? You should’ve told me. I would’ve come with you.”


  She pockets the wraps and snatches her leather jacket off the floor, draping it over her arm. “Greg is out on parole.”


  What the fuck? I take a step back as though I’ve just been slugged in the gut. “He’s—he’s what?”


  “He’s out. That’s why she’s been trying to contact me.”


  “Where?”


  “What?”


  “Where is he?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I bet she does.”


  “She doesn’t. Believe me; I made sure of that.”


  “I’ll find him, Nicki.”


  She shakes her head. “You won’t need to. He’s coming for us, John. He’s coming.”


  I bring my hand to my face, rubbing my eyes roughly as I try to think, try to summon rational thought. “I’ll talk to my dad. That asshole won’t be out for long.”


  “John—”


  “We’re gonna do things differently this time. We’re gonna stop him before he gets anywhere near you.”


  “No,” she snaps.


  “What?”


  Her eyes lock with mine. “I’m going to stop him.”


  “What are you talking about?” I demand, instantly getting my back up just at the idea of her putting herself in danger.


  “I’m gonna kill him, John.”


  


  Chapter 30


  ~John~


  


  I lay Nicki down in my bed and tuck her in.


  “John?” she slurs tiredly.


  “Yes, baby?” I ask, stroking her hair.


  “I like being in your bed.”


  “I like having you here. Sleep now,” I say, kissing her cheek.


  She smiles and closes her eyes.


  After our conversation at the gym, I knew she was in shock about Greg being out of prison. When we got back to my place, I brought out the scotch to calm her down. It worked too well, completely knocking her out. She’s such a light-weight and it’s hard to tell what her limit is.


  She hasn’t said another word about wanting to kill him. It was just a fearful reaction. She would never…she couldn’t kill someone. It was just talk.


  I quietly leave the room and make my way to the bathroom. I need to wash away this hell of a day. First dealing with Axel and now this. The only way things could have gotten worse would’ve been if Greg had crossed my path. That fucker. He won’t get anywhere near her this time. I won’t let it happen. But this time, I’m gonna be smart about it.


  Doing things the sensible way isn’t usually my MO. But…maybe I’m a little gun-shy after all the shit that’s been happening lately. Axel was right about one thing: I do have one hell of a temper. And it’s been tested a lot recently. I can’t risk it again with Greg. If I face off with him…let’s just say, I don’t trust myself enough. The stakes are too high.


  Mitch is out tonight. Normally, I’d enjoy the company with Nicki asleep. I don’t like being alone usually. But right now, I’m grateful for it. My mind is working a million miles a minute. And the glass of scotch I’d downed had done fuck all to dull it. I need some peace and quiet to get my head straight.


  I walk into the bathroom and turn on the shower. Quickly, I pull off my jeans and t-shirt and step under the soothing warm water and pull the shower curtain closed. I close my eyes and let it calm me as I draw in a series of deep breaths.


  My eyes snap open suddenly at the sound of the shower curtain being ripped aside. I almost choke on my own breath as I see Nicki standing there completely naked. Holy fucking shit. Well, so much for her being asleep. Fastest nap ever.


  She steps into the shower before I can get a word out.


  “Nicki, what are you—?”


  Her lips crash against mine, silencing me. She kisses me hard and desperately. My cock responds instantly, loving the feel of her wet, naked body pressed against mine. But I ignore what it wants and grip both her shoulders, pulling her lips from mine.


  “Nicki, no.”


  “Why not?” she asks, pouting at me.


  I look away to avoid that and the sight of her sexy-as-sin body on full display for me.


  “You’re drunk and upset. I can’t.”


  “You can.”


  Oh fuck. “Please don’t do this to me.”


  “What?” she says, placing her hands on my chest. “Make you want me?”


  “Yes.”


  “I need you, John. I need you to take it away.”


  “Take away what?”


  “All the bad,” she whispers hoarsely.


  Fucking hell. This woman owns me. I’d do anything for her; give her anything she wants. I can’t do it. I can’t walk away like I probably should. Not with her looking at me like that. Not with her needing me.


  I drop to my knees and grip her thighs.


  “Spread your legs,” I command.


  She does it instantly, submitting to my power. And that just turns me on more.


  She sucks in a breath as I spread her pussy lips apart, opening her wide for me. I lick the length of her in one long, firm stroke.


  “Oh God, John,” she gasps.


  Holding her open with my fingers, exposing that sweet pussy of hers, having her at my complete and utter mercy, is such a fucking turn on.


  I devour her mercilessly, tasting every inch of her, savoring the taste of her, lapping up her juices as they drip down her inner thighs. She’s moaning and bucking against me. I slide a finger inside her and she screams as I start to fuck her hard.


  “Yes! Yes! More, John!”


  This wild side of her drives me insane. It’s so fucking hot. I remove my finger. It’s dripping with her wetness. I look up at her as I trace a circle around her asshole. Her eyes widen as I slowly push the tip in.


  “You like that, baby?”


  She nods, unable to speak, she’s panting so hard.


  I ease in further, holding her gaze. A mischievous smirk plays on her face. She likes this. I stop when I’m knuckle deep, holding my finger there in her tight little ass.


  She’s gazing at me in wonder. She can’t believe I’m doing this; that she’s letting me do this with her. I’ve wanted to experiment with her, but I really thought this would be a no-go. But she’s loving it. And so am I.


  I reclaim her pussy with my mouth as I start to move my finger slowly in and out of her ass.


  She screams and squirms against me, trying to ride my face.


  When I thrust two fingers into her pussy and start fucking her pussy and ass simultaneously, an animalistic growl rips from her throat and she tugs roughly at my hair.


  Her legs tremble and she screams my name as she comes hard around me. But I don’t stop. I step up my assault.


  “John!” she pleads. “Ah…it’s too much.”


  “Come for me again, baby.”


  “I…I can’t.”


  “Yes you can. Let go. Feel it. Let go of everything.”


  I suck her clit into my mouth and, sure enough, she comes, shrieking, “Ah! Fuck!”


  I pull out as I feel her legs about to give way and I grab her hips to stop her from falling. I rise to my feet and grin at her. “Better?”


  She doesn’t answer. She just throws her arms around me and squeezes me tightly. I wrap her up in my arms.


  “I love you, John.”


  “I love you, baby. It’s gonna be okay. I promise. We’ll deal with this together.”


  “Yes,” she murmurs. “Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “Loving me.”


  I laugh. “You’re easy to love, Nicki. So damn easy to love. I can’t get enough of you.”


  “Me neither. I’ve never needed anyone, but I need you, John.”


  I smile against her hair. She has no idea how badly I needed to hear her say that. Now I know she’s in this as much as I am. She’s all in.


  This thing between us is the real deal.


  “I need you, too, baby.”


  


  Chapter 31


  ~Nicki~


  


  I walk out of John’s bedroom into the living room. Mitch is sitting on the couch eating some toast and watching the TV. He looks up at the sound of my footsteps and wiggles his eyebrows. I tug at the hem of John’s t-shirt; suddenly feeling really exposed. Shit, I’m not even wearing any panties. What was I thinking?


  “Hey.”


  “Morning,” Mitch answers, through a mouthful of toast. “You want coffee?” he asks, moving to get up.


  “Relax. I’ll get it. I know where everything is. I’ve spent enough time here since you guys moved in.”


  “Just not in his bed before.”


  I feel my cheeks redden. Uncomfortable, I change the subject quickly. “So…how are classes?”


  “A breeze,” he says with a grin.


  I laugh. Mitch is so cool and collected. Nothing ever seems to faze him. “Really? That Engineering program is supposed to be one of the hardest programs in the college?”


  He wiggles his eyebrows. “I’ve got mad skills, Nicki.”


  “I never see you study.”


  “Gotta keep my rep intact, right? But, no, I do study. Just away from prying eyes. I need complete quiet. Can’t concentrate otherwise.”


  Huh. This is news to me.


  He leans back against the couch and says, “People like you and me have to work hard for everything we get. John and Chloe don’t have that problem. They’ve got their trust funds to fall back on, right?”


  “Yeah,” I say quietly. “Yeah, they do.”


  Mitch is like me: from the wrong side of the tracks, or whatever you want to call it. Like me, he’s here with a scholarship. I’m not sure about his exact story, because he never talks about it, but I know he came from a bad situation just like I did. Having that in common had us hitting it off right away when we met through John a couple of years back.


  I cross to the couch and take a seat beside him. I’ll wait for John to get out of the shower and we can have our morning coffee together.


  Something crumples under my weight and I lift my butt off the couch a little and grab the offending object. A piece of paper. I’m about to place it on the coffee table when the contents catch my eye. What on earth? My blood boils as I read it.


  I turn to Mitch. “What the hell is this? Is this from Axel? He’s threatening John?”


  Mitch looks as uncomfortable as hell. “It’s handled.”


  I’ve known him long enough to be able to tell when he’s bullshitting me. I catch the twitch of his right eye and I know right away that this is one of those times. “You’re lying.”


  “Nicki—”


  “This is happening because of me.”


  “John knew what he was doing when he crossed Axel Craven.”


  I shoot to my feet. “I’ll handle it.”


  “How?” Mitch asks, worriedly.


  I ignore the question. “Tell John I went home to change or something.”


  “Don’t, Nicki. He will flip if he finds out you’re going anywhere near Axel.”


  “That’s why you won’t be telling him. He doesn’t deserve this shit hanging over his head. I’ll take care of it.”


  “Don’t you guys have Sunday lunch with his parents today? In like two hours?”


  We do. For the last two years since John and I went away to college, we’ve been attending monthly lunches or dinners with his parents. We used to do it on a weekly basis when I lived with them during the last couple of years of high school. It’s something I always look forward to. It’s like having a family. His parents are always so warm and kind to me.


  “Yeah. I won’t be that long.”


  I hurry to the door. As I haul it open I hear Mitch cursing but I ignore it and hurry down the hall to my apartment.


  


  


  ***


  


  I’m leaning against the ivy-covered wall of the Grover building where a bunch of TA offices are located. I know that Axel has a tutoring session with one of them every Sunday. Knowledge like that comes from almost dating someone. What a mistake that’d been. I try not to have regrets about anything I do now. I had enough of that with my childhood. But Axel is most definitely one regret I can’t deny.


  I watch him push through the doors, dressed in his usual preppy way: a golf shirt and ironed beige slacks. His hair is slicked back with too much gel as usual. I step into his path.


  “Nicki,” he greets me, flashing that fake perfectly white smile of his.


  “We need to talk,” I tell him, my gaze steady and offering no alternative.


  He hesitates for a moment, clearly not expecting neither my presence nor my demanding attitude. And then he nods and gestures to a bench a few feet away on the green.


  He slides onto one side and I perch on the edge of the table top. Yeah, I prefer the higher ground.


  “So, what do you wanna talk about, Nicki? Is lover boy not giving you what you need? Just say the word and I’m all yours.”


  Ugh. Disgusting. “I’m here to talk about that night when you tried to rape me.”


  “What?” he gasps, jerking in his seat at the sound of the ‘R’ word. “I didn’t…I—”


  “Yes you did. I was drunk and you tried to take advantage of that. I was inebriated and incapable of giving you my permission,” I tell him bluntly. “Like I said; attempted rape.”


  He holds up his hands. “Look, I made a mistake. I’m sorry.”


  I scrutinize him as he says the words and it’s clear he’s not lying for once. He really is sorry. Of course, that’s probably in response to the threat I’ve just uttered. But I don’t care about the reasons. I just need him unsettled enough to respond to me in the way I need him to. And I have it. He’s scared shitless, his eyes flicker erratically as he fiddles nervously with his well-coiffed hair.


  “Sorry isn’t gonna cut it.”


  “It was weeks ago. You can’t…do anything.” I can tell from the nervous waver in his voice that he’s not even sure if that’s true. Good. I need that doubt.


  “I have a good lawyer.”


  His eyes narrow and I see the Axel I’ve come to know. The dangerous, devious bastard. “John’s father, right? It will never stick, Nicki. You’ve waited too long.”


  I smile. “It doesn’t matter. The accusation alone will be enough to ruin your squeaky clean reputation, to discredit you. It’s gonna be difficult carving out the future you want, that your high-society parents want for you, with that hanging over your head, don’t you think? Things like that never truly go away.”


  He swallows hard and looks away. A few moments pass where I see him weighing up his options, trying to determine what to do. And then he blows out a breath. “Tell me what you want.”


  I lean into him, my eyes cold and my gaze hard and unwavering as I tell him, “End this thing with John Kingston. Let it go. Now.”


  His eyes meet mine and I see it there. The depth of his hatred for John. I’m not gonna lie, it scares me a little. But I manage to keep it from my face. Guys like him can smell fear. They get off on it. They’re like sharks getting a whiff of blood.


  “All right,” he mutters.


  “I’m gonna need more than that, Axel.”


  “Fuck,” he says with an exasperated growl. “I swear to you that this thing with John and me is done. I won’t come at him again. As far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t exist.”


  “Good.” I gesture to his school bag. “Now take out a pen and paper. I’m gonna need that in writing. And while you’re at it, seeing as though you enjoy writing notes so much, I think you can also drum up an apology.”


  Chapter 32


  ~Nicki~


  


  John opens the passenger door of his truck and takes my hand, helping me out. He’s such a sweetheart and he knows that I have a hard time just balancing in heels, let alone climbing out of anything in them. The only time I wear heels is for these family dinners.


  But his attentiveness is more than that. He hasn’t stopped touching me at all. His hand was either on my thigh, stroking my hair, or holding my hand the entire way here. He’s been like this ever since we finally had sex and officially got together. He’s not one to discuss his feelings often, so I think this is him showing them to me, showing his love to me. I know it’s such a typical girly girl reaction, but it gives me little butterflies and I haven’t stopped walking around with a stupid-ass grin on my face for the last few days. If I’d known it was gonna feel like this, I would’ve taken things beyond friendship with him way sooner.


  He presses me gently against the side of his truck, his gaze sweeping over me slowly. A sly smile spreads over his face. “You’re killing me in this outfit, Nicki,” he says, running his hand down my silky pale-blue blouse. He reaches for one of the buttons and undoes it. “Mmm, leave it like that.”


  “John! We’re at your parents’ house. I can’t be flashing my boobs like this,” I say, quickly fixing the button.


  He groans in protest. “Then, I guess this skirt will just have to do,” he says, fingering the hem that stops mid-thigh. He slips his hands underneath it, his fingers brushing the edge of my panties. “Mmm…lace. You know that’s my weakness, baby. I dunno if I can keep it together knowing what’s waiting for me under here.”


  I bat his hand away. “Keep your dick in your pants.”


  “Easier said than done when you’re around.”


  I push him back and start for the garage door that leads into the house. “Come on. We’re gonna be late and your dad will be pissed.”


  He grabs my hand, pulling me back around to face him. The playful look on his face is suddenly gone, replaced with…what…agitation? I watch as he pulls something out of the back pocket of his dress pants. He pushes it into my hand before I can get a look at it.


  Shit. I look down and see that it’s Axel’s apology note.


  “Huh,” I say calmly. “I guess he decided to finally cut his losses and back down.”


  He snatches it from me and stuffs it back into his pocket. He folds his arms across his chest, the thin material of his black dress shirt straining against his broad shoulders and those impressive biceps of his.


  “I know it was you.”


  I shift my weight on my heels. “What?” I ask, innocently. Innocent, my ass.


  “You left my place this morning and right around that time, I received this little note. What an amazing coincidence, huh?”


  “Yeah, a coincidence,” I say, biting my lip nervously. Oh crap.


  “You did this, Nicki. You went to see him,” he says, stepping into me. “Admit it. We’re staying right here until you do.”


  Son of a bitch. There’s no point denying it now. “Yes, I went to see him.”


  “I’ve been busting my ass to keep him away from you!”


  “I went for you.”


  “I didn’t need you to.”


  “The entire feud between you two was my fault. And so I fixed it.”


  “Nicki,” he says, taking both of my hands and holding them between us. “I’ve never liked the guy. Your involvement was just the catalyst to something that would’ve happened eventually anyway. I was handling it.”


  “And now I’ve handled it. It’s over. He won’t be bothering you again.”


  “I don’t need you to fight my battles,” he snaps.


  “Why not? You’re fighting mine…with Greg.”


  “That’s different.”


  I pull my hands away and rest them on my hips. “How? Because I’m a girl? Is that it?”


  “No. Cuz I need to protect you.”


  “Right, because I’m a girl.”


  “Cuz I failed!” he yells, suddenly. He turns away from me and runs his fingers through his hair, clearly distressed.


  “What are you talking about?” I ask gently. “You literally saved my life.”


  It takes him a moment to respond. And when he does it’s in a barely-there whisper thick with pain and heavy regret. “He had his hands on you several times before I did anything.”


  “I hid it from you for a long time.”


  “I should’ve known.”


  “How?” I walk over to him and slide my arms around his waist, resting my head against his back. “You saved me. You brought me into your home and gave me something I’ve never had: a real family.”


  He twists in my grip until we’re face to face. “I won’t let him touch you again. I swear it.”


  “I don’t want you to lay a hand on him.”


  “If I have to—”


  “No. He provokes you too easily. I don’t want you in that position. Promise me you won’t. We’ll do this how you said; the proper way.”


  It takes him a moment but he finally nods. “I’ll talk to my dad after dinner.”


  “Really?” I ask, surprised that he’s backing down so easily. It’s not like him.


  “Yeah. Honestly, it’s been difficult lately. You know how I get and all this shit with Axel…it’s…”


  “Testing you too much?” I finish for him.


  “Yeah.”


  I rub his arms softly. “It’s okay. That bastard deserved what he got. But, yeah, you need to avoid further situations like that.”


  “You know I would never lose it with you, right?” he asks, urgently. His entire body tenses as he waits for my response.


  “God, no. Of course not. I know that, John. Don’t think like that. Ever.”


  “It’s just—”


  “Let me guess; Axel put that idea in your head?”


  He nods.


  “And, you, John Kingston, are letting a punk like him get to you?”


  “I—”


  I stretch up on my tiptoes and ruffle his hair. “Get a grip,” I jest. “And do me a favor while you’re at it?”


  “A favor?”


  “Yeah, you can grant your girlfriend one favor, right?” I tease.


  His arms tighten around me. “I can grant you a thousand favors, baby.”


  “I don’t want the Greg thing hanging over our heads. I want us to live our lives. To be happy. We just got together and I want to enjoy that…us, you know?”


  He smiles. “Yeah. I can do that.” He kisses me softly, before quickly pulling away. “Let’s get inside before I take you right here in my parents’ garage.”


  I chuckle and he takes my hand as we make our way into the house.


  


  


  ***


  


  “Really?” Tom asks John. “That’s a huge improvement,” he says, smiling at him.


  Whatever was said between John and his dad the last time we were here seems to have altered their relationship significantly. There’s obvious pride in his eyes now as he looks at his son. It is a far cry from the strict, critical attitude he always used to have around him before.


  I’d automatically tensed as soon as Tom had started asking John about school and his grades. But as John had told him that his grades were up, instead of finding something critical to say, Tom had grinned at him like a kid on Christmas morning.


  “Yeah, well. I’ve been a bit more focused lately,” John returns. He lays his hand on my arm and squeezes it gently, smiling at me. “Apparently, it is possible to have several points of focus after all.”


  I know what he’s getting at without him needing to say it. He’s learning to be less stubborn about the band; to be more relaxed and secure in its success, which has enabled him to give attention to other things like college and…me. Who would have figured that us getting together would change him so much? As soon as things had heated up between us, I’d noticed a change in him. He was more open and less set in his ways.


  Karen winks at me and I smile back at her. The boys are finally getting along. I know it’s a relief to her as much as it is me, because we’ve always had to be their buffers in the past.


  A peaceful silence ensues for a little while as we all enjoy the fruits of Karen’s labor: a delicious Sunday roast.


  “How’s Worst Exit doing?” Tom asks suddenly.


  I can see the utter surprise on John’s face. His dad has never referred to the band by its name before. He usually avoids the subject at all costs. I always found it strange, considering his wife used to have a very lucrative career as a lounge singer for more than a decade. It’s where John gets his musical talent from. And Karen made a heck of a lot of money doing it. But I’d heard that it didn’t end well. It was the reason she and Tom had met. She’d hired him to help her out of her contract with her manager who was, apparently, one hell of a sleazebag. I guess Tom has been worried about John getting caught up in the dark, seedy side of the business. But John has never really delved into all of that. Sure, he dresses like a rock star, has tattoos, has the arrogant attitude and he used to fuck around before he and I hooked up. But that’s as far as it goes with him.


  His smoking isn’t even anything to do with the rock star thing. He gets that from his dad who smokes like a damn chimney.


  John is too smart to get pulled into any shit synonymous with the rock star lifestyle. He knows who he is, which is quite a feat given that he’s only twenty-one. I guess that was one of the things that drew us together from the start. We’re both like that and we don’t give a shit about what anyone else thinks.


  “Me and Nicki are working on some new material,” John answers. “It’s been a while since we’ve written new stuff and I’m excited about it.” He looks at me and smiles.


  “You’re going to be writing the very thing that you’ve hated for so long soon, John,” Karen teases. “Love ballads.”


  John rolls his eyes. “Mom.”


  “Karen,” Tom laughs. “Don’t embarrass the boy.”


  We all burst into a fit of laughter.


  “I’m glad it’s going well,” Tom says sincerely, smiling at his son. “All of it,” he adds, looking between us.


  “Thanks,” John says, grabbing my hand under the table and squeezing it affectionately. He flashes me that new look of his; his look of love that I saw for the first time a few days ago the morning after we had sex. Oh God. It gets me every time, warming me all over and making my heart do that pitter-patter thing I’ve only read about in books.


  “I had a look at the Worst Exit website. It’s impressive. Did you create it?” Tom continues.


  John’s gaze snaps to his dad’s. “I wrote the content and our bassist, Mitch, wrote the code and put it up on the web.”


  “It’s very professional. Your mom showed me how to download the demos.”


  “You listened to our stuff?” John asks the two of them, clearly shocked by the news.


  “We did. Well, your mom always has. She just never told me,” Tom says, shaking his head at Karen.


  “And whose fault is that?”


  Tom holds up his hands in surrender. “Touché.”


  “Damn right,” Karen mutters. She looks at me and says, “John gets his stubbornness from his father.”


  “Oh, I’m well aware,” I chuckle, eyeing John.


  He just shakes his head at me. He’s about to respond, when his phone suddenly goes off. “Sorry,” he apologizes. He pulls it out of his pocket and eyes the number. His eyes go wide with surprise. “I need to take this.”


  Before any of us can respond, he dashes out of the room with his phone in hand.


  “Tom, I’m surprised at you,” Karen says, eyeing her husband.


  I can see that he registers the meaning of her comment right away as only two people who have been married so long can. “Let the boy do what he needs to do. He’s fine. He’s just fine.”


  Karen smiles before turning her attention to me. The three of us start talking about how I’m doing in college, if things are going well between John and I and every other topic under the sun. Like I said; they always treat me as part of the family.


  We’re interrupted when John returns to the room. He stops in front of the table, grinning widely with excitement.


  “What?” I ask, beyond curious when he doesn’t offer anything up.


  “It’s a good thing I took that call,” he says, his grin growing even wider.


  “John? What is it?” I press.


  “We’ve been invited to play Eclipse, Nicki!”


  “You’re serious? For real?” Eclipse is the club for any up and coming band. It’s always trawling with label reps. It’s the final stepping stone to getting picked up; to getting signed!


  “I never joke about the band. I’m serious. And we’re not just playing, we’re headlining!”


  “Oh my God!” I shriek, pushing back my chair and throwing my arms around him.


  “This will put us on the map!” he cries. “Finally. This is our break!”


  “Your aggressive marketing efforts have paid off! You did it!”


  “We did it!”


  Oh my God. I can’t believe it. This is gonna change everything.


  Chapter 33


  ~John~


  


  “Cuz this heat burning in my veins/ It’s you bringing me back from the dead/ Resurrecting a black heart ….”


  I stop strumming on my acoustic and glance at Nicki who’s scribbling away on her notepad opposite me, her guitar lying beside her. This is how we do it. We like to write barebones. Just the two of us with a notepad and our guitars.


  “It’s really coming along,” Nicki says, of our newest song, Fool’s Game.


  “We’re almost there,” I agree, taking her hand in mine and squeezing it. “I can’t wait for everyone to hear it at Eclipse.” While our campus hit, Twist Me, is still our signature song, I’m excited to play some new stuff. Plus, this new song is more personal than any of our others, because it’s about us. And, yeah, it’s a love ballad at its core, but with a hard edge which fits in well with our sound.


  “Me too,” she says, excitedly. “I still can’t believe we’re gonna play there.” Her whole face lights up at the thought of it. God, I love that excitable look of hers.


  We’ve both been on cloud nine since I told her about the call. Our upbeat mood is also cuz my dad’s put his people on the Greg situation; some guys he knows on the force. There’s a restraining order against the psycho. While knowing he’s out there still has us on edge, knowing also that we’ve got backup is a major weight off.


  Between classes and Nicki’s trips to the boxing gym, we’ve been working hard on our music to get ready for our performance at Eclipse in a few weeks. Chloe’s booked us into a high-end hotel in the city, a couple of blocks from the club. Only the best for her. I was fine staying in a dive to save money, but there’s no way she would’ve been. She booked three rooms. One for Nicki and me to share and one each for her and Mitch, much to Mitch’s disappointment. He just can’t catch a break with her.


  “Those are new,” I say, eyeing Nicki’s black leather pants.


  This is what my music does to me. We’ve been sitting here in my apartment working on our songs for the past couple of hours and now I’m noticing how damn sexy she looks? Crazy.


  “Yeah,” she says. “I bought them for the show. Just breaking them in.”


  She needs to. Those things are so tight. Damn.


  “Chloe’s idea?” I ask.


  “Kind of. She said it will look more professional if we all coordinate our outfits. Especially, you and I as we’ll be at the forefront, you know?”


  “Well, any excuse for you to wear those things is fine by me.”


  “So, you’ll wear yours then?”


  “Sure.”


  She cocks an eyebrow. “Wow, I thought it would take more convincing than that. You don’t like to be told what to do.”


  I smirk at her. “I know it gets you hot seeing me in leather.”


  She blushes. “What? How do you—?”


  “I’ve seen you checking me out in them, even before we got together.”


  She slaps my arm. “Shut up. I was not.”


  I rest my guitar on the floor and lunge at her, driving her onto her back. She shrieks as I pin her wrists above her head with one hand. “Admit it.”


  She shakes her head from side to side. “Uh uh. No way.”


  “Maybe you need some gentle persuasion,” I say, running my hand slowly up her left thigh.


  I know I’m not playing fair. Since I took her virginity, she’s been greedy, always wanting sex. I know the slightest touch from me gets her going. She won’t win here. She’ll admit it all right.


  “John,” she whines, squirming beneath me as I walk my fingers up her thigh, stopping just before I reach her panties.


  “Yes, baby? Something I can help you with?”


  “Touch me,” she pants.


  “Admit it and I will.”


  “No.”


  “So, you don’t want my fingers in your panties, my tongue between your legs, bringing you closer and closer to the edge? You don’t want my cock thrusting hard into your wet pussy, driving so deep that you can hardly fucking breathe?”


  “Stop,” she pleads.


  “Stop what?”


  “Teasing me.”


  “Just say the words I wanna hear.”


  A loud slam startles us. The front door. Aggressive footsteps sound, before we hear:


  “What’s your problem?” Mitch’s voice.


  It’s followed by Chloe’s angry yell. “I told you I don’t want a relationship! Get that through your thick head!”


  “So, we can fuck, but that’s it?”


  “Yes! God, how many times do we have to have this conversation, Mitch?”


  “Tell me why.”


  “What?”


  “Tell me why. I wanna hear you say it.”


  “We’re…too different.”


  “You mean, I’m trash and you’re a trust fund brat?”


  “That’s not what I said. And I’m not a brat, jerk off.”


  “Fine. This is done. I can’t do this anymore, Chlo.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “I can’t fuck you, but not be with you. It’s all or nothing.”


  “Mitch!”


  “I’m serious. What’s it gonna be?”


  “We can’t be together.”


  “Fine.”


  I hear another slam of a door; Mitch’s bedroom door.


  “You should go and make sure he’s okay,” Nicki tells me. “I’ll check on Chloe.”


  Dammit. Why did they have to pick this moment to act out their drama?


  “Son of a bitch,” I growl, reluctantly climbing off her and helping her back to her feet.


  She chuckles. “We have plenty of time for us later. Go talk to him, John.”


  I know she’s right even though my cock doesn’t agree. I do need to talk to Mitch. Aside from the fact that he’s my friend, there’s also the band to consider. We’re on the verge of our big break. We can’t have this bullshit going on right now. I need to put a stop to it.


  “I’m going,” I say, as Nicki pushes me towards the door. “Your hands on me aren’t helping the situation.”


  She releases me and laughs. “Horn dog.”


  “Me? You’ve been holding that title for the last few weeks. I’m the innocent one here.”


  “Shut up,” she says, punching me in the shoulder. “Get going. Move that sexy ass of yours.”


  I spin around and cup her perky little tits before leaning in to kiss her hard. I pull away quickly and smirk at her. “Now, I’m good…until later.”


  I walk out of the room, leaving her standing there breathless and wanting more. Just the way I like my girl.


  


  


  ***


  


  “I’m bleeding out here/ And the wound belongs to you….”


  We suddenly lose the beat and Chloe yells at Mitch, “Are you tone deaf right now?”


  “You’re the one who’s off-beat, Chlo. It’s a bit of a bitch to work with.”


  “I’m off-beat?”


  Uh oh. It’s probably the worst thing he could’ve said to her; criticizing her drumming skills like that. And he knows it too. Not that her bullshit comment was any better.


  “Enough!” I thunder, stepping away from my microphone and storming over to them.


  “She—” Mitch begins.


  I hold up my hand to silence him. “I said; enough!” I snap, harshly.


  “Guys, come on,” Nicki cuts in, backing me up.


  Despite the two of them assuring us that whatever’s going on between them wouldn’t impact practice, clearly it is. They’ve been at each other’s throats through every song we’ve run through: Twist Me, Fool’s Game and now, Only Burns. And now Chloe’s actually stopping mid-song to deal out her insults. This shit is not flying with me.


  “We’re coming up on our big break here,” I tell them. “There’s no room for mistakes and bad blood in the band. I get that you two have issues, but you deal with it on your own time. We’re gonna take a ten-minute break. If you can’t get your shit together by then, then get the fuck out of here. Make no mistake, I will fucking pull one of you if I have to. You got me? Fix this. Now.”


  Chloe huffs, pulls herself from behind the drum kit and storms out of the room.


  “Sorry, dude,” Mitch says, resting his bass against the wall.


  “Ignore her trying to bait you,” I advise him.


  “Easier said than done.”


  “Focus on the song. Let it pull you in,” Nicki suggests.


  Mitch nods. “All right. I need a beer,” he says, heading out of the room.


  I blow out a breath and scrub my hand over my face.


  Nicki grips my shoulders. “Nice lecture.”


  “Really? You normally get on my case about being too harsh.”


  “Nah. They needed to hear it. This is Chloe we’re talking about. You know she doesn’t respond to people pussy-footing around her.”


  “They’d better get their shit together.”


  “It’ll be fine. I promise.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because,” she says, kissing my neck. “I know you. You’re a great leader; a great front man. They always listen to you.”


  She goes to pull away but I wrap my arms around her. “Uh uh. You’re not going anywhere. Come here and kiss me like you mean it.”


  


  Chapter 34


  ~John~


  


  “Urgh,” Chloe mutters into her martini as she and I sit up at the makeshift bar in the yard of the sorority house on campus.


  We’re here tonight to play at one of their mid-term celebration parties. We’re using this as a test run before our big performance at Eclipse in a couple of weeks. And we’ve been killing it tonight. Right now, we’re on a break. I sip at my beer, scanning the crowded yard for Nicki. She headed off to the bathroom a few minutes ago.


  “Bitch,” Chloe continues.


  I follow her line of sight over to the other side of the yard where Mitch is putting his moves on some brunette.


  “You turned him down, Chloe.”


  She scoffs. “Please. This isn’t about him, John. It’s about that bitch, Tina.”


  “What about her?” I don’t give two shits about the drama Chloe’s currently wrapped up in, but it’s just the two of us, so I figure I need to at least fake an interest in this chick shit until Nicki comes back and rescues my ass.


  “Look at her in her tiny black dress that’s basically painted on. She’s all over him. This is her competing with me. She knows he and I hooked up. She always goes after what’s mine.”


  I raise my eyebrows. “What’s yours, huh?”


  She slaps my arm. “Shut up. That’s not what I mean. I just…she pisses me off.”


  “Isn’t she one of your sorority sisters?”


  “Yeah. So? She’s always trying to one-up me. Crazy, competitive bitch.”


  Wow. The claws are already out. Damn.


  “John,” someone calls from behind me.


  I turn on my stool to see a blonde standing in front of me. She grins at me and flips back her hair while also making sure to push out her tits that are spilling out of her top. She looks familiar, but I can’t make a positive ID, which probably means I’ve fucked her before.


  “Daphne,” Chloe says, in a warning tone.


  Daphne. Yeah, I’ve fucked her all right. I can’t remember how it went down, but the name rings a bell. It’s not exactly run-of-the-mill. She ignores Chloe’s warning and wedges herself between the two of us, leaning across the bar and ordering a drink. The bartender takes one look at her tits and quickly gets her the drink she ordered—a screwdriver.


  She locks eyes with me as she starts sucking on the straw, her tongue darting out and swirling around. Yeah, woman, I see what you’re doing.


  “It’s been a while,” she says, winking at me.


  “Has it?”


  Chloe leans forward on the bar so I can see her and she rolls her eyes at me.


  “It has. Remember how hot we were together that night?”


  Before I can shut her down, another blonde joins the party, draping her arm over Daphne.


  Daphne grins at her and then tells me, “How hot the three of us were.”


  Oh yeah! I remember now. The threesome all-nighter.


  “Got a girlfriend now. Nothing’s gonna happen here,” I tell them.


  “Take one night off,” Daphne urges me, sliding her hand up my thigh.


  “Get your hands off my boyfriend!”


  The girls spin around to see Nicki standing there, her hands on her hips and looking pissed as hell.


  “I’d beat it if I were you. She’s a boxer,” Chloe tells them. “You don’t want her to mess up your pretty little faces, do you?”


  The girls take the hint and hurry off.


  Nicki glares at me. Her eyes move to my jeans, to the spot where one of the girls touched me. “What’s going on?” she demands. “I’m gone for one second and you’re hitting on other women?”


  I hold up my hands. “Uh uh. I was just sitting here drinking my beer. That’s all.”


  “They had their hands on you. I didn’t see you pushing them away.”


  I look to Chloe for her support.


  “He’s right. They just wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


  Nicki’s eyes stay glued to mine. She’s shooting me daggers now. “And I bet you loved every second of it, Mister-Big-Shot-Rock-Star. This is what it’s gonna be like if we get signed after Eclipse, isn’t it? Groupies everywhere. Me fighting them off you and you sitting there letting them put their hands and God knows what else all over you?”


  Holy. Fucking. Shit.


  I shoot to my feet. “What’s got into you? Why are you so uptight tonight?”


  “And, I’m out,” Chloe says, sliding off her stool quickly and hightailing it the hell away from us and what I’m beginning to see is gonna be one hell of a fight.


  I don’t get it. Nicki isn’t usually this insecure about anything. Where’s this coming from?


  “Forget it,” Nicki says, making a move to walk away from me.


  Yeah, I don’t think so. I grab her arm, stopping her. “Talk to me. What’s this all about?”


  She blows out a breath. “Everywhere we go they’re looking at you. And some of them are even brazen enough to come right up to you when I’m with you and start flirting like crazy. It’s gotten worse ever since word spread about us being booked as headliners at Eclipse.”


  She’s not wrong. It has been pretty crazy lately. “They’re just leeches, Nicki. It’s the possibility of fame. That’s all.”


  “It’s the whole rock star cliché, John.”


  “I’m not that guy anymore. I’m with you and that’s it.”


  “None of them seem to be getting that message.”


  “What do you want me to do? Shout it from the fucking rooftops?” I snap, getting pissed. She has no reason to be like this. Since we got together, I’ve done a complete one-eighty. I don’t give a crap about other women, because as far as I’m concerned there are no other women. Not now that I have her. I’ve changed for her and here she is throwing it in my face? I don’t fucking think so.


  “I don’t know. You could start by telling them right away that you’re dating me. But you never do. You let it drag on. Why? Because you like the attention.”


  “The only attention I like is yours, Nicki! Get that through your fucking head!” I yell, losing my cool.


  “Then start showing me that!” she screams, raising her voice even higher.


  People are looking our way. Great. I hate public drama like this. Argh!


  “You’re making a fool of yourself; yelling in public like this. You look like an insecure little girl.” Oh, real smooth, asshole. Shit. She’s not gonna take that well at all.


  “I don’t want girls touching you!”


  “It was nothing, Nicki! You’re overreacting big time! Get a fucking grip!”


  Her eyes narrow to slits. “Fuck you, John,” she spits out.


  The next thing I know, she’s turning from me and hurrying away into the crowd. It takes mere seconds before the crowd swallows her up and I lose sight of her.


  Dammit!


  


  Chapter 35


  ~Nicki~


  


  “How about this one?” Chloe asks, holding up yet another outfit she just pulled out of her closet. I’ve lost count of how many she’s shown me so far. This one is a backless black leather dress with a plunging neckline.


  “That’ll definitely garner you all of the spotlight at the show.”


  “Yeah, I hear you. Maybe too much, right?”


  “A little. What about pants? Wouldn’t they be more comfortable sitting in at the drum kit rather than a dress?”


  She rolls her eyes. “Please, Nicki. I can make anything work.”


  “That’s true. Maybe something with more of a rocker edge to it then?”


  She nods and delves back inside her closet. I slump onto the edge of her bed and brush the duvet cover absently as I try to summon my patience. I’m not a girly girl and spending hours helping her pick out an outfit is my idea of torture, not a good time. But I’m sucking it up because she’s my friend and she needs my help. Least I can do.


  “So, what’s going on with you and Mitch?” I ask. Anything to distract me from this boredom.


  “Oh, yeah. We screwed around a couple of times.”


  “I knew it! How did that happen? You guys have never been—I mean—you’re always fighting. It’s all you’ve ever done.”


  She laughs. “Sexual tension, babe. Plus, the first time it happened we were both drunk. But…no…never mind.”


  “But what?”


  She looks over her shoulder at me and winks. “It was so fucking good. He’s a monster in bed, Nicki. And when we came together….wow…we did things that I’ve never done before. Dirty stuff. Hot stuff. He likes it rough and—”


  I hold up my hand quickly. “Details not needed. I get it.”


  She laughs and turns back to her closet. “Right, he’s in the band and John’s roommate. Awkward.”


  “Just a little.”


  “Well, it’s over and done with anyway.”


  I can hear the sadness in her voice. “Why don’t you just talk to him?”


  She turns around and leans against her closet, blowing out a breath. “I’ve tried, but he’s made it clear. All or nothing. I just want it to be a casual thing. Sex with no strings. But he wants more. There’s nothing more to say.”


  “Well, what’s wrong with more?”


  “He’s not the kind of guy I should be dating.”


  “Cuz he’s not rich?”


  She shakes her head. “He thinks I care about that, but it’s not about that. It’s just…he doesn’t get my world, what’s expected of the men I do date and bring into my life. He’s not made for that. It would just rip us apart, Nicki. He wouldn’t be able to handle it.”


  “You’re already apart. Why don’t you just give it a try? He’s a good guy. You have a lot in common. The band. The same sick sense of humor. You’re both headstrong and incredibly arrogant.”


  She laughs. “Thanks for the compliments.”


  “Sorry. You know what I mean.”


  “Yeah, I do. It’s not worth it, Nicki. We’re done. I was a little jealous at the party the other night when I saw him flirting. But I got over it and ended up hooking up with a guy myself. We’re cool now. Back to normal. It was just a good time.”


  “If you’re sure.”


  “I am.”


  “You seem sad, Chlo?”


  She shakes her head and flashes me a devilish grin. “Sad about losing the mind blowing sex. Now I have to wade through a bunch of losers to find a man who can hold his own again.”


  Well, it’s clear she’s made up her mind about her and Mitch calling it quits. And when Chloe makes a decision, it sticks. There’s no getting her to change it.


  She grabs another outfit from her closet and drapes it across her arms as she perches beside me on the bed. “You’re deflecting big time, Nicki.”


  “What?”


  “Focusing on my love life to avoid thinking about your own.”


  “I am not,” I say, folding my arms across my chest.


  She smiles at my obvious defensive gesture. “He wasn’t flirting back, Nicki. I was there. He looked really uncomfortable.”


  My eyes narrow. “Why are you defending him? You know what he’s like.”


  “I’m just telling you what happened.”


  I haven’t spoken with John since we played that sorority party a couple of days ago and I saw those girls all over him. He still hasn’t bothered to apologize, so there’s been nothing more to say.


  I sigh heavily. “He’ll always be like that; drawing women to him like moths to a flame. He loves it, too. He’s an attention whore.”


  “So what? He’s not gonna take it any further.”


  “You don’t know that. A little too much to drink and a groupie who won’t take ‘no’ for an answer and voila!”


  “He wants you, Nicki. Just you. You told me he said he loved you, right?”


  “Yeah. Words, Chloe. Just words.”


  “Words that a guy like John isn’t gonna throw around lightly. If he said them, he meant them.”


  “Until he doesn’t. Until he gets bored of me. I’m just something different for him. And I’m not all put together and model-worthy like the women he’s used to messing around with.”


  Chloe studies me closely for a moment, clearly trying to figure me out. Her eyes flash and then she says, “You’re scared.”


  “What? Scared?” I scoff. “What are you talking about?”


  “You’re in deep with him and it’s freaking you out. So, you’re using this groupie thing to put up a wall and withdraw from him.”


  “I…no I’m not.” Am I?


  “Babe, you are.”


  “No, I’m just sick of him allowing those women to throw themselves at him, to hound him. It’s been out of control since word spread about us playing Eclipse. And it’s pissing me off. He never pushes them away. Never tells them that we’re together.”


  “Talk to him, Nicki.”


  “Not until he apologizes.” Like I’m gonna put myself out there just for him to tell me that I was overreacting and to get a fucking grip like he’d said that night. Argh! “Can you change the rooming situation at the hotel for the night of the Eclipse show? I don’t wanna be sharing a room with him right now.”


  “Can’t, babe. It took all of my persuasion skills to get the rooms we have cuz the hotel was so booked up.”


  Oh shit. “Then I’ll stay in your room.”


  “Bring some earplugs then. I’m planning on having some fun while we’re there.”


  Urgh. Great. Well, I guess beggars can’t be choosers. “Sure. Thanks.”


  


  Chapter 36


  ~John~


  


  I park my truck on the street outside my parents’ house. It’s better this way. If I park in the garage, I can’t make a quick escape.


  Shit, this week is sucking big time. Nicki and I are in the middle of a stupid fight over what happened at the gig. I thought, if she had some time to calm down, she would come to her fucking senses and apologize to me. But she hasn’t. Stubborn-ass woman!


  The only contact I’ve had with her over the last few days is a brief text message exchange where I messaged her: If You Don’t Know Me By Now—Simply Red.


  And she responded with: Every Rose Has Its Thorn—Poison. No apology. Just that icy message. Well, hell if I’m gonna be the one to sort this mess out and apologize. She’s the one in the wrong, the one who overreacted.


  But I fucking miss her. That woman is my goddamn other half. Everything is wrong without her, without seeing her, talking to her. So empty and pointless. I need to see that cute look she gets when I do that thing to her hand that gets her turned on and shy at the same time—my thumb drawing slow circles on the back of it. It gets me every time.


  And my dick hates me too. I want her back in my bed. It’s like a physical craving, or some shit. I want those soft fingers of hers running all over me; her mouth on me, wrapped around my dick. I wanna sink into her tight little pussy and see that look on her face when I make her come. So damn sexy. Just the thought of it is tempting me to give in. She’s beyond addictive. It’s taking all my self-control not to knock on her door and drop to my knees begging for her forgiveness. But I’m not gonna give in. I’m not some pussy who’s gonna take shit from any woman; not even her. She’s in the wrong here, not me. And she better figure that out soon.


  On top of all of that is the call I got from my dad at the crack of dawn this morning. He’s called a meeting. Didn’t tell me what it’s about, so that’s got me majorly on edge. Lately, he’s come to accept my music and the band, but with this meeting now, I’m worried he’s going back on that and falling back into disapproving father mode. After all, that’s how we’ve always operated.


  I brace myself as I walk in through the garage entrance. I don’t need to use my key as it’s already unlocked. Hmm…worrying. Not a fan of that. Great. It’s just making me more on edge.


  “My office!” he calls out, his commanding voice echoing down the hall.


  Shit, how does he know I’m here already? I glance down at my boots. It must be the sound of them squeaking on the hardwood floor.


  I reach his office at the end of the hall, briefly wondering where my mom is—probably out shopping as usual—and push open the door.


  He’s sitting behind his desk, leaning back casually in his massive brown leather chair. To my surprise, his face lights up as I shut the door behind me and walk on in. That’s a first. Every time we’ve met in his office in the past, all I’ve seen from him is a stern, disapproving glance. We only ever meet in here for one reason: to discuss serious matters.


  “Dad,” I say with a head nod as I slump into one of the chairs opposite him. They’re high-backed, uncomfortable old wooden things. I’ve always thought they’re probably here on purpose to put his visitors even more on edge. A power play of some sort. God knows, my dad is a fan of that. He’s all about power. Fucking hotshot lawyer. But who am I to judge? I’ve got my own issues with that.


  “Son,” he says with a smile.


  A smile? Wasn’t expecting that. Every time we have one of these meetings it usually ends up with me getting my ass handed to me. Meetings. So fucking corporate. I’m his son for Christ’s sake. Why can’t it be a get together or something, instead of being so damn official?


  “What’s up?” I ask, my eyes straying to the papers spread out on his desk in front of him. It only takes a second for me to realize what they are: my college transcripts. I tense immediately. Shit. Here we go. Get ready for the shit to hit the fan.


  He follows my gaze and then his eyes dart to mine. “Your grades have improved.”


  “Something we already discussed at dinner the other day.” A weak shot on my part, because I know he’s not gonna drop it. But anything’s worth a try.


  “I can see that,” he says, glancing at the transcripts. “It’s brought your GPA up a little for the first time in the last couple of years. But it’s still at 3.2.”


  “And 3.2 isn’t enough?” I respond, a noticeable edge in my voice.


  “You’re a 4.0 student, John. At least you should be. I know what you’re capable of. You’re smart, son. Incredibly smart.”


  “Dad—”


  He cuts me off. No surprise there. “You know what that tells me?”


  I fold my arms across my chest and steel myself. “What?” I grit out.


  That unnerving smile of his is back as he says, “It tells me you don’t want to be there. Law isn’t for you. You have no passion for it. You’re just doing it to pacify me. It’s just a familial duty to you.”


  Wow. Talk about hitting the nail right on the head. Where is he going with this?


  He leans back in his chair and sighs. It’s a heavy, weary sigh. “I’m sorry.”


  “What?”


  “For pushing you. I wanted you to have a career and following in my footsteps is the path to a very lucrative future, John. If you gave a damn about it, of course. But you don’t.”


  I shake my head. “Dad, we’ve had this conversation a million fucking times. I can’t do it again, okay? What do you want from me? I’m doing what you want. My grades are up now. What more am I supposed to do to get your off my back?”


  “Follow your own path.”


  I jerk back like he’s just slapped me. “I—I don’t—what?”


  “Like I mentioned at dinner the other day, I’ve been examining your music career. I was wrong. It’s not just a hobby. You’re building a business out of it. And I’ve looked into that show you’ve booked at Eclipse and I understand what it means to someone in your business. I had your mother explain it to me as well, seeing as though she used to be in the music world too.”


  Okay? Whoa.


  He leans forward across the desk, his eyes locking with mine. “So, this is what’s gonna happen. I’m gonna give you a year to focus solely on your music. And I’ll back you with whatever you need. I’ll put the same into it that I would into another year at college. But you continue working to finance your living expenses.”


  “You’re telling me to drop out of college?” I ask, wondering if I’m dreaming here.


  “That’s what I’m saying. Finish up this year and then you take a year out to explore this. We’ll reevaluate once the year is up. It’s what you really want to do, isn’t it?”


  “You know it is.”


  “Good. Then we have a deal?”


  I shake my head. “I don’t need your money. I’m good.”


  “John—”


  “No. If I’m gonna do this, I do it on my own. As a man, Dad. You hear what I’m saying?”


  Something flashes in his eyes then. I’m hesitant to believe it, but it looks like pride. Well, fuck me. He nods. “The backup’s here if you need it.”


  “I appreciate it.”


  I rub my eyes, trying to wrap my head around what’s happened here. I’ve finally just been relieved of these bullshit family obligations. I’m finally free to spread my fucking wings without judgment or threats. Wow, I feel like a massive weight has just been lifted off my shoulders. No more monkey on my back.


  “Well, okay. So, we’re good here?” I ask, making a move to get out of my chair.


  He stops me with, “How are you and Nicki doing?”


  “Fine,” I fire back, instantly defensive. Dammit.


  “What’s the problem?” he asks, seeing right through me.


  I tug at my hair for a moment and blow out a breath of frustration. Just thinking about what’s going on with her and me aggravates me beyond belief. “It’s a lot of ridiculous drama.”


  He laughs.


  “I said drama not comedy, Dad.”


  “Sorry. It’s just, I forget she’s your first actual girlfriend.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means, if you don’t want the drama, you shouldn’t be in a relationship.”


  “Come on, Dad.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “Well, she’s being ridiculous.” And then I can’t stop myself. I haven’t talked to anyone about this. No point talking to Mitch, cuz he’s more of a mess when it comes to relationships than I am. I end up letting it all out, telling my dad all about Nicki’s freak out at the sorority party about all the other girls coming onto me since word got around about Eclipse.


  “I’m still waiting on her damn apology,” I tell him.


  “You idiot,” he says, just barely holding in his laughter once again.


  “What?” I snap. “She’s the one being—”


  “Doesn’t matter,” he cuts in. “Relationships aren’t about being right. They’re about compromise. Knowing when to back down and let things go.”


  “I didn’t even lay a hand on any of them. I told her I loved her for fuck’s sake and it’s still not enough for her? Shit. Does she want my blood or something?”


  “You meant it?”


  “Yeah, I meant it.”


  “Good,” he says smiling happily. “Now, just show her. She’s obviously insecure about the girls. You need to show her there’s no need to be.”


  “It’s ridiculous.”


  “Not to her. Remember, she’s inexperienced. You need to be the bigger person here. The rational one. If you want to be with her. If you don’t then just force that apology from her and go your separate ways.”


  Argh. Nice shot at reverse psychology. Although, I’m not stupid enough to fall for it, I still know he’s right.


  “Swallow my pride?”


  “Be a man,” he says.


  “So, being a man means backing down when I’m in the right?”


  “It means learning how to pick your battles.” He gets up and walks around his desk. I stand up to meet him and he slaps his hand to my shoulder. “You want to keep a gem like Nicki? You want the long haul, son? Then you’ve got to learn to let go of the little things, that immature part of you that always has to be right, that always has to win. And let go of the power struggle. That kind of thing is a death sentence to any relationship. Sorry, but you get that megalomaniac trait from me. But I never bring it around your mother, never into our marriage.”


  Dammit. That’s gonna be easier said than done. It’s ingrained in me. I grunt a response.


  “And, remember, words don’t mean as much to women as actions do. You understand me?”


  I nod. “Yeah. Thanks, Dad.”


  He smiles and leads me out of his office.


  “You feel like watching the game with me?” He glances at his Rolex. “It starts in ten minutes.”


  I can’t believe it. We haven’t done that since I was a kid. Before all the disappointment kicked in and we grew apart. This is a major peace offering from father to son here and it’s not lost on me.


  “You got beer?” I ask, grinning at him.


  “I do.”


  “Then I’m in.”


  He laughs and slaps me on the back as we head into the kitchen.


  Chapter 37


  ~Nicki~


  


  Smiling, I gaze down at my upper left arm. It’s wrapped up right now but knowing that my brand new tattoo is beneath it makes me really happy. It’s a fist with arching black text that reads: It ain’t about how hard you hit.


  Ever since I heard Balboa utter those words to his son in Rocky Balboa, I’ve wanted to incorporate them into a tattoo. It sounds cheesy, but the words spoke to me. I’ve had to get back up after several nasty blows—metaphorical and real—and every time, it’s made me stronger. I haven’t let it break me. And this tattoo is a reminder that I never will. I love it.


  As I make my way back into the waiting room, I’m surprised to see that Chloe isn’t where I left her on one of the three oversized black leather couches by the window. That’s odd.


  I walk up to the counter and pay, both for the tattoo and the tattoo goo they give you to protect and speed up the healing. I hate the healing process. Although not everyone’s skin crusts during it, mine did last time and I’m sure it will again. But it’s well worth it once it heals.


  I’m about to leave when Chloe calls out to me.


  “One second, babe.”


  I spin around and find her also paying at the counter.


  “What did you get?” I ask.


  As she makes her way over to me, she sticks out her tongue and I can’t help the shriek that erupts from me when I see the silver stud there. “No way!”


  She grins. “Yes way. How hot is this, huh?”


  “Holy shit. A tongue piercing?”


  “Imagine what I can do with this?”


  I screw up my face. Urgh. Gross.


  She wraps her arm around me and leads me out of the shop. “Nicki, you’re such a prude.”


  “I am not a prude!” I fire back.


  “Yeah? Then tell me something,” she challenges.


  “Like what?”


  “Anything about sex.”


  I think for a moment. My only sexual experiences have been with John and I’m not talking or thinking about him right now. We’re in a fight and I’m trying to remain strong. So, he’s off topic. So, it’ll have to be something about Chloe’s sex life. Aha! There is something I’ve actually been curious about for a while.


  “Um, well, is it true…about Mitch?”


  “Say it,” she presses.


  Oh my God. I can feel my cheeks warming just thinking about it. “You already know what I’m gonna say.”


  “I know, but I’m not gonna answer until I hear the actual words.”


  “Argh! You’re infuriating.” I struggle to get out the words, “Does he…is his…dick…really pierced?”


  “Yep.”


  “Wow! Does it feel weird?”


  Her eyes light up. “It feels amazing. So much so, that I hit on one of the guys in that tattoo place. Has his dick pierced too. We’re going out in a few days. He’s gonna let me go to town on that. And…” she pokes her tongue out, flashing her stud, “I’m gonna try this out.”


  We both burst out laughing.


  Wow, being with Chloe really brightens up everything around me. I’ve always held back with her before. She’s so free and she’s really experienced when it comes to sex. And, until a little while ago, I’d never even had sex, so I was always self-conscious around her. But now everything is different. I feel…freer now. And she’s right. I can talk about it with her now.


  I touch the bandage on my arm and my smile fades. I want to show John my new tattoo. He’d get it right away. He knows me so well. But I can’t. He won’t apologize and I’m sure as hell not going to. I really miss him, but I don’t want him to think he can get away with flirting with all his groupies when we’re supposed to be together.


  Stay strong, Nicki. Don’t think about him.


  


  Chapter 38


  ~John~


  


  I glance at the shit all over the kitchen table. Junk food everywhere. It looks like Mitch is having a movie night.


  “What’s all this for?” I ask him as he walks into the kitchen.


  “Shit, sorry, I didn’t think you were gonna be back until later. You said you were hanging with your dad again?”


  Yeah, ever since our talk in his office, we’d broken through all our years of bullshit and we’ve actually been spending some father-son time together recently.


  “Yeah, man. I’ve been gone for most of the day.”


  “Right. Sorry,” he struggles. He looks as uncomfortable as hell. “It’s just…Nicki and Chloe are coming over for movie night.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah. Chloe and I are trying to get back on track as friends after our slip up. This is my peace offering. She’s bringing Nicki as a buffer.”


  “Oh.” I can’t believe it. She’s been skillfully avoiding me these last few weeks. Ever since I spoke with my dad about her, I realized I needed to be the bigger person and end this shit between us. But she won’t pick up her phone or answer her door. So fucking stubborn! And now, she’s coming here, to my apartment?


  “Look, I’ll cancel it. I really thought you’d be gone all day. If I’d known, I never would’ve—”


  I hold up my hand. “Nah, it’s cool. I’ll go for a drive. Text me when they’re gone, yeah?”


  He nods. “I’m sorry, John. I didn’t mean—”


  “Mitch. It’s fine. Really,” I say, reaching for my jacket.


  I feel his hand on my arm suddenly. “You got new ink? I wanna see.”


  I pull my arm away.


  “Come on. Don’t be a pussy about it.”


  “Fine,” I grumble turning so he can get a look.


  He gasps as he sees what it is. “What the hell? When did you get this?”


  “A couple of weeks ago.”


  “A couple of weeks ago? The day your dad basically told you to drop out of school?”


  “Simple way of putting it, but yeah. I’ve just had it covered up waiting on it to heal and shit. It’s why you didn’t see it until now. Why?”


  “It’s around the same time Nicki got new ink. Man, you guys are alike. You clearly even think alike.”


  “She got another tattoo?”


  I wanna know what she got, but Mitch distracts me by grabbing my arm again and scrutinizing my new tattoo.


  “Yeah. Listen, stay and show her yours when she gets here. She takes just one look at that and it’ll fix everything between you guys.”


  “Nah.”


  “What? Why not?”


  “Because.”


  He shakes his head. “Listen, your normal avoidance bullshit isn’t gonna work here, man. You gotta deal with this head on. I know you hate drama. Me too. But it is what it is.”


  “Yeah, I get that now. It’s not that. I don’t want our drama ruining your peace offering for Chloe. I already fucked you over once, right?” Not to mention, the last thing I want is Chloe around when me and Nicki get into this bullshit. I just know she’ll interfere like usual and make me come off as a total dick and rile Nicki up. It’s hard enough getting her calm when we’re in a fight as it is. Nah, not the right situation to sort our shit out in. I shrug on my jacket. “See you later.”


  “Okay, dude.”


  My phone starts buzzing in the back pocket of my jeans. I stop before I make it out of the kitchen and pull it out. I don’t even check the number before I answer.


  “John here. What? He’s where? When? Yeah…of course…I’ll keep an eye out. Uh…thanks.”


  “Fucking hell,” I breathe as I pocket my phone.


  “John? What’s wrong?”


  I must look how I feel; white as a fucking sheet. A rush of adrenaline rips through me.


  And right then, the stupid fight that’s been going on for the last three weeks between us doesn’t matter for shit. I don’t even need to second guess it as I hurriedly dial Nicki’s cell number. It rings and rings and rings. She’s not picking up! Right, because she’s mad at me. Dammit!


  “You know where she is?”


  “Nicki?”


  “Who else, Mitch?” I snap.


  “Down on campus picking up some ice-cream. Didn’t trust me to do it myself. Claimed I’d pick up the wrong one.”


  “Shit. I have to go. Now.”


  “What? Where?”


  “I just got a call from one of my dad’s guys. Greg’s on campus.”


  “Shit.”


  “Yeah. I gotta go. Now!” I say as I bolt through the apartment.


  


  ***


  


  “Dammit,” I mutter.


  The ice-cream tub is freezing my hands. I’m such an idiot. I should’ve just paid for a plastic bag to carry it. Me and my stupid principles. Refusing to fork over a few cents for a grocery bag. I’m too hard-headed sometimes.


  I make my way across campus towards the path through the little parkette that leads to the main road where I can hail a cab to take me back to my apartment building. I’m really looking forward to our movie marathon tonight.


  “Nicola!” a voice calls out.


  It sounds familiar. My body reacts immediately as my mind struggles to play catch up. White-hot adrenaline rips through me suddenly. A serious warning. Instinctively, I pull my leather jacket closed over my tank top—a defensive reaction—as I turn around.


  Fucking hell.


  Greg.


  My breath hitches. My adrenaline levels spike even more and my entire body starts shaking as though I’ve suddenly caught a chill. But there’s no physical chill in the air. It’s a warm late afternoon.


  My brain is trying to rationalize what my eyes are seeing—who they’re seeing. Fight or flight? Fight or flight? But my body won’t cooperate to do either. It won’t move.


  I’m frozen.


  “What…what are you doing here?” I just about manage to get out.


  He looks me up and down. Just his gaze on me makes me feel dirty and sick to my stomach. I try to avoid those awful black eyes of his; to push the memories of them boring into mine away. The memories of what he did to me.


  His hair is grayer than I remember. It’s a mass of disgusting shoulder-length grease. And he’s wearing that dark green wax jacket he always used to with a pair of dirtied jeans; basically his entire wardrobe.


  “My, my. You’ve grown up good,” he says, that rough, grating voice of his curdling my insides as he zones in on my boobs, lingering there like the sick pervert he is.


  I know I should get the hell away from him, but my feet won’t move. I silently pray for the ground to open up and swallow me away just to escape this; just to end this awful confrontation. It’s the stuff of my nightmares. But I’m not dreaming now. He’s here and no amount of trying to blink him out of existence with my thousand-yard stare is gonna make it a reality.


  He takes a step towards me and I tremble.


  He snickers. “Time to pick up where we left off. And the way you look now….this is gonna be all the sweeter.”


  “Stop,” I say, my voice wavering.


  He ignores me and takes another step closer. “We never did get to finish up last time, Nicola. Time to remedy that, don’t you think?”


  Oh my God.


  It’s been years. I’m stronger now. I can defend myself better than most people. But seeing him here now, it’s like I’ve been transported back to four years ago. I’m that weak little girl again.


  He closes the distance between us and I whimper in terror as he reaches out to touch me.


  But he doesn’t get the chance to make contact as two powerful hands slam into his chest, forcing him away from me.


  John.


  “You don’t fucking touch her!” he thunders at Greg. “Do you hear me, you piece of shit?”


  Greg’s eyes narrow at him. “John,” he seethes. “You and I have some unfinished business.”


  “You’ve violated the restraining orders by coming anywhere near her.”


  Greg scoffs. “Do you really think a piece of paper is gonna keep me from the two of you? I can handle a couple of paper cuts, kid. You two put me in jail. Do you know what it’s like in that hell hole for a guy charged with sexual assault and battery?”


  “Exactly what you deserved.”


  I’m faintly aware of sirens blaring in the distance.


  “Looks like they know you’re here, asshole,” John says.


  “Then we’ll be picking this up later,” Greg says; his parting shot before he takes off quickly.


  I feel John’s hands on me then, pulling me against him. I barely hear his words of comfort; I’m in such deep-rooted shock. I barely even register the cops arriving on the scene. John does all the talking to them. Everything is just a blur of motion and incomprehensible chatter to me.


  It’s not until we arrive back at the apartment somehow that I find myself a little more lucid. How did we even get here? John…he must have driven us home in his truck.


  I’m in John’s arms as he carries me through the door of his place. Mitch is sitting on the opposite couch. He smiles kindly at me, but if he says anything I don’t hear it.


  John doesn’t loosen his tight hold on me. He lowers me onto his lap and I bury my face in his chest as he keeps his arms held protectively around me.


  “It’s okay, Nicki. It’s gonna be okay.”


  Chapter 39


  ~John~


  


  I storm into the campus pub and scan through the crowds searching for her frantically. After scaring off that shithead, Greg, yesterday and taking Nicki back to my place she’d fallen asleep on the couch. When I woke up the next morning, she was gone. I figured she went back to her apartment to get away from me. We’re still in that stupid fight after all. But when I’d knocked on her door a couple of hours ago, she didn’t answer. And I freaked out. Greg’s still out there. It had taken me ages and dozens of text messages to everyone I know on campus to finally locate her.


  My entire body tenses and anger flares up within me as I spot her. Fucking hell. She’s dressed to kill. Damn. The black skirt she’s wearing barely covers her ass and her white top is no better. It’s so low cut that I can see the tops of her red lacy bra. Mmm…lace. At least she’s wearing her leather jacket so that’s something, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, she looks so fucking hot, but looking like that in front of other men is not flying with me. That’s for my eyes only. Christ, Nicki! She’s sitting up at the bar with two preppy assholes all over her. They’re flirting. One of them has their hand on her right thigh. The other is playing with her hair. I can tell right away by her wild gestures that she’s been drinking. Hell, no.


  I storm over there.


  “Let’s go,” I command, ignoring the guys and eyeing her right in front of me.


  “Hey, man. We’re in the middle of something here,” one of the guys, with way too much gel in his hair tells me.


  “Yeah, I can see what you’re in the middle of. Now, back the fuck off.”


  “No, John!” Nicki cries. “We’re having fun. Go away.”


  “Get your ass off that stool now,” I growl at her.


  “No,” she says, pouting at me like a little kid who’s just about to get her candy taken away for bad behavior.


  “Nicki, last chance,” I warn.


  The guys move to say something, but I cut them off by snarling, “She’s mine.”


  They obviously see the wild look in my eyes, because they hold up their hands and back away. Yeah, they know what’s good for them.


  “I’m not…yours,” Nicki tells me, slurring her words. “You’re every girl’s. Not just mine.”


  “Yes I fucking am. If you’d just listen to me instead of being so stubborn, you’d get that!”


  She shakes her head and turns back to grab her beer on the bar top.


  That’s it! I lunge at her and grab her waist. She squeals as I throw her over my shoulder and carry her out of the bar in a fireman lift. I ignore her slurred protests to put her down.


  By the time I have her buckled into my truck and start the engine, she’s calmed down a bit. I pull out of the parking lot and head back to the apartment.


  “That was fucking stupid, Nicki. Greg’s still out there. What if he found you in this state instead of me?”


  “He’s going to anyway, John. Better that I’m drunk than sober for it. Maybe I won’t remember it this time.”


  “What?”


  Her voice is barely above a whisper as she says, “When he rapes me.”


  Her words rip right through me and before I can stop myself, I’m making a dangerous sharp turn and pulling the truck off the road. I bring it to a rough stop and cut the engine. Nicki gasps in surprise. I unbuckle my seatbelt and rush out of the truck around to the passenger side. I haul open the door and command, “Get out.”


  She’s too shocked to argue and I watch her struggle with her seatbelt in her drunken state before she finally manages it. She stumbles as she gets out.


  As soon as she’s out, I push her against the side of the truck, my hands holding her arms hostage beside her.


  “Listen to me. I stopped him last time around, okay? What makes you think I’d let him do anything to you this time around? He’s not fucking touching you! You got me? No man is gonna lay his hands on you, but me!”


  She shakes her head back and forth. Tears spill down her cheeks. “I’m scared.”


  “You’re stronger now. No one can hurt you now.”


  “I…I don’t know.”


  I shake her. “You do know! You do!”


  It takes a while, but she finally nods slowly and bites her lip. “Okay.”


  “Tell me what you need to put you at ease.”


  “I…will you…train me?”


  “Train you? You already know how to fight.”


  “The guys always hold back with me. I don’t want you to. Will you…do that?”


  Shit. Looking at her right now is like we’ve been transported back four years. She’s that scared little girl again. Seeing Greg has reduced her to that. “Yeah, I’ll do it.” Whatever she needs to push away the fear that the asshole sparks within her. That’s not the Nicki I know. She’s stronger than that.


  “Why did you come for me tonight? We’re not talking.”


  I release her arms and cup her face in my hands. “Why? You really have to ask me that? I love you, baby.”


  “But those—”


  “Those girls? I told you they mean nothing to me. They never did. I’ve been waiting on you, Nicki. For four years, I’ve been waiting on you. You are the light in my fucking life. Everything. My best friend, my family and the woman I love.” Before she can continue second guessing my intentions, I shake off my jacket and pull up the sleeve of my shirt. I point to my new tattoo.


  Her eyes go wide as she takes it in. A bulging heart with a halo over it. And inside is just two words: Nicola Lewis.


  “You see?” I tell her. “You see now that you’re the only one?”


  She scrunches up her eyes and tears trickle down her cheeks. “Oh my God,” she sobs. “John.”


  She lunges at me and her hands pull at my neck, forcing me down to her. My mouth crushes hers and it’s like a sudden explosion of passion. It’s been too long since I’ve touched her, felt her. My mouth devours hers, my hands running up and down her body frantically. She cries out as I push my hard cock between her legs and grind against her roughly. Her legs wrap around my waist and I grip her ass to bring her closer. I can’t get close enough. I need more.


  “Shit,” I breathe, breaking our kiss and just about managing to get a hold of myself. “Not here, baby.”


  “John,” she gasps, desperately.


  I pull away quickly. “Get back in the truck.”


  She does as I say.


  As I hurry around to the driver’s side, I clench my fists tightly, willing my body to calm the hell down. Right now, even the ten-minute drive back home feels like too much to ask.


  As soon as I slide into the driver’s seat, I feel her fingers crawling up my thigh. I bat her hand away quickly. “Don’t touch me, or we’re gonna be doing this in the damn truck, Nicki.”


  “I need you now,” she begs. Her eyes are on fire for me and I watch her rub her legs together anxiously.


  “Are you wet for me, baby?”


  “Yes. So wet, John,” she says, breathlessly.


  “Yeah?”


  She nods and bites her bottom lip seductively. She pushes her leather jacket off her shoulders and then pulls her top over her head. I notice new ink on her shoulder, but my focus is drawn elsewhere as I watch her slowly pull down the cups of her bra. She holds my gaze as she pinches both her nipples, teasing me, tempting me.


  Fuck me. I’m done.


  I snap, losing control, and lunging at her.


  She shrieks as I grab hold of her waist and pull her into the back seat with me. I shift her beneath me and bury my face in her neck. She yelps as I bite down hard on her soft flesh before soothing it with my tongue. My need for her is primal and can’t be controlled. I trail my tongue down her neck, her collarbone, to the top of her tits. Reaching around, I unclasp her bra and tug it off her arms quickly. I suck the soft flesh of her right tit into my mouth, leaving a red raw mark before doing the same with the left.


  Her hips buck against me and she gasps out, “Make me forget, John.”


  I pull back and shake my jacket off and then rip my t-shirt over my head. “Oh, I’ll make you forget, baby. I fucking promise you that,” I tell her as I unbuckle my jeans and free my throbbing cock.


  Fuck me, I can barely breathe. My heart is pounding violently in my chest with my need for her. The need to feel her around me again. It’s been way too long. I reach into the back pocket of my jeans, hoping to God there’s a condom in there. Thankfully there is. Shit, if there wasn’t, I swear, right now would be the first time I would break my rule of never going bareback. That’s how far gone I am.


  As I roll it on as quickly as possible, I watch in rapture as Nicki pulls her panties down her legs and then lifts up her skirt. She slides a finger into her pussy and then pulls it out and holds it out to me. Goddamn. My dick jerks violently. That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.


  Growling, I grab her hand and swirl my tongue around her finger, tasting her. She moans loudly.


  I can’t take it anymore.


  “Wrap your legs around me.”


  She shifts beneath me and does as I tell her.


  I guide my cock to her pussy. “Baby, I can’t be gentle this time. You ready for this?”


  She nods frantically. “Yes! Yes, John!”


  I thrust into her hard, burying myself as deep as I can fucking go. Shit, I’d almost forgotten just how tight she is.


  I don’t take it slow with her this time. I can’t. My brain isn’t functioning on any other level than this insane, overwhelming need to take her right now like a wild animal.


  I clamp my hand over her mouth to muffle her screams, cuz we’re pulled over on a public road and I don’t want anyone calling the cops.


  Fisting my free hand in her hair, I jerk her up to force her eyes to mine.


  “You,” I pound into her. I pull out slowly. “Are,” I slam in again hard. “Mine!” I roar, pumping my hips like a jackhammer, taking her roughly with all the emotion I’ve held at bay over these last weeks of our fight, taking back what’s mine, letting her feel my desire for her, and flat out claiming her.


  I pull my hand away and command, “Say it! Say it, Nicki!”


  “Yes! God, John! I’m yours!”


  “Only mine, Nicki!”


  “Yes! Only yours! I swear, I swear it!” she screams out desperately.


  “Good girl,” I say, dropping my hand in between us and fingering her clit.


  She throws her head back, smacking it onto the seat and shrieks as her pussy clamps down around my cock. Holy fucking shit. It’s too much. Too damn tight.


  I can’t hold it.


  As she comes apart, milking my cock, I release myself into her, growling and burying my head in her neck as the intensity takes me over.


  “Fuck me,” I breathe, running my fingers through her hair.


  “I’m sorry, John,” she cries, wrapping her arms around my back. “It was a stupid fight.”


  I snake my hand around her neck and she turns into my touch, moaning peacefully. “Me too, baby. Me too.”


  Worst argument ever, but best make-up sex in history.


  And now, now she knows she’s all mine.


  Chapter 40


  ~John~


  


  “Nicki, this isn’t necessary,” I say as she presses her back against the wall of the gym and waits on me to make a move.


  “John, you said you’d help me.”


  “I know, but he’s never gonna get that close to you again.”


  “We don’t know that. We thought that last week, right?”


  I blow out a breath. Ever since Greg confronted her that day she’s been insane about training at my uncle’s gym. And when I say insane, I mean she’s been here day in and day out for hours at a time working on her fight. And I’ve been with her. There’s no way I’m letting her out of my sight until that asshole is behind bars again.


  “John,” she presses.


  I’m hesitating here because she wants me to act as the attacker and take the same position that Greg did with her four years ago when he hurt her. And the very idea of it sickens me. But I know I can’t deny her. She’s asking for my help. She’s already a good fighter and she knows how to defend herself, but because she froze up the other day, she’s been overcompensating majorly.


  “Okay,” I say, walking over to the wall. “You need me to release you, just say the word.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Just do it.”


  I reach out to do what she’s asking me, but then I pull back. Shit. “Nicki—”


  “It’s you. It’s gonna be fine. I’m not gonna freak out.”


  “We’re reenacting that night when—”


  “John. Just help me.”


  “Okay.”


  I grip her arms tightly, pinning her against the wall. I watch her hesitate.


  Instead of just a brief second of hesitation, it’s a prolonged reaction. I press my body against hers, pinning her to the wall with my full weight, and tell her, “Now it’s too late. You need to react immediately. I’m more than twice your body weight and he’s no different. Once I use that, you’re out of options.”


  She blinks hard. “Sorry. Yeah, I know. Again.”


  I pull back with my arms still holding her. “Up and out. Hard.”


  She follows my instructions and slams her arms up into mine in a jarring blow. She follows through by slamming into my outstretched arms at their weakest point; where they join at the elbow. It breaks my grip on her.


  “Knee,” I remind her.


  She moves her knee slowly to make contact with my balls, putting barely any pressure, cuz we can’t avoid severe damage if she did that with her full strength. I fake doubling over and she presses her elbow into my back, again, putting little to no pressure.


  I straighten up and tell her, “Good. Exactly like that. And then what do you do?”


  She rolls her eyes. “I run and call the cops. John, I can finish it. You know I can.”


  I shake my head at her. “No. You incapacitate then you run. It’s too risky otherwise.”


  “But I—”


  “No,” I snap before she can finish her sentence. Does she really think I’m gonna be okay with her putting herself in danger by trying to take him down? No way in hell. But this is just her wanting to make sure she has all bases covered.


  “One more time and then we head back to the building and start packing.”


  “We have plenty of time, John.”


  “We’re leaving in two days. I wanna get in one more practice before we leave.”


  She smiles up at me. “I’ve never seen you so excited.”


  I can’t help the huge grin forming on my face. “Yeah, I know. This is it. A bunch of big time label reps are gonna be there.”


  She smiles. “Okay. One last time and we get moving on the packing and practicing.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. Anything for the guy who has my name branded into his skin.”


  We both laugh.


  “All right. Assume the position, sweetheart,” I say, shifting my weight for round two.


  Chapter 41


  ~Nicki~


  


  Both our phones buzz for the fourth or fifth time on the bedside tables. I eye John, but he has no reaction yet again. He just keeps stroking my hair as we lay side by side in the most comfortable bed known to man. A king-size bed with the softest sheets ever. Mmm, this hotel room is perfect.


  “This artwork is great, Nicki,” John murmurs, tracing his fingers over my new tattoo. “Milo did a great job.”


  “What’s the other guy’s name? The one who does mostly piercings?”


  “Clint. Why?”


  “He’s the guy who’s coming down here to be with Chloe.”


  “Really? He’s not—”


  “Her type?” I finish for him. “I think any guy with a cock piercing is her type right now. It’s her thing at the moment. You know, after Mitch?”


  He rolls on top of me suddenly, making me squeal from the surprise of it. “Wow. Did you just say cock, baby?”


  I screw up my face, completely embarrassed that I did. “Yes,” I eke out sheepishly.


  He grins. “Say it again.”


  I shake my head and he laughs.


  “I’m not sure I like the idea of you thinking about other guys’ piercings while we’re laying naked in bed together.”


  I swat his chest. “You’re such a jealous person.”


  “When it comes to you, goddamn right I am.”


  He rubs his dick between my legs and I gasp as I feel how hard he already is again.


  “You want me to get one?” he asks.


  I’m not sure if he’s joking or not. His expression isn’t giving anything away. I shake my head. “I like yours the way it is.”


  “My what?” he presses.


  Argh! I know he won’t let it go until I actually say the word. “Your cock.”


  His eyes darken. “Mmm…sounds so fucking hot coming out of your mouth.”


  I reach out and rub my hand over his Nicola tattoo. “I love this, John. I still can’t believe you did this for me.”


  “I’m gonna show it off when we play. All my groupies will know that I’m yours, baby. Nothing to worry about anymore, yeah?”


  I smile happily. “Thank you. I’m sorry I—”


  He presses his finger to my lips. “No need to be sorry. I should’ve been more aware of what it was doing to you. I’m sorry. I love you, Nicki. I’m glad you get that now.”


  “I do. I love you.”


  He rolls off me then and flops down beside me once again. He lifts the covers and I watch him eye his dick. “Hmm…I’ll think about it.”


  “Think about what?”


  “Getting it pierced.”


  “Oh my God, John! No! Won’t it hurt, like really bad?”


  He shrugs. “Probably. I’ll ask Mitch. The deal breaker is how long it’ll put my dick out of commission for.”


  I slap his shoulder. “Nympho! Is that all you think about?”


  He laughs. “Pretty much.” He turns onto his side and reaches under the covers, his fingers skimming my pussy. I tremble as he starts to work his magic. “Is that a problem?” he teases, his voice low and husky now.


  One of our phones buzzes again. John growls in protest, but doesn’t stop touching me. “Ignore it,” he tells me. “Your sweet pussy is my only concern right now.” He dips under the covers and his head disappears between my legs. A second later, I cry out as I feel his tongue lap at my pussy. “Ah! Yes, John! Oh, shit!” God, he’s a miracle. That tongue of his is unbelievable. I can’t actually believe how good he is.


  A sudden knock at the door startles me and my entire body tenses.


  John just steps up his assault, trying to relax me again. He slides a finger inside me and I buck into his hand.


  Oh God! I’m already so close!


  The knocking sounds again and the orgasm I was just chasing is lost, making me groan out in frustration. John grunts with agitation and emerges from the covers. He rolls his eyes at me. “I’m gonna fucking kill them,” he mutters, rolling off the bed. “So sorry, baby. I know you were about to come. I’ll make it up to you.” He winks at me. “After I kill them.”


  Them are Chloe and Mitch, the same two that have been texting us non-stop for the last hour to join them in the bar downstairs for drinks to celebrate our upcoming gig tomorrow at Eclipse. But John and I just want to stay in bed. After our long, tense fight, we want to spend as much time getting reacquainted with one another as we possibly can. After all, we’ve had four years to get the friendship part of our relationship down pat. It’s the sex part that we need to work on and that’s been nothing short of a little slice of heaven to me.


  I hastily gather the duvet covers up to my chest to hide my nakedness and then take the opportunity to perve on John’s well-sculpted naked butt as he snatches up his hotel robe from the floor. I groan as he slips it on, covering himself up.


  He turns back to me, grinning. “Hey, dirty girl. Where’s all that shyness gone to? Now you’re blatantly checking me out and drooling?”


  “I am not drooling!”


  He laughs. “More like salivating over me. I can hear you panting from here.”


  I grab one of the pillows and lob it at him. He dodges it, sidestepping it with his ingrained boxer footwork.


  Still laughing, he strides to the door and opens it just enough to see out, but not enough that our visitors can see in. It’s so sweet, because I know he’s doing it to protect me from prying eyes.


  “Guys, a little busy here.”


  “Put it on hold, Casanova. We’ve got shit to celebrate downstairs,” Chloe answers.


  “You’re pissing off my girl. Worst timing ever,” John tells them.


  “Screw this waiting bullshit,” I hear Mitch complain.


  The next thing I know, the door is flying open.


  “Get out!” John yells. “Mitch, you dickhead! What if she was naked in here?”


  Mitch winks at me. “Then I’d have glimpsed a hell of a treat.”


  I roll my eyes.


  John smacks him across the head. “Watch your mouth around my sweet girl.”


  “Aw. Sweet girl?” Chloe says, in her cutesy voice.


  John rolls his eyes. “Oh fuck.”


  Chloe bounds over to me and pounces on the bed. “You naked under here?”


  “Maybe,” I say, clutching the covers to me tightly.


  She shrugs her shoulders and starts to climb under the covers with me. But John is there in a second, wrapping his arm around her waist and lifting her off the bed. He puts her down in front of Mitch.


  “Hey! I was just gonna get comfortable to watch some TV with my girl.”


  “My girl,” John corrects her. “And no one gets in bed with Nicki, but me.”


  “So possessive,” Chloe comments. “Hot.”


  Mitch and John both roll their eyes at her.


  “Come on, let’s hang out and celebrate,” she presses.


  “Look, I’m standing here with a fucking hard on and my girl is naked in our bed. You really think I’m gonna be doing anything else but her anytime soon?” John tells her.


  Mitch steps up to him and tells him, “Then I’m officially cock blocking you, dude.”


  John’s eyes narrow. I’m pretty sure actual steam is gonna start blowing out of his ears in a few seconds.


  “Baby, it’s okay. We’ll continue this later,” I call to him.


  He blows out a frustrated breath. “Fuck. Fine. Wait outside, assholes. We’ll be out in five minutes.”


  I clear my throat noisily and he gets the message. “Sorry, fifteen minutes.”


  Mitch grins and shakes his head. “No way. I know you, John. Go get dressed and then you’ll wait outside with us as Nicki dresses.”


  “Mitch,” John growls.


  “The minute you touch her, that’ll be another hour of you two holed up in here fucking each other’s brains out.”


  Chloe laughs and eyes me with raised eyebrows. “Guy’s got stamina, huh?”


  I grin at her and nod.


  John argues with the two of them for a little while longer before finally accepting defeat, picking up his clothes and heading into the bathroom to get dressed. Downstairs to the bar it is then. I guess we had to return to civilization at some point.


  


  ***


  


  Mitch and I laugh as we sit at the booth in the hotel bar watching John order a drink and deal with yet another woman trying to hit on him. A voluptuous brunette with her boobs spilling out of her corset top this time. He does what he did with the last two: rolls up the sleeve of his t-shirt, points to his new tattoo and then grins at me. The woman follows his line of sight to me and gets the message. This time as she sidles away from him, he says something to her and gestures to Mitch. The woman smiles and John gives Mitch a chin lift.


  “Best wingman ever,” Mitch says from beside me as he gets to his feet. “Thank you, Nicki. I love this whipped version of John. Means I get dibs on all the hot ones for once. No John Kingston cast offs anymore, just the cream of the crop.”


  “Well, enjoy,” I tell him, patting his shoulder.


  “Oh, I will,” he says as he makes his way to the bar.


  John claps him on the back as he makes his way back to me. He slides into the booth next to me and wraps his arm around me possessively. “You okay, baby?”


  “Yeah. That was sweet of you. How did it feel turning down all those hot women?”


  He takes hold of my hand and squeezes it like he always does. “The only hot woman here is you,” he says, giving me his look of love that always sends a delicious warmth through me.


  I laugh. “Cheese ball.”


  “It’s true.”


  I relax against him. “Mitch thinks you’re whipped. I’m sorry.”


  “Whipped, huh? Oh, I am. And I fucking love it.”


  “You do?”


  “Yeah, cuz I’m whipped by you. The only girl I’ve ever wanted. I’m a lucky guy and if that makes me whipped, I’ll take it.”


  We both sit in comfortable silence for a while, drinking our beers. I scan the bar like I’ve been doing for the last half hour since we came down here. I spot Chloe laughing with Clint in a corner booth over on the other side of the room. I can’t believe he came all the way down here to see her. He must really like her—or her tongue piercing. I leave them be and continue checking out the bar, making sure that everything is okay; that it’s safe. Safe from him.


  “Nicki, it’s okay,” John whispers in my ear.


  I turn to him suddenly, my gaze snapping to his. “What?”


  “You’re tensing up again.”


  “Again?”


  “You’ve been doing it on and off since we came down here.”


  “I—”


  “He’s not here and he won’t be,” he tells me.


  Shit. I should’ve known John would be able to figure out what was going on with me. He knows me so well.


  He takes my beer bottle out of my hand, puts it down on the table and then shifts to face me. “My dad and I have security keeping a look out. They have Greg’s mug shot. They know who they’re looking for. There’s no way he’s gonna come anywhere near you. You hear me?”


  My brow furrows. “Security? How did you do that?”


  He rubs his fingers together. “Money can do a lot of things.”


  “Oh my God. You did that for me?”


  He cups my face in his hands. “Of course.”


  “But—”


  “But nothing. I wanted to put you at ease. I want you to relax and enjoy this time, Nicki. This is our big break coming up here and I want you to enjoy every moment, revel in it like the rest of us. So, now you can cuz he’s not an issue. Okay, baby?” He releases me and hands me my beer. “Now drink up and let’s get down to some more celebrating.”


  A huge smile spreads over my face. I can’t believe he went to such lengths for me.


  We clink our beers together. “To the sweetest, most amazing boyfriend ever!”


  He laughs. “Damn straight.”


  Chapter 42


  ~John~


  


  “Yeah. One hour in our hotel suite. I’ve already told Chloe,” I speak into my phone.


  “Cool,” Mitch responds.


  We hang up and I draw in a calming breath. We go on at Eclipse in three hours. The band will come together in our hotel room for our pre-gig ritual of slamming back a shot of tequila. And then we’ll head over to the club for a sound check before hitting the stage.


  I’m dressed and ready to go in my leather pants and shirt. I’m wearing my usual black shoes with the amazing grips that I always wear on stage. Some surfaces we’ve played on have been more than a little slippery and, as the front man, I’m the one moving up and down the stage the most. I can’t afford a slip up like that in the middle of a performance.


  I’m about to go and check on Nicki when she suddenly steps out of the bathroom in nothing but a bathrobe. The belt is so loosely tied around her waist that it might as well not be tied at all. I’m getting one hell of a view of her perky little tits and the sight of her sexy legs, right up to her thighs. Mmm…so hot. My cock jerks at the sight of her.


  “You’re not dressed, huh?”


  She flashes me a devilish grin. “I was thinking we should add another pre-gig ritual. One just between the two of us,” she says, sauntering over to me.


  “Yeah, what’s that?” I ask, enjoying this little game.


  She reaches into the pocket of her robe and pulls out a condom.


  “Mmm…yeah, baby?”


  She nods, her eyes darkening.


  She doesn’t need to tell me twice. I snatch the condom packet from her and slam her against the wall. I free my cock and rip the packet open with my teeth. Rolling it on quickly, I then rip open her robe and push it off her shoulders.


  She gasps as my hands cup her tits, teasing her nipples with the pads of my thumbs. She arches her back, pushing them into my hands.


  I run my hands down the length of her hot little body, enjoying the feel of her warm, smooth skin. When I slide a finger between her pussy lips, she moans and bucks against me. She’s dripping wet. Always so ready for me.


  She grabs the back of my head and forces my mouth to hers, kissing me hard.


  I thrust into her, driving balls deep.


  She throws her head back as I pound into her, slamming her into the wall with each powerful thrust. She screams wildly and her nails dig into my neck, marking my skin.


  “So…fucking…tight,” I growl.


  “Ah! Yes! Yes, John!” she screams as her pussy clamps down hard around me. She comes apart in my arms and I grip her hips to hold her up as I slam into her. Once. Twice. My orgasm hits me hard and I crush my lips to hers.


  “Oh my God,” she breathes.


  “I know,” I murmur as I bury my head in her neck while I catch my breath and we both come down from that sudden intense explosion of passion.


  “This is definitely becoming one of our rituals,” she chuckles.


  “Damn right it is.”


  Chapter 43


  ~Nicki~


  


  Chloe slams down the final beat and John thrusts his microphone into the air, signaling the end of our thirty-minute set. There’s barely a pause before the huge crowd around the stage erupts into a fit of deafening applause.


  “Guys!” John calls out to the three of us. Mitch joins John on his left side, wrapping his arm around him and then Chloe. I bound over to John and he pulls me close. He signals us with a nod and we bow in unison.


  We were amazing tonight; at the top of our game. I’ve gotten used to what an amazing—and sometimes distracting—front man that John is, but tonight he was on another level altogether. He really worked the crowd and he seemed to have limitless energy as he bounded up and down the stage. His vocals were right on the money too and I had to force myself to get a grip several times so I didn’t get swept away by the distinctive rasp of his powerful voice and mess up on guitar.


  We break apart and exchange high-fives. I snatch John’s shirt up off the floor. Yep, every show has him ripping it off. In all fairness, tonight he had a better reason than ever before. For once, we got to play on a real stage complete with professional spotlights and everything. And those things are hot as hell. I’m completely drenched in sweat myself and the leather pants are not helping one bit. But it was worth it. I look good. John had made that clear when we’d struggled to leave the hotel room earlier without him pouncing on me. My silver corset top wasn’t helping matters either. Poor guy. He didn’t know what’d hit him.


  John’s gaze stalls as he looks out at the crowd. I follow his line of sight to see him looking at a bunch of A&R reps waving him over.


  “Be right back, guys,” he says.


  I grab his arm quickly and push his shirt into his hands. “You might wanna put this on first.”


  He laughs. “Right, yeah. Thanks, baby,” he says, quickly slipping it on, before hopping off the stage.


  I walk over to Chloe and Mitch and the three of us watch intently as John strides confidently up to the label guys. He shakes their hands and they start talking.


  “This is good, right?” Mitch asks.


  “Hell, yeah,” Chloe answers. “Don’t forget what a professional schmoozer John is.” She looks at me, suddenly aware of what she’s just said. “Nicki, I…uh…I didn’t mean the women. I meant, in general.”


  I smile and wave my hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. You’re right. He’s got this.”


  It hasn’t bothered me for a while now. I’d even seen a couple of girls in the crowd with their eyes on John tonight. He handled it like a pro, though, and flashed his new tattoo at them before pointing at me and winking slyly. I know it’s just him and me. I’m not worried anymore.


  “Nicki!” a voice calls from the edge of the stage.


  I look over and see John’s parents standing there waving me over. I walk up to them and they throw their arms around me, before I can even get a word out.


  “The band was amazing,” Karen says.


  “Thanks.”


  “Truly. And John….something else entirely,” Tom says in awe.


  This is the first time he’s ever seen John perform; the first time he’s witnessed his talent. If he wasn’t on board before, he sure as hell is now.


  “We know he’s busy right now, but tell him to call us after. We want to take you all out for a celebratory dinner,” Karen says.


  “Sure. I’ll let everyone know.”


  They nod and then head off back into the crowd, navigating their way towards the bar at the rear of the club.


  


  


  ***


  


  “You’d be signed to them exclusively,” Tom murmurs as he and John look over the two contracts at the desk in our hotel suite.


  Me, Chloe, Mitch and Karen are sitting on the couches behind them, working on a plate of mini-cheesecakes that we had brought up to the room and listening intently, trying to make sense of the lawyer-speak between father and son.


  During dinner, John received two emails from two different A&R reps for different record labels with an offer to sign the band. Both of them are prominent labels and, from what John told us, they’re both offering very similar things.


  “I won’t compromise on the music, Dad. I need full creative control.”


  Tom nods. “All right. Look at this one. It’s hidden in the fine print…” he says, trailing off as he reads whatever passage he was referring to. John leans over him and does the same.


  “Yeah, I see it. Nice spot, Dad.”


  “Just doing my job—both as your lawyer and your father,” Tom chuckles. “So, this one is out.”


  John nods. “Agreed.”


  They really get into it then and I turn my attention to the other three. “We were awesome tonight.”


  “Did you really expect anything less?” Chloe says.


  “I wanna do it again. I could’ve played all fucking night,” Mitch says. He stills and looks over at Karen. “Sorry about the language,” he says quickly.


  Karen just laughs. “I suppose I’d better get used to it now that you’re all going to be rock superstars.”


  Rock superstars. She’s so sweet. If only she knew what a party mouth her son already is. He always tones it down around her.


  Wait…she’s right. We’re about to sign on with a label. This is…this is it! In all the excitement tonight, I haven’t had a chance to process it. But now it’s finally hitting me. This is a huge deal. We’re there.


  After all these years…John has succeeded. This is happening because of him, his determination, his relentless dispensing of demos, online marketing, schmoozing the right people. Finally, John never taking no for an answer, never stopping until he gets what he wants, has paid off big time.


  He turns around suddenly and announces, “Black Widow Records, guys!”


  Chloe and I start screaming.


  Mitch shoots to his feet. “Champagne! Now!”


  Chapter 44


  ~John~


  


  My head is still killing me and now I’m thinking eating when I woke up this afternoon was a bad call. My stomach’s not handling it well. Even driving down here was too much of an effort. It’s too damn sunny outside and my sunglasses aren’t doing their job well enough. Shit, I partied way too hard this entire weekend after our show and the life-changing news of signing with Black Widow Records.


  All of us did, except for Nicki. I guess after her drinking incidents lately, she’s not letting herself get too out of control. Although, nothing would’ve happened to her while I was around. But she didn’t listen.


  And that’s the reason why she’s been at my uncle’s gym for the last couple of hours, while I’ve been struggling just to get out of bed. It’s a Sunday and the gym isn’t open, but he’s allowing her to practice there. He gave her his spare key. I’m like the walking dead right now. But she wants me to train with her, so here I am. Now, that’s love.


  I’m a few feet from the entrance when something slams into me. Caught off guard, I stumble and smack into the concrete wall of the gym. Hard. My entire body jars at the impact. I scramble to turn around and I find Greg smirking at me with two huge guys at his back.


  “What the hell is this?” I demand.


  “You won’t get in my way this time,” Greg tells me. “My friends are gonna make sure of that.”


  He breaks from his guys and makes a beeline for the entrance. No way is this happening. I lunge at him. But, before I can reach him, his guys are on me, driving me back. Their fists fly at me, smashing into my face, my chest. As a boot plunges into my stomach, I fight not to hurl all over the tarmac. Shit, this isn’t the day to get caught up in a fight.


  But all I can think about is stopping Greg from getting to Nicki.


  He disappears into the gym and I struggle against the two guys to go after him.


  But these assholes aren’t preppy little frat boys. They know how to fight and they’ve got a good few pounds on me. Enough to make a difference; that’s for damn sure. Shit.


  


  


  ***


  


  I step back from the speed bag and spin around at the sound of footsteps. So, finally, John has shown up. Actually, I’m surprised. He’d been in such a state last night. He’d even turned down sex, because he was so wasted. I’m definitely teasing him about that later.


  But when I turn around, it’s not John at all. It’s the farthest thing from John.


  Greg comes striding into the gym.


  His eyes find me immediately and a nasty smirk plays on his face. He has that predatory look in his eyes. It’s the same look he always had when…when he did things to me.


  “Your boyfriend is busy getting to know a couple of my friends outside,” he tells me as he approaches.


  What? John is in trouble? Oh my God. He won’t be able to deal with that in his current state. He’s gonna get hurt. I need to help him. Now.


  It’s one thing messing with me, but harming the man I love is another thing entirely. I can’t lose him. Not John. It’s incomprehensible.


  Adrenaline courses through me. But this time it’s different. It’s not incapacitating. It’s empowering. I’m not frozen this time. I’m pissed as hell.


  I’m not that scared little girl anymore.


  I’m not a victim.


  I’m not powerless.


  Things are different now.


  I have a better life and with the record deal, it’s about to get even better. And there’s no way I’m gonna let this asshole piss all over that.


  That is it!


  I am done with this.


  It ends right now.


  As he nears me, I don’t step back or cower as I’ve always done in the past.


  No, this time, I step forward, assuming a boxer’s stance.


  Surprise flickers in his eyes.


  “You can’t hurt me now,” I tell him. He steps closer until he’s right in my personal space.


  All the hurt and rage I have towards the pervert who hurt me almost beyond repair, rises to the surface and I thrust my fist into the side of his face. He grunts and stumbles back. “But I can hurt you.”


  He recovers and lunges at me. But I’m ready and I dodge out of his way. I sweep my leg at him, kicking him back. He struggles to maintain his balance and ends up crashing to his knees.


  “You little bitch!”


  I stride over to him and grab his hair, tugging it painfully until he cries out. I don’t avoid his disgusting eyes this time. I look right at him, right through him as I say, “You know, John thought I was kidding when I said I would kill you. Let’s see, shall we?”


  He tries to grab me and just the memory of him laying his hands on me four years ago, enrages me beyond belief and I lose control, slamming my fists into his face over and over again. I can hear myself screaming at him, telling him what a sick bastard he is.


  I’m so out of control, so caught up in the moment and the fact that I’m finally hurting him, that I miss his hands grabbing hold of me. He pushes me back hard. A second later, he’s on me, driving me into the wall.


  He snarls at me like the animal he is as his hands pin me to the wall, just like they did once before when he tried to rape me. Last time, John had saved me. But this time, I will save me. John and I have been over this a thousand times. I know exactly what to do.


  “You idiot,” I spit at him.


  ***


  


  I drive one of the guys into the brick wall. See how you like it, asshole. He spins around, but I’m there, my fist at the ready.


  “Stop!” he begs, holding his hands up. His face is already bloodied thanks to me. His buddy is also out of the fight, whimpering on the ground, clutching his broken arm.


  My fist hovers in front of the guy’s face. I can feel the heat; the beast wanting to break free to finish it. I’ve been so worried about not being able to hold back, not being able to control my temper.


  But just the thought of Nicki needing me has me lowering my fist and stepping back.


  I’m not that guy anymore. Not now she’s with me.


  The guy breathes a sigh of relief and slides down the wall trying to catch his breath.


  I turn and bolt towards the gym entrance, my only thoughts of Nicki in there alone with that bastard. Shit!


  “John!”


  I spin around in surprise to see the last person I ever expected to see. Rita. Nicki’s mom.


  “What are you—?”


  “Let’s go,” she says, cutting me off as she hurries towards me.


  I don’t hesitate. I push through the gym doors with her right behind me.


  What I see when we make it through to the gym floor, shocks me.


  Greg is lying in a heap on the floor and Nicki is leaning against the wall talking on her cell phone. I watch her shove it into the pocket of her jeans.


  “Nicki.”


  Her gaze snaps to mine and she pushes off the wall.


  And then I hear a gun cock. A gun? What the hell?


  “No, Mom!” Nicki screams, seeing what I can’t because I have my back to Rita.


  I turn around to see Rita standing there, a pistol aimed Greg’s way. Her hand shakes with indecision. Before I can stop her, Nicki steps into the path of the gun, between Rita and her target, Greg.


  “Nicki,” Rita says. “Move.”


  Nicki shakes her head. “No.”


  “I should’ve done this a long time ago. I should’ve protected my daughter,” Rita says, crying.


  “This is not the way. Please, Mom. You’ll go to jail. I’ve already called the cops. They’ll be here any minute.”


  “Self-defense,” Rita argues.


  “It’s not. He’s already down. I put him down.”


  “I don’t care. I’ll go to jail if I have to. You’ll be safe.”


  “He’ll rot in jail for this. I’ll already be safe with that, Mom.” She steps closer to Rita and smiles, “Besides, how are we gonna rebuild things between us if you’re in jail?”


  “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  Rita lowers the gun then and starts crying hard. She flips the safety back on and stows it back inside her jacket pocket.


  “I’m so sorry for everything, Nicki.”


  “I know you are, Mom. I know,” Nicki says, taking her mom’s hand.


  She settles her onto a bench in the corner and takes a moment to calm her down and comfort her.


  And then she turns to me. She breathes a massive sigh of relief. I close the distance between us and wrap my arms around her.


  She looks up at me, her eyes wide. Her hand traces a cut on my right cheek. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. Let me look at you.”


  She shakes her head. “No need.”


  “What?”


  She smiles. “He couldn’t hurt me, John.”


  “Baby, I’m sorry I wasn’t here like I promised. I’m sorry he got that close to you after I—”


  “It had to be me, John. I had to know I could deal with it; that I’m no longer the victim that he made me into all those years ago. And now I know I’m not. I’m not that girl anymore. What happened then doesn’t define me. I finally get that now.”


  I pull her closer. “I understand.”


  I hear sirens in the distance and tell Rita, “You’d better get out of here.” She has a gun on her for fuck’s sake and I’m willing to bet she doesn’t have the papers for it.


  She hesitates and Nicki tells her, “Go, Mom. We’ll talk later.”


  She wipes her tears and murmurs, “I love you, darling.”


  Nicki smiles and nods as Rita hightails it out of the gym. She’s not ready to say it back yet. It’ll take a long time for her and her mom to fix things between them. Their relationship has been broken for so long.


  “John.”


  “Yeah, baby?”


  “You’re squeezing the life out of me.”


  I loosen my hold around her. “Sorry.”


  She takes my face in her hands and tells me softly, “I’m fine. Perfectly fine. I told you I could take care of myself. I’m not some useless girly girl. You should know that by now.”


  “Oh, trust me; I do,” I tell her, gesturing to the state of Greg on the gym floor.


  But it sure as hell isn’t gonna stop me from trying to protect her at every turn.


  This girl is everything to me. She has been for the last four years. She’s my fucking world.


  “It’s over, John. It’s finally over.”


  “I love you so much,” I breathe into her hair.


  “I love you, too.”
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