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      I was doing the right thing.  At least that’s what I told myself over and over again.  After what had happened to my mom and dad, I knew I had to do whatever it took to get away.  Out of the city.  Far, far away from people.

      My Aunt Audrey was off telling the moving men how to do their job while I packed into the trunk the few things I was taking with me in my car.  I had already paid for and had the furniture for my new house delivered to the cabin I now was the proud owner of.  If it hadn’t been for the inheritance, I wouldn’t be able to afford to get away from the city life and become a country girl.  Or more like an isolated girl.  But that is what I wanted.

      “Are you sure this is what you want honey?” Aunt Audrey said putting her arm around me.  I jumped at her touch.

      “Jesus Audrey!  You scared me half to death,” I said turning to face her.  It wasn’t even funny how easily I was startled these days.  But Aunt Audrey understood more than anyone else ever could.  We had both experienced the same devastation.  I had lost my mom and she had lost her sister.  She put up a good act around me, but I knew she was heartbroken too.  Apparently she was just way better at dealing with everything that came along with losing someone than I was.

      She frowned and tapped her finger against her lips.  I could tell she was concerned, but then again, ever since the incident she always seemed concerned.

      “Yes, this is what I want.  Not only what I want.  I need this,” I said looking up towards the puffy clouds in the sky.  They moved so fast that it seemed as though they too were rushing away from the city.

      “I’m afraid you living out there all by yourself will only make things worse… not better.  Things need to get better.  You know I worry about you,” she said as she straightened her spine and wagged her finger at one of the movers.  “He’s going to break that!”

      She was taking some of the furniture I was leaving behind for her house, and thus felt very strongly about how it was being handled.  I shook my head as she ran off after the movers.  They would probably deserve a bigger tip than I had planned to give them.

      I closed my trunk and leaned back against my car as I crossed my arms in front of my chest.  The air was a mixture of car exhaust and garbage, or at least that’s what I told myself it was.  I wasn’t going to miss city air.  Not ever.  I smiled as I watched Aunt Audrey chase after the men from the truck back into the house.  It almost seemed as if they were trying to dodge her.  The older of the two movers especially.  He looked as if he had been grinding his teeth, then again it looked as though he had been grinding his teeth long before he met Aunt Audrey.  The funny thing was that if they broke anything it would probably be because she was chasing them down shouting her orders at them.

      The sold sign on my front lawn looked strange.  It was weird to think I was giving up this house.  Sure it was small, and nothing special, but I had lived there alone for the last three years.  There had been some very special memories created there.  Like the time I insisted on hosting Thanksgiving dinner and ended up burning pretty much everything.  My mom and dad sat there repeatedly complimenting on how wonderful the cranberry sauce was, which I had poured out of a can.  I smiled at the memory.  Damn I missed them.

      When I felt that jerk in my chest, the one that warned me if I thought about them much longer I’d break down and cry my eyes out.  And then that would lead to me thinking about the incident that took their lives and get angry.  So like I always had to, I forced myself to stop thinking about them.  And that was why selling the house and moving far away was the right thing to do.  The memories were in my head, not in the house.  The house was just a house.

      Aunt Audrey started walking towards me, and the moving men seemed to scatter away like cockroaches.  They were trying to make themselves invisible so she wouldn’t see them and give them new orders.  I looked in the window of the passenger side to make sure I had my purse inside.  My hand dove into my pocket to check for my keys.  Those were the only two things I needed, absolutely needed, to leave this place behind.  Anything else was replaceable.

      “Well, I guess I’m going to get going,” I said squinting up at the blue sky.  I wanted to be on the road before it got too late.  I didn’t want to arrive at my new cabin at night.  I wanted to be able to find it easily and not have to peer through the darkness.  I had seen it already but Uncle Matt and Aunt Audrey had driven me up, and truthfully I hadn’t paid much attention.

      “When will I see you again?” she said looking as though she was holding back her sadness.  Or concern.  Probably, knowing her, both.

      I was moving away.  Far away, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t drive back.  It wasn’t like I had even see her all that often the way it was even though we lived in the same city.  She was pretty much the only real family I had left.

      “You can visit me whenever you want and I’ll come back too.  It’s only like a six-hour drive.  It’s not like I’m going to Siberia,” I said giving her a quick hug.

      She sniffed and walked with me to the driver’s side door.  I opened it and glanced at her quickly before I sank down into my seat.  It wasn’t that I was worried about her, Aunt Audrey was a very strong woman, but I didn’t like seeing her this way.  Mostly because it was because of me.  I was the one leaving and changing things.

      “I wish you had a better car,” she said giving the car a dirty look.  It was as if she was trying to make the car feel bad for not being all shiny and new.

      “This car is reliable.  I brought it in for a tune-up last week.  Besides, I hope that I won’t even need to use it that often.”  My little car wasn’t even that old, but it did feel special to me.  My dad had helped me pick it out, test drive it and even though it was embarrassing to admit, help pay for it.

      “That makes me even more nervous.  Cars need to be used or they die,” she said almost sneering at my car.  “You have the money now honey, buy something nicer.  Newer.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said hoping that would be enough to satisfy her for now.  Surely every time we’d speak on the phone she’d mention it.  That’s just how she was.  I gave her a little wave with my hand that was holding the car keys.  They jingled as my fingers wiggled.  I closed the door and started the car.

      As I drove away from my nervous looking Aunt I couldn’t help but smile.  With each house I past I felt a weight being lifted off my entire body.  I got lighter and lighter and lighter.  Stress was leaving my body and it felt amazing.

      I had no idea what I’d do in the country all alone but it didn’t matter.  Maybe I’d take up fishing.  Or writing poetry.  I’d be free to do whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted.  I needed this so badly it hurt.  A tear leaked out of the corner of my eye but it wasn’t from sadness.  It was because I could feel myself leaving behind the dark shadows that had been haunting me for the last year plus.  And I wasn’t going to miss them one bit.
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      The six-hour drive went smoothly, up until I got to the narrow road that would take me to my new cabin nestled deep in the woods.  I should have been paying better attention when I came up with Uncle Matt and Aunt Audrey but I had been too busy watching the beautiful scenery.  But now on my own, it was proving to be a little difficult to both read my directions and follow the map I had printed out.

      I tried to turn my phones GPS on but I kept losing my signal every so often.  It helped for maybe a mile before it shut off and left me on my own to figure it out.  I pulled my car over, parked in the grass and flicked my hazards on while I tried to figure out my route.  Why I had even bothered to put my hazards on was beyond me.  I hadn’t seen another car in at least an hour.  Always better safe than sorry I suppose.

      Somewhere in the not too far away distance, I heard some kind of engine noise filling the air.  It noisy and choppy, almost sounded like a helicopter.  I knew other people lived out here, but each house was pretty far away from the next.  I probably just happened to be close to someone’s house and they were using some kind of tool or driving some kind of motorized vehicle.  Whatever it was slowed and I was able to focus on my map again.  I wanted to keep moving before it got too dark and I’d be stranded out here with no idea where to go.  It wouldn’t be too hard getting lost out here surrounded by darkness, even with a map.  There were no sign posts or landmarks.  I tried not to think about all the things that could go wrong and focus on what I needed to do.

      There was a small knock on my window.  I jumped and clapped my hand over my mouth which barely muffled my scream.  Outside my window was a man waving his hands and stepping away from the car.  I could hear him through the window saying over and over again that he was sorry.

      I put my head down and tried to calm my breathing.  My hand on my chest was rising and falling so fast it looked like I was patting myself.  I took a deep breath and rolled down my window a crack without really looking at him.

      A little cough escaped and then I cleared my throat, “Do you know this area well?”

      “Pretty well,” he said his voice was a little rough yet it had a hint of sweetness to it.

      “I’m looking for a cabin,” I said nervous about giving this stranger, scratch that, any stranger, too many details.  Especially when it included where I was going to be.

      “Oh!  You must be my new neighbor,” he said leaning down slightly so he could attempt eye contact through the window.

      I glanced at him quickly.  There was something about his eyes that grabbed me.  I looked back at him.  He was rugged and gorgeous and not at all what I expected to see out here.  He had the most beautiful, rich chocolatey brown eyes I had ever seen.  When he smiled at me I could feel my heart pounding against my chest.  His dark hair was wavy and messy it was almost as if he hadn’t bothered to even comb it when he woke up this morning, but it looked perfect.  He was definitely something I wouldn’t mind waking up next to in the morning.

      I shook my head attempting to shake away my straying random thoughts.  He was just so gorgeous he could have been a model or an actor.  I collected myself and got my thoughts back on track.

      “Umm… I guess I am.  Unless a lot people move up here,” I said trying not to get lost in his eyes.

      “Can I see?” he said pointing at my printed maps and directions.  I rolled my window down further and slipped the paper to him.  Even though he was like one of the most handsome men I had ever seen, it still wouldn’t be a good idea to give him too many details about myself.  Looks could be deceiving.  He was a stranger.  I didn’t know anything about him except for the fact that he was amazingly hot.

      I watched his eyes scan the paper before he passed it back to me through the window.  I took them back and placed them back on the passenger seat, forcing myself to turn back to him.  Maintaining eye contact was difficult because I felt he could tell what I was thinking.  It was distracting to sit here thinking about how gorgeous he was while he was trying to talk to me like a normal person.  If I was too friendly he’d start inviting me over for tea and I had come out to the wilderness to get away from people not bring new ones into my life.  No matter how hot they were.

      “Good news,” he said with a grin that made me want to sigh, “you’re going the right way.”

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “It’s a solid ten minutes away,” he said leaning slightly into my car window.  I could smell him.  He smelled like leather, the outdoors and deodorant.  “Just stay on this road,” he said as he pointed forward, “there will be a little marker at your driveway.”  He tapped the roof a couple times and took a step backwards away from my car.

      “Thanks,” I said as I started to roll up my window.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said with a small wave as he turned to walk away.  I forced my eyes back on the road in front of me and away from him.  Although, I wanted to watch him walk away.  Perhaps it was good to meet at least one neighbor out here.  You never know when you might need something, like a cup of sugar.  Not that I was going to be out here doing any baking, although maybe I should.  I was going to need hobbies.  Baking would be a good one except there would be no one to eat my, let’s call them, experiments.

      I drove down the road looking for my driveway marker.  I probably started watching the side of the road two minutes after driving away from Mr. Hottie which ended up making it feel like far more than ten minutes had passed.  But I felt a sense of relief when I saw the little green marker at the end of my driveway, and I had found it before nightfall.  I turned in and parked my car at the back of my cabin.

      Just how quiet it was out in the wilderness compared to the city was amazing.  No horns honking.  No hum of car engines.  No people screaming.  Only silence, well except for random gentle animal noises.  Birds tweeting.  Crickets chirping.  A wolf howling.  A wolf?  I guess it was a good thing I had gotten myself that hunting rifle and the training that went along with it.

      I breathed in the beautiful clean air as I made my way to my cabin.  It wasn’t anything special.  I could have splurged on something a little bigger, or one with a swimming pool and hot tub, but I didn’t need anything like that.  This one was perfect for me.  The perfect size for one single person.

      The wood steps creaked under my feet as I walked up to unlock my front door.  I’d get my moving boxes from my trunk after I checked the house.  The movers wouldn’t be bringing anything here.  They’d be thrilled when the found out the delivery address was Aunt Audrey’s.  I wanted to make sure that everything that was supposed to be in the house was there.  I had ordered some new furniture awhile back and hadn’t gotten a chance to see it.  They had called to confirm but I hoped they hadn’t just left it pushed up against a wall.

      I stepped inside and gasped.  It was even more beautiful than I had imagined.  I instantly felt the warm and cozy feeling I had hoped for when I had worked with the decorator.  I closed the door and examined it.  It had all the locks I had asked for but I still wondered about a security system.  Everything was so perfect I knew I wouldn’t miss any of my old stuff.

      I didn’t bother locking the front door as I went back out to the car to unload the boxes, although I did consider it.  I figured it would be too hard to juggle the boxes and the keys.  It only took me four trips and then I closed the door behind me, and flipped, turned and clicked all the locks into place.  After I was locked inside I decided to check the small closet by the door to make sure my shotgun was still tucked safely inside.  But at the same time I hoped I’d never actually have to use it.  Even with the training I had, I never wanted to be put into a situation like that.  Then again, who did?

      The gun wasn’t something I was happy about.  In fact, I never was a fan of them, but after what had happened to my parents I insisted I had one for my protection.  There could be bears or mountain lions up here too.  I had taken several gun safety courses and practiced at the shooting range.  I felt comfortable with my skill level, but that didn’t mean I liked the idea of having one in my home.  But it did ease my mind having it tucked away.

      My new sofa was calling my name so I left the boxes unpacked and flopped down letting myself melt into the soft marshmallowy cushions.  Everything was perfect.  It felt right.  I felt more calm and relaxed than I had in a long time.  I knew this is where I belonged.

      I was home.
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      The next day I was completely unpacked and settled in before noon.  But it was easy since I hadn’t taken much with me.  It was strange not to hear the traffic zooming by outside.  The buzz of the world didn’t exist out here.  The only thing I heard outside the windows was the birds singing and the leaves of the trees rustling in the breeze.  It was pure heaven.

      I went out on the front porch with a mug of coffee and my laptop.  It wasn’t like I wanted to start up my computer but I wanted to send Aunt Audrey an email to let her know that I made it safe and sound.  Instead of letting myself get lost surfing the internet I made a deal with myself to send the message and then power off the laptop.

      After I typed up the quick message, I clicked send but the message didn’t go through.  My internet connection seemed to go in and out.  Good thing I wasn’t paying much for the service.  I’d have to try again later.

      Once I finished my coffee I went inside to clean out the mug.  I opened the fridge and realized I hadn’t bought anywhere near enough food.  I’d have to drive to the general store and stock up but I’d worry about that tomorrow.  I didn’t want to bother with driving that far after I had just driven so much yesterday.  Today I could make the list while sitting out on my deck overlooking the small lake.

      This was my life.  I was so excited about the future that I couldn’t stop myself from shaking my fists and squealing like a tween at my new found freedom.  I couldn’t believe this was my life.  Even despite everything that happened to me in my past, I felt a sense of peace.  As long as I didn’t let myself dwell on what had happened, I could move forward.  Maybe I’d take up writing, or painting or gardening.  I could grow my own fruits and vegetables.  Hell, I could do all those things if I wanted to.

      I squealed again and wrote down ‘buy vegetable seeds’ on the little notepad on my counter.  I wanted to remember to check to see if the general store carried seeds.  I wondered if there were any gardening tools in the shed and decided to take a walk outside to check.

      The day passed quickly.  I spent too much time daydreaming about all the things I was start doing and relaxing.  It was something that was long overdue.  Since I had lost my parents I had been living far too long with the negative thoughts and my muscles were perpetually tensed.  Moving out in the middle of nowhere seemed to release them.

      The darkness of night set in quicker than it did in the city thanks to the trees blocking out the dwindling sunlight.  I checked the locks on my door twice and closed all the curtains.  Even though I was so far away from other people I still felt better locking myself up tight.  My nearest neighbor was more than ten miles away.  It wasn’t like bad people were just wandering around in the wilderness, they were back in the city.  Better safe than sorry.

      I started thinking about my nearest neighbor.  What kind of life did he have?  What did he do to fill his time?  He seemed like he was a hunter or maybe a fisherman.  I probably should have introduced myself.  I didn’t even know his name.  All I knew was that he was tall, muscular and freaking hot.

      There was a gentle knock at the door that caused me to take a step back against the wall.  Who would be out here knocking on my door now?  I grabbed my shotgun out of the closet and looked out the peephole.  My new neighbor was standing outside of the door holding something wrapped in foil.

      “What the hell?” I muttered gripping my shotgun tightly.  He knocked again taking me by surprise and I gasped.

      I opened the door not even being a little embarrassed about holding a shotgun.  He glanced at it for a second, but then flashed a smile at me.  I think I half expected him to see the gun and run the other way.

      “Hi again,” he said pushing the foil package awkwardly in my direction.

      “Hiiiii,” I said tilting my head at the package as if I was worried about what I’d find inside.  A fish?  Venison?

      “It’s banana bread.”  He stretched his arm out farther and shook it.  I apprehensively took the package and set it down on the little table by the door.

      “Thanks,” I said as I started to smell the fresh baked banana goodness that was seeping out of the package.  The aroma relaxed me a little, it reminded me of the banana bread my mom used to bake.  I had absolutely no doubt about what was inside, “You bake?”

      He laughed, “I guess you can be the judge of that.  Just remember I tried.”

      “You didn’t have to go to any trouble,” I said wondering if it tasted as good as it smelled.  “Smells amazing though.”

      “I’m Rex,” he said as he extended his hand.  I wrapped my fingers around his rough, masculine hand.  When we touched, something happened.  Something that had never happened before.  I couldn’t explain it.  My heart fluttered and it almost seemed as if he had felt it too.

      “Heather,” I said all too softly.  It was as if my voice didn’t want to work.  I couldn’t make myself look away from his beautiful eyes, that was until I remembered that no matter how good looking he was, he was still a stranger.  Strangers can lie.  Cheat.  Steal.  Murder.  Looks could be deceiving and I needed to stay alert and aware of my surroundings.  At least that’s what my self-defense class had taught me.

      His smile faded when I let go of his hand abruptly.  I wasn’t out in the wilderness to meet new people, I was here to get away from people.  Even if they were smoking hot and I would have loved to see them without their shirt on.  Plain and simple, I was here to be alone, relax and regroup.  Not make friends or new relationships.

      “Well I’m sorry I bothered you,” he said taking a step away from me.  “I just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.  And if you should ever need anything don’t hesitate to ask.”

      I forced a smile.  My stomach felt twisted in knots.  I didn’t know how to act around people anymore and I was just awkward.  I was pretty sure he could sense it.  Not to mention I had to answer the door clenching a shotgun.  That usually wasn’t the sign of a person who had things under control.

      “Thanks,” I said, “and for the banana bread too.”  Which I was going to dive into the second he left.

      “You bet,” he said with a little wave and a sexy half smile that started to melt my insides.  I didn’t like what was happening to me.  This wasn’t me.  The sooner he was gone the sooner I could stop staring at him and get back to normal.  “See you around,” he said as he walked away and I slowly closed the door behind him.

      I stared at the door for a long time reliving what had just happened over and over again.  There was nothing more I wanted to do, than to bury my face in my hands until I made it all disappear.  He couldn’t wait to get out of here.  I was such a dork sometimes.  At least I scared him enough that he wouldn’t be coming back.  I wouldn’t have to worry about talking to him anymore, that was for sure.

      After I saw his headlights flick on, I sighed and twisted all the locks back into place.  I rolled my eyes at my shotgun as I put it back away in the closet.  If only things had been different.

      The smell of the banana bread invaded my nose.  Had I been a more normal person, I would have invited him in and offered him a piece.  Some polite conversation.  Maybe a cup of coffee.  But not me, it was just easier this way.  At least that’s what I told myself.

      I peeled the foil back to see a perfect, still warm loaf of banana bread sitting inside.  Good looks and he can bake?

      Not having any butter in the house wasn’t going to stop me from sampling the bread.  Before I knew it, I was cutting myself another slice and then another.  I noticed that taped to the side of the foil was his name, with his phone number written below it.  Well, I guess I could call and thank him for the banana bread.  Maybe that would make up for social awkwardness.  Maybe it would just make it worse knowing me.

      I removed the square of paper and ran my fingers over the numbers before sticking it to my fridge with a magnet.  It wouldn’t hurt to keep my nearest neighbors phone number close.  Who knew, maybe I would actually need it someday.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      The next morning, I woke up early and got dressed quickly so I could get on the road.  I loosely put my hair up in a ponytail and checked myself in the mirror.  I looked perfectly plain.  I wanted to get to the general store and back home quickly as I could.  I didn’t need to look great, just acceptable.

      After a breakfast of banana bread, I tucked my shopping list into the back pocket of my jeans.  I had checked for it at least a dozen times before I had even made my way to the front door.

      I took my keys off the hook and left the cabin, locking all of the locks behind me.  And then checking to make sure it was locked with a twist and a pull on the knob.

      The air outside was crisp, and refreshing.  It was a gorgeous day with beautiful fluffy clouds dancing across the sky.  I inhaled the country air like it was some kind of drug.  When I reached my car I couldn’t help but think about how just last night Rex had parked his vehicle next to my car.  I pushed the daydream about him out of my head and sat down in my car.  I pushed the thoughts of Rex out of my head.  He was hot, but that’s all it would ever be.  I didn’t even know why I kept finding myself thinking about him.  I didn’t know a damn thing about him.  I sat down in my car, and turned the ignition but nothing happened.

      “Come on,” I said quietly to the steering wheel.  Begging it to start but when I turned the key again, still there was nothing.

      I put my forehead down against the steering wheel.  That banana bread wasn’t going to keep me alive for long.  OK I was exaggerating, but I needed to get to the store.  The real estate agent had given me a list of numbers of people to call if I should need something.  Thankfully I had kept a copy of it in the glove-box.  I popped it open and rifled through the documents until I found the one I was looking for.

      One of the top five names listed was the name and number of the nearest mechanic.  I tapped the numbers into my phone and waited for him to pick up.

      “Hello, Mike the Mechanic,” the less than friendly voice on the other end said.  It sounded as if he was working on something and not really paying attention to the fact that he had even answered the phone.

      “Hi, this is Heather Lacy, I just moved in—”

      “Ah the gal that bought the Donner’s old place,” he said as if I knew what he was talking about.  If I had met the previous owners during the transaction, I couldn’t even recall anything about them.  Including their name.  “What can I do for you?”

      “Right, so, my car won’t start…,” I said letting my voice trail off as if that was all the information he needed to diagnose my car troubles.

      I heard papers shuffling and things clicking on the other end of the phone, “What’s it doing when you turn the key?”

      “Absolutely nothing.”

      “Hmm, OK, I’ll have someone come take a look in a couple days.”

      “A couple days?” I said doing my best to not to sound as annoyed as I felt.  Didn’t want to burn any bridges when there probably wasn’t another mechanic for miles and miles.

      “Sorry, Miss,” he said.  He wouldn’t have even cared if I was annoyed.  He was the nearest mechanic, and he knew I wouldn’t take my business elsewhere.

      “Well, OK,” I said as I tapped my phone to hang up the call.  There wasn’t anything I could do about it.  I’d just have to make what I had inside and the rest of my banana bread last.

      When I stepped out of my car I heard the sound of a motor coming from a boat out on the lake.  It settled to a stop and I saw the boat bobbing up and down with the waves.  I recognized Rex almost immediately.  He almost looked too tall for the boat.  He stood up and casted his fishing line into the gentle waves on the lake.  Fish.  I could eat fish.  I wondered if the previous owner had left a fishing pole behind in the garage or shed.  But to be completely honest the idea of digging for worms didn’t excite me.

      If only I had been a little more friendly maybe I could have been eating fish with Rex tonight instead of day old banana bread.  Whatever.  I didn’t even like fish.

      I started to walk to my cabin when out of the corner of my eye I saw Rex waving at me from his boat.  Was this how he had spent most of his days?  Fishing out on the lake behind my house.

      “Hello!” he shouted and his sexy grin even at this distance was making my knees weak.

      I gave a little wave before I took a step towards my house, but as if something took over me, I shouted, “Know anything about cars?”

      It was like I hadn’t had any control over my mouth.  I couldn’t believe I had asked him.  But then again if he did know, it could save me both time and money.  He had said if I needed anything to ask, hell, he had even left me his phone number.

      “Wait there,” he shouted as he started to reel in his line.  What was he doing?  He was coming here?  Now?  My heart started beating extra beats at the idea of seeing him again.  He seemed eager to help me out.  And yesterday he had went out of his way to not only bake but to drive over and personally deliver the banana bread.  I wouldn’t have expected any of this from him, surely he had better things to do than to help his crazy new neighbor.

      He started the motor and zipped his way into my unused dock.  I watched him as he tied his boat up and brushed himself off before walking towards me.

      “What seems to be wrong with it,” he said looking down at me with his melted milk chocolate eyes.

      “Well if I knew…,” I trailed off, stopping myself from finishing whatever I was going to say.  I wasn’t trying to sound rude but I worried it was coming off that way.  “It won’t start.”

      He chuckled and walked towards my car.  I watched him as if I was hypnotized by his movements.  Everything about this man was smoldering.  The way he looked.  The way he talked.  The way he moved.  I was so entranced that I pretty much forgot how to be normal around him.  Although some would argue I had simply forgotten how to do that around anyone.

      Rex knocked on the hood and glanced at me.  If he was trying to signal something I didn’t know what it was.  “Open the hood?”

      “Oh!” I said walking to the driver’s side door.  I unlocked the car and felt proud that I knew how to pull the little lever that would pop the hood.  He opened it up and started looking around.

      I stood next to him and watched his hands move around the car as he looked around.  He leaned over and reached in front of me.  When his body brushed against mine I stiffened.  I was afraid that if I moved he would move and I wasn’t ready to stop the connection.  It was surprising that someone out fishing smelled so good.

      In fact, I wanted to twist my fingers into his thick, wavy hair.  I wanted him to lift me up onto the hood of my car and kiss me.  And then I wanted him to….

      “Try starting it,” he said moving his body away from mine.  It was as if he hadn’t even realized how close our bodies had been.

      After the words registered I went back to the driver’s seat and sat down.  I turned the key.  Nothing.

      “Well I’m not really a car guy, but I think your battery is dead,” he said as he slammed the hood closed.
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      “You have to be kidding me,” I said slamming the car door behind me.

      “Whoa, don’t break your door.  A new battery is an easy fix,” he said putting his arm around my shoulder and guiding me away from my car.  I wondered if he could sense I wanted to pound on it until it worked.  The guys back in the city had done or thorough check of the car before I headed out here.  Maybe I was more mad at myself because it was probably my own fault.  I had probably left the lights on or something in my rush to get inside and it drained the battery.  I should really be hitting myself not my car.

      I started pacing.  I could feel his eyes on me as I moved back and forth.

      “It really won’t be that bad.  They’ll have you up and going in a couple days.  The guys out here are great and they don’t overcharge,” Rex said as if he was trying to calm me.

      “I’m practically out of food.  I was going to go out today and get groceries,” I said without looking at him.

      “I can take you,” he said leaning back against my car and crossing his arms.

      “Oh no I couldn’t ask you to do something like that,” I said squinting up at him.  It was as if I was trying to see if he was just making an empty offer hoping I’d decline or if he really would take me into town.  It would take several hours of his day to make the trip, of course it would trouble him.

      “It’s no trouble, I had to go into town anyway,” he said flashing me that sexy grin.  “Can you make it until tomorrow?”

      He glanced back towards hi fishing boat as if he was making sure it was still there.  I figured he didn’t want to try to make the trip yet today because by the time he got his boat back home and then drove back here half of the day would be gone already.  Or maybe he already had plans for the rest of today.

      “Thanks to your banana bread I can,” I said with a little laugh.  But my smile faded when I thought about how I didn’t know this man at all and that I just agreed to go alone with him somewhere.  Was I really that desperate for food?  I could probably just wait for Mike the mechanic and drive myself in a few days.  Then again he was standing here with me right now and if he wanted to do something devious, there wasn’t anything stopping him.  There were still good guys out there, perhaps Rex was one of them.

      He walked up to me and stood inches from me.  He looked down at me, “I’ll assume you’re exaggerating.”

      Oh God.  Clearly he didn’t know what he was doing to me.  I had to pull it together.  I wasn’t in any frame of mind to even start thinking about a relationship, not that he was even interested in one.  One thing was certain, I needed to relax before I drove myself completely mad.  It was just a trip to the store.  A neighbor helping a neighbor.

      “Tomorrow then?” he said as he turned towards the dock.

      “Yeah, sure, perfect,” I said angry with myself for letting my guard down.  If my parents hadn’t let their guard down maybe they’d still be alive.  But honestly this wasn’t the same.  If Rex had wanted to do something sinister to me, he could have done something like thirty times now.  It wasn’t like he was just standing around waiting for the right time to pounce.  Taking me by surprise do put his evil plan into action.  I was just letting my imagination get the better of me

      He flicked his hand up in the air waving goodbye as he started his boat and zipped back out onto the water.  I wondered if he was out there trying to catch his dinner.

      I walked to the garage and looked inside to see if I could find a fishing pole.  Not that I’d just go whip it out and start fishing too.  He would think I was absolutely nuts if I did that, but maybe someday I would want to use it.  Even though I had absolutely no idea how to clean a fish.

      The garage was a mess.  It would have been nice if the previous owner would have cleaned it out a little better.  It was as if they took their belongings but didn’t bother to pick up broken things or sweep.  There were broken pieces of rotting wood scattered everywhere, dirty pails and random gardening tools which I had no idea how to use.  Maybe I could buy myself a fishing pole from the general store.  Well not tomorrow but sometime.

      Before I went back inside my house I turned to take one last look at Rex, but he was already motoring away.  I couldn’t tell if he had caught some fish or if he was just looking for another location.  But at least he didn’t see me watching him drive off.  I’m sure he already thought I was, um, eccentric enough and standing there staring at him would freak him out for sure.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      I was boiling some noodles I had found in the back of the cabinet when I caught myself thinking about him again.  I drained the noodles and tossed them in a bit of olive oil, salt and pepper.  I tossed my novel next to my plate.  Reading my novel would help me take my mind off of Rex.  Before I sat down, I cut myself a slice of banana bread.

      The bread that Rex had baked and delivered.  He brought me the bread, checked my car and was going to drive me into town, the kindness he was showing me seemed to be too much.  And he was so hot on top of it all.  I had never in all my 25 years met a guy like this one.

      There hadn’t ever even been a guy that could stop me in my tracks like Rex did.  He threw me so far off my game, if I had a game, I didn’t even know who I was.  The words I spoke around him felt foreign.  And still all I wanted was for him to wrap me into his arms and kiss me.  So I could feel his lips against mine.  I could feel his skin against mine.

      And there I was thinking about Rex again.  I put my plate on the table and started to eat my nearly plain noodles.  I opened my book and started reading, but before I knew it I was picturing Rex as the love interest in my book.

      I dropped my fork and stood up abruptly.  I walked around as if I was trying to catch my breath.  Perhaps I needed a cool shower to get my thinking back on track.  I needed to stop thinking about him.  Nothing would ever come of that.  I wasn’t in the right place to start something like that and he probably wasn’t either.  I mean he was just being neighborly, that’s where his thoughts were and I was just overwhelmed by his looks… kindness….  For God-sakes he could bake.

      I forced myself to sit down and finish my meal without thinking about him.  The food was surprisingly satisfying.  I finished my chapter and closed my book.

      Instead of cleaning up dinner I stomped into the bathroom and got ready for bed.  After I had brushed my teeth, I grabbed my book and crawled into bed wearing my flannel pajamas.  Just one more chapter before sleep.  Maybe it would help stop any lingering thoughts and I could get a good night’s sleep.

      But my plan failed.  It hadn’t taken very long at all before I was just staring at the words on the page and thinking about Rex.  About his hair, his solid body and those eyes.  I tossed the book on the night stand, turned the light off and pinched my eyes closed.

      When the thought of doubled checking the locks bounced in to my head I almost welcomed it.  It took my mind off of Rex.  I got up and checked them.  Of course they were locked.  But the second my head hit the pillow he floated back into my mind.

      It had been awhile since I’d been with anyone.  Perhaps that had something to do with my obsessive thoughts.  Almost as if I was annoyed with myself, I let my thoughts go wherever they wanted.  I imagined Rex was in bed with me.  I closed my eyes and imagined the hands that were touching my breasts weren’t mine, they were Rex’s.  My imagination was so good, that it almost felt as though I could actually feel his mouth dusting kisses on my neck.

      He whispered in my ear that I was turning him on and he pinched my nipple which caused my lips to part.  I squeezed my legs together tightly just before I spread them open for him.  I moaned with anticipation.

      Rex slid his hand down my stomach and traced a lined around the waistband of my panties.  I writhed under his touch and he grinned that sexy half-grin at me.  He slipped his hand inside my panties where he found me more than ready for him.  His finger dipped inside my slit where I was aching for his touch.  He rubbed and flicked until he asked me to whisper his name.  Saying his name out-loud in the darkness was enough to send me off the edge, I came so hard I wanted to scream.

      I gripped the bed as I rode the waves of my orgasm.  When I finished I knew that when I opened my eyes he wouldn’t be there.  But dear God I wished he would have been.  Because now, I think I wanted him even more.
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      The next day I was up with the sun.  I spent far too long deciding on what to wear to a trip to a general store.  And even longer to put on my makeup.  I was trying my damnedest to make it look like I wasn’t wear any.  For all he knows, maybe I just wake up looking this way.  I raised my eyebrow at myself in the mirror.

      I picked at the remaining hunk of banana bread hoping it would be enough to sustain me until I got back with my groceries.  Rex knocked at the front door just as I stepped into the bathroom to brush my teeth.  No time.  I hastily swished mouthwash before dashing to answer the door as if I was worried he might leave without me.

      “Good morning,” he said barely smiling.  He seemed to be in a bad mood about something.  It was probably because he had offered to drive me into town.  I worried that I was putting him out of his way more than he had made it seem.

      “For some of us,” I said tilting my head ready to back out.  I didn’t want him to have to drive the long way to town just for me.  But then if I declined now, he’d just be pissed off he drove the ten miles to get me only to have me change my mind.  If he didn’t want to go, he shouldn’t have offered.  But more importantly, I really needed food.

      “Sorry, I’m not a morning person,” he said running his hand through his hair.  “And had some work stuff come up this morning.”

      “If you need to get back to your work stuff I can probably manage until they can fix my car,” I said lying.  Well, I’d survive but I’d be hungry.  I wondered what kind of ‘work stuff’ he had out here in the middle of nowhere, but I didn’t want to ask since whatever it was already seemed to be bothering him enough.

      He forced a smile, “It’s no trouble.”  Rex gestured towards his beat-up pickup truck.  “The ride will be a welcomed break.”

      “Just a sec,” I said as I turned to lock my door.  I could feel his eyes on me as I twisted each of the locks into place.  It was hard, but I forced myself not to vigorously jiggle the knob to make sure it was indeed locked up tight.  “Ready,” I said meeting his eyes.  I could tell he had questions but he didn’t ask them.  He probably would have told me that there is no one out here and bears typically don’t break into houses.

      We walked to the truck side-by-side and I was more than surprised when he opened the passenger door of his truck for me.  There wasn’t a single guy I had ever met that had bothered to open a car door for me.  I almost didn’t know what to do.  But thankfully I managed a smile and a nod.  Once I swung my legs inside he closed the door with a bit of a shove.  Maybe he wasn’t being gentlemanly, maybe he just wanted to make sure the door had been closed tightly.

      His beater truck was old and rusty, but apparently it was more reliable than my ten-year-old car had been.  After he slammed his door shut he put the key in the ignition and started it up with a loud rumble.  After a few seconds it quieted down and he shifted into reverse.

      “I really appreciate this,” I said clicking my seatbelt into place.

      “No problem,” he said as drove out of my driveway onto the narrow road that would take us to the general store.  It would take a little over an hour before we’d get there.  Considering his mood, it was probably going to be a long hour.

      I tried to force myself to look straight ahead, or out my side window so I wouldn’t just sit there gawking at him.  But I couldn’t help myself.  Every now and then I found myself taking a quick glance in his direction.  All I could do is hope he didn’t notice.

      Rex looked so freaking hot in his blue jeans and steel-toed work boots.  He wore a leather jacket that looked like it had been very expensive.  But maybe it was just new, or something he wore on special occasions.  It made me wonder what kind of work he did where he could afford such a nice coat, and to live out in the wilderness.  For all I knew he too had come into some inheritance.

      Against my will I glanced again.  He turned towards me at the exact same moment and caught me looking at him.  I didn’t look away, instead, I quickly blurted, “I like your jacket.”

      Rex chuckled and flashed his sexy grin.  He looked me up and down as if he was looking for something to compliment in return, but he shifted his eyes back on the road instead.  Which I was glad he did because he had started veering off towards the ditch.

      “You from around here?” he asked.  The tone of his voice seemed to be improving.  Perhaps he was feeling a bit more awake, or maybe he was just giving into the fact that he’d be stuck with me for a while.  He looked over at me for a split second and then back at the road.

      “Six hours away,” I said putting my hands on my knees.

      “City girl,” he said leaning back slightly, and relaxing his left arm on the door armrest.  “What brings you out here?”

      I should have been more prepared to answer this.  It wasn’t like I was going to tell him why I really moved here.  He’d think I was crazy if I told him I wanted to get away from all the evil in the world.  And people in general.  “I guess I was just sick of city life.  Have you lived out here long?”

      “Had this place for… five years now,” he said with a pause as if he was counting up the time in his head.

      “You like it out here?”

      “I do,” he said glancing at me quickly before turning back towards the road.  A small grin appeared on his face as he looked out of the window.  The scenery and the peacefulness of everything out here was beyond beautiful.  I didn’t think there was a soul out there that wouldn’t enjoy being out here.

      “I do too,” I said and my cheeks felt warm as if I was blushing.  I liked it out here because of how calm it made me feel, not because of him.  Although my cheeks might not have agreed.

      There were like a hundred questions I would have liked to ask him but none of them felt appropriate.  This wasn’t a date.  I didn’t want him to think I was nosy.  But I wanted to know how old he was, what he did for a living, and what his favorite color was.  For some reason I wanted to know everything about him.

      He looked at me again, this time his eyes were narrow as if he was trying to figure me out.  “You don’t look like a city girl,” he said locking eyes with me for a brief second before shifting his gaze back to the road.  I could tell by the thinning of trees that we were getting closer to the little town we’d find the general store.  Houses, although still few and far between were getting closer together.  I felt the hum of life.

      “Oh?” I said not sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      “Well, not the city girls I’ve seen,” he said as he clicked his blinker.  But I still had no idea if it was a compliment to not look like a city girl or not.  Especially since I had been a city girl my whole life.

      When we turned off the main road I spotted the general store not far down the side road.  It was marked by a medium sized sign on a tall pole.  If someone was driving around out here looking for a store, they wouldn’t miss it.  For a brief second I thought that I had forgotten my shopping list on my kitchen table.  I started shoving my hands into my pockets.  I breathed a sigh of relief when I found the folded up piece of paper in my back pocket.  That would have just been my luck if I had forgotten the list since I always forget something if I don’t have a list.  I hoped they carried everything I would need since it didn’t seem as large as the grocery chains I was used to.

      He pulled the truck into one of the many open spots and shifted into park.  I started to open my door but before I could even move it more than an inch Rex was on the other side opening the door for me.  I stepped out slowly and he barely moved his body to allow me much space.  We were so close I could feel the warmth radiating from him.  It sent a little shiver down my spine and my breath caught in my throat.  He grinned almost as if he knew what he was doing to me, which of course he couldn’t have.

      We walked side-by-side into the general store.  I felt small walking next to him.  It was his height and the fact that he was pure, solid muscle that made me look puny.

      “Hey Rex,” the old man behind the counter said with a huge toothy smile.  He stood up straighter as if he had suddenly just noticed me.  The man adjusted his invisible tie and tipped his invisible hat before he laughed at himself.  “Who’s the little lady?”

      Apparently people in these parts were allowed to be nosy.  Rex chuckled and put his hand lightly on my back as he guided me towards the man behind the counter.

      “This is Heather…,” he paused waiting for me to provide my last name.

      “Lacy.”

      “Heather Lacy, she’s living in the Donner’s old place,” he said sounding so formal with his introduction.  But then when he abandoned me to go look at something hanging on the nearby wall it shifted right back to being casual.  And a bit annoying.

      “Hi,” I said feeling a bit awkward.  I smiled at the man not really knowing what to say.

      He reached out his wrinkled, boney hand, “Doug McDougal, owner of this fine establishment.  Family owned since 1922 he said pointing at a picture on the wall behind him.  I reckon I’ll see you from time to time?”

      “I’m sure you will,” I said glancing at Rex.  He was off in his own world flipping some item over and reading the information on the backside of the packaging.

      “My wife, Rosalie works the counter too.  She’s at the house now, or I’d have you meet her,” he said pulling his shaking hand away.  I just smiled politely as I tried not to think about food.  There were things stacked all around and I was so hungry I worried my noisy stomach would break the silence between us.  I just hoped if it did the rumble wouldn’t be heard by everyone in the place.  Although, everyone in here was just me, Rex and Doug McDougal.

      I took a small step back waiting to see if he’d say anything else.  Rex had completely abandoned me and walked off to another area of the store.  The pause between us was getting awkward.  Right when I was about to excuse myself he spoke.

      “Well go on, have a look around.  If you need something let me know.  And if I don’t have it in stock, I can usually order it,” he said resting on a metal chair and crossing his arms.

      I pulled my shopping list out of my pocket and grabbed a shopping cart.  It was an old, rickety metal cart near the front door.  The wheels spun wildly as I rolled it around the store searching for the items on my list.  It was going to take forever since I didn’t know where anything was located.

      When I was finally finished I had found ninety percent of everything that was on my list.  Luckily it wasn’t a huge deal since the remaining ten percent were things I could do without.  I wasn’t even going to bother Doug McDougal with ordering them.  A month from now when I came back, I wouldn’t even remember I had needed them.

      After I paid for my huge load of groceries, Doug McDougal rang up Rex’s items.  He had only picked out a few things, which kind of surprised me.  I had thought he needed more and that was why he offered to drive me here.

      I tried not to be nosy about what Rex was buying.  That was something I always found to be somewhat annoying.  When the customer behind you looks to see what you are buying, but here I was doing it to Rex.  Doug McDougal rang up a new fishing lure, bread and what was either sour cream or a tub of bait.  Or maybe it was salsa.  I think it was bait.

      I wheeled the wobbly cart out to Rex’s truck and he helped me load the bags inside the cab.  They were lined up on the seat between us and on the floor by my feet.  I probably should have been a little more conscious of what I was buying and how much space his truck had.  Although things probably could have been put in the back, anything that wouldn’t be likely to blow away on the highway.

      “Oh I forgot something.  I’ll be right back,” he said as he held up his palm to me.  Rex ran back into the general store and a moment later came back out with another paper bag and stuffed it in the cab with the rest of them.

      “Sorry,” I said, looking at how crowded he was going to be for the drive back.

      He chuckled, “I’ve packed it tighter than this before.”  I still felt bad I was taking up all the space.  It was a good thing he hadn’t bought much.  Although that kind of made me feel worse because that meant he made the trip to the general store mainly just for me.  I had put him out of his way when I could have just waited for the mechanic.  It wasn’t like salt and pepper noodles drizzled in oil were the worst thing I’d ever eaten.  There had probably even been a noodle or two left at the bottom of the bag.  It’s not like I would have starved to death.

      We drove back to the house exchanging random small talk.  He told me about the McDougals and a couple other people I might run into when I was out and about.  It seemed as though everyone in the area new everyone else.  Nothing was a secret out here.  If someone wanted to know your business they’d come right out and ask you.  And apparently they’d expect you to be honest about whatever it was.  It seemed a lot different from how things worked in the city.  Where everyone went about their business and didn’t bother to talk to one another.  And those that did probably embellished or outright lied about it anyway.

      I was surprised how much time had gone by just running what used to be a simple errand.  He pulled into my driveway and parked close to the house.  Rex turned off his truck and gabbed a couple bags, “Here, let me help.”

      “OK,” I said as I opened my own door before he could run around to do it while carrying my bags.  I grabbed two of the paper bags while he waited for me patiently.  He followed me up to my front door.  My fingers fumbled the keys as I tried to unlock the door.  The bag shifted to the side and I knew there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it from falling to the ground.  If I had tried to stop it, I would have just dropped the other bag instead.  I pushed open the door with a groan as I kneeled down to start picking up the spilled contents.

      Rex walked into my house and I could hear him set the bags down on the table.  Out of the corner of my eye I saw him get down on the floor to help.  I got up to put an armful of things on the table and spun around to gather anything else that I may have missed.

      But my breath caught in my throat as I turned right into Rex.  He was holding a couple random grocery items, but that was all that was between our bodies.  I stared at his chest as I tried to remember how to move.  But being this close my mind got foggy and my body didn’t want to work.  I bit my lip when he didn’t move either.  I could feel his eyes on me.  It was warming my entire body.

      My eyes raised up to meet his and our eyes locked.  I felt like I was under some kind of spell.  Was he feeling the same thing?  Of course not.

      “Sorry,” I said as I forced myself to blink.  I stepped around him to make my way back to the doorway and out to his truck for more bags.  The cool, fresh air was welcomed.  I needed to get myself under control around him.  I had no idea what it was about him, I barely knew him.  He was insanely hot, and tall.  I just wanted to run my hands all over his solid body, but beyond his good looks and kindness, I didn’t really know anything about him.

      It wasn’t like we had any deep conversations, all we had really talked about was the town people and random small talk.  Nothing personal.  Although he didn’t know anything about me either.  Was there anything wrong with physical attraction?  Well, no, but when he was my closest neighbor it would probably be a good idea to keep things platonic.  That way the next time my car breaks down I have someone I can bug for help again.  If I acted on what I was feeling, that could make things really awkward between me and my freaking hot neighbor.

      We walked past each other as I brought my bags inside and he went back out to grab the remaining ones.  Somehow he was carrying three when he came back in.  Strong.  I forced myself to start unpacking a bag so he wouldn’t catch me staring.

      “Thank you so much for your help… with everything,” I said only connecting with his eyes for a split second.

      “No problem,” he said lingering.  Oh my God was he waiting for gas money?

      “I wish I had some way to repay you,” I said turning my back to stuff items into my cabinets.  And roll my eyes at myself.

      He coughed and after a short pause he said, “OK, how about dinner sometime?”

      I don’t know how I stopped myself from letting out a little squeal.  My heart started pounding so hard I worried he’d see it beating against my shirt.

      “Sure, whenever,” I said trying to sound cool and casual.

      “How about tonight?”
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      I desperately wanted to say yes, but I didn’t have anything I could make that would impress him.  I’d bought yogurt.  And peanut butter.  Single girl staples, not grown-up date night meal type things.  And it wasn’t like there were any restaurants he was going to take me to.  There wasn’t anything anywhere near here and it wasn’t like we were going to drive back to that little town.  Although, I do think I saw a little family diner down the road from the general store.

      “So, I would happily say yes, but I’d be mortified to serve you a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with a side of Greek yogurt,” I said as I continued to put my groceries away.

      “Be right back,” he said as he disappeared out the front door that I hadn’t yet locked.  Rex came back inside carrying one of his brown paper bags.  “I bought this, hoping you’d say yes.”

      I stood on my tiptoes and tried to peek inside the bag.  When he had gone back inside the store I hadn’t realized it was to secretly buy dinner ingredients.  I was curious what he had planned.  He had been thinking about asking me to have dinner with him even back at the general store.  The thought made me blush and it made my insides heat up.  Could he be feeling whatever it was between us too?

      “You can cook?” I said sounding more surprised than I probably should have.

      “I can,” he said flashing me his sexy grin.  His perfect teeth showing ever so slightly behind those delectable lips.

      “Well, OK,” I said, as I finished putting away the rest of my groceries.  If it should have felt awkward letting him into my home and into my kitchen, it didn’t.  At least not out here in didn’t.  In the city, well, in the city this wouldn’t have ever happened.  At least not with any of the guys I ever met.  I had been more likely to attract the type of guy who would flop down on my couch, order a pizza, and then wait fifteen minutes before trying to get into my pants.

      I walked around the kitchen counter and sat down on one of the stools.  My book was sitting on the counter so I grabbed it and opened it to my bookmark.  I had to busy my eyes with something so I wouldn’t watch him moving around my kitchen the whole time he was here.

      He went into the kitchen and unpacked his bag, setting everything out in an organized line.  I peeked over my book to see if I could figure out what he was preparing.  Spaghetti, no chicken parmesan.  Either way it sounded so much better than a sandwich and a side of yogurt.

      “Where are your pots?” he asked as he spun around as if they might call out to him and reveal their location.

      I laughed and I slid off the chair to show him where everything was.  Before I got out of his way I paused to make sure he wouldn’t need something else.

      He didn’t seem to be moving.  I smiled at him.  “Need anything else?”

      Once everything was on the counter he looked it over.  “Spatula?” he asked not bothering to look at me.

      I opened the drawer I kept it in and handed it to him.  When his fingers lightly brushed against mine I thought time had stopped.  It felt as though I had felt his touch all over every inch of my body.  I tingled as my body reacted.  All I knew was that I had to get myself under control.

      “Thanks,” he breathed and turned away from me.  Maybe he hadn’t been feeling it after all.  Maybe he was just a nice guy, looking to be friendly with his new neighbor.

      “So you like to fish?” I said sitting back down on the stool.  We were going to be here awhile, might as well at least try to make normal conversation.  See if I could learn a little something about him.

      He filled a pot with water and put it on my stove.  “Sure do,” he said turning back to the ingredients he had set out on the counter.

      “Never been fishing,” I said wishing I could get him to say more than a few words.  It had almost become kind of a game of sorts to see if I could get him to expand upon anything.  “Were you a chef in a former life?” I said looking at the words on the page of my book.  They all looked foreign.

      “No,” Rex laughed, “no I wasn’t.  This is one of the three dishes I know how to make.”

      “Smells good so far,” I said realizing how stupid I sounded since the only thing going was a pot of boiling water.  Thankfully he didn’t seem to notice, or maybe he hadn’t heard me because he was so wrapped up in his meal preparation.  But at least I had gotten the longest response to a question so far.  Winning.

      “Do you cook?” he said with a smile, “I mean beyond peanut butter and jelly.”

      I looked up at him to catch the glimmer in his dark eyes, “I can but I don’t.”  I caught myself before I mentioned that it was mostly because I didn’t have anyone to cook for.  And it was a good thing I had since it probably would have made me sound desperate.

      He looked as if he was trying to concentrate so I went back to pretending to read my book.  I secretly watched him move around my kitchen practically drooling over him, instead of the wonderful aroma coming from his cooking.  The way his muscles moved was… hypnotizing.

      “Almost ready,” he said taking a tray of garlic bread out from the oven.

      “Can I help with anything?” I said fascinated by how expertly he was at plating the meal.  Everything looked perfect and professional.  It could have been something served at a fine dining restaurant.

      After he finished serving it up he tilted his head as if he was thinking.  He took a bottle of wine from a paper bag, “Wine glasses?”

      I never actually thought they’d get any use, I had only brought them with when I moved because they had been a gift from my mom.  It tugged at my heart to hold them in my hand, but at the same time I was happy to get to use them.  And she would have been thrilled that they were being used on a date.

      “Sit… sit,” he said after I had set the glasses down.  I happily obeyed.

      Rex set down a plate that looked like it could have been photographed for a food magazine.  And, it smelled amazing.  I was surprised that the fisherman could make something that looked so beautiful and smelled so divine.  And before I even tasted it, I knew it would be delectable.

      “This all looks wonderful!” I said unable to hide my surprise.

      “Thank you,” he said looking satisfied.  “Go ahead,” he nodded as he set down his plate in the chair next to me.

      “This is so good,” I said taking a bite.  And it was.  By far, it had been the best pasta dish I’d ever had in my entire life.

      He soundlessly slid a wine glass in front of my plate and one next to his seat.  Rex lifted the bottle of wine and I nodded.  He poured me a healthy glassful.  “Sorry,” he said with a quick glance.

      “About what?” I said confused.

      “The wine.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He turned the bottle on the table and smirked at it.  “It was all they had at the general store.  Nothing fancy,” he said shaking his head as if he had hoped to pair his perfect meal with the perfect wine.

      I laughed, “I don’t know anything about wine.  You could have told me it was a hundred bucks and I wouldn’t have known the difference.”  I rested my hand playfully on his bicep just as I finished speaking.  It hadn’t been my intention to flirt, but that is exactly what it felt like.  Especially when I felt the butterfly tickle my throat.  I jerked my hand back quickly hoping he wouldn’t have noticed.

      But Rex noticed.  He turned to me and unleashed the sexiest of smiles.  Oh God, I just wanted him to push the meal off the table and take me on my table.  I’d let him do whatever he wanted.

      I broke our gaze and went back to my food.  Although it was delicious, it was filling and I couldn’t stop thinking about him.  It was so distracting I didn’t feel like eating, and I couldn’t think of anything to say.

      Rex quickly finished his food.  Every last drop.  I hoped I wouldn’t offend him because I hadn’t been able to eat anywhere near the amount I normally would have.  And it wasn’t like I was someone who was afraid to eat in front of a man.  I had no problem with it, but this man, well, he was something different.  It wasn’t like I couldn’t do it… it was more as if I couldn’t stop thinking about other things long enough to figure out how my fork was supposed to work.

      “Do you like it?” he said looking at me and then down at my plate.

      “I love it!” I said with wide eyes.  My hand almost reached out for his arm again, but I stopped myself.  “I’m sorry, it is just so filling.  I don’t think I can eat another bite.”

      “You sure?” he said squinting at me.  His expression turned into a small frown, “You don’t like it.”

      “Positive!  I promise, I love it,” I said placing my hand on my heart.  I stood up and he copied me in true gentleman form.  “No, sit, you cooked, I’ll clean.”

      He grinned and shook his head side to side as he picked up his plate.  When he turned his back, I took a big gulp of wine hoping it would help settle my nerves.  I wasn’t even sure that the wine could help me when I was around him.

      I started packing anything I could into containers.  There was no way I was going to let any of his meal go to waste.  Once he left and my stomach settled I’d have a feast.  Rex helped by putting the dirty pots and plates in the sink.  He started running the water as if he was going to do the dishes.

      “No,” I said putting my hand on top of his to turn the water off, “they can wait.”

      We both froze.  Time seemed to stand still.  Our bodies were so close.  My breathing changed.  I knew he could feel my reaction to our touch.  But I didn’t know if he was feeling the same thing I was.

      That was until he put his hands on my arms and spun me around.  He pushed me against the counter, and pressed his body into mine.  His eyes locked with mine, just for a second, and then he kissed me.  Hard.  As if it was something he had wanted to do all night.  Maybe even all day.  Could he really be feeling everything I had been feeling too?  I kissed him back easily matching his passion.

      He pulled back abruptly but he kept his hands on my arms.  “I’ve been dying to do that since the minute I saw you,” he said looking almost as if he was afraid of how I was going to react.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and stood on my tiptoes and kissed him.  I didn’t bother telling him I felt the same, instead I wanted to show him how I felt.  He was so hot that he had to be used to this type of reaction.  If he had lived in the city women would have been throwing themselves at him constantly.  I felt his desires pressing against my stomach, and it only made me want him more.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said grazing his hand along my cheek and back into my hair.  Thankfully, I stopped myself before I said ‘you too.’

      I let my fingers twist into his thick, wavy hair.  He pressed his body into mine and I let out a soft moan.  My body was already reacting to his touch and I didn’t know how I was going to be able to control myself.  I couldn’t let things go too far, no matter how badly I wanted them to.  But my body had a mind of its own.  It was completely ignoring my rational thoughts as I started to pull him into the living room.

      I clumsily fell backwards onto my couch pulling him down on top of me.  My palms pressed down his back feeling all of his stretched muscles through his shirt.  There wasn’t anything I could do to stop myself from arching my back and pressing myself harder into him.

      “Mmm,” I moaned as he kissed down my neck.  Rex’s hand slid across my stomach stretching the hem of my shirt.  He tugged gently before he moved his hand up my side.  I knew where his hand was going, or at least I thought he did before he stopped his movements abruptly.  He leaned back and looked down at me with hungry, yet confused eyes.  “Everything OK?” I whispered.

      He removed his hand from my shirt and trace a line across my bottom lip with his thumb.  “It’s fine.  More than fine,” Rex said as he sat up.

      I scooted back against the armrest of my sofa feeling self-conscious… embarrassed for just throwing myself at him.  What had I done wrong?  Why was he pulling away?  I pulled my legs up towards my chest and hugged them tightly.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I asked looking at my knees.

      “Oh, no!” he said moving towards me.  He placed his hands on top of mine, “It’s just that… well, this is going so fast.”

      I puffed air upwards which caused my hair to wiggle across my face.  “Doesn’t feel fast to me,” I muttered.

      Rex smiled his super sexy grin at me.  The one that made me want him even more.  “That’s just the cheap wine talking,” he said as his thumb stroked the back of my hand.

      And maybe it was the wine.  But it was also my body.  But it was my brain I wanted to ignore.  It was the part of me that told me he was right.  No matter how awesome, or right it felt.  Everything was going way too fast.  I didn’t want him to get the wrong impression of me.  If he hadn’t already.

      He put his finger on my chin and tilted my head up so I met his gaze.  “Trust me, I wish I was the type of guy that could do this sort of thing, but I’m not.  I don’t want just one night of pleasure,” he said looking me up and down, “although I know it would be beyond amazing.”

      I didn’t even know how to respond.  With all the other guys I’ve dated it was always me bringing up the relationship aspect.  They were always happy to get into my pants as much and as often as they wanted and then move on to the next.  I’d only dated really crappy guys to be totally honest.  They were always young and stupid, and they definitely didn’t know what they wanted out of life.  Rex was different.  He seemed to have his head on straight.

      And it wasn’t that I didn’t want the same thing Rex was proposing, I did, but there was just something about him.  He was truly irresistible.  Not finishing what we started was going to be absolute torture.

      It was hard to believe he wasn’t the type of guy that just took a woman home and then moved on to the next.  He was so hot that he could have his pick.  And the next woman would walk right up to him knowing exactly what she’d get.  One night of steamy, hot… maybe even wild sex.  But maybe he was the except to the rule.  Could a guy like this really exist?

      “Can I see you again?” he said blinking his mysterious dark eyes at me.

      “I’d love that,” I said still wishing he’d change his mind and pin me down on this couch.  And I’d gladly see him again any time.

      “Good,” he said as he stood up, “now I’m going to leave before I can’t stop myself from leaving.”

      I stood up, but I keep myself several steps behind him as he grabbed his jacket, and walked to my door.  He reached out for the handle but paused before he turned to me.

      “Goodnight Rex,” I said blinking up at him.  He took a deep breath, and put his hands on the sides of my arms.  He pulled me against his hard body and tilted his lips down to mine.  His kiss was so amazing.  My knees turned to jelly and I worried I wouldn’t be able to keep myself upright.

      He placed me back in my original spot stiffly and turned the door knob.  “Goodnight Heather,” he said and closed the door roughly.

      I reached out and twisted all the locks into place before he had even gotten to his car.  Hell, probably even before he had gotten off of my porch.  There was no doubt in my mind he had heard me lock the doors.  I shook my head worried about what he might be thinking.  Paranoid.  Crazy.  Uninterested.  Two out of three ain’t bad.  I was so interested it was disgusting.

      Thirty minutes later the thought of being with Rex was still fresh on my mind.  His scent covered my clothing.  I decided to take a bath to calm myself.  There was no way I’d be able to sleep if I couldn’t clear my mind.  All I could think about were his hands on my body, sliding upwards to my breasts.  Oh dear, God why hadn’t he just put his hands all over me?

      I sat down in the cool tub and turned the water on, letting it splash over my feet as it filled the tub.  My whole body shivered when I leaned back against the chilled tub.  My eyes closed and I let out a large sigh. I hadn’t even been able to wait for the water to fill the bathtub before my fingertips found their way to my already aching nipples.

      My hand slipped down between my legs and my body relaxed.  I thought of Rex, his touch… his kisses as my fingers rolled around against my most sensitive flesh.  My knees were pressed hard against the sides of the tub, pushing and pushing until I could feel my orgasm building.  I rode my fingers furiously imagining Rex was inside me.  It didn’t take long for my climax to crash down all around me.

      I let me shoulders relax as I came down, it felt great but I was still frustrated.  My body wasn’t completely satisfied, and it wouldn’t be until I had him.  It was Rex I needed.
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      That morning I had received a text from Rex asking if he could pick me up on his four-wheeler for a little daytime adventure.  He wanted to take me for a ride along the lake.  I thought I’d have to wait forever for him to see me again.  Or if he had been using that as excuse to leave.  I was thrilled when I saw the message.

      At first I had been so excited about the message, but now I was getting nervous.  Nothing seemed to look good on me, or so I thought, and my mind was just a jumbled mess of random thoughts.  I hated that I was such a mess when I was around him.  And it wasn’t like he was the first attractive guy I’ve ever been around, but for whatever reason there was just something about him that drove me absolutely crazy.

      My only hope was that he didn’t notice it.  But surely he had.  How could he not have?

      I felt my heart speed up when I heard the engine of his four-wheeler off in the distance.  Everything was so quiet around here that you couldn’t help but the hum of the engine.  My fingers pulled back the curtains slightly so I could see when he came into view.  I had decided to wear just a pair of jeans, a t-shirt and some old, tall boots, which I hoped was appropriate four-wheeler riding gear.  Maybe I should have asked.

      The second he came into view I felt relieved because he was dressed similar, but then the butterflies in my stomach started swirling more and more the closer he got.  I almost couldn’t take the torture from their pounding wings.

      I stepped outside and locked the door behind me.  I wanted to take of all the locks while he wasn’t there to watch me, and question this whole thing.  My hands were down at my sides as I watched him draw near.  I was almost certain there was a stupid grin on my face.

      “Hey,” he yelled out over the rumble of the four-wheeler’s engine.  He waved and then gestured for me to join him.  I tucked my hands into my pockets as I made my way over to him.

      “Hi,” I said as I sat down next to him.  My voice was so soft over the engine that I didn’t know if he had even heard me.  I smiled, and he flashed me his sexy grin that drove me insane.  I wanted him to kiss me, but he didn’t, he jerked the four-wheeler forward and drove up right up on the bank near the edge of the lake.

      Rex didn’t drive rough or aggressively.  It was a nice and casual, but bumpy ride along the lake.  The air was soft and sweet with what I assumed must be the scent of random wildflowers.  The clouds in the sky were pure white and as fluffy as could be.  I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day.

      He pointed out a few things along the ride that he thought I might find interesting.  There was large rock that was somehow balanced high up on a smaller rock.  And further along, there was a group of birds soaring high up in the sky circling around as if looking for food.  He turned down a little path between the trees that follow a brook and at the end was a beautiful little waterfall.

      After that, he turned around and I could tell he was driving us back to my house.  I couldn’t even have guessed at how long we had been gone.  It felt as though it had gone by so fast, but the sun was already starting its descent towards the horizon.

      Rex stretched out his arm behind me and rested it on the back of my seat.  I sighed, which hopefully he couldn’t hear over the four-wheelers engine.  I smiled as I watched the beautiful scenery pass by.

      When I saw my house come into view I worried that he would say his goodbye and leave.  He would drop me off, and make his way back to his house.  I wasn’t ready for the date to end.  We hadn’t even had a real opportunity to talk.  Or kiss.

      He parked near my porch and cut the engine.  I climbed out and stood there staring at him.  Rex didn’t move from his seat.

      “Would you like to come in?” I said watching my foot as I kicked an invisible rock.  “There might be a little of that cheap wine left.”

      “There isn’t any of that cheap wine left,” Rex said with a wide smile.  “But I’d love to come in.”  He swung himself out of the four-wheeler and made his way to my side.

      He had probably been hinting at the fact that I had more than my fair share of that wine.  The only thing I had to offer him to drink was milk or water.  I should probably have gotten more beverages at the general store but at the time I hadn’t considered that I might eventually be entertaining in my home, let alone having a date.

      I could feel him watching me as I unlocked my unusual number of locks and opened the door for him.  If he wanted to ask about it, he didn’t.  Which I was happy about because at this point I wouldn’t have wanted to lie to him, but I wouldn’t have wanted to tell him the truth either.  He probably wouldn’t understand and would think I was nuts.

      He stepped inside and I lightly closed the door once we were inside.  I flipped only one of the locks into place.  I thought he’d have a questioning look on his face, but the one he wore was something else.  It was that same look from last night, the hungry look.  The one that made me feel like he wanted to throw me down on a bed and make me experience something I never had before.  My breathing felt uneven and heavy and I couldn’t think of anything but him.

      I rested my back against the door and he leaned against the arm of the sofa.  It was like a staring contest.  An extremely intense battle where, in the end, there would be no loser.

      My pulse quickened the longer he stared at me.  I bit my lip and dragged the toe of my shoe along the carpet.  He dipped his head down, before he took three large steps in my direction and pinned me against the door.  My eyes focused on his solid chest, almost as it would just be too intense to look at the heat in his eyes.  That I wouldn’t be able to take it.  Even knowing his eyes were on me right now was almost too much.

      “Heather?” he said, his voice smooth like hot chocolate.

      “Yes?” I said still unable to meet his gaze.  I didn’t want him to know what he was doing to me.  How, at times, he made me feel powerless, not that it was his intention to do so, it was just that he was so tall and gorgeous.

      He put his fingertips on my chin and raised my head up forcing me to look into his eyes.  Rex opened his mouth to say something but he stopped.  And as if some magnet was pulling us together we started kissing.  Hard.  And with uncontrolled passion.

      I pressed into him lightly but he pushed me back against the door.  The door rattled and a little gasp escaped from my mouth.  His hands cupped my face as he drove his tongue inside my mouth.  Something took over.  Neither of us could get enough of the other.  Like a thirsty man in the desert needed water, we needed each other.

      Rex’s lips glided over my chin and down my neck.  My fingers gripped his shirt tighter as I tipped my head back.  His hand pressed against my side and moved upwards.  I let out a soft whimper when he cupped my breast and his thumb grazed across my already hard nipple.

      “Oh God,” I whispered as I pressed my hips into him.  I could feel his arousal and it only made me push into him harder.

      Right when he thrust his hips towards me and pressed me tight against the door, someone knocked.  I jumped away from Rex and started to open the closet for my shotgun.  My breathing had already been fast from everything that was going on between Rex and I, but now it felt like my heart was going to pound right out of my chest.  I felt the extra adrenaline surging through my veins.

      Rex stepped back and looked at me through narrowed eyes.  I ignored his questioning look and squinted through the peephole.  My body didn’t relax when it everything started to make sense again.  It was the mechanic coming to fix my car.  He was late, but he was here and he wasn’t here to do harm to anyone.

      I let a huge sigh as I put my shotgun back inside the closet and closed the door.  My hands brushed over my clothing and I flattened my hair with my slightly damp palms before I opened the door with a fake smile plastered on my face.

      “Hello,” I said forcing myself to be calmer.

      “Here to fix the car, miss,” he said putting his palm out as if waiting for something.  I tilted my head and then realized what he wanted.  The keys.

      I could feel Rex watching me closely but he didn’t say anything.  I closed the door lightly behind the mechanic and let out of a soft breath as my whole being returned to some kind of normal.

      “Would you like some coffee?” I said turning to Rex attempting to break the awkward silence.

      “Maybe I should go,” Rex said taking a step towards the door.

      “No!” I said altogether too loudly, “I mean, you don’t have to but I’d like you to stay.”  I felt the heat fill my cheek and knew they had turned a bright shade of red.

      “Sure, OK, yeah I’ll have some coffee.  If it’s not too much trouble—”

      “Not at all!” I said as I rushed to the kitchen to brew a pot.  “Make yourself at home,” I said over my shoulder as I measured out the grounds and poured them into the filter.

      I was about to ask him how he liked his coffee, when there was another knock at the door.  I set down the pot, but noticed Rex was walking to answer my door.

      He opened the door but the mechanic stayed outside, “It’s your battery.  I can come back tomorrow with a new one and fix it right up for y’all.”

      Rex looked towards me and I nodded, wondering how much it would cost.  But it wasn’t like I had a whole lot of options.  It wasn’t like I could do it myself.

      “Sounds good,” Rex said taking a piece of paper from the mechanic.  He closed the door and put one of the locks in place.  Rex walked over to the kitchen and placed the paper on the counter.

      “I wonder what this is going to cost me,” I said sliding the piece of paper closer to take a look.  I couldn’t stop the groan.  “Ugh… more than I’d like to pay.”

      “If you can wait, awhile I could replace the battery for you.”

      I shook my head, “No, don’t worry about it.  It’s fine.  I’d rather just get it over and done with.  Thanks anyway.”  I handed him his cup of coffee, “Sugar?”

      “I like it black,” Rex said with his sexy grin complementing his gorgeous face.  If I wasn’t holding scalding hot coffee I would have thrown it over my shoulder and jumped on him right then.

      “Should we watch some TV?  Or maybe a movie?” I said walking towards the living room.  I could hear him following close behind me.

      “Love to,” he said setting his coffee down before he sat down on the sofa.  He long legs were wide apart at the knees which for some reason I found very distracting.  I just turned towards the DVDs and kept my focus on them as I started looking for something, that hopefully, we’d both like to watch.  It honestly didn’t matter in the least to me what it was.  I just wanted him to stay, although I probably shouldn’t have.

      After several minutes I just grabbed something.  I didn’t even know what I had taken off the shelf.  I popped it in because all I could think about was Rex pressing me up against my front door.  No one had ever had this effect on me before.  Not once in my life had I experienced something like this.  And on top of all that he was an amazing kisser.  I could still feel his lips on my mouth… my chin… my neck.

      We both sat there staring at the TV screen.  Occasionally, I’d take a sip of my coffee hoping it would help relax my body.  The air surrounding Rex and I felt so tight, that I wondered if he could feel it too.  But the coffee wasn’t helping.  He seemed so far away over on the other side of the sofa and me on the opposite side.  If only I could be bold enough to slide over next to him, but after I pulled out the shotgun when the mechanic knocked, I thought maybe things had changed.  He had his arm stretched out over the back of the sofa… it almost felt as though he would welcome it.  But maybe he was just relaxing and settling in to watch the random movie.

      “Should I make some popcorn?” I said feeling pretty confident that I didn’t even have any popcorn in the house.  My thoughts were so scattered I wasn’t even sure I had pronounced the word ‘popcorn’ correctly.  I was pretty sure I had used a British accent for some reason.

      “Sure,” he said, but as I stood up to go check the cupboards, he grabbed my hand.  I paused and took a breath before I could make myself look at him.  It took me mere seconds to see he had in fact been feeling the same thing in the air I felt.

      Instead of letting me go, he pulled me down on his lap and turned my face to his.  He looked into deeply into my eyes, in a way no one else had ever done before and then he pulled me towards him.  He slid his hand up the back of my neck and pulled me close.  We held each other’s gaze up until he pressed his lips to mine.  I hungrily accepted.

      It was as if I had no control over my own body.  I pressed myself into his hard body and moaned.  It felt as though it was an out of body experience.  My hands quickly found the bottom of his shirt and anxiously tried to get it off of him.

      He reached down and pulled it off barely breaking contact with my mouth.  His body was so muscular and toned, to me he was perfect.  I ran my fingertips up and down his smooth skin memorizing every hill and valley those muscles created.

      I twisted to the side and swung my leg over him so I was straddling him.  I worried for a second that maybe things were moving too fast but then he grabbed my hips and pulled me closer to him.  I let a small moan escape, as I started to imagine all the wonderful things that we could do together.

      His hands ran down my shoulders, my arms and to the hem of my shirt.  I moved away from him slightly and raised my arms above my head so he could more easily remove my shirt.  He slowly pulled it off, not taking his eyes off of my body.

      We melted into one another, pulled together like two magnets.  He lifted me off of his lap only to lay me back down on the sofa.  Rex practically hovered over me as he kissed every inch of my exposed skin.

      I surprised myself when my hands raked down his back and slid around to the front of his jeans.  As my fingers popped open the button, he groaned against my neck.  And I knew, tonight he wasn’t going to stop me.
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      We worked together in clumsy unison to remove his pants.  I bit my lip at his gloriously perfect body.  I wondered if he had a personal gym in his wilderness cabin, or if it was just from working outdoors and living out here alone that contributed to his physique.  But, damn, he was hot.

      I closed my eyes and let my hand slide down his sculpted body, right to the waistband of his boxers.  I just had to feel him.  I stretched my fingers around the silky skin of his impressive length.

      “Mmm,” I said gazing up at him.

      “Shit, baby, you are over dressed,” he said as he reached around my back and unhooked my bra with one hand.  He dove his head down and kissed my breasts wildly while his other hand worked to remove my pants.

      “Oh dear God,” I moaned, as he sucked my nipple into his hot, wet mouth.  There was a part of me that was telling me to stop this.  That I shouldn’t just dive into all of this headfirst.  After all, I barely knew him.  What did I know about him?  All I knew is he was fucking hot.  He was also kind and helpful.  But, again, sooo fucking hot.  But the other part of me was telling her to shut the hell up and enjoy.

      “Stand up,” he ordered practically grunting the words out.  I could tell he was a bit frustrated about not being able to get my pants off as quickly as he would have liked.  And the desire and urgency in his voice caused me to look at him with a dark, seductive smile.  But still I obeyed.

      I stood there before him, topless, with my hair a mess.  He slowly leaned forward, breathed, and took his time unbuttoning my jean.  Rex locked eyes with me as he pulled down the zipper.  The fire in his eyes was burning so hot, I had to look up at the ceiling to cool down.  I exhaled and relaxed my body.

      “Christ you are so beautiful,” he said as he slowly pulled down my pants down over my hips.  When he let go and my pants dropped around my feet I stepped out of them.  He looked up at me again and tugged on my panties.  I clapped my hand down on top of his quickly.  “What’s wrong?”

      “You still have yours on,” I said, my breathing heavy.

      He stood up and I couldn’t avoid his eyes… he wouldn’t let me.  I watched him as he slipped his thumbs into his waistband and pulled down his boxers.  He pressed his hardness against my stomach and I arched into him.  I wanted him in this moment more than I had ever wanted anything in my whole life.

      “Your turn,” he said with that sexy grin that I knew I wouldn’t be able to say no to, not that I wanted to.

      But he didn’t wait for me.  He slid his hands down and into the backside of my panties.  He rounded his hands around my ass, feeling every inch before he dropped down to his knees, taking my panties down with him.

      “Ohhhh,” I breathed as his mouth found my wet opening.  “Ooooh-mmmm.”

      He guided my legs apart and dipped his tongue deeper into my folds finding my throbbing clit.  My legs tensed up at the sensation and couldn’t help but open wider for him.  I twisted my fingers into his hair.  My hands moved along with his head as it moved back and forth as he licked and sucked my most sensitive spot.

      It felt too soon, but I could feel my orgasm starting to build.  I was losing myself in the moment.  If I let it go on any longer I would open even wider and let myself come, but that wasn’t what I wanted.  I wanted to feel him inside me.  I wanted us to come together.  I wanted him to enjoy this just as much as I knew I would.

      It was hard to stop him, but I bit my lip and closed my legs while guiding his body upwards.  His hands slid along my skin grazing over my thighs, my hips, my sides and finally cupping my aching breasts.  He thumbed my nipples and I moaned as I pressed my body into his.  Even those simple touches could have thrown me over the edge if I hadn’t been controlling myself.

      “Oh!” I gasped, surprised when he lifted me with ease.  I wrapped my legs around his hips.  But he didn’t take me to the bedroom like I imagined he would, instead he lowered me down onto my dining room table.  I pulled him hard towards me and kissed him.

      “Shit… I almost can’t stand it.  I want to do anything and everything to you,” he said into my ear.  I could feel his warm breath dance all over my neck.

      I reached down between us and grabbed his thickness.  He was so hard I almost couldn’t believe it.  I could tell he wanted me just as badly as I wanted him.

      “Are you sure?” he asked gazing into my eyes.  They were glassy with desire, he was asking, but I didn’t think there was any turning back for either of us.

      “I couldn’t be more sure,” I said stroking his backside.

      He put his hands on my thighs and slid them down to my knees.  Rex paused for a second before he spread my legs even wider apart than they already were.  He grabbed my hips and pulled me down onto his hardness.  I gasped as he drove himself inside of me.  I held on to him tightly as if I was afraid to let go.  That if I did, I might fly right off the table.

      Rex slowly, and teasingly pulled out of me only to thrust himself deeper inside me and with more force.  He put his fingers on my chin and forced me to look up into his eyes.  I held his gaze as he drove himself in and out of me.  We fit together perfectly.

      The closer he drove me to my climax the more I wanted to look away or close my eyes.  But he would allow it.  He wanted to hold my gaze right up until the moment I released my orgasm.

      “I want to watch you come,” he said as he pushed deeper into me, as if he was daring me to come right then.  And truth be told, I almost had.  The moment was so intense and I hadn’t ever felt more alive.

      I didn’t think I had ever looked at another person when I came before.  The idea was both freaking sexy and also a little intimidating.  But it didn’t matter.

      He guided my hips and so that I met each of his thrusts fully.  Rex leaned down and kissed me quickly, but passionately.

      “Oh, oh God!” I said pulling back slightly knowing I hit the point of no return.  He tilted my chin to adjust the angle, he was making sure I kept my eyes on his.  And the second our eyes met again, I came.  “Oh my God!” I cried out as I threw my head back unable to hold his eyes for a second longer.  I knew he was watching me but I didn’t care.

      “Mmm,” he moaned as he released his orgasm.  He was grinding and grinding his hips in such a way that it only lengthened my own pleasure.

      He held me tight as his body relaxed and he slowed his movements.  I wanted to hold on to him too but my knees were weak… my whole body was weak.  Being with Rex had easily been the hottest sex I had ever had, and while I was dying to do it again, I needed to regain my strength first.

      “Stay the night,” I blurted as I sat up on the edge of the table.  I wanted to cross my arms in front of me since I felt so, well, naked.

      “Don’t do that,” he said taking my hands into his.  Rex helped me down off the table.  He started pointing at the closed doors, “I’d love to stay.  Which one is your bathroom?”

      “Sorry.  That one,” I said gesturing towards the bathroom door.  “I’m going to use the one in the master bedroom.”  I said pointing to my bedroom door.

      I started to walk away, but he pulled me towards him and I fell into his solid chest.  My palm rested against his perfect, sculpted abs.  He bent down to kiss me and dashed away from me, not caring in the least he was completely nude.

      There wasn’t anything I could to do to stop myself from admiring his body right up until the point he closed the bathroom door.  I dragged my tired legs through my bedroom and into my master bathroom.  It was shocking to me just how amazing being with Rex had been.  But my subconscious was scolding me for not having known him better first.

      Oh God, I didn’t even know his last name.  In fact, I didn’t really know anything about him.  He was kind, helpful, generous, insanely hot, but I didn’t know a damn thing about him other than he was my closest neighbor.  If things went bad with all this I’d lose someone I could have asked for help, a cup of sugar, or whatever.  I didn’t even know my next closest neighbor.  Although I moved out here without even worrying about who my neighbors would be much less how close they were.  Until I met Rex, the further I was from people, the better.

      And really what did he know about me?  I’m pretty sure I never told him my last name.  All he knew was that I was obsessed with locks and had a rifle.  How had that not been enough to scare him away?

      I buried my hands into my face as I used the toilet.  It wasn’t that I was sad, although I was embarrassed… I was trying to make sense of it all.  When I got up I grabbed my robe unable to even look at myself in the mirror.  I had practically just had a one-day-stand with my nearest neighbor.  I almost didn’t even want to open the door and face what was out there waiting for me.  What would I even say to him?

      No matter how much I wanted to I couldn’t stay in my bathroom all night hiding from him.  I took a deep breath and walked out holding my robe tight against my body.

      “Hey,” he said smiling his sexy smile from the doorway of my bedroom.  I jumped back and put my hand over my heart.  He had surprised me.  I hadn’t been expecting him to have just been standing there waiting for me.  At some point Rex had put his boxers back on, but he hadn’t bothered with his shirt.  “Can I come in?” he asked, while I was distracted by his abs.

      “Oh!  Of course,” I said gesturing weirdly.  I’d just had sex with him on my kitchen table, pretty sure he was allowed access to my bedroom.

      “Are you a neat freak?” he asked walking in and looking around.

      “Maybe a little,” I smiled back.  I liked a clean bedroom.  It helped keep me relaxed at nighttime or at least I had convinced myself of that.  “Are you?”

      “Not so much,” he said looking at the bed as if he was waiting for an invitation.  I nodded and he sat down, waiting a few minutes before he stretched himself out and laid back on the bed.  He twisted onto his side and propped himself on his elbow, keeping his eyes on me.

      OK.  This was good.  Now I knew one more thing about him.  He didn’t care about keeping things clean.  “So you are a messy bachelor?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Wait.  What?” I said realizing I had only assumed he was single.

      “I guess I’m a bachelor,” he laughed waving his hand at me as if he was trying to wave away the notion that he might not be.  “What I meant was that I hadn’t said I was messy.”  He grinned and patted the bed, but I didn’t sit down.

      This was the most I think he’d spoken since I knew him.  I guess to get him to open up about himself, all you had to do was have some wild sex with him first.

      “What do you mean ‘you guess?’”

      “I just don’t refer to myself as a bachelor.  I’m not married.  There is no Mrs. Rex.  Nothing to worry about as far as that is concerned.  I’ve never been married, no kids, it’s just me,” he said as he watched me walk over to my dresser.  I was looking for something I could wear that didn’t look overly frumpy, but the only nighttime wear I really had was boring, comfy stuff because before tonight I hadn’t really thought that I would need anything sexier.  I grabbed a T-shirt and a pair of yoga pants from my drawer and gently slid it closed.

      I walked into the bathroom but didn’t bother to close the door behind me.  He wouldn’t have been able to see me changing unless he got up off the bed to come watch.  I would have heard him coming, but not that it would have mattered, he’d already seen everything in our moment of passion on my dining room table.

      “What about you?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’ve ever been married?”

      “No!  No…, never was in much of a rush for all that,” I called back to him wishing it hadn’t come out sounding as if I was jaded.  I hung my robe back up and walked out of the bathroom combing my fingers through my hair as if that might help it somehow.  He was laying back on the bed with his arms crossed behind his head.

      “Shit,” he said looking at me with wide eyes.

      “What?” I said running my hands over my clothing wondering what was wrong with what I selected.

      “Nothing.  Umm… you look hot is all,” he said.  I looked down realizing that the tight white T-shirt I had chosen left little to the imagination when I wasn’t wearing a bra… which I wasn’t.  Not to mention the yoga pants hugged my body in all the right places.  I had thought I was going for modest comfort.

      “Oh, thanks,” I said pretending I had no idea what he was talking about.

      I walked over to the other side of the bed and climbed on.  It was my bed but for some reason it still felt awkward getting into the bed with Rex.  I glanced at the clock and noticed it was only seven-thirty.  We hadn’t eaten dinner but honestly I wasn’t even hungry.

      He must have been thinking the same thing, “Too bad they don’t deliver Chinese out here.”

      That was one thing I’d miss about living in the boonies.  No delivery food on demand.  No late night Chinese.  No midnight pizza.

      “Yeah, that would be nice,” I said leaning back against the headrest.  I should have probably offered to make him something to eat.

      I felt him look over at me and it surprised me that I didn’t feel uncomfortable anymore.  I didn’t know what to say or do really, but it didn’t feel weird.  It felt perfect.  It felt like this was something I could do every night for the rest of my life.  I smiled.

      “So what do you want to do now?” Rex said.  I didn’t look at him, but somehow I knew he was smiling.

      “Finish that movie?” I asked, my mind was ready for more Rex, but my body wasn’t.

      “Sounds perfect,” he said rolling out of the bed.  He walked around the bed and stretch out his hand to me.  I took it with a smile and followed him out to the living room.  The movement of his muscles was practically hypnotizing as I watched his body move.  He glanced at me, “Sandwiches?”

      “Sorry?” I said squinting up at him.

      “I could make us some sandwiches,” he said stopping to wrap his arms around my waist.  He crouched down and placed a single kiss on my neck.

      I shook my head, “You don’t have to do that.  It’s my house I can make sandwiches.”

      “I insist,” he said nodding towards the sofa.

      “It’s my house and you’ve practically prepared as many meals as I have in it,” I teased, even though it was almost true.

      “I don’t usually get to do things like this,” he said, and I didn’t know exactly what he had meant.  Who was preparing his food at his house if not him?  But then I realized that maybe he hadn’t meant preparing food, perhaps he had simply meant preparing food for another person.

      He walked into my kitchen and started looking around.  I grabbed my book and started reading unable to stop myself from smiling.  I figured if he couldn’t find something he’d ask.

      I had completely gotten lost in my book and hadn’t even noticed him standing next to me holding the plate with a sandwich on it.  It was ham, cheese, and lettuce, cut on the diagonal.  It was perfect.

      He sat down next to me and took a big bite of his sandwich.  I copied him and quickly found out I was far more hungry than I thought.  It was the best sandwich I had ever eaten, but I didn’t know if that was because it was delicious or if it was because it had been made by Rex.

      “Ready?” I asked putting my finger on the play button.

      He took a long drink from his glass of water before he answered.  “Ready.”
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      After the movie ended I didn’t want to move.  I was curled up in his arm where it was warm, and comfortable.  The unusual sense of safeness was something I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      He leaned down and kissed the top of my head.  I snuggled against him wishing the moment wouldn’t ever end.  If there had been a way to save it forever I would have.  I hadn’t felt this way about anyone in a long time.  That is if I ever had felt it towards anyone at all.  The last time I had felt safe was before my parents had died.  But ever since that day, well, I didn’t think I could ever feel this way again.

      I forced myself to think about something else, knowing that road all too well.  Once I started thinking about my parents the next thing I knew I’d be crying.  And now was not the right time to tell Rex about everything that had happened.

      “Tired?” Rex asked resting his head on top of mine.

      I was and I wasn’t.  Hell, I didn’t even know how to respond.  Once we went into that bedroom and fell asleep the night would be over and he’d be heading back to his place in the morning.  He wouldn’t be staying here forever, he was only staying the night.  And I wasn’t sure I was ready for it to come to an end just yet.

      “I’m fine,” I said carefully.  “Are you?”

      He chuckled, “I’m fine too.”  I stayed snuggled against willing time to standstill or at least slow down.  “It’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “I don’t know.  All of this.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant.  I reluctantly raised myself out of my comfortable spot so I could see his eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I asked keeping my voice calm and level.

      “It’s just you.  Being here.  All of this… it feels so… I don’t know.  This is all new to me,” he said looking down at his hand on his lap.

      “I get it.  I feel it too,” I said and he used his fingers to tilt my head towards him so he had access to my lips.  He kissed me softly, letting his lips linger on mine.  But then as he held them there something happened.  My engine started revving for him and I think he might have felt it too.  I don’t know how or when it happened but this man had so much power over me I couldn’t explain it.  He hadn’t really needed to do much of anything and suddenly I was his.

      Before I knew what was happening our slow kiss had quickly turned into a passionate one.  Our tongues danced together in perfect, blissful harmony.  My body was magically restored and I was ready for more.

      “Bedroom?” I squeaked out before we were back up on my dining room table again.  Not that there was anything at all wrong with what happened on the table.  That had been very, very right.

      He stood quickly and grabbed my hand, pulling me behind him.  I giggled at his enthusiasm.

      Once inside he practically threw me on the bed and caught his own weight before he nearly bounced down right on top of me.  His lips were on my neck while his hands cupped my breast.  I arched my back and pressed my body into him when he thumbed my nipple through the thin fabric of my T-shirt.

      He placed his mouth on top of my shirt covered breast and pulled my nipple into his mouth.  I moaned at the sensations as I pressed my head back against the mattress.  I gripped the bedspread so hard I almost pulled it off of the bed and on top of myself.  I wanted him so bad that I could actually feel myself getting wetter for him.

      Rex did the same thing to my other nipple before he slid his hand up my shirt.  My head started to spin as he glided over my puckered flesh.  He pinched and pulled while I moaned and rolled my hips uncontrollably.

      “Fuck, you are so unbelievably sexy, beautiful… I can barely stand it,” he said pressing his hardness into my thigh.

      “Ooooh,” I moaned at the feel of him against my leg.  He was so ready.  It was all so intoxicating.  It was almost as if I had no idea where I even was.  All I knew was I was with Rex and there wasn’t a single place on earth I’d rather be.

      He pushed my shirt up over my breasts and the cool room air washed over my bare skin.  My body trembled as Rex thumbed one nipple and sucked the other into his warm, wet mouth.

      I slid my hand over his abs and kept moving until I found his thickness.  I gripped him and moaned.  My hips moved in rhythm to my hand stroking his length.

      Rex’s lips grazed my neck down to my collarbone while his hand glided down my stomach and inside my yoga pants.  He dipped his fingers inside my wetness and lazily circled my clit.

      “Oh God,” I cried out and held onto his length even harder.  I could barely concentrate on him.  It made me feel selfish, but it was almost as if he wanted it that way.

      He dipped his finger inside me and I squirmed.  His touches were amazingly torturous.  I felt my legs open wider for him and they tensed as if they had a mind of their own.  If I let it go on any longer I wouldn’t be able to stop myself.  Right as I inched towards the point of no return he removed his hand and started to pull my pants down.

      I reached down help and he flipped onto his back rolling me on top of him.  He hadn’t even bothered to take off his boxers, but it didn’t matter I just reached down and pulled his hardness out.  Then I looked down watching as I slowly lowered myself onto him.

      “Oh my God.  This feels so good,” I said once he was completely inside me.  I didn’t know how I was going to power myself to move.

      “You feel amazing,” he said grabbing my ass and helping me move slowly, sensually up and down his length.  He squeezed and pulled and grinded himself into me.

      He watched me, barely blinking, as my body rhythmically moved on top of him.  When he wasn’t squeezing my behind he was reaching up to tease my nipples.  It was the most erotic thing I’d ever experienced.  I didn’t even care that the lights were on, we were just entranced as we watched one another experiencing absolute pleasure.

      My orgasm was just hanging on the edge of the cliff ready to fly off the minute I gave in to it.  I didn’t know what it was about him exactly but he could make me come so easily.  I almost felt embarrassed by how quickly.  Had he noticed?  Did he care?  Did I care?  As I pressed myself down on him I knew I didn’t care.  As things swirled inside me waiting to explode I move faster and faster… the world blurring around me.  I moved away as if it was all too much but he pulled me back down, moving me faster and harder.

      Nothing outside the four walls of my bedroom existed.  Time had no meaning.  I rested my palms on his chest and bounced as my orgasm exploded through every inch of my entire being.  “Oh God… Oh God, I’m coming,” I said and he grabbed my hips harder helping me as if he could sense my body ready to give out to the weakness before I even finished.  I cried out as he pressed deeper inside of me right at the height of my orgasm.  He made let out a grunt as he came with me.  My hips swayed around as we came down from our cloud together.

      “Christ,” he groaned, his voice sounding hoarse.  He closed his eyes, “You are so fucking amazing.”

      “So are you,” I said easing myself down on top of his solid body.  Our heavy breath matching nearly breath for breath.

      I had to force myself to roll off of him, even though I barely had the energy to even do that.  I pulled my shirt back down covering myself again but I didn’t bother to try to find my pants.  I pulled one of the blankets up over myself instead.

      “What are you doing to me?” he said with that sexy grin that drove me crazy.  He looked just as exhausted as I was, but he was just as sexy tired as he was when he was awake.  I didn’t know what was happening between us, but I knew I didn’t want to question it.  Especially not tonight.

      “What are you doing to me,” I countered.  Really, truly I didn’t know the answer to that question.

      He climbed into next to me and pulled me into his arm.  I happily accept and tucked myself into his arm.  I pressed my cheek against his chest and it didn’t take long for me to fall asleep.  And I had just known it was with a big smile on my face.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      The next morning when I woke up he was gone.  At first I thought maybe I had imagined the whole thing, but it was far too real and I didn’t have my pants on.  I sat up and rubbed my eyes, right as I was about to freak out about him leaving and not bothering to say anything, I heard the water running in the bathroom.

      Not that it would surprise me if he would have bailed, but it would have probably ruined my day.  More like my week.  After all, I really shouldn’t have just jumped right into bed with him on our first real date.  I should have had more self-control.  What would he think of me?  It wasn’t like I normally did one-night-stands, this was new to me.  The whole thing had taken me by surprise.

      Minutes later he walked out of the bathroom with only a towel wrapped low around his hips.  He looked absolutely amazing, and it took everything I had not to pull him onto the bed so I could feel every inch of that rock solid body.  Again.

      “My name is Heather Perry,” I blurted, scrunching up my face after the words spilled out.

      “I know,” he said with a half-smile.

      “What?  How would you know?”

      “It was on a piece of mail in your kitchen,” he said shrugging his shoulders.  I could tell he didn’t want me to think he was snooping.  I didn’t.

      “So you know everything about me, and I don’t know anything about you!”

      “I hardly know everything about you, since I just happened to see your last name on an envelope,” he said walking out of the room.  Less than a minute later he came back with his jeans in hand.  He sat on the bed with his back to me and pulled them on.  “I’m Rex Gates,” he said with a sigh.

      Rex Gates?  That name sounded familiar but it was probably just a coincidence.  I didn’t know any Rex’s, it was an unusual name.  One that I’d surely remember if I had heard before.

      He turned to look at me as if I should be saying something, or reacting in a certain way but I just shrugged my shoulders.  I sat up and hugged my knees to my chest.

      “I used to work in the city, but came into some money and wanted to escape that life.  So I moved out here,” I said as if I was trying to tell him more about myself.  If I shared something about myself maybe he’s share more about himself.  And then maybe I wouldn’t feel so bad that we hadn’t really know each other.  “Did I tell you that already?”

      He smiled as he stood to face me, “I’m the Owner of Gates Corp… in the city.  I inherited the business, well my sister and I did.”

      That’s when I realized where I had heard that name before.  Gates Corp was this business downtown.  The building was a huge skyscraper that I used to pass on my way to work.  It was close to where my parents had been….  I knew the building.

      “What are you doing out here… in the middle of nowhere?” I asked meeting his gaze.

      “I prefer living out here…,” he smiled, “city life can be quite overwhelming at times.”

      We had something in common.  Maybe that’s why he never asked about my locks or my gun.  He just assumed I was a city girl who didn’t trust anyone.  Although, while people who lived in the city always locked their doors and cars, they didn’t usually keep guns in their coat closet did they?

      “I go into town far too often if you ask me, but I have to.  My sister can’t… won’t… doesn’t want to run the business alone.  She just wants to sit back and collect the money.”

      “Oh,” I said getting the feeling he didn’t really want to be talking about his sister.  Or his job for that matter.  How rich was this guy anyway?  It didn’t really matter.  “You have to make the drive back to the city?  How often?” I asked directing the conversation away from his sister.

      “I have a helicopter,” he said looking away.  “I usually come back the same day when possible.”

      “That’s crazy,” I said smiling at him.  I hadn’t ever known anyone so rich they just owned their own helicopter.  Who just owned a helicopter?  “I thought you were just someone who liked fishing or hunting!  And here you are someone who owns, and flies….  Do you fly your helicopter?  Or do you employ a pilot?”

      “Well feel free to keep thinking that,” he said with a slight smile.  I couldn’t tell if he was embarrassed or if he was afraid I wouldn’t treat him the same now that I knew more about him.  “And to answer your question.  I’m the pilot.”

      Little did he know I didn’t care about his money, or large corporate buildings.  I had more money than I would ever need, I mean, I wasn’t rich like he was rich, far from it.  But I had enough that I could live comfortably, happily, out here in my cabin in the wilderness, for the rest of my life.

      I took a deep breath, “I came into a little money when my parents died.”  I put my hand up to signal that I didn’t want to go into it any more than that.  “I just didn’t want to be in the city anymore.”

      “Oh.  I’m sorry,” he said taking the hint.  It was his turn to change the subject, “Would you ever come into town with me?”

      I’d pretty much go anywhere with him, even the city.  It wasn’t like I hated the city.  I just hated parts of it.  I hated that it reminded me of what had happened to my parents.  “I think I would,” I said meeting his gaze.

      “I’d love to take you to my favorite Chinese restaurant, I promise you’ll love it,” he said sitting on the bed looking excited about the idea.  “Have you ever flown before?”

      “In a helicopter?”

      He nodded.

      “Only big commercial airplanes,” I said with a smile.

      “Well then you are in for a treat,” he said taking my hand into his and kissing the back of it.  He held his lips there and my whole body relaxed as I sighed.  I couldn’t help but smile at him.

      “All right.  Let’s do it,” I said wondering why he wanted to take me into the city if he preferred the country.  He probably just wanted me to see the world he had come from.  I was happy to know what made him who he was.  More importantly I was happy to spend more time with him.  But maybe he just wanted to take me on a proper date.  Whatever the reason, I’d get to spend more time with him and that was a good thing.

      “Perfect.  Tonight?”

      I nodded.
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      He called me when he was leaving his house to come pick me up.  I knew I had roughly ten minutes before he’d arrive.  I hadn’t known what to wear and called him earlier, but he hadn’t been much help.  He said to wear whatever I felt comfortable in.  I wasn’t about to wear my T-shirt and yoga pants, so I settled on a pair of nice pants and a cute button down shirt.  I grabbed my jean jacket in case it would be chilly in the city.

      If he was taking me somewhere fancy, I figured he would have told me to dress up.  When he saw me he didn’t send me back in to change, instead he smiled and gave me a hug and a sweet kiss.  The only wrong with the kiss was that it was too short, but if it had been anything more we’d never leave my cabin.

      “Hey beautiful,” he said with his sexy smile.  He had on a nice polo shirt under a sleek leather jacket and a pair of jeans.  The second he put on his aviator style sunglasses I didn’t know how I’d stop myself from jumping on him.  “You look great.”

      “Hi Rex,” I said wishing I could stop smiling like a crazy person.

      He opened the passenger door of his truck for me and I climbed inside.  I couldn’t take my eyes off of him as he walked around the front of the truck.  He hopped inside and quickly started the engine.  We started down the road on the ten-minute drive to his cabin.  Although, even though he called it a cabin, I started to imagine it more as some kind of log cabin mansion.  Something he had specially built on an enormous plot of land.  Hell, for all I knew he probably owned my land too.  Maybe I had bought the house from him and hadn’t even known it.

      We hadn’t talked much during the drive.  Not that I hadn’t wanted to it was because it was difficult to talk in his pickup truck.  It was a little noisy as it bounced its way down the road.  I wasn’t sure it could have been the trucks fault or the roads fault.

      “I think I need to take a look at the muffler,” he said almost as if he had been reading my mind.  He turned into his driveway and my heart skipped a beat wondering what I’d see at the end.  When he put his truck in park I didn’t know how to react.  His cabin wasn’t any bigger than mine was, in fact maybe it had actually been a little smaller.  It hadn’t been at all what I was expecting.  There wasn’t anything special about it, but then I smiled.  It was wonderful to think that he could be satisfied and content with the simple life.  “I’ll show you around another time,” he said as he glanced at the radio clock.

      “No problem,” I said letting myself out of his truck.  I walked around to his side and he guided me with his palm against my lower back.  He led us around the side of his cabin and down a short path that went straight to the landing pad for his helicopter.  It looked absolutely strange seeing the helicopter just sitting there amongst the trees.

      Before I knew it, he had everything set up and ready to go.  I was buckled in and he was flying us up into the air.  He glanced at me.  I couldn’t see his eyes but I could see his big smile.  I didn’t know if he was happy to be flying or pleased to see me enjoying experiencing something new.

      Once he was as high up in the sky as he wanted to be he zipped the helicopter forward and I knew we were headed towards the city.  I had mixed feelings about going back for the first time, but I was glad it was with him.

      My stomach twisted a little when I saw the city come into view.  Maybe it was because I was seeing something old and familiar, but in a very new way.  I worried that maybe I had made a mistake.  Maybe I shouldn’t have come back to the city.  I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but there was no turning back now.

      Rex reached over as if he could sense the change in my mood.  He took my hand into his and squeezed it before he had to return it to the controls.

      I could see when we got closer to his building, the huge marking painted on the landing pad.  He started to lower us down… everything felt so surreal.  I wondered what my Aunt Audrey would think if she knew I was currently descending on top of the Gates Corp building in a helicopter.  I almost laughed at the thought.

      After he had finished doing whatever it was he needed to do to power-down the helicopter, he took off his headset, and helped me down to the ground below.  Rex took my hand as he led me across the rooftop.  He walked me over the edge and wrapped his arm around my middle, “One thing about the city… the view can be breathtaking.”

      “It is,” I said looking across the city.  Night was falling around us and all the building scattered below were turning on their lights.  The twinkling of the house lights made the city glow and come to life.

      “Where did you live before?” he said as if he was truly interested.

      “Umm,” I said looking around.  I hadn’t lived too far but I wasn’t sure we could see my old apartment from where we were.  Then I spotted it, “Ha!  Over there,” I said somewhat impressed that I had been able to find it in the darkness.  The lights were on in what I thought was my old apartment.  It hadn’t taken them long to rent it out to someone new.  Not that I cared, I hadn’t missed my old place in the least.

      “Funny, all this time we’d been only a few blocks away.  It’s too bad we hadn’t met sooner… all the time that I could have been with you.  Come,” he said as he pulled me around the corner of a wall.

      I gasped when I saw what Rex had done, or had arranged.  The latter was probably more accurate.  An area on the roof had been sectioned off and decorated as if it was a little corner of a Chinese restaurant.  “This is your favorite restaurant?” I teased.

      “Well, the chef of my favorite place is here, so it practically is.”

      “You hired a chef to come here?  Then he just leaves his business for the night to come here instead and prepare food for just the two of us?” I said surprised that a chef would even do that.  What was the price tag on something like this?  Going to all this trouble wasn’t something I needed him to do to impress me.  That wasn’t the type of person I was.

      “I did.  Sorry,” he said shaking his head.  “I thought maybe you’d like it up here rather than going downtown,” Rex said tilting my chin up towards my face as if he was truly concerned about whether he had potentially made a mistake.

      I thought for a minute but he was right.  Being up here was like being in the city but not really having to be in the city.

      He stood behind one of the chairs and pulled it out for me.  At first I stood there looking at him sideways until I figured out what he was doing.  I sat down and looked up at the sky above.  It was a beautiful night with the stars sparkling like silver glitter.  It was like they were all winking at me in approval.  I looked over at Rex, who sat down and smiled back.

      A waiter walked over and poured some water into our glasses and then disappeared into a temporary tent before her returned again to pour us each a glass of wine.  “This is how you live?” I asked.

      “Not usually,” he said as he nodded his thanks to the waiter.  “But to be honest, who doesn’t enjoy something like this every now and then?”

      “Honestly Rex, I wouldn’t know!  This is my first time eating a meal prepared by a chef from some fancy five-star restaurant on top of the tallest building in the city.”  I wanted to add that I’d be just as happy sitting in my living room with him, but I didn’t want to make him feel like I didn’t appreciate all the trouble he had went to.  This was nice and I’d certainly enjoy it, but it wasn’t something I needed to be happy.  I already had crazy strong feelings for him, he didn’t have to do anything like this for me.  But I think he already knew that.

      We sipped our wine and ate our amazing food, enjoying each other’s company.  After the waiter cleared our plates, Rex sent him away.  He handed him something, I assumed money and he left us alone.

      “Did you like the meal?  Best Chinese food you’ve ever had?” Rex asked as he reached his hand out to me.

      “I loved it, thank you.  It was delicious,” I took his hand and followed him over to the side of the building.  We looked out over the edge at the twinkling city that surrounded us and the glittering stars above.  I tried to save the moment in my head.  No matter what happened I wanted to always remember how I felt so peaceful, relaxed and like I could actually breathe.

      Rex stood behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me tight against his body.  I felt his warmth radiating against my back.  I let myself melt into him as I inhaled the cool night air.

      “Mmm…,” he hummed into my neck as he placed a lingering kiss that made my skin prickle.  I pushed backwards against his solid body and could feel his hardness pressing into my lower back.  He slowly dragged his fingertips along the side of my arm.  “God, I want you so bad.”

      “Now?”

      “Right here… right now.  Not inside my office, although that would be something, not back home at the cabin, but now.  Right now,” he said as he slid his hand upward to cup my breast.  And then the other.  I sighed as he found my erect nipples and stroked them through my shirt.  I didn’t even bother to turn around to see if all of his staff had left the rooftop.  For all I knew there was a cleanup crew behind me putting everything away.

      “Oooohhhh,” I moaned airily as I closed my eyes.  “Not here….  We can’t.”

      “Who says we can’t?  It’s my building… I can do whatever I want.” he said kissing my neck.

      “They’ll see us….”  I placed my hand on top of his while he teased my nipple.  I felt as though I was trying to hide what he was doing, but I didn’t even know for sure if there was anyone still around to see.

      “There is no one here.  I sent them home,” he said as his moved his other hand down between my legs.  I wondered if he could feel how turned on I was even through my pants.  “You want to too, don’t deny it.”

      And I couldn’t deny it.  He could feel the proof.  But it was chilly, it wasn’t like I was going to strip down.  His fingers were on the button of my pants instantly.  He popped them open and I sucked in air.  I was about to protest, tell him to take me somewhere else, but I stopped myself.  It turns out, I hadn’t wanted to wait either.

      He eased my pants down low enough to allow him access.  I shivered at the cool air hitting my bare skin.  It was as if I could actually feel the goosebumps popping up, but I wasn’t certain if it was from the cold or from the anticipation.

      I heard the zipper on his pants and a second later he was gently bending me forward against the wall.  I pressed my palms against the cold concrete.

      “Oh God,” I whispered, my words floating away on the breeze.  My body and mind ready for everything Rex was offering.

      He ran his hand down my back and over my ass.  With both hands he assertively widened my stance and I held in my gasp.  My body tensed slightly when I felt the warm, silky skin of his cock against my bare flesh.

      I pressed my lips together to hold in any noise I might make when he thrust himself inside me.  The position and the angle made him work for it, but he seemed to enjoy it.  And I knew I was enjoying it.  Immensely.

      “You feel so amazing, Heather,” Rex said softly as he glided himself agonizingly slowly in and out.  I found the edges of the concrete railing and grabbed on tightly as if my life depended on it.

      “Oh, Rex,” I moaned as he grinded himself deeper inside me.  I closed my eyes and held on so tightly my knuckles turned white.

      His hands held my hips tightly in place while he worked himself inside me.  I felt as though at any minute I’d just soar right off the roof and fly around the night sky in absolute bliss.

      “Oh-mmmm-ah,” I moaned as he slid a hand up towards my neck.  He slipped his hand into my hair and wrapped it loosely around his fist.  A shiver ran down my spine and I was almost certain he must have been able to sense how close to the edge I was.

      He reached around me with his other hand and thumbed my clit.  It didn’t take more than a simple brush against my sensitive skin to send the electricity coursing through my veins.  I tensed around him as I came unable to hold in my cries of pleasure.  For all I knew the whole city below had heard me calling out.

      “Fuck,” Rex grunted as he rode me harder until he finished his orgasm.  He collapsed on top of me for a brief moment before he stepped back and helped me get my pants back up.

      After I made sure everything was where it should be I turned around to face him.  He put his hands on my chin and looked into my eyes.  I let out a little sigh at what I looking back at me.  It seemed as though he was falling for me just as much as I was falling for him.

      Rex embraced me and kissed my lips softly.  My breath was still ragged and uneven, and I didn’t even know if it was possible for it to return to normal when I was this close to him.  This man had me.  Every part of me.  I didn’t have a choice.  Somehow something started between us and it wasn’t something I could stop.  Nor did I want to stop it.

      “It’s late,” Rex said looking up at the moon hanging high in the sky.  “Would it be all right with you if we stay at my apartment and fly back in the morning?”

      “Do you live close by?”

      “It’s within walking distance,” Rex said smiling and pulling me along.  He opened the door that would take us to the staircase down from the roof.  It was a narrow set of stairs but he followed closely behind me.  At the bottom there was a metal door which he yanked opened and waited for me to walk out.  It led to a larger staircase encased in concrete with white painted walls.  He took my hand and we descended the stairs together.  And it hit me that I was in this Gates Corp building and not only was I in the building after hours, I was inside with the owner.  This was Rex’s building.

      We walked down several flights of stairs before he opened a door that led us past a large office with huge glass doors.  Inside on the wall it said “Gates Corp” in big bold letters.  It appeared to be designed very upscale and with a modern touch.  No fancy office is complete without shiny metallic trim, stained wood and frosted glass doors and windows.

      “Is that your office?”

      “Well, there are several offices in there.  Mine is one of them,” he said as I heard the muffled sound of heels clicking against the tiled floor.  They were getting louder as the person wearing them drew nearer.

      One of the frosted glass doors opened and a beautiful woman with a sleek business skirt and long hair tied into a tight ponytail emerged.  She waved her index finger at Rex.

      “Shit,” he muttered when he realized it was too late.  She’d seen them and he couldn’t pretend not to have noticed her.

      “Who is it?” I asked carefully, keeping a small smile glued to my face.

      “My sister,” he said as she leaned back against the large glass door and crossed her arms.
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      “Just the person I was hoping to see,” she said to Rex.  Then she forced a tight-lipped smile in my direction.  “Although it appears as though you have the night off.  While some of us are never off the clock.”

      I didn’t see him roll his eyes, but I was almost positive he had.  After all, he had mentioned that his sister barely works and would rather just sit back and collect the money that came in from whatever it was they did at Gates Corp.

      “That’s right,” Rex said stiffening his spine.  “This is Heather,” he said turning to me, “and Heather, this is my sister, Tavia.”

      “Hi nice to…,” I started to say, but she nodded and turned back to Rex.

      “We have a problem.  I could really use your help right now,” she said as she stood up taller and took a step towards Rex.  “It’s not good.”  She started shifting her weight back and forth from leg to leg.  She shot me a quick glance as if she was hoping I’d excuse myself.

      “Look, I’ll worry about it in the morning,” Rex said sounding annoyed.  “Go home, go to bed, I’ll take care of it.”  He sounded as if he almost knew what she was referencing.  I couldn’t even guess as to what kind of problem would need immediate attention at this hour anyway.

      She released a puff of air from between her lips and a loose strand of her perfect hair floated away from her face.  “Dad would be so proud,” she muttered as she stepped away from us and back inside the office.  The door closed slowly behind her, but if she could have I knew she would have slammed it.  I could tell she was walking away because each click of her heel got softer but dug into my skin just the same.

      She seemed to be rather intense and harsh, but maybe it was just because she sounded like she was stressed out about something.  For all I knew outside of the workplace she was a sweetheart, but somehow I kind of doubted it.

      “Sorry about that,” Rex said as he tugged me towards the elevator.

      “She seemed, umm—”

      “Yeah,” he said as he pushed the button that would take us down to the ground level.  It felt like it was the slowest moving elevator I’d ever encountered and I think Rex felt the same based on his shaking leg.  I could tell he was anxious to get away.  I didn’t know if it was because he wanted to get away from his office and all things work related or if it was because of his sister.  Whatever it was he wanted distance and it wasn’t happening as fast as he would have liked.

      Once we were on the ground floor he walked towards the huge main doors with gold trim.  He nodded at the security guard as we walked by.  The guard smiled back and I could tell he most certainly knew who Rex was.

      I tensed up when I was out on the sidewalk.  Seeing all the people walking around made me cling a little tighter to Rex, but he hadn’t seemed to mind.  If he hadn’t been with me, I think I would have had some kind of melt down.  I forced myself not to think about my mom and dad as we walked quickly down the street.

      Rex didn’t seem to mind walking fast and I soon figured out why.  Every so often, I saw a random person look at him and point or whisper to the person they were walking with.  They’d smile and try to get his attention.  He pretended not to notice but I was sure he had.

      He turned us towards a building and we jogged up the porch stairs.  Rex swiftly opened the door and held it for me as I walked inside.  Both of us letting out a matching sigh when we couldn’t hear the hustle and bustle of the people outside any longer.

      The building had a locked entrance so he had to use his key to get us through the next set of doors.  The first floor wasn’t overly fancy but it was enough for me to know it was one of the more upscale apartments in the area.  There were only four mailboxes and each one with a name and apartment number.  Rex’s box was the last one.

      “I’m upstairs,” he said when he noticed me looking.

      We took the elevator up and it seemed to take longer than I would have expected.  I started to get a little worried that maybe it wasn’t working properly but Rex didn’t look concerned at all.  It must have just been a slow elevator, or maybe I was just excited to get up to Rex’s apartment.

      “Each apartment is two stories,” he said noticing my confused expression.  “The building is bigger that it looks.”

      “Oh,” I said and the doors finally opened into a small room which had only one door across the way.  Rex inserted his key and opened the door.  He stood back allowing me to enter first… he was always the gentleman.

      I could feel my eyes widen as I stepped inside.  His apartment was not at all what I would have expected.  It looked sterile as it hadn’t been lived in… ever.  Which I guess based on what he said he didn’t really live here much but I would have expected something a little, well, different.

      There was so much wide open space and the furniture was either white or black and all the sofas and chairs were oddly shaped as far as I was concerned.  It looked totally uncomfortable.

      “Nice place,” I said hoping to sound authentic, but he laughed.

      “No, it’s not.  My sister had it decorated for me, but I guess that’s what I get for giving in to her attempts at interior decorating.  Come back this way,” he said leading me around a corner and up a flight of stairs.

      He opened the door into a large bedroom that was practically as big as my cabin.  “Is that a mini kitchen in your bedroom?”

      “Think of this as my apartment within my apartment,” he said kicking his shoes off.

      This section of the place was more warm, cozy.  The carpet was so perfect and plush it looked as though it had to be new.  I imagined when the camera crews came through to photograph his house they wouldn’t be allowed up here.

      “Make yourself at home,” he said closing the curtains.  He opened his dresser drawer and found a large button down shirt, “You can change into this… if you want.  Of course, I wouldn’t care if you wore nothing at all.”

      His smile was so big that while I believed he’d like to see me in his shirt he’d be even happier if I agreed to walk around without anything on.  Tt wasn’t like I was going to sleep in my clothes so I took the shirt, “Where is the bathroom?”

      “Right in there,” he said pointing to a door between the sitting area and the sleeping area.

      “Oh my God,” I mouthed to my reflection in the mirror once I was alone.  I couldn’t believe this place, all this stuff, it had to cost a small fortune.  And he rarely even spent time here!  The whole thing was just simply unbelievable, although I couldn’t have ever even dreamed up something like this.  It just had to be real.

      I used the bathroom and changed into his shirt.  I held it to my nose hoping to smell him, but it was a clean shirt that smelled only of laundry detergent.  He probably didn’t even do his own laundry.  Rex probably had people who took care of all those kinds of things for him.

      This world of the rich and the semi-famous was overwhelming.  A person could have whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted it just by paying a little extra.  Or maybe even just for the asking.  I had to keep telling myself that this was the same Rex I’d known since that first day trying to find my cabin.  He was still the same person I was finding myself falling for.

      I folded up my clothes and stacked them in a neat pile on the counter.  Rex was already laying in the bed when I stepped out of the bathroom onto the soft carpeting.  He was shirtless, with the covers pulled over his muscular abdomen and staring at his TV hanging on the wall, flicking through the channels.

      “Come on in,” he said folding the covers back so I could slip inside next to him.  I lowered myself into his impossibly luxurious bed and hesitated before I rested my head on his chest.  “Oh great… you’re freaked out.”

      “No, not really, maybe a little,” I blurted pressing my face into his smooth skin.  Honestly, I didn’t know what I was.

      “I didn’t take you here to try to impress you, or show off my things.  I brought you here to show of this part of my life.  It would have been strange to keep it from you.  This isn’t my favorite part, but it is part of who I am,” he said lifting my chin with his index finger.  “I want you to like me, all of me.”

      I shook my head vigorously, “I do like you.  I’ve just never had money, especially nothing like this.  It’s not something I need, or want or really care about.”

      And for some reason that made me think of my parents.  Maybe it was because all the money in the world couldn’t change what happened to them.  What good was money anyway.  Money causes problems.  People kill over money.

      “Good,” he said and kissed me on the top of my head.  “This me living in this overly expensive apartment doesn’t need it either.  I have it.  I pay for it.  But it’s not something I need.  I could get by just fine sleeping on a mattress stuffed in the corner, with regular sheets from Target.”

      “I like the sheets,” I said grinning.

      “They are really soft—”

      “Like laying on a cloud.”  I rubbed the sheets against my cheek.

      “OK, well you get my point, I don’t need any of this to be happy.  The one thing I need in this apartment isn’t just something I can buy.”  He turned back to the TV and flicked the channels again.  Rex seemed to want to change the subject.  Had he meant me?  He already had me.  Didn’t he know that?

      I yawned and clapped my hand over my mouth trying to pretend I hadn’t displayed how tired I was.  After all we had just gotten here.

      “Do I bore you?” he said with his sexy half smirk.

      “No!  Nothing like that, it’s just it was a busy day,” I said feeling slightly embarrassed.

      “I’m only joking.  I’m tired too, go ahead rest,” he said as he moved the hair out of my face and stroked my cheek.  The soft, gentle movements only made me more sleepy.  The last thing I remember was some politician on TV complaining about the economy and then I was asleep.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      The next morning, I woke before he did, but I just laid there in bed looking around at everything.  I tried to stop myself from putting price tags on everything.  I glanced at him, and couldn’t help but smile at his peaceful sleeping face.

      He started to stir and I quickly started picking at one of my fingernails.  Rex groaned and stretched up towards the headboard.

      “Morning,” I said after he blinked his eyes open a few times.

      “Ahh, good morning,” he said standing up and walking towards the bathroom, “You been up long?” he called through the open door.

      “No, not that long,” I said sitting up and hugging my knees to my chest.

      He walked out of the bathroom in only his boxers.  His hair was a mess, but it was perfect.  Everything about him was perfect.  I grinned at him.  I couldn’t believe any of this was actually real so why not enjoy it until I actually woke up from this most fantastic dream.

      “Hungry?” he asked smiling back.

      “Sure,” I said, wondering if I should offer to make something.  He picked up his phone and typed something into it before he took a big drink of water and crawled back into bed.

      “Hope you like omelets,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me down on top of him.

      “Who doesn’t like eggs and cheese?” I said sliding my hands around his neck and twirling my fingers into his hair.

      He practically growled and rolled me over.  He pinned me down loosely against the bed.  “Do you like showers?” he asked as he pressed his lips to mine.

      “Who doesn’t like showers?” I said and he pulled me up off of the bed before I had even finished my sentence.  I followed skipping behind him to the bathroom where he swiftly stripped off his boxers and stepped into the shower.  He turned on the faucet and the water washed down over his hair.  Steam started to fill the room as if he had some kind of steam making machine in the shower.

      “Come in,” he said curling his finger at me so that I’d join him.

      I unbuttoned the shirt of his that I was wearing and he seemed pleasantly surprised to see that I hadn’t been wearing anything else underneath.  He looked up towards the ceiling before he rested his eyes back on me.

      “I’m totally wearing that shirt today,” he said once I stood next to him.  The water dripped down over my face.  “Christ, you are so beautiful,” he said running his finger down my wet cheek down to my neck and over my breast.  I felt my nipples harden at his gentle touch, or maybe it had just been his words that got me going.  I had it bad, there was no denying that.

      He reached over to the tray that held the body wash.  The silky soap smelled just like him.  It was a rich, masculine scent but I didn’t mind.  He lathered it up into a rich, luscious foam and started rubbing it all over my body.

      I took the bottle from him and started lathering the soap all over his sculpted body.  My fingertips glided over his perfection.  Neither of us bothered to hide the fact that we were admiring each other.  I was wet, in more ways than one and I could see he was so ready for me.  I could stand it a minute longer, and neither could he.

      “Hold on,” he said as he hoisted my leg up and entered me with ease.  I wrapped one arm around him and braced myself with the other by pressing my palm hard against the cold, wet tile.

      He held me tightly make sure I wouldn’t slip away while he slowly drove his length in and out.  The water hit us from above and washed the foamy lather off of our skin while the intoxicating aroma of his soap filled the air.

      The steam billowed up around us making it look like we were engulfed in a cloud of steamy passion.  I dug my fingertips into his wet skin as I felt my orgasm building.

      “OhGodOhGodOhGod,” I cried out as I drew closer and closer with each thrust.  He held me even tighter and it was like we were floating up and out of the shower together.  We were drenched but at the same time I somehow felt weightless.

      “Come for me baby,” he whispered into my ear.  “I want to watch you come.”

      His words sent me into heaven.  I came hard and fast.  He pressed me hard against the wall, his eyes intense as he watched me.  My orgasm came quickly, too quickly and I cried out his name.  He waited until I was completely finished before he let himself experience his turn and I watched him as he came.

      “Mmm,” he moaned as he slowly rolled his hips.  Rex took a breath and then smiled at me.  Beads of water dripped down from his hair— this man was simply gorgeous.  I kissed him.  A wave of absolute happiness washed over me and filled me to the brim.  I was falling even harder than I originally thought.

      He lowered me down carefully back down to the tile below taking care that I didn’t slip.  He reached around the shower door to grab two towels off of a rack.  He turned the water off and I took one of the towels from him.  After drying off, I wrapped the big overly fluffy towel around myself and folded it into itself to hold it in place.  Rex took my hand to help me out of the shower.

      I walked over to my clothes that were still piled on the bathroom counter and started to unfold them.  It was almost surprising a maid hadn’t come through and washed them for me.

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.  I have something for you,” he said and gestured for me to follow him to the other room.  I followed naked Rex out to the other room not sure if he was going to give me some of his clothes to wear again.  I didn’t really want to walk around town in his clothes.  That would definitely put far too many eyes on me.  I didn’t want any more attention than I was already getting just walking with him.

      “It’s fine I don’t mind wearing them,” I said as he gestured at a box on the bed.  Rex walked over to his dresser and pulled out a fresh pair of underwear for himself.

      “Go ahead, open it.”

      I opened the box that had mysteriously appeared on his bed to find a simple jersey dress inside.  “It’s for you,” Rex said as if he thought I still didn’t understand.

      He didn’t have to go to that kind of trouble.  I could have just as easily worn the same clothes.  I didn’t want to be a bother to him or anyone else for that matter.  I furrowed my brow and shook my head.

      “Rex…,” I said and breathed heavily.  “You really don’t have to—”

      “Just wear it,” he said looking a little frustrated.  It was as if he didn’t think it was a big deal.  He just wanted me to say thank you and put it on.  “If it makes you feel better you can pay me back for it.  It wasn’t expensive, I just didn’t want you to have to wear the same clothes you had on last night.  People were photographing us….”

      He was right.  I didn’t want people thinking anything negative about me.  Although truthfully I didn’t care if they knew I stayed the night with him.  But all that would bring more attention on me, and that I didn’t want.  After all he wasn’t just some guy, he was Rex Gates owner of Gates Corp.

      I looked down and noticed something else in the box.  A new pair of underwear… white, lacy, super sexy underwear.  I held them up in my finger and tilted my head.

      “Those you won’t pay me back for.  That is my gift to you,” he said with his sexy smirk.  “Let’s see how they look.”

      “Rex!” I said almost forgiving him for going to all this trouble.  I exhaled and slipped into the underwear, keeping the towel wrapped around myself.  “Next time, just ask me first?”

      “OK,” he said with a nod.  “I’m just happy there will be a next time.  Now drop the towel.”
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      After we ate our breakfast we set out to walk around town.  The meal had been delivered to the door and it had also probably been prepared by Rex’s personal chef that no doubt lived in one of the apartments below.  I thought I’d feel more anxious about walking through the city, but with Rex I didn’t.

      We walked hand in hand through the city park.  It was a beautiful day with the birds singing in the trees and the warm sun shining down on us.  No one else existed.  Even with all the eyes that were probably on us, it was just me and Rex.

      “That dress looks good on you,” Rex said pulling me closer.

      “Thank you, but you really shouldn’t have.”

      “Just accept it,” he said turning to wrap his arms around my waist.  He kissed me right there in the open, to hell with anyone gawking at us.  But then I felt like suddenly all the eyes in the world were on us.  He was practically a local celebrity.  “But I can’t stop thinking about what’s underneath,” he added twisting the hem between his fingertips.

      “Don’t get any ideas out here,” I said pulling him over towards a pond where a mother duck was leading her six ducklings across to the muddy bank.  “Aww!”

      “Oh!  I have an idea!” Rex said turning me to face him.  “Let’s go see a matinee.”

      “I’m not getting into any funny business at the theater.”  I tapped his chest lightly with my index finger.

      He frowned but excitedly pulled me along.  I would have gone to a monster truck show with him if that’s what he would have wanted to do.  Although a movie sounded better.

      “Don’t you have to work?” I asked remembering what he had said to his sister last night.  That he would take care of her issue in the morning.

      “I’m the boss.  Taxi, my driver, or walk?” Rex said without looking at me.  I could tell he wished he wouldn’t have said ‘my driver.’

      “Let’s just walk,” I said only because it was really what I wanted to do.  I was enjoying the weather.  Although I could have been enjoying the weather back at my cabin just as easily.

      While we walked I overheard a couple of girls behind us quietly, although not quietly enough, gossiping behind us.

      “That’s him, for sure it’s him,” the first girl said.

      “No!  There is no way he’d just be walking!” said the second girl.

      I could feel Rex’s body stiffen.  He was listening too.  If I would have looked at him, I bet he would have been rolling his eyes.

      “That can’t be him.  He’s single,” the second girl added.

      “I’ll bet you a billion dollars it’s him!”

      “Girl, you don’t have a billion dollars.”

      “I will once I marry him,” the first girl said and they both giggled.

      “Who is he with?  Is she someone?” the second girl said with a tone I didn’t care for.  I was tempted to turn around and tell them to mind their own business, but Rex turned me hard as he opened the door and led me into the lobby of the theater.

      “You have to always ignore that stuff,” Rex said through a clenched jaw.  I opened my mouth, but closed it quickly when I realized I was in his world.  He knew how to deal with things like that, I on the other hand had no idea.

      “OK,” I said hoping that agreeing with him would change his mood back to a better one.  After all, he was probably used to things like that.  And it would all be forgotten quicker than I could say ‘popcorn.’

      We found our seats and I sat down unable to wipe the smile off of my face.  I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen a movie in the theater.  I told myself that I had to pay attention to the movie and not allow myself to sit and daydream about Rex.  When I glanced at him a third of the way through the movie he appeared to be watching and enjoying it as well.  I only got distracted when he put his hand high on my thigh, but he kept his gaze straight ahead at the movie.  It was totally distracting but I did my best to focus.

      “Did you like it?” Rex turned to me when the credits started rolling.  His eyes shot around the room watching the people as they started to leave.  “Shit, there was barely anyone here, I should have slid my hand right up that dress.”

      I cleared my throat, “Yes, I did like the movie.  Did you?”

      “All I could think about was you in those white lacy barely there panties… or without them, either way.”  He grinned and we followed an elderly couple out of the theater.  “What should we do next?” he asked lowering his head down close to my ear.

      “Hmm…,” I said actually not having any idea what to even suggest.  I was already worn out from the shower sex, the walk and then the movie.  “A nap?” I said only half joking.

      “Back to the apartment?” he said, he almost sounded worried.  Maybe he thought I’d ask for him to take me home.  Which would be fine with me.  I would be OK with napping at my cabin with him.  Either location was fine as long as it was with him.

      “Sure, whatever.”

      We walked quickly back to his apartment and I knew it was because he was trying to avoid anyone noticing him.  Thankfully, if anyone had recognized him, they politely kept it to themselves.

      The elevator ride up to his apartment felt quicker than it had the time before.  “Who all lives in this building?  Do you know your neighbors?”

      “I do know them,” he said with a cough.

      “OK,” I said unable to stop the crooked expression that appeared on my face.

      “They are my tenants,” he added as the door to his floor opened.  Of course they were.  One of them was probably a personal driver.  The other the chef just as I suspected.  Maybe the third was his maid.

      I shook my head as if trying to toss the thoughts away.  It didn’t matter, he was still the man I met back at the cabin.  How much money he had didn’t matter.  How many buildings he owned and managed didn’t matter.  What mattered was the person he was.

      And I loved that person.  I stopped in my tracks when I realized what I had just thought.  I loved him.  It’s been such a short time knowing him, but I knew without a doubt that I loved him.  I wasn’t falling in love with him.  That had somehow already happened and I was unapologetically, deeply, passionately, in love with him.  He didn’t need to know that of course.  I mean he already knew I was a little crazy but this would send him running.

      He was staring at me as if waiting for a response.  “Did you say something?” I asked.

      “Are you coming?” he asked with his head tilted to the side.

      “Oh, yes, sorry!”  I bounced through his doorway ignoring the look on his face.

      “Everything OK, Heather?” he asked as if he already knew what I was thinking.  But he couldn’t have known, I mean, not exactly.  He couldn’t have known that I had realized I loved him.

      “Yes!  I’m fine, everything is all good.”  I smiled and flopped down on his bed, “Just a little tired is all.”

      “Right,” he said crossing his arms.  “Take a nap.  I need to take care of some business.”

      “Sure thing,” I said as he walked away.  I watched him sit at the little desk near the window and pull out his laptop.  His fingers flew across the keyboard hypnotically and before I knew it I was out.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      I woke up and looked at the digital clock on the nightstand.  It was 7:35pm.  I had slept way longer than I would have liked.  Rex was still sitting at his computer, only now he had a mug of probably coffee next to him on the desk.

      The bed creaked under me as I sat up.  I swung my legs over the side with my back towards Rex.  My stomach growled.  It dawned on me that the last real meal I had was breakfast.

      “You up?” Rex asked as I heard the tap-tap of his fingers on the keyboard.

      “Yeah, why did you let me sleep so long?” I said, stretching my hands to the ceiling.

      “You seemed tired,” he said and I heard him click the laptop closed.  “And, honestly, I just lost track of time.  Shit seems to fall apart when I leave Tavia in charge.”

      “Oh.”  I worried that maybe that meant he wouldn’t be taking me back to my cabin tonight if he was going to be busy with work.

      “Should we grab a bite to eat before we head back?” he said as if he had read my mind.

      I wondered if that meant he was ordering me a cocktail dress and would be taking me to some fancy restaurant.  The kind where I wouldn’t even know which fork I was supposed to be using.  “Sure,” I said apprehensively.

      He handed me my coat and we left the building.  I guess the cocktail dress wasn’t happening unless it was waiting downstairs in the limo.  But when I opened the door there wasn’t a limo waiting, or even a taxi.  We walked towards his office building and I hoped he hadn’t hired a chef from his second favorite restaurant and a private meal was already waiting for us.  Not that I hadn’t liked the private meal, I certainly had, but I would be just as happy with a hamburger.

      We walked swiftly down the sidewalk and I almost laughed when he turned into a fast food joint near his office building.  “What do you like?” he said turning to me before it was our turn at the counter.

      “I’d love a hamburger!” I said lacing my arm through his.  He put his hand on top of mine and stepped up to the counter.  He ordered two hamburgers and a chocolate shake.  We stepped to the side and waited for our order.

      “What?” he said glancing at me momentarily.  “I eat fast food too… not often, but I do.”

      Obviously not often or he wouldn’t be able to maintain his sculpted physique.  He grabbed our tray and we sat in the back.  I tried not to devour my burger in four bites even though I was famished.  He didn’t have the same qualms, he practically inhaled his burger and swallowed it down with a long sip from the shake.

      “Ready to fly back?” he said grinning at me.

      I nodded enthusiastically, but that made him frown.  “Oh, no!  I had a great time with you, but this is a place to visit, not one to stay,” I said hoping he’d understand.

      “Couldn’t agree more,” he said taking another sip as someone outside the window snapped a photo.  “Ugh,” he sighed with a fake smile plastered to his face.

      “If it makes you feel better, I had no idea who you were.”  I crinkled the waxy paper that had been around my burger into a ball and tossed it on the tray.  “Let’s just go.”

      He passed me the shake and I must have drunk it too quickly.  I pressed my fingers to my temples from the brain-freeze.  Rex chuckled.  I pressed my fist into his bicep for laughing at my suffering.

      I was anxious to get back into the office building.  Not excited for the helicopter ride at night, but I wanted to go home.  My little cabin I barely lived in had already felt like my home.  I hoped Rex would stay with me tonight, but I had a feeling he would have to go back to his place to take care of things at work.  For all I knew he was going drop me off and then fly back so he’d be at Gates Corp bright and early.

      Right as we walked passed a little alley, someone reached out and pulled me away from Rex.  I was hidden in the darkness and I couldn’t focus enough to even see what had happened to Rex.  I was about to open my mouth to call out for him but a hand clamped down over my mouth.

      Suddenly my eyes adjusted to the darkness and I saw Rex standing in front of me with a concerned look on his face.  He was holding his hands up.

      “Give me your wallet,” the man behind me said.

      “OK, no problem, just let her go,” Rex said reaching slowly into his back pocket while he held his other hand up.

      “I’ll let her go when you give me your money!” he said with a raspy voice.

      Rex took his wallet and threw it just behind the guy.  The mugger let go of me and Rex carefully moved me behind him.  When the guy stood up with the wallet Rex swung his fist at him.  The mugger dropped to the ground and Rex ran his hands over the body on the ground checking him for any kind of weapon.  He hadn’t been armed with anything, unless you counted the popsicle stick he was holding.  Rex grabbed his wallet and shoved it back into his pocket.  Then he pulled out his phone and presumably dialed 911.

      “Are you alright?” he asked putting a hand on me as if he was afraid I’d bolt.  Which I totally felt like doing.  But it was too dark and I had nowhere to go except for Aunt Audrey’s.  And she didn’t live near here, there was no way was I going to walk there in the dark alone after just having been mugged.

      “No!  I’m not all right!” I practically screamed.

      He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight.  Rex probably just thought I was scared like a normal person.  He didn’t know what had happened to my parents to make me the way I was.  I couldn’t explain that all, not now.

      Rex started talking into his phone to someone, I assumed the police.  I didn’t want to deal with this I just wanted it to go away.  I wanted it to never have happened.  I just wanted to go home.
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      After the cops hauled away our mugger and spoke with Rex and I, we allowed to leave.  Rex didn’t take his time getting me to the helicopter.  He could sense my need to get home.  Once inside he started it up, and flew us back towards the wilderness.  Where I shouldn’t have ever left.

      I was shaking the whole way back.  My mind was a mess.  How could that have happened to me.  I had been terrified.  This only verified what I already knew.  People were bad.  Evil.  I should have never left my cabin.

      When we landed on the landing pad at his cabin, he opened his mouth as if to speak.  I didn’t know what he was going to ask, but he changed his mind and put me inside his truck to drive me home.

      “Please tell me you are going to be OK?” he said the worry in his voice clear.

      “I can’t tell you that,” I said sounding as though I was angry with him.  Was I angry with him?  I was just angry at the world.  Everyone.  I guess that included him.  After all, he is the one that dragged me out into all of that.  If I wouldn’t have ever left my cabin, I wouldn’t have been mugged.

      I could have suffered the same fate as my parents had.  Wrong place.  Wrong time.  I was just lucky that he had a popsicle stick instead of a knife or a gun.

      We drove in silence the rest of the way to my cabin.  I gripped my keys so tightly in my hand it started to feel numb.  But the second the truck stopped I wanted to be ready to go into my cabin.  I hugged myself to try to stop the shaking.

      “Heather, please talk to me,” Rex said desperately.

      “I don’t have anything to say.  I just want to go home.”  A tear dripped down my cheek and I wiped it away lightning fast.  I didn’t want him to know how upset I was.  I didn’t want to talk about why I was upset.  I didn’t want to talk about my parents.  Or anything that would make me break down.

      When the truck stopped I opened the door and jumped out as fast as I possibly could.  I slammed the door behind me harder than I had intended.  I just needed to get away.

      “Heather!  Wait!” Rex called out after me.  I heard his door close and his feet stomping after me.  I started unlocking my locks desperate just to get inside where I could breathe again.  My hands shook and I couldn’t make the keys work.

      Rex reached for my keys but I swatted him away.  “I can do it,” I said taking a deep breath.

      “I don’t understand.  What did I do wrong?  Heather, please just talk to me,” he pleaded.

      “I shouldn’t have ever went into town,” I yelled at him, sounding as if I was angry at him, but really I was angry at myself.  I’m the one that let all this happen.  Rex was innocent.

      “I’m sorry!  Can we just talk about this?”

      After I finally got the door open, I stepped inside and started to close it.  He put his hand out to hold the door.

      “Heather, please!”

      “Good night, Rex,” I practically spit.  I wanted his hand off my door and the door shut so I could put the block up between me and the outside world.

      “Heather, would you please just—”

      “No.  Please leave.  I don’t want to talk about it.  I just want to forget about it all,” I said.  My heart fluttered for a split second when I saw the hurt flash across his face.  He dropped his hand and I shut the door.  I flipped all the locks into place and allowed myself to breathe again.

      I knew I probably seemed crazy to him.  And it wasn’t like the mugger would be out here at the cabin waiting to pounce again.  I just didn’t want to tell him about my parents.  I didn’t want him to know how damaged I was.  That I haven’t properly grieved and that I just wanted to hide from the world.

      He didn’t know it but I was helping him.  Once he knew everything, he wouldn’t want to be with me and all my baggage.  He most definitely wouldn’t want to be with someone who was completely and totally afraid of the outside world.  Tonight only just emphasized how I had already felt.  It was like it was a warning.  Stay in your little cabin Heather Perry or we’ll get you.

      I heard his truck start up and the gravel crunching as he drove away.  I crumpled to the ground and cried into my hands.  I told myself it was for the best.  He wouldn’t want to be with me, I was doing the right thing.  He was attractive and apparently rich beyond what I could even imagine, he’d find someone else.  Someone normal.

      I did the right thing.
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      Somehow I made my way to bed.  I barely glanced at myself in the mirror.  My cheeks were red, my eyes were even redder and my lips puffy.  I looked awful.  I didn’t even want to see myself.

      I put on a plain pair of cotton pajamas and practically fell down on the bed.  My body was still trembling.  I covered myself from head to toe before I convinced myself to get up and check the locks again.  Both on the door and on the windows.

      When I peeked out the window into the darkness part of me hoped that I’d see Rex’s truck out there, waiting for me to talk.  But of course it wasn’t there.  And it wasn’t going to be there ever again.

      I jumped when my phone rang.  But I figured it was Rex so I let it ring for what felt like five minutes before it went to voicemail.  Once it stopped ringing I thought my body would relax, but it hadn’t.

      The second I got back into bed the phone rang again.  It wasn’t really like Rex to be obsessively calling was it?  He was probably sleeping by now, but I let it go again, in case I was wrong about him.  He really had seemed like he wanted to talk.  To try to understand.

      About ten minutes later when it rang again I decided I’d answer.  I’d just look at the caller ID and if it was Rex I’d send it to voicemail and turn my phone off.  I could tell him it was over in the morning.  By then I could think of a way to explain it without having to get into all the details.

      But the phone didn’t say who was calling.  It displayed a phone number only.  And it wasn’t Rex’s number.

      “Hello?” I said softly, as I pressed the phone to my ear.

      “Heather?” the voice on the other end sounded panicked.  I couldn’t place the voice although it sounded familiar.

      “Yeah, this is….”

      “Hey, it’s Uncle Matt… something happened… it’s Audrey,” he said as his voice cracked.

      “Oh my God!  Is she OK?” I said stiffening my spine.  She was all I had left as far as a blood relative.  We’d always been close even before my parents had been killed.

      “I don’t know,” he sniffed, “all they are telling me is she was in an accident and is in surgery.  Oh Heather, they say they are doing everything, but I’m going to lose it here,” he said and I could hear he was teetering on the edge of being able to hold it together.  I wasn’t exactly sure why he had called me.  His parents were still alive, he had brothers, but maybe he knew it’s what Aunt Audrey would have wanted.

      “Should I come?  I’m coming.  Where are you?” I said grabbing a pen and a piece of paper.

      “Memorial.”  He sniffed again, “It’s late, maybe you shouldn’t come.  I can call you if I hear anything.”

      I didn’t know what to do, I was torn.  I wanted to go and be there for both of them, but it was late, dark and… “I’m coming, Uncle Matt.”

      “Heather wait,” he said and I paused.  I could hear him talking to a Doctor but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.  “Oh thank you thank you thank you,” he said over and over again his words blending together.

      “Uncle Matt are you there?”  But they were still talking.  I started to pace as I waited, thankfully he hadn’t hung up the phone.

      “She’s waking up from surgery.  She’s going to be OK.”

      “What happened?”

      “She’d gotten into a car accident after work.  She has a broken arm and something with her knee, but she’s going to be just fine.”

      “What was the surgery for?” I asked shaking my head.

      “Some kind of hemorrhage, but the Surgeon, assured me she’ll be fine.”

      Both of us were silent for a while, I was trying to think what I should do.  “Is she awake?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, they said I can go in to see her now,” he said and I could tell he had already mentally hung up the phone.

      “I’ll leave early in the morning to see her.  I should get there sometime in the afternoon… as soon as I possibly can get there.  See you tomorrow, Matt.  Take care of her,” I said and he hung up the phone.  I wished I could travel through the phone wires and just be there by her side.

      If I would have asked Rex, he probably would fly me there in a heartbeat.  But that was before I had screwed things up.  Now he’d probably just laugh at me.

      My heart was racing.  I knew I wasn’t going to be falling asleep any time soon.  I grabbed my blanket off my bed and brought it to the sofa.  I flicked on the TV and zoned out to random infomercials.  Eventually sleep came.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      I quickly packed my bag with several changes of clothing and anything I’d need assuming I’d be staying in town for a while.  My stomach turned at the idea of going into town again.  But I’d be alright during the day, at least that’s what I told myself.

      My Aunt and Uncle needed me.  I couldn’t stay in hibernation after what had happened.  I packed up my car, locked my door and started the drive to Memorial.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      When I arrived at the hospital I had to stop and ask at the nurse’s station where I could find her.  In fact, I had to ask several times because either I was horrible at following their directions or they were awful at giving them.  But eventually when I found her room number, I saw Aunt Audrey lying in bed hooked up to all sorts of machines.

      She had dark purple bruises everywhere and a cast on her arm.  She was sleeping so I sat down in the chair, folded my hands in my lap and waited for her to wake up.  I wanted to cry but I couldn’t let that happen.  Not now.  Besides they said she was going to be OK.

      “What are you doing here?” Aunt Audrey said grumpily.  I bit my lip when it quivered at the sound of her voice.  “Oh don’t do that.  I’m fine.  Look at me!  Doc said so,” she said forcing a weak, painful smile.

      “What happened do you remember?” I asked grabbing her hand.

      “Stupid delivery truck drove right into the side of my car.  Ran a red.  Nothing I could do,” she said taking deep breaths as if talking hurt.

      It struck me how casual she sounded about it all.  I’d been mugged, completely uninjured physically and I handled it far worse than Aunt Audrey was handling getting beat up by a delivery truck.

      “I’m just glad you are OK,” I said bending down to hug her around all her tubes.

      “You and me both,” she said her eyelids starting to get droopy.  “Meds,” she muttered as if trying to explain why she was randomly starting to fall asleep.  “Go to the house, water my plants, feed the pets, I’m sure Matt hasn’t eaten because I’m fairly certain he doesn’t know how to even make a sandwich.”

      “I will,” I said squeezing her hand.  “Don’t worry about a thing,” I added but she was already asleep, breathing noisily through her mouth.

      On the drive to Aunt Audrey’s I avoided going by Gates Corp and the alley I got mugged.  And anywhere that would remind me of him.  I had been such an ass to him.  Even if ending it now was the best thing to do, I should have just explained.

      I had been so overwhelmed and in a state of panic or shock or something.  It had been impossible to think straight.  Now it didn’t matter.  I had to just stop thinking about him.  My family needed me now anyway.

      Back at the house I knocked a few times before I opened the door.  Aunt Audrey didn’t have the same feelings about locks that I had.  “Uncle Matt?  Are you here?” I called out before stepping inside.

      “Come on in,” he said from the living room as if I had woken him.

      “Oh I’m sorry,” I said gesturing for him to lay back down.  “I’m just going to take care a few things Aunt Audrey asked me to do.”

      “Oh,” he coughed, “hmm OK then.”  And with that he started snoring.  There was no way he’d even remember I was here when he woke up.  I’d have to be careful not to startle him.

      I went into the kitchen and started tidying up.  I put out fresh food and water for the cat and dog and even sprinkled some fish food into the tank.  The cat, dog and fish dashed for the food.  Clearly they hadn’t been fed.

      A pile of dishes was in the sink but they looked like they had been there awhile.  Probably before Aunt Audrey’s accident.  After I watered the plants, I started on the dishes.  Since I didn’t know when Aunt Audrey would be released, I decided after I finished with the dishes I’d bring my bags up to the guest room.  In fact, I made a mental note to do that before it was dark out.  It had taken my so long to drive here from the cabin that it would be night before I knew it.

      After I’d finished with everything I sat on the guest room bed.  I asked Uncle Matt before he headed back to the hospital if it would be OK for me to stay and he had seemed overly excited at the idea.  Then I made him a sandwich and he left.

      I called the hospital and talked to Aunt Audrey briefly but she was still pretty out of it.  I knew Uncle Matt would just be sitting there watching TV, holding Aunt Audrey’s hand.  The thought made me smile.  I loved how much he loved here and needed her.

      Uncle Matt had locked all the doors before he left, he made an effort to check and let me know.  Aunt Audrey must have told him about my anxiety.  Even knowing that he had locked the doors I still locked the bedroom door.

      I flicked on the little TV and surfed through the channels.  There was a news story on about the owner of Gates Corp.  They flashed a picture of Rex and my heart started to pound.  They were talking about how he had stopped and caught a mugger.  The news lady joked “And he’s rich and single too!”

      I rolled my eyes at her.  What did she know.  Well I guess technically he was both of those things.  But still, it was as if she was just trying to rub it in.

      I changed the channel.
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      Before I went to bed I looked at my phone to see I had a missed call.  Rex’s name stared me in the face.  I was a little disappointed he hadn’t left me a message.

      I had to remind myself that I was doing the right thing.  Ending it now before things got worse.  He’d probably have a new girl on his arm in a week.  Maybe he already did.  After all, he’d been on the news and everyone knew what a big hero he was.  Not to mention, all the people who already wanted to be with him.

      Over the next few days I took care of things around the houses, making sure to spend time sitting with Aunt Audrey.  Every day she got better and by the third day in the hospital she was practically begging to go home.  The agreed and released her the next day.

      I rode along with Uncle Matt go bring her home.  She had crutches but she got around pretty well.  Even though she still spent most of her time laying down or sitting and watching TV.  She’d get up to make meals but I made her sit back down.

      Several nights after she’d gotten back home Uncle Matt was out doing some grocery shopping, while I sat with Aunt Audrey watching TV.  She was sitting in a chair with an afghan draped over her legs.

      They were running some news piece on Gates Corp and they flashed a picture of both Rex and Tavia.  I looked down at my feet but glanced upward just to see his picture.  I thought I had forgotten what he even looked like but I hadn’t.  He was still as gorgeous as ever.

      My teeth were clenched so hard as they talked about him and his business, my cheeks started to hurt.

      “Wah-hoo, that’s an attractive man,” Aunt Audrey said shaking her fingers.  “Look at him honey… don’t you think so?”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I said trying to keep myself calm.

      “His sister too, what a good looking family,” Aunt Audrey added.

      “Yes, she’s gorgeous.”  But she was a real you-know-what, or so it had seemed.  But Aunt Audrey didn’t need to know that.

      “You know,” Aunt Audrey started, “a couple days ago he saved some woman from a mugger.  It was all over the news.  Gosh, what a catch.  Money, looks and a secret superhero!”  She smiled and laughed at herself.

      I just looked at her biting my tongue.  Maybe I should tell her.  If anyone would understand it would be Aunt Audrey.  She could help reinforce that I’d done the right thing.  If I had her reminding me of that maybe it would help me to stop thinking about him.

      “If I wasn’t married,” Aunt Audrey teased.  I smiled, but it turned into a frown.  “What’s wrong honey?”

      “It was me… I was the woman he saved,” I blurted out wondering suddenly if it really had been me.  It all had seemed like a dream.

      “Sorry?” she said seeming to not understand.

      “The women Rex saved… it was me.  I was with him.  I met him back at my cabin.  I didn’t know who he was at the time but we sort of started to hang out—”

      “You’re kidding me!” she said slapping her knee.

      “I wish I was.”

      “Why on earth would you wish that!  Look at him,” she said but his picture was long gone from the TV screen.  They were talking about the weather.

      I broke down and told Aunt Audrey everything.  From the minute I met him right up until I slammed the door in his face.  When I was finished with my story, I almost felt like puking.  I was so messed up.

      “But honey, look at you.  You’re doing just fine.  You are here now.  Driving to the hospital, running errands to me, you are doing just fine!” she said trying to make me feel better.  “You can’t spend your life running from yourself.

      I shoot my head.  I didn’t even know what I was running from but it wasn’t myself.  “I’m not running from myself.”

      “Oh yes you are and I don’t understand it.  You are much stronger than you even realize.”

      “Coming here is different.  You are the only family I have left.  I wanted to be here,” I protested as I crossed my arms.

      Aunt Audrey winced as she moved herself forward on the chair to take my hand.  “Heather,” she said, her face serious, “you can’t let the bad things that happen in the world, stop you from enjoying the good things.”

      “But—”

      “No, there are no buts, the good will far out-weigh the bad.  Bad stuff happens, that’s life.  It sucks but that’s what it is.  If you don’t allow the good into your life of course it will only be filled with the bad.”

      I opened my mouth to explain, but I couldn’t think of anything to say.  Maybe Aunt Audrey was right.  She had lost her sister and brother-in-law when my parents were killed, but yet here she was living life.  Even after getting into an accident that could have taken her life, she was sitting here trying to help me.

      “Let’s not forget the fact that he saved you.  If you are going to run around being afraid of life, who better to be with than someone who can and will do their best to keep you safe?” Aunt Audrey said sitting back in the chair as if she had just won.  She looked pleased with herself.  “Go back to your cabin tomorrow, think about what I said.  Think about making things right.”

      “I’ll stay you guys need me,” I said waving my hands in protest.  The longer I stayed here the longer I could hide from dealing with anything.

      “I’m on the mend.  Matt and I can manage.  Go home and get that boy back,” she said crossing her arms as if that was the end of the discussion.

      I hugged my knees to my chest and rocked in the chair.  When my thoughts drifted to Rex, I didn’t chase them away.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      The next morning, I started the drive back to my cabin.  I turned passed Gates Corp and wondered if Rex was sitting in his office at the very top.  Then I drove passed the alley where the mugger grabbed me.  It was lit up during the day and didn’t look at all frightening.  I hadn’t realized I stopped the car to look down the alleyway until I heard the car behind me lay on their horn.

      “Sorry!” I said with a wave and drove down the road passed the bank.  The bank where my parents had been killed.  Something happened.  I pulled the car over and started walking across the street.  It was as if something, or someone else was driving my body.

      I pulled open the heavy door and stood in the lobby.  Everyone was going about their business as if nothing had even happened in there.  So much time had passed since the robbery that turned deadly, that everything returned to business as usual.  I couldn’t figure out how that made me feel until I saw the tribute on the wall to the four people that had died during the incident.

      A memorial to my parents and the two others that had died stared back at me.  I hadn’t even known this was here.  Aunt Audrey must have known, but why hadn’t she told me?

      “I’m thankful for those people every day,” a large women said as she stood next to me.  She had a name tag on that read ‘Vivian’ and I realized that she must have worked here.

      “Oh?” I said glancing at her.  She stood at least a foot over me and was at least twice my size.  She looked strong.

      “She saved my life,” Vivian said pointing to my mother.

      “She did?” I said swallowing hard.

      “Mmm-hmm, and he tried to get the gun away from the gunman.  He was a hero,” she said as if she couldn’t have been more proud of my parents.

      “What about those two?” I asked pointing to the memorial on the wall of a younger woman, maybe my age and the older man with glasses.

      “She was helping other tellers, and he was trying to help our customers into offices, but then, turned out the robber had a buddy in here with him and he pulled out his gun.  Oh Lord, that’s when it all got worse.  Anyway, I wish I could thank them all, but especially her,” she pointed at my mother again.  “I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for her.”

      I bit my cheek trying to hold my emotions in, but I couldn’t.  I started to shake.

      “Oh no!  I’m sorry!  What did I say?” she said putting an arm around my shoulder.

      “She was my mother,” I said between sobs, “and my dad.”  My whole body shook, and Vivian embraced me hard.  She was warm and it felt like it was a hug from both of my parents at the same time.

      “I’m so sorry.  I had no idea!” she said squeezing me even tighter.

      “It’s OK,” I said pulling away before I soaked her shirt.  I put my hand up and fished for a tissue in my purse.  “Can I ask you a question?”

      Vivian smiled brightly, “Of course.”

      “Why do you continue to work here after what happened?”

      “Well, for starters I need the money.  Secondly it’s a good job.  Good pay.  Good co-workers.  My boss is great.”

      “Do you feel safe here?”

      “Mostly, I mean I have bad days, but who doesn’t right?  Just gotta keep gettin’ up on that horse!” Vivian said with a wink.

      I didn’t know what else to say.  If Vivian who had seen everything still came to work here every day, why was I hiding from the world.  From people?  I was going to have to find a way to process and get on with my life.

      “Thanks for everything,” I said reaching up to give her another quick hug.

      “I have no idea what I did, but you’re welcome,” she said as she waved over my shoulder to someone.  “I have to get back to work.  You take care of yourself.”

      Vivian patted me on the shoulder and walked away.  I turned around to try to find her again, just to see her one last time but she wasn’t there.  She didn’t know it but I think she had changed my life.
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      On the long drive back to my cabin I ran through everything that had happened with Aunt Audrey, with Vivian and with Rex again.  It played out in my head like a movie.  After how I had handled things with Rex, I knew he probably wouldn’t forgive me.

      But I would explain.  I was going to stop living my life in fear.  Maybe it would take baby steps but I was going to start living how I knew my parents would want me to.

      If they were here right now, they would be trying to talk some sense into me.  And they would be right.  I felt an overwhelming sense of pride about what my parents did for Vivian.  I almost had to pull my car over because I was having trouble seeing through my tears.  Tears that were helping to wash away my pain.

      If only I would have had the courage to just tell Rex from the start.  Everything had just happened so fast and it was easier to hide from it than it was to confront it.  But now I wished I would have done it all differently so I wouldn’t have lost him.  We were perfect together.  Until I blew it.

      By the time I made it to my cabin it was night.  Instead of running from my car to my house leaving my bags in the car, I grabbed them out of the backseat and walked to my front door.  I opened the locks, closed the door behind me, and flipped one of the locks into place.

      I tossed my bags onto the floor and fell onto my sofa.  The ride home had felt like it had taken forever.  I was so unbelievably glad to be home.  I was still glad to live in the country, there was a peace and serenity here that I loved.  I wouldn’t ever be a city girl again, but I knew that if I had to be in the city.  I could do it.  I could manage it.  I’d be OK.

      I must have fallen asleep on the sofa because when I woke up my leg was prickly and I hadn’t been able to walk on it.  Sleeping with it hanging over the side of the sofa apparently made my leg fall asleep.

      While I tried to revive my leg I saw it was nearly midnight.  I didn’t know why but I had the urge to check my phone.  I was hoping he would have tried calling again.  And maybe he would have left a message this time.  There was a little part of me, OK a big part of me, that wanted to make it right.

      But so much time had passed.  Surely he had moved on with all the media attention he had been getting someone would have caught his eye.  I puffed out air and set my phone down on the table.

      I turned back around picked up the phone and dialed in his number, only to click it off again.  I forced myself to put it back down and walk away from it.

      Halfway to the kitchen it rang.  I practically ran back to the phone as if some telepathic message had been sent.  “Hello?” I said breathing heavily into the phone.

      “Heather?  You OK?  You home safe?” Aunt Audrey asked and I knew she was giving me a strange look on the other end.

      “I’m fine, just ran for the phone.  Yes, I’m home safe and sound,” I said tapping the table top with my fingertips.

      “Good, I was starting to worry,” she said as she covered up the bottom of the phone and was trying to hide the fact that she was giving Uncle Matt some directions on where to find something in the kitchen.

      “Is Uncle Matt making dinner?” I teased.

      “Funny,” she said, “I have to go… I just wanted to make sure you made it home without any trouble.  You know, in case you weren’t stranded out in the wilderness with no reception only to be saved by some hunky wealthy man.”

      “Now who’s funny,” I said rolling my eyes at her.

      We said our goodbyes and I started to make myself a sandwich.  I was going to eat, take a long bath and just go to bed.  I felt like I had so much sleep to catch up on.  Taking care of Aunt Audrey and her house had ended up being exhausting.  Not to mention I still hadn’t recovered emotionally from, oh, let’s see, the mugging, Aunt Audrey’s accident, hearing about my parents from Vivian and of course losing Rex.

      Over the course of the night I probably picked up my phone a dozen, maybe two dozen times almost able to press that send button.  I chickened out each time.  Too much time had passed and I had screwed things up so much it wouldn’t matter what I said.  I was probably the last person he wanted to, or cared to hear from.

      As I walked out to the living room in my plain old but super comfy pajamas I heard something outside.  I waited to see if I’d hear it again and sure enough I did.  Someone was out there, it sounded like I could hear talking.  I dashed to my door and clicked the other locks into place.  This is what happens when you let your guard down.

      I grabbed my shotgun and tried to peer out the window but I couldn’t see anything.  Then I heard them again.  It was a loud noise as if they were looking for something, maybe trying to break in.  I could call the police but it would take them forever to get here, so I didn’t even think when I called him.

      He picked up almost right away.  “Hello?” he said sounding confused.

      I looked at the clock it was late, super late.  I’d woken him.  “Rex, I’m sorry to call so late but I think there is someone outside my house, maybe two people… I don’t know maybe more!” I said trying to keep my voice down but I could hear my own voice trembling.

      “I’ll be right there,” he said and hung up.

      I wanted to tell him to be careful.  But at the same time I was freaking out.  It would take him at least ten minutes to get here from his place.  I looked at the clock and watched the numbers tick by, listening the noises outside.  There were still there when I heard his truck pull into the driveway.  I saw him scan the property with his headlights.

      Then I heard his door slam and then a knock on the door.  My heart was already beating so fast I couldn’t think straight.  I opened the door and he stood there holding a flashlight, “Rifle?”

      I gave it to him.  “Lock it,” he said before he closed the door.  I did as he instructed, but after he had done so I wished he wouldn’t have gone out there alone.

      Seeing him again had been so strange, even though it had only been for a moment.  His hair was grown out even more and his facial hair had grown rather long.  But he looked as hot as the day I first saw him, only more rugged.

      Then I heard the gunshot.
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      “Let me in,” Rex demanded with a light knock on the door.  I unlocked it and let him inside.  He handed me the rifle.

      I looked at him waiting for his report.  He seemed awfully calm for having potentially ran into a couple of guys trying to break into my cabin.

      He tilted his head, “Is that why you really wanted me here?”

      “Huh?” I said shaking my head at him.  “What do you mean?”

      “Heather, it was just a couple of raccoons digging in your trash bin,” he said still looking at me as if I was trying to pull one over on him.

      “But I heard talking,” I said waving my hands.

      “There isn’t anyone out there except two plump raccoons.”

      “Oh,” I said putting my hands over my eyes.  “Oh my God.  I am so sorry.  Did I wake you?  You drove all the way here….”

      “Well I thought you were in trouble…,” he said looking at his hands.

      He had come all the way here.  Rex had been worried about me.  Could there still be a chance?  I didn’t know what to do or say and I felt like a total ass for bothering him in the middle of the night over a couple raccoons in my yard.

      “I saw you on the news,” I said but I wasn’t exactly sure why I brought it up.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah they had a piece about how you were a hero for saving someone from a mugger,” I said crossing my arms in front of my chest.

      “Ah, just another case of, I thought you were in trouble,” he said with a flash of a little smile.  I smiled back.

      Our eyes locked for a moment and I could feel a change in the air.  Did he still have feelings for me?  Could he tell I still had feelings for him?  Why did this have to be so complicated?

      “Well I should get going,” Rex said turning towards the door.

      The second his hand touched the doorknob, the words just rushed out of my mouth.  “Rex stay,” I said putting my hand on top of his.

      “Heather—”

      “You can’t.  You’ve found someone else…,” I said wishing I hadn’t because I couldn’t stop my heart from sinking to my feet.

      “I haven’t found anyone else.  I just don’t understand what happened.  I don’t even know what I did wrong.  I thought I had done the right thing, and you sent me away,” he said with a quick glance at me and then back to his hands.

      “I can explain,” I said gesturing for him to come in and sit down.  “Please!”

      He followed me to the sofa and sat back barely making eye contact with me.  I could tell he didn’t know what to do with his hands.  Or eyes.

      So I took a deep breath and sat next to him.  Our knees touching.  And then I started to tell him about how my parents had went to the bank that day to take out some cash for a vacation they were planning.  And then how the robbers demanded money.  I included how my mom and dad tried to stop the gunman before the second gunman pulled out his weapon and started unloading bullets wildly.  I told him how they had saved a woman named Vivian.  And then I began to explain how their deaths had negatively affected my life.  It’s why I ran away, to be far away from the world and the evil people that lived in it.

      “Why would you think I wouldn’t understand all that?” he asked finally able to look at me.  “I am so sorry for everything you’ve been through.”

      “I don’t know.  Who would want to be with someone who was afraid of people, the world… life!” I said throwing my hands into the air.

      “I did,” he said glancing away from me.

      “With all that had happened I just wanted to live the rest of my life alone.  I hadn’t planned on you,” I said putting my hand on his knee.

      “I sure as hell hadn’t planned on you,” Rex said taking my hand and holding it to his chest.  “I’ve been a mess without you.  I can’t get anything done, I’m not even sure when I showered last,” he said running his fingers across his beard.

      I reached over and lightly stroked the hair on his face.  Rex closed his eyes at my touch.

      “You’ve had some really shitty luck, but people are mostly good.  There are people who are just awful in my line of work, ruthless, dishonest, but for the most part people are good.  They are kind and helpful, compassionate….  Sitting in this cabin the rest of your life would be taking the easy way out, and from what you’ve told me that isn’t how you were raised.  Don’t let the evil in the world win by hiding from it.”  Rex put his hand on my shoulder and I almost started bawling at his words.  He was right.  Aunt Audrey was right.  I didn’t know why I hadn’t seen it sooner.  Why had it taken all this for me to see?

      “I’m sorry I sent you away that night.  I was awful to you and I’m sorry,” I said unable to stop the tears from falling.  I saw so much love in his eyes, I just couldn’t stand it.

      Rex stood up and pulled me to my feet with him.  “Let’s just forget it, I will help you learn to trust people again.  I will help you love again.”

      He tilted my face to his and slowly met my lips with his.  If he noticed my salty lips he didn’t seem to care, he just kissed me.  And I could feel how much he had missed me in that one simple kiss.  It was so powerful and meaningful and sensual, it was almost too overwhelming to take.

      “I already know how to love again,” I said when our lips parted.  Our faces were so close I could feel his breath.

      “We’ll work on the rest together,” he said and kissed me again.

      I was happy we were here together again, but I felt awful for what I had put him through.  I would have to do what I could to make that up to him.

      “I missed you so much,” I said twisting my fingers into his soft hair.  And it was true.  I had.  More than anyone since losing my parents and probably even before that.  It wouldn’t have made any sense in life to be apart from someone I cared about so deeply.  Rex was alive.  We could be together.  And as far as I was concerned we would be.

      Rex picked me up off my feet and carried me to the bedroom.  He hadn’t even noticed or cared about my silly plain cotton pajamas.  But maybe it didn’t matter because they didn’t stay on long.

      He showed me with every touch and every kiss, how much he too had missed me.  And when the sun started to rise, we fell asleep in each other’s arms.  A beautiful tangled mess of limbs.  I never wanted to let go of him again.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      It was after noon when I woke up still in Rex’s arms.  He was half smiling in his sleep, so I tried to be careful not to wake him.  But apparently he was a much lighter sleeper than I imagined.

      “Where are you going off to?”  He pulled me back down on top of him.  I couldn’t stop smiling as we gazed into one another’s eyes.

      “It’s so weird,” I said running my index finger down his chest.

      “What is?”

      “It feels like I’ve known you forever but really it hasn’t been that long.”  I broke my gaze with him and watched my finger dance on his perfect skin.

      “I feel the same way,” he said as his thumb stroked my shoulder.  “I’ve never felt this with anyone before.  Shit.  I’m just going to say it.”

      He sat up in bed and took my hands into his.  I bit my lip worried about the unusual expression on his face.  I almost started to worry when he hadn’t spoken.

      “Heather Perry, I love you.  I love everything about you.  From your head to your toes and everything inside.  All the good and all the bad.  I will never love anyone the way I love you,” he said looking into my eyes.

      “Oh my God,” I said raising my hand to my lip to stop it from quivering.  “That was beautiful.  I love you too, so, so, much.”

      We kissed for a long time before he stopped as if he thought of something else to say.  He ran his fingers through his hair.  “I want to give this a real go, are you in?”

      “I’m so in,” I said as I wrapped my arms around him.

      “If that means you don’t ever want to go to the city again, I won’t make you. I’d like you to, but that ball will be in your court.  If you are never ready, I’m OK with that,” he said as he pointed to the window.  “This is home, out here.  I love it here, this is where I want to be.  But unfortunately I have to work in the city….”

      “Stop.  We’ll go to the city again.  With you by my side I feel like I can do anything.  Now that I know what life is like without you—”

      “You don’t ever have to be without me again,” Rex said kissing me again.

      I couldn’t believe we had both proclaimed our love.  We were together and we were going to do what we could to keep it that way.  I couldn’t even remember the last time I felt this kind of happiness inside me.

      “I love you Rex,” I said just wanting to hear the words again.

      “I love you too, Heather.”  But hearing him say the words was even better.  So, so, so much better.
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      Several months had passed.  Rex spent most of his free time at my cabin.  I read while he worked, which thankfully since he was the boss he could do a lot of from home without having to fly himself back into town too often.  Although I was well aware of the fact that his sister was happy about how much less time he spent in the office.

      Our trips to the nearby general store were like our date nights.  We’d make lists, eat at the little restaurant there and just enjoy the scenery on the long drive.  I’d even go fishing with him from time to time.

      It was surprising how well our lives had blended together.  At point he even mentioned selling his cabin.  I hadn’t said much because I didn’t think he was serious.  Where would he store his helicopter?

      Every time he had to fly into work, he’d drive to his cabin and call me before he left.  Then when he’d return later or the next night, he’d have more of his things with him.  It was almost as if he was slowly moving himself in.  I laughed every time he came back with something new.

      “What?” he said looking at me with his mouth hanging open.  He knew exactly what I was referring to.  “I might need this for something some time.”

      “A snowboard?” I said crossing my arms.

      “I’ll keep it in the garage.  There is a ski hill somewhere up north of here,” he said looking at his snowboard as if he didn’t even know why he had one.  “Maybe I should just donate it to a charity or something.”

      I laughed.  “Which snowboard charity will you pick?”

      “You laugh now, but Google that, I bet there are some that will take this fine snowboard off my hands!” he said as he opened the front door to bring it out to the garage.

      Rex helped a lot with things around the house.  He chopped wood for the fireplace, did dishes, anything that needed doing, he would help.  Although I couldn’t remember if he had ever cleaned the toilet or not, but everyone has their limits.

      We lived together in perfect harmony.  I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.

      

      
        . . .

      

      

      It was probably about three months later when he asked me if I wanted to go into town.  There was a small coffee shop he wanted to take me to.  He said it would be very private and romantic.

      “Did you rent it out?” I said putting my hand on my hip.

      “Don’t worry about it.  You’ll love it,” he said with a grin on his face that verified I had hit the nail on the head.

      “Oh Rex…,” I said shaking my head and turning back towards my book.

      “Whatever,” he said waving his hands at me.  “Tomorrow.  Put it on your calendar,” he teased.

      I raised my finger and wrote in the air, “Done.”

      The next day he flew us into town and we walked to the little cafe he spoke of.  We were the only two there, except for a couple people working behind the counter.

      He’d ordered his coffee and I ordered some weird drink with coffee, caramel, whipped cream and most likely tons of sugar.  It was divine.

      “I have something for you,” he said as he reached into his pocket.  But as he did so he dropped down to one knee.  He pulled my hand into his.

      “Oh my God, what’s happening?  What.  Is.  Happening,” I said as my heart started to flutter.  The world outside me and him started to spin.

      “Heather Perry, would you make me the happiest man alive by becoming Mrs. Gates?  Will you marry me?” he asked as he popped open the black velvet box.

      Inside was the most beautiful ring I had ever seen.  The diamond wasn’t over the top huge, but it was by no means small.  It was absolutely perfect.

      “Oh my Goooood,” I said tapping my feet on the floor rapidly.  “Is this for real?”

      Rex nodded and took the ring out of the box.  “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes, yes!  Of course yes!”

      He placed the ring on my finger and lifted me up off my chair.  My feet didn’t touch the ground, or maybe it had just felt that way.  We kissed so passionately I worried I wouldn’t be able to stop, but I didn’t really want to put on a show for the cafe’s employees.

      Aunt Audrey wasn’t going to believe this.  She was going to be thrilled and I knew she was going to insist upon helping with some aspect.

      “You’re going to have to meet my Aunt and Uncle,” I blurted out.

      “I’m sure I’ll love them,” he said with a sincere smile.

      “I don’t know Aunt Audrey might have a binder in the closet with the wedding already planned,” I said only half teasing.

      “Less work for me,” he said with a wink.  “Come on, let’s get out of here.”  I knew exactly where he wanted to take me.  Back to his apartment.  We both needed to celebrate the news properly.

      We left the little shop hand in hand.  Both of us nearly skipping down the road.  If people were talking, gossiping and taking photos of Rex, I was oblivious.  And based on the look on his face so was he.

      Happiness comes even when you aren’t looking for it.  Even when you fight it as hard as I had.  It still found me.  And there was no way I would ever let go of this happiness.

      

      
        The End.

      

      

      Want more?  Read Stone in the Brother’s Rebellion stand-alone series.  Pike is also available.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Piper spends her days dreaming up new stories about sexy men and the women who fall for them.  She loves writing in various romance genres as long there is a hot guy, there is a story waiting to be told!  Piper is both a wife and a mother.  She resides in Illinois with her family.

      
        Piper Needs YOU!

      

      
        Would you like a chance to join Piper’s ARC team?  Sign up today!

      

      
        What’s Next?

      

      
        Piper is currently working on a new romance.  If you would like to be notified when it’s available sign up for the mailing list!

      

      
        Mailing list

      

      
        If you would like to be notified of Piper’s latest releases, cover reveals, sales, and more… sign up for Piper’s mailing list now!  Spam free and she will never share or sell your email with anyone!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also By Piper Phoenix

        

      

    
    
      NOVELS

      ——————

      Stone - The Brother Rebellion MC - Book 1

      Pike - The Brother’s Rebellion MC - Book 2

      Dust & Rager - The Brother’s Rebellion MC - Book 3

      

      STAND-ALONE NOVELS

      ——————

      The Middle of Nowhere

      

      NOVELLAS

      ——————

      The Choice

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Stone - The Brother’s Rebellion

        

        by Piper Phoenix

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      It was the last thing I thought I’d have to do at the age of twenty-five.  I had put it off as long as I possibly could, but I couldn’t stand another day with that man.  After everything… his words, the bruises, the emotions… honestly I was surprised he was still alive considering.

      Now it was done.  There wasn’t any way I could spend another minute with that creep even if it meant I’d have to move back in with my parents.  Even though everyone I knew would judge me, I knew I would be safe there.

      No one really knew what I had been through.  I never talked about it.  It made me feel like I was somehow a failure even though I knew I wasn’t the problem.  But now it was time to make things right.  It was time to pick myself up and dust myself off.  It would take time but with their help I could get back on my feet and for that I was thankful.

      What I wasn’t happy about was what moving back home would mean.  I’d have to be close to the thing that had made me move away from home at seventeen years old.  I was older now, I could avoid it easier, but somehow the motorcycle club always had a way of being at the center of everything.

      The members were loud and hairy.  All they did was drink, smoke, play with their guns, and mess around with their women.  There was another thing that came along with it that no one really talked about, and with good reason… death.

      I didn’t want to be around any of it, but at least at home my life wouldn’t be in danger.  My dad and the MC would keep me safe if it ever came to that.  Those men would do anything for my dad.  Anything.

      There was no way that my ex, Troy, would ever show his face around here.  We’d been together for years and I could count on one hand the amount of times he’s come to my parent’s house.  But now after everything if he showed up, my dad would have his ass kicked and Troy knew it.  It would be the ass kicking of a life time and I didn’t think it would end with my dad.  He’d call the club to help and the boys would be more than happy to assist.

      “Is that everything?” my mom asked as I carried in the last box.

      “Yeah… except for the things I left behind, like the TV,” I said avoiding her eyes.  I could already imagine the expression she was wearing without even looking at her.

      It was almost as if I could hear her head shaking as she clicked her tongue, “Josie, you know he paid a ton for that TV.  I don’t know if he’ll just let it—”

      “I’ll pay him back,” I said stepping into my old room which was now my new room.  It was still decorated in the same pink and purple it had been when I was sixteen.  “And I’m having this room repainted!” I shouted over my shoulder.

      When I turned around to close the door, he was standing in the doorway looking at me.  His leathery, wrinkled face was serious as it most often was.

      “Is that right?” he said sounding as if he was teasing but not looking at all like he was.

      “Well, if that’s OK with you, daddy,” I grinned flashing him my sugary-sweet smile.

      “Come over here and give your old man a hug,” he said and held out his arms.  I walked over to him and he wrapped them around me and squeezed me tight.  He was a hard ass, as hard as they come, but I loved him, and he loved me.  “Missed you baby girl.  Glad to have you back,” he said keeping his voice low as if he didn’t want anyone to hear him being anything but tough.

      “Me too, dad… me too,” I said, and it was true.  I had missed him.  It had been a few rough years for me.  I should probably have come back sooner, but it was the club that made me keep my distance.  How was I supposed to choose between two evils?  But, I guess in the end I did, because here I was.  Really though, I just chose my parents, it had nothing to do with the club.

      Now that I was home it felt good to be here.  It felt right and as long as I didn’t look out the windows towards the clubhouse, I could easily pretend it didn’t exist.

      After my dad gave me one more squeeze, he left the room, and I started to unpack.  Once I had an empty box, I started to pack up the things from my teen years.  If I was going to be here for awhile, I need it to be less pink as soon as possible.

      [image: ]
* * *

      For two weeks I stayed locked inside my room.  I came out at meal times but if anyone from the club came to the door to talk to my dad, I disappeared.  I didn’t want to hear anything even remotely related to club business.  My new motto was, out of sight, out of mind.  And so far it had been working well.

      But staying in my room all day and night was starting to wear on me.  I knew I’d have to get out before I lost my mind.  It was hard being stuck in my room all day with nothing but books, TV and the internet.  The only contact I had with other people was with my parents.

      I was eating dinner with my mom and dad the day I freaked out.  It was probably around the one-month mark after having moved in with them.  I could even remember what we were eating.  My mom had cooked up steaks with a side of onions and baby red potatoes.

      “OK.  I can’t do this anymore!” I said dropping my fork on my plate.  It clanked loudly before rattling to a stop.

      “Do what, dear?” my mom asked keeping her voice calm but at the same time glaring at me to let me know she wasn’t happy about the fork hitting her good plates.  But one of the things my mom was really good at was handling someone who’s temper was raging.

      “Sit in this house all day!”  I pushed my chair away from the table and crossed my arms.  I stared at my feet, not wanting to see the look on either of their faces.

      My mom shook her head, but I could feel my dad looking at me.  And I knew he wouldn’t stop staring until I looked at him.

      I shifted my eyes up and the look on his face hadn’t been what I expected.  It looked as though he was having an idea, not that he was about to tell me how to act when I was under his roof.

      The worst part of it all was that no one was keeping me inside but myself.  I was worried that if I went out of the house, I’d run into Troy.  If our paths crossed what would happen?  Would he try to tell me things would be different, to come home?  Or would it be something far worse?  I didn’t want to know… under my dad’s roof I didn’t have to think or deal with any of the what-ifs.

      “You should come grocery shopping with me tomorrow,” my mom said as she put her hand lovingly on my dad’s shoulder.  The corner of his mouth curled up but I could tell he had something else in mind.

      They were an interesting pair.  My mom was gorgeous.  Once upon a time she’d been head cheerleader, and Prom queen but now she was Terry Vincent’s old lady.  I could tell she loved it and most of the time she seemed happy, but I also knew how much he had changed her life.

      “Yeah, that’ll solve the problem,” I said sarcastically.  It was almost as if being in this house made me revert back into my teen-aged-self.   Even I had annoyed myself with my tone.  “What I mean is, I think I need to start looking for work.  A job.  Something to do with my time.  I can’t stay cooped up in here hiding from him forever.”

      My dad sat there with his hands folded in front of him.  He stared at me and started rubbing at his bearded chin.

      “I think I might have the perfect solution,” he said placing his hand on top of my mom’s perfectly manicured hand.  They’d always been affectionate with one another.  Neither of them ever hid the fact that they were in love from me.

      My dad was more than just in love with my mom, he was simply infatuated with her.  And even time didn’t change that.  If anything it only grew stronger.  He assumed every man on the planet wanted to be with her, so he treated her like a queen.  If she was happy he was happy.  My dad would have done anything in the world for her, but she never asked him to do a single thing.  Except maybe take out the trash.

      I looked at him worried about what his perfect solution might be.  Somehow I just knew it had to be club related because what else would my dad have for me to do?  He lived and breathed for the club, it was the only thing he knew.  I knew whatever his idea was it would somehow involve The Brother’s Rebellion.

      “Before you shoot down my idea,” he said holding his palms up towards me, “hear everything I have to say.”

      “Now I’m worried,” I said, but I was also intrigued and also a little excited to shoot down his offer.  He knew when I moved in that I wanted to have nothing to do with the club.  Nothing.  To me it didn’t exist.

      “I could use a little help in the office—”

      “Uh-uh!  No way!” I said standing up even though I wasn’t finished with my dinner.  But I was sure the more he talked the more of my appetite I would lose.

      “What didn’t you understand about waiting until I was finished?  Hear me out, Josie,” he growled as he stood up.  He was nearly a foot taller than me and I knew he was trying using his height to show who was in charge.

      My dad placed his hands down at the edge of the table and leaned forward.  He was tall, broad and intimidating whether he meant to be or not.

      I sighed and crossed my arms in front of my chest.  My mom walked into the kitchen as if she was afraid there might be some kind of explosion and she didn’t want to witness it.  I tilted my head and waited.

      “You’ll work in my office in the house.  You won’t have to into the clubhouse or even see anyone from the club, well, except for me,” he said as if he could see the checklist of pros and cons that was inside my head.  “But I really could use some help with the books.  I’m behind.  I really don’t have time to keep up with myself and I don’t really want to find someone outside of the club to do it.  It wouldn’t take you long to get up to speed.  You’re good at that stuff.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but something stopped the words from coming out.  Maybe it wasn’t actually a horrible idea.  It might actually be a good place to start.  I wouldn’t be out in the world but I could keep myself busy while building up some skills that would help once I had to get back out there in the real world.

      “What does it pay?” I asked thinking he’d laugh and tell me it pays for my food and rent.  Which would be fair but if I could make some money that would definitely help.  I could plan to actually move out and get a place of my own.

      “How much were you thinking?” he said smirking at me.

      “Same as I made before I had to quit my job and move back home.”

      “I… I can do half of that,” he said looking as though he was nervous I’d say no.  He actually wanted and needed my help, which made this even harder.  I didn’t want to let him down if he needed me, especially after when I needed them they were there for me and let me move back home.

      I put my finger on my chin as I thought it over.  The money didn’t really matter, but I was holding out on him.  I wanted to see how much he really needed my help or if he was just saying it to try to get me used to being around club things more.

      “I won’t do anything illegal,” I said narrowing my eyes at him.

      “Josie!” he said as if he already knew I was going to accept his job offer.

      “And I won’t step foot into the clubhouse.”  I started pacing with a hand on my hip, “They better not come in here either.”

      He took two large steps in my direction and pulled me into his arms.  I smiled as he squeezed me against his big solid chest.

      “I didn’t say yes, yet.”

      “Yet,” he said with a big smile on his face.  He knew he had me.  I looked up at his aged face and his gray hair.  His life had been rough, and it showed.  He looked older than he was, but he was still a fairly decent looking man.  My mom must have thought so too since she married him and stayed with him even with all the horrible club stuff she most likely heard about.

      “They’ll stay away, although you might still have to see me,” he said putting his hands on my shoulders and pushing me back so he could look into my eyes.  “You aren’t going to regret this, Josie.  I’ll get the office ready for you tonight so you can start in the morning.”

      “Ugh… OK,” I groaned even though I was happy about my choice.  At least I think I would be.  And at the very least, accepting his offer made him happy.  I liked seeing my dad happy.

      My mom had appeared in the doorway grinning at us.  I knew she had been listening to every word.  She loved both of us more than anything else in the world.  We both looked at her and laughed.

      “Shut up.  The both of you,” she said as she wiped at the corner of her eye before she disappeared back into the kitchen.

      I couldn’t help but smile at her back as she walked away.  She was a tough woman, but she was also the biggest softy I knew.  Especially when it came to our family.

      Our moment together was interrupted by a knock at the door.  My dad adjusted his cut and ran his hand through his hair before he stomped over to the door.

      “What is it?” he growled as he looked out at the club members.  One of them was nervously shifting his weight back and forth from one leg to the other.  The only one that didn’t look even a little intimidated was Stone, the club’s VP.

      He’d been in the club for as long as I could remember, but what I hadn’t remembered was how incredibly out of the world hot he was.  He’d sure changed since the last time I’d seen him.

      I sighed and caught his eye when he glanced over my dad’s shoulder to see who had made the noise.  His serious expression didn’t change and his eyes were back on my dad in a heartbeat.

      “It’s the Henchmen, pres,” Stone said and this time when he looked at me, he made it very obvious.  But it wasn’t because he was looking at me for any reason other than he didn’t want to talk about club business with me standing so close by.

      My dad glanced at me briefly before he stepped outside and closed the door blocking me from club business.  The thought to press my ear to the door and listen crossed my mind, but deep down, I didn’t want to know.  Yeah, I was nosy but the less I knew the better.

      None of this was a world I wanted to be part of even if I was a little curious what kind of business they had that could be so important at this time of night.  The Brother’s Rebellion was something I had been born into whether I wanted to be part of it or not.  But that didn’t mean I had to like it, or participate in any part of it.
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      After my dad brought me too the small office and showed me what I’d be doing, he left so I could make myself at home.  He had taken all of his things off of the desk and room and moved it over to his office in the clubhouse.  Well, one of the prospects probably did all of the moving.

      The room was plain except for an odd family picture that hung on the wall.  He told me I could decorate it anyway I liked so that I could feel at home in my new office.  But I didn’t plan on being here that long that I would need to worry about anything.  He also told me to make a list of any supplies I might need and he’d run out and get them, but he’d probably have a prospect do that too.

      Even though I was just in a room in my own house, I had still dressed up as if I had been going to a real job.  I started looking through the computer files trying to get a feel for how my dad handled his bookkeeping.  It didn’t take long to realize he didn’t really handle it, everything was scattered around and completely disorganized.  It was a mess, but at least it was something that would keep me busy.

      I jumped when there was a knock on the door.  It was strange because I figured my dad would just barge in if he wanted me for something.

      “Um, yes?” I said worried that maybe I had just imagined the knock.

      The door slowly opened and Stone peeked his head inside the door.  He grinned at me but waited as if he was waiting for me to invite him in.

      I pressed my thumbs into my palms.  Club members weren’t supposed to be in the house, and they really weren’t supposed to be bothering me.

      I waved him in and he walked up to the desk.  He set down some papers and receipts on the desk and slid them towards me.  I glanced up towards him and he looked right into my eyes.  He smiled a killer half smile at me.

      “Your dad asked me to bring these in to you,” Stone said still grinning.  He glanced at the computer and then down at the desk.  “You like it?”

      I tried to figure out what he was looking at but all I could see was his cut and his tight jeans.  I cleared my throat and looked back up into his eyes.

      “Sorry?”

      “Like working for the big guy?” Stone said shoving his hands into his pockets as he looked around the plain room.  “Simple.  I like it.”

      I shrugged my shoulders, “I guess so.  Today is my first day, so not much to like or dislike yet.”

      It was hard to keep my eyes on his.  He was so gorgeous it made my knees feel weak and I felt like I was sweating more than normal.  I didn’t even know what I was talking about with him.

      “Ah, I see,” he said sitting down in the chair across from me.  “Saw you move in a few weeks back… thought you’ve been working for him since then.”

      I tilted my head feeling slightly confused about what he was doing.  Yes, he was gorgeous, but he was in the MC.  I didn’t want to have anything to do with anything related to the club and my dad should have made that clear.

      The last time I had seen Stone he was a prospect working on earning his way into the club.  And now, years later, he was The Brother’s Rebellion vice president.  I don’t think I had ever said more than two words to him until today.

      He had been known to be a ladies’ man.  Like all the others he was rough and loud and smoked like a chimney.  There had always been a woman hanging off of him anytime I had seen him.  Old, young, tall, short, curvy, it didn’t matter, they all wanted him.  And I could see why… his smile… his charm… his solid body.

      But I was too smart.  I wouldn’t fall for any of that.  I hoped he was smart enough to not try to mess with the club’s president’s daughter.  My dad wouldn’t ever allow anything like that anyway.  He loved the club, but he probably wouldn’t want me mixed up with any of them.  After all, he knew them all very well, all their good and all their bad.

      Not that there would ever be anything my dad would have to put his foot down over anyway.  I didn’t want that.  I wouldn’t let it happen.

      Stone had always been good looking, but I never really thought about him in any way other than just being a member of the MC.  He’d been standing outside with the rest of the club the day I drove away heading for college.  It had been totally embarrassing to have a send off, but it meant a lot to my dad.

      I remember looking at him as I drove away.  There had been some half-dressed woman hanging off of him as he waved his goodbye.

      He had been something to gawk at even back then, but now he was even more.  I couldn’t not look.  And his smile.  Oh God, that smile.  It was a smile that could, and probably did, melt panties.

      But none of that mattered to me.  Stone wasn’t my type.  Yes, he was hot, but other than that what else was there?  I didn’t know anything about him, and what I did know wasn’t anything I’d be interested in.    My type was anyone that wasn’t in the MC.

      Stone’s blue eyes glowed at me as I stared at him unable to think of anything to say.  It wasn’t like I could kick him out.  My dad wouldn’t be thrilled about that either.  I didn’t want to have anything to do with the MC but I also didn’t want anyone to dislike me.  I would just have to make it clearer to my dad that the club members needed to stay out of the office when I was working.  That my office was off limits to them.

      “What brought you back here anyway?  I thought you were off living the good life?  Didn’t you get married?” he said, and I knew that my dad hadn’t told anyone why I was back, which I was thankful for.  It wasn’t as if I wanted anyone to know what had led to me coming back home.  I didn’t really want Stone or anyone else for that matter to know about my shitty, abusive ex-husband.

      “Break up… I guess,” I said as I rubbed my palms against my pants.  He raised an eyebrow at me as if he was wanting to hear more, but I just kept my lips pressed together.

      “Been there,” he said and stood up abruptly.  I couldn’t even pretend to stop my eyes from moving up his body until I stopped at his eyes.  He was so solid, and I knew under his T-shirt and cut that he was impossibly muscular.  I was pretty sure that if I asked him to lift his shirt, he would have.

      I shook the thought from my mind.  Even though he wasn’t my type, he was definitely everyone’s type to look at.

      “I better get back.  Your dad said you’d know what to do with those,” Stone said, nodding at the unruly stack of papers.

      “Oh yeah, right, got it… thanks.  I’ll take care of them.  You can tell him that… well you don’t have to tell him that… uh nevermind,” I said forcing an awkward smile.  He looked at me as if I was missing several teeth.

      He laughed, “You’re every bit as cute as I remember.  Later sweetheart,” he said with a wave and left the room.

      I stared at the doorway even after he was gone.  I could have handled watching him leave the room about six more times.

      “You OK dear?”  I jumped as my mom poked her head inside the room right where I had been staring.  It was like she popped my little daydream like a bubble.

      “Fine,” I said as if I’d just been caught doing something I shouldn’t have been doing.

      “Need anything?  I’m heading out to the store.”

      “A cold shower,” I muttered towards the computer screen.

      “What did you say?” she said squinting into her bag as she worked at fishing out her car keys.

      “Nothing.  Never mind.  Which store are you going to?” I said grabbing the receipts and stacking them into a neat pile in front of me.

      “Grocery store.  I can pick you up some lunch,” she said, but it didn’t seem like she was paying any attention to me as she looked at her phone.  It was as if her mind was already out the door.

      I shook my head, and she walked away without another word.  My brain had been somewhere else too so I couldn’t really blame her for seeming distracted.  Only I shouldn’t have been thinking about him.

      I dropped my head down on the table and sighed.  There had to be some way to get him out of my mind.  I closed my eyes, but that only seemed to make it worse.  He was standing there in my daydream and I could make him do whatever I wanted.

      “Snap out of it,” I said tapping my forehead repeatedly with my fingertips.  I turned towards the computer and started entering the numbers from the receipts.

      No matter what I tried my thoughts kept sneaking back to Stone.  The numbers weren’t powerful enough to keep my mind busy, in fact it may have actually made matters worse.

      I tried Facebook, searching for new recipes, YouTube, listening to music but none of it helped.  I couldn’t get him out of my head.

      “Hey baby,” my dad said startling me back into reality.  I sighed and ran my hand across my forehead.  “Everything OK?”

      “It’s fine.  Everything is just fine,” I said sounding harsher than I had intended.

      “You’ll get it.  I know I made a mess of everything,” he said as if he thought I was frustrated by the work.  “Just take your time.”

      “Right… yeah, I know,” I said closing whatever it was I had open on YouTube.  I didn’t even know what I had been watching since all I had been thinking about was what Stone’s body looked like under his T-shirt and cut.

      My dad stepped forward and walked right up to the desk.  He looked down at the receipts and then over at the computer.  He sniffed, “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “What’s that?” I asked pretending to be busy with the spreadsheet.

      “There’s going to be a little get together here tonight, and I was just thinking you should stop by just so the guys can meet the new—”

      “Oooh no way, dad!  There is no way in hell.  I was very clear that I didn’t want to have anything to do with the club,” I stood up and pushed the chair away.  I wanted him to know that if he was going to try to push the club on me, I was willing to walk from my new, barely minimum wage job and my rent-free bedroom too.

      “OK, well I just wanted to—”

      “It doesn’t matter.  You should have told me about this days ago.  I could have made other plans.  I don’t want to be around,” I said crossing my arms in front of my chest.

      My dad laughed, “What kind of plans?  You don’t leave the house.”

      I could feel my face turning red.  I was angry and frustrated… in more ways than one.  And it wasn’t like he needed to point out the fact that I didn’t go out.

      “You didn’t even give me a chance.  I could have gone out to a movie or something.”

      “With who?” he said smiling at me.

      “Myself,” I said stepping around to the side of the desk.  Even though I considered quitting, I wasn’t, at least not yet, I just needed a break.

      “Listen, you aren’t leaving this house.  I don’t care if you come to the fucking party or not, but you will not leave this property… do you hear me Josie?  It’s not safe right now with him out there when we’ll all be at the house.”

      The way he said it made it seem as though if I left during the day he’d put a tail on me.  I definitely wouldn’t put it past him.

      “Dad, he’s not going to kill me,” I said turning to face him.

      He shook his head, “I don’t know what that idiot is capable of and I’m sure as hell not going to let you find out.”

      “I’m not going to the dumb party,” I said staring him right in the eyes.  I wanted him to know how serious I was.  Yes, he was super intimidating most of the time, but he was still just my dad.

      “But you will not leave this property.  Is that understood?” he said giving me the same stubborn look back.

      I nodded and walked out of the room.  My feet stomped as I walked down the hall and stepped inside of the bathroom.  I slammed the door behind me.  At least I wasn’t thinking about Stone any more.

      I stayed in the bathroom until I heard my dad leave the house.  Even though I was sick of staring at a computer screen, I went back to the office.  I was confident I was done thinking about Stone and I could finally get some work done.

      I kept working undisturbed for a couple hours before my mom returned from the store.  She was holding several bags when she stepped inside the office.  The look on her face told me that she had run into my dad.

      She sat in the chair across from me and set the bags down next to her.  I kept my eyes focused on the monitor while she crossed her legs and lit up a cigarette.  I could feel her eyes drilling a hole into me, and I knew she wouldn’t stop until she said her peace.

      “Josie,” she started calmly, “you know you can’t leave here without someone, especially at night.  It’s just not safe.  Not yet baby, we’ll get there… you’ll get there, but we just don’t know what he’ll do yet, you know?”

      I rolled my eyes at her.  TO me it seemed like she was being over dramatic about the whole thing.  Sure he was a bit of a loose cannon but it wasn’t like Troy was just going to whip out a gun and start shooting at me the minute he saw me leave the house.  And yes, he hadn’t wanted me to leave him and threatened to kill me if I ever did, but he wasn’t a murderer.  At least I was pretty sure he wasn’t.  He was just an idiot that got a little rough sometimes.  I left him, it was over.  I wanted to be done thinking about Troy.

      “Don’t give me that look, I’m still—”

      “You will always be my mother,” I said already knowing what she was going to say.  “But I’m old enough to take care of myself.  It’s not like I’m going to hide behind dad and the club forever.  Once I can afford my own place, I’ll be back out there and you and dad won’t be able to watch me every second of the day.”

      “You keep telling yourself that honey,” she said standing up as if she had made her point.  I hated having to admit that I was hiding behind my dad and the club, but it was true.  “Don’t come to the party.  I don’t fucking care what you do as long as you do it inside this house.  For now.”

      “Aye-aye captain,” I said as I saluted her.

      Maybe I should go to the party.  And maybe I should hang all over every club member there until my dad tells me to go inside.  That would teach him a lesson.  They wouldn’t want me to go to any future club events that would be for sure.

      But I didn’t want to do that.  I couldn’t do that.  Could I?  No.  No.  I’d just forget about it.  After all, they were right about one thing, I didn’t have anywhere to go.
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      The noise from the party in the backyard was too much.  If only I had earplugs.  With each passing hour they all only got louder and louder.  It was a mix of the camaraderie, the music and the booze.

      The backyard had been decorated up really nicely.  There was streamers, glowing lanterns and a big fire going in the fire pit.

      I closed the curtain roughly so I wouldn’t have to see any of it through the window anymore.  If my parents saw me looking out, they would have mistaken it for something else… they would have thought I wanted to be there, but I didn’t.  I didn’t want anyone to think I cared.

      I didn’t know how I’d get any sleep with the all the racket they were making.  Maybe I’d have to flip on the TV in my room, crank it up and find something to binge watch.  But that wouldn’t be enough to block out the noise.

      I grabbed a diet soda from the fridge and started to go to my room.  Right as I was about to turn the corner the back door opened and Stone stumbled inside the house, laughing and pointing at someone outside.  He laughed at himself.  I didn’t know if I wanted to smile, or be pissed off that he was just waltzing into the house like he owned the place.

      “Oh, hey,” he said trying hard to act like he hadn’t been drinking.  But failing miserably.

      “Yeah, hey,” I said glancing towards the back door, “are you supposed to be in here?”  The words had come out sounding way meaner than I had intended.  I opened my mouth to apologize, but he raised his hand as if to stop me.

      My dad didn’t like the club members in the house when they were sober, he sure wouldn’t want them in the house when they were drunk.  He kept the house pretty much off limits to the MC unless it was an emergency, or if my dad otherwise approved it.  And for some reason I didn’t think my dad had approved this entry.

      “It’s fine,” he said opening the fridge.  “This”

      He turned around holding a six-pack of beer and smiling his sexy smile at me.  I wondered how many women were outside waiting for him to return so they could hang on him.

      “Isn’t there a keg out there?”

      “Running dry,” he said as if he was proud of the club’s accomplishment.

      “Of course it is,” I said as I took a step towards my room.  He weaved backwards and accidentally bumped into me.  We’d only touched for half a second but my heart skipped a beat.

      He put his hands on my shoulders to help steady me.  Or maybe it was more so that he could steady himself.  When he looked down into my eyes, it almost seemed as if he knew what he was doing.  That maybe he had planned the whole thing, but that was probably just my imagination.

      Stone wouldn’t do that when he could have any woman he wanted.  And it wasn’t like he would make any kind of move on the president of the MC’s daughter.  There was no way he’d ever do anything to get on my dad’s bad side.  Unless he did it in such a way that it would look like a total accident.

      My heart felt like it was making extra beats.  I wondered if Stone could feel it pounding through every vein in my body.  Could he tell what he was doing to me?

      He looked down at his feet and flashed me that half-smile that melted panties before he stepped away.  “Sorry, sweetheart,” he said as he cracked open one of the cans of beer.

      “It’s OK,” I said wishing I could step forward, and he’d kiss me.  If I could just know that one kiss that would be enough.  That’s all I needed.  Then I could stop thinking about him.  I could walk away from this easier just knowing what I would be like to kiss him.  To feel his arms wrapped around me.  His body pressed into mine.

      I looked at him and pinched at my lip nervously.  He was so fucking hot I couldn’t stand it.  I had to get more space between us.

      I let out a quick breath and reminded myself he was in the MC.  Hot or not it didn’t matter.  Not only did I want nothing to do with the club, being with him wouldn’t ever be allowed.  I took started to walk backwards and didn’t stop until I bumped into the wall.

      He watched me and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was thinking the same thing.  The look in his eyes seemed hungry, but then again he was drunk.  He probably looked at all women that way.

      “I have to go.  Good night,” I said and turned to go to my room.  I thought my breathing would return to normal once I couldn’t see him anymore, but it didn’t.

      “You’ll be back, sweetheart… mmm-mm, they always come back,” he said after me.  I practically had to force myself to keep walking away from him.  His words were like a magnet pulling me back towards him.  I closed my bedroom door and let the breath I’d been holding out of my lungs.

      I closed my eyes and tried to calm my racing heart when I felt a hand clamp down over my mouth.  It couldn’t have been Stone because I’d closed the door.  I opened my eyes wide as I tried to make sense of what was happening.

      Someone was in my room and they were pressing their body against the side of mine.  I tried to turn but whoever it was held me in place.

      “Don’t even think,” the voice said, and I instantly recognized the voice.  It was the voice I’d heard every day for the last several years.  Troy had somehow gotten inside my room.

      I shook my head.  If there was one thing I knew how to do, it was how to keep Troy from freaking out.  Well, at least most of the time I did and ninety percent of the time it worked.

      As long as I remained calm and didn’t question him, I’d probably be OK.  At least that’s what I was hoping for, that was until I smelled the alcohol on his breath.  I was now down to about twenty percent chance of being able to keep him calm.

      He dragged me across the floor and over to my bed.  I didn’t fight back even though he was hurting me.  For now, I’d save my energy.

      He lifted me up and threw me down on the bed.  Troy stepped backwards and tripped over his own feet.  It took everything I had not to laugh at him as he crashed loudly to the floor.  But if I would have laughed, he would have definitely made me regret it.

      Troy looked at me almost as if he was daring me to laugh.  He wanted to fight.  Troy hadn’t come here to play nice.  He was daring me to do or say anything that could flip his switch.  But of course I bit my tongue.

      Troy stood up and weaved right into my nightstand and the lamp tipped over and fell to the floor.  I watched as it broke into several pieces.  He got down on his knee and started to pick up the pieces but then he remembered he didn’t care about the lamp.

      There was knock on my door and I hugged myself.  I didn’t know if I should call out for help or just be still.  If I got a chance, maybe I’d be able to convince Troy to leave on his own.

      “Josie?  Are you all right?”

      It was Stone.  He must have heard all the noises.  Troy looked at me as if I should handle it.  Make him go away.  But it felt like my lips were glued together.

      Troy looked at me nervously as if he wasn’t sure what he should do.  He looked afraid of what might happen if someone came in and found him there.

      I opened my mouth ready to call out for Stone, but Troy must have been able to tell by the look in my eyes that I wasn’t going to tell them to go away.  He jumped down on top of my and clamped his hand down over my mouth.  I could tell he changed his mind and was afraid of what I might say.

      “Josie?” Stone shouted as he pounded on the door again.  There was something about the way he was calling for me that I knew he wasn’t going to leave until I answered him.  Somehow Stone must have figured something was wrong.  “Josie, I’m coming in.”

      The door shook as he slammed what I assumed was his shoulder into it.  But it didn’t budge.  There was a brief pause before whatever he had done caused the door to pop open so hard it swung around and hit the wall.

      He looked around the room, and when he saw Troy on top of me with his hand over my mouth, he instantly reacted.  Stone peeled Troy off of me like he was ripping a Band-Aid off.  He pulled his fist back and launched it forward into Troy’s face.

      Troy’s head seemed to move one way while his body moved the other.  He looked around the room as if he had no idea where he was.  Stone let go of him and he fell like a rock to the floor.  Troy grabbed at his head while Stone stood over him looking as though he’d hit him again if he tried to get up.

      “Do you know him?” Stone shouted barely taking his eyes off of Troy.

      I nodded, “Sort of.”

      “Didn’t look like you wanted him here to me,” Stone said looking confused.

      “He’s my ex.”

      “He’s supposed to be in here?” Stone asked as if he was trying to think what my dad would have done if it had been him to find Troy in here.  Stone seemed worried that he wasn’t doing enough.

      I shook my head side to side.  He wasn’t supposed to be in my room.  Troy wasn’t supposed to come anywhere near me.

      Stone twisted his fist around the front of Troy’s shirt and effortlessly lifted him off the floor.  The next thing I knew, he was dragging him out of my room and down the hall.

      I followed as he hauled him through the living room and towards the front door.  Stone stopped and looked at me as if he was waiting for me to do something.  I quickly realized he wanted me to open the door, so I twisted the knob and opened the front door as wide as it would go.

      The music in the backyard was playing some upbeat tune.  I could hear the guys chuckling while the women were laughing and giggling.  None of them knew what was going on in the front yard.

      Stone lifted Troy off the ground, his feet dangling as he pointed his toes down trying to find his footing.  He hurled him into the front lawn as if he weighed nothing.  Troy hit the ground and rolled several times before his body came to a stop.

      I looked around and noticed over to the side of the house there was a small group of guys discussing something that looked serious as they puffed on their cigarettes.  They stopped talking the second their realized something was going on.

      “Everything OK, Stone?” one of the guys with messy hair asked.  He had an unusual slightly higher pitched voice that I would have imagined would come out of a biker.

      “Under control, man,” Stone said, brushing his hands on his jeans.  He took a step towards Troy who was still laying on the ground looking at them almost as if he was waiting for permission to move.  “This party crasher was just leaving.”

      I was glad he didn’t mention that the man on my front lawn was my ex.  If anyone of this got back to my dad, I would worry about what he would do, or have done, to Troy.  I didn’t like him and I didn’t want to be with him anymore, but I also didn’t want him dead.  It was definitely a possibility if the club was involved.  My dad would do what it took to keep me safe and it wouldn’t take much to convince the MC to back him up.

      Troy had been lucky it was Stone that found him.  Anyone else and who knows if he would be leaving in one piece.  In fact, depending on who would have found him, he probably wouldn’t be.

      I watched as Troy finally came to his senses and started scrambling to his feet.  He started running away only to make it about three steps before he tripped and fell flat on his face.  He got up quicker than I thought was possible and kept running.

      “Bang!  Bang!” Stone shouted sharply after him and he almost tripped again.  The other club members laughed as if it had been the funniest thing they’d ever seen.

      Once I saw Troy wasn’t being pursued anymore, I went back inside the house.  He’d be OK and maybe this would be enough to scare him away from me.  At least for a while.

      Before I could even close the door, Stone was standing behind me with his palms pressed against the thick wood.  “Are you going to be OK?”

      “I’m fine.  He didn’t hurt me,” I said and stopped abruptly when I saw my dad step around the corner.  The look on his face showed that he knew something was amiss.  But then again, he kind of always looked that way.

      “It was a good thing you were in the house, Stone,” he bellowed from across the living room.  His deep voice sounded rough and I couldn’t tell if he had meant the words or not.  Somehow he knew what had happened.  Or at least he partially knew.  “Thank to you, my daughter is safe.”

      I crossed my arms in front of my chest.  For some reason I felt very exposed.  It felt as though everyone on the property suddenly knew my business… everything about Troy and what had happened between him and I.

      Not to mention I had just been attacked.  It felt like everyone had their eyes glued to me.  I almost couldn’t handle it.

      “It’s not a big deal… I heard—”

      “Thanks for saving my daughter…,” my dad said as he looked down at his fingernails.  “But what were you doing in my house in the first place?”
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      “Sorry, pres, I was just getting more beer.  Dust said we were out so I…,” he said gesturing towards the kitchen counter where the six-pack of beer was still waiting.  The can he had opened was right next to it.  He had set it down before going off to check on the noises he had heard.

      “Mmm,” my dad said looking down the hallway towards my room as if he was looking for clues.  It seemed as though he was suspicious of why Stone had really been in the house when he knew he wasn’t supposed to be.

      “I heard the noises and when she didn’t answer,” Stone said almost sounding as though he was getting pissed off at my dad.  And I wouldn’t have blamed him if he did.  I was glad Stone had been there.  Not that I thought Troy would have really done anything, but it was better this way.  If he would have gotten away with it, he would have thought he could sneak in the house whenever he wanted.

      My dad slowly walked to my room looking at the walls as he walked.  He ran his finger down the door frame as he examined it.  I hadn’t noticed before but a big chunk of wood had been broken off near the doorknob and was barely hanging on.  The door looked as if it would still close, but it was clearly damaged.

      “I’ll pay for the door,” Stone said when my dad looked at him.

      “Of course you will—”

      “Dad!  He will not,” I said putting my hands on my hips.  He’d just saved me… my dad was out of line.

      My dad stared at me and my skin started to feel hot.  I could see he was thinking something over, but then he smiled and lightly jabbed Stone in the shoulder.  “Of course that was just a joke.  You don’t have to pay for the door, but you do have to pay for the six-pack you stole from my fridge.”

      “Oh God,” I groaned.

      My dad looked inside the room and saw the broken lamp laying on the floor.  He didn’t look at Stone for an explanation instead he looked at me.  He tilted his head and waited as if I was supposed to give him the play-by-play.

      “Troy,” I said and snapped my mouth shut.  I didn’t want to talk about it in front of Stone.  I didn’t want to talk about it to my dad.  It was bad enough he knew Troy had somehow gotten inside of the house.  Tomorrow there would probably be metals bars on my window, or maybe Troy’s name in the obituary.

      I jerked when I felt hands touching my shoulders.  I turned around quickly my eyes wide and panicked.  Once I realized it was my mom relief washed over me.  She was looking at me with eyes filled with concern and worry.  I saw her shoot a look at my dad before she ushered me away from both of the men and my room.

      I should have thanked Stone.  My dad should have stood there listening as I told him how I felt about what he had done for me.  But I hadn’t thought of it quick enough, and by the time I realized, I was already in the kitchen with my mom.

      “I’ll make you some tea,” my mom said wrapping her arm around my shoulders.

      “I’m not going to talk about it,” I said, shivering even though I wasn’t cold.

      “You don’t have to… at least not now,” my mom said as she placed me in a chair at the kitchen table.  “Unless you think we should call Sheriff Bayley?”

      “No, we don’t need to do that,” I said knowing neither her nor my dad would do that.  Calling the police was almost always a last resort.

      She made the tea and didn’t say another word about what had happened although I knew she was dying to hear about it from me.  But really it didn’t matter because she probably already knew.  My parents always seemed to know everything anyway.

      I had trouble sleeping that night.  Between the pleasant thoughts of Stone and the nightmarish thoughts of Troy I’d wake up frequently.  After tossing and turning for most of the night I turned on the TV and watched infomercials until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.  The white noise from the TV helped keep my mind quiet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day when I was sitting in the office all I could think about was how I had to find a way to thank Stone.  And maybe even apologize for how my dad had acted, but he probably knew him well enough to know how he was.

      If Stone hadn’t been there things could have gotten much worse.  I didn’t think Troy had been there to kill me, but he definitely was capable of other things I wouldn’t have wanted to happen either.  Troy often commented on how I was his and if he wanted me to do something it was my job to do it.

      I didn’t want to think about what Troy would have done if he would have had the opportunity.  But I did want to thank Stone for what he did and move on.  In fact, I wasn’t even sure I could move on until I thanked him.  He didn’t have to do anything, but he did.

      I started digging around in the drawers and sifted through the junk inside.  The top middle drawer had a pistol and a small black book.  I opened the book and found the names and addresses of all of the club members written inside.

      It seemed like information my dad should have kept locked up somewhere, like inside the safe.  Although, if someone was determined enough, they could probably find out all the club members names and addresses without a little black book.

      I was tempted to bring the book to my dad and suggest he lock it up but then I decided against it.  He’d probably just forgotten about it, and it was safer in the house that it would be in his office in the clubhouse.

      I wrote down Stone’s address on a scrap of paper and tucked it into my purse.  Before I could change my mind, not that I would have, I was in my car heading for Stone’s house.

      When I spotted the small house, I wasn’t sure if he still lived there.  There was a tall, dark haired woman walking down the driveway.  She was almost too skinny.  I watched as she teetered down the drive on her impossibly high stilettos.

      She looked down the road in my direction but then she looked down the other way.  It almost seemed as though she was looking for something or someone.  She seemed nervous.

      I wanted to keep driving.  I probably should have kept driving, but I didn’t.  My car squeaked as I put the brakes on and pulled up to the curb.  The thin girl got into her rickety old Ford and sped down the road.

      The girl hadn’t seemed to notice me and even if she did it didn’t seem as though she’d cared about my presence in the least.  I walked up to Stone’s front door and watched as she turned the corner.

      It didn’t matter to me in the lease who she was.  It wasn’t like it was any of my business anyway.

      “Ex,” he said, and I jumped at least two inches straight up into the air, or at least it had felt that way.  “What are you doing here?”

      It felt weird.  He almost sounded perturbed that I was at his place.  But then again, maybe he had the right to feel that way since I hadn’t bothered to call first.  I did just show up on his property unannounced.

      “I’m sorry, I should have called first,” I said shaking my head as I took a step away from him.

      “Come on in,” he said pushing his squeaky front door open.  I looked around as if I’d see my dad staring at me from across the street, but of course he wasn’t there.

      I stepped inside his quaint house and I couldn’t help but look around.  He had minimal furniture and a few pictures on the wall but overall it was very plainly decorated.  It was obvious that it was the house of a bachelor.  Not a feminine touch anywhere inside… not that it mattered.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how long ago his ex and him had been together.  She was still coming to his house which seemed odd, but it wasn’t really any of my business.  If she had lived with him clearly she hadn’t been much for interior decorating.

      There were papers scattered all over his kitchen table.  In the kitchen there was a box of cereal on the counter and a bowl sitting near the sink.

      I wasn’t the least bit surprised by the workout equipment and weights sitting on the floor in the living room next to his small TV.  His arms were so muscular and toned that I was sure he spent every free moment building his muscles.

      “Have a seat,” he said gesturing towards his couch.

      “Sure,” I said resisting the urge to brushing off the cereal crumbs first.  “I’m sorry to drop by like this… I hadn’t thought it through.  Anyway I just wanted to—”

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “No thanks,” I said with a smile.  “Anyway, I just wanted to stop by so I could thank you for last night.”

      “Ah, it was nothing.  You didn’t have to trouble yourself coming out here for that,” he said sitting down next to me.  He was so close I could feel the warmth of his body.  “Any of the guys would have done the same.”

      “I would have said something last night but my dad, well, he was in one of his moods after what happened,” I said folding my hands neatly into my lap.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of Stone.  We were so close together I could smell the masculine scent from the soap he’d used in the shower.  Which led to me thinking about him in the shower.  What was I really doing here?

      Before I could stop myself, I boldly put my hand on his forearm.  I could feel his tight, silky skin under my fingers.  It was like my mind had been erased, I couldn’t think of what I had wanted to say and instead I bit my lip.

      His eyes shifted down to my hand and then back to my eyes.  He sighed as if something was wrong.  I opened my mouth to ask, but before I could even get a word out, he put his hand behind my neck.

      We looked another one another, slowly inching closer and closer.  My heart was pounding, and it felt like my breath was caught somewhere in my throat.

      When I was inches away, he pulled my lips to his, and it felt like electricity jolted through my body.  Stone’s soft, perfectly lips were on mine as if he was hungry and the only thing that could satisfy him, was me.

      Our tongues danced perfectly together as if it was what they meant to be doing.  I needed him and he needed me.  To hell with everything else.

      “Mmm,” he said in a low, needy voice.  “Shit baby.”

      I slid my hand off of his forearm and down to his thigh.  It was almost as if my hand had a mind of its own and there wasn’t anything I could do to reel it back in.

      He grabbed me around the waist and pulled me on top of his lap.  He broke our kiss to watch me as he cupped my breast.  I parted my lips as my need for him was practically uncontrollable.

      “Oh God, Stone,” I moaned as I pressed myself down against the hardness that I could feel growing inside his jeans.  I put my hand down on his stomach and felt the muscles under his T-shirt.

      He grabbed, squeezed and stroked my breast as he reached around with his other hand to grab my ass.  Stone guided me as I rolled myself around on top of him.  I wanted to rip his clothes off.  I wanted to feel him inside me.

      Stone leaned forward and kissed me, but the kiss slowed.  He stopped moving his hands.  Everything came to a screeching halt.

      I looked at him, my eyebrows pinched together.  I didn’t understand what had happened.  Had he not been enjoying it as much as I was?  What had I done wrong?  Deep down I knew coming here was going to be a mistake.

      Maybe I should be happy it was stopping.  I didn’t want to be involved with a club member.  Clearly my brain hadn’t been in charge when it came to Stone.  I didn’t know why but at least I hadn’t done something I would regret.

      “Hmm… I don’t think this is a good idea, sweetheart,” he said as he carefully eased me off of his lap.  I could see exactly by the size of the bulge in his pants that parts of him thought it was an exceptionally great idea.  “I respect your dad too much.  But more importantly, I value my life.”

      I straightened my clothes and stood up.  My dad shouldn’t really be involved in decisions when it came to my sex life, or lack thereof, but this was because of him.  It didn’t matter that I had let things go too far with someone that I shouldn’t be involved with but the choice should have been mine, and it didn’t feel as though it had been.

      I was annoyed, but I tried not to let it show.  It wasn’t Stone’s fault my dad was the way he was.  If anyone was at fault, it was me for coming here.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to sweetheart,” he said grabbing my hand and looking into my eyes.  “There is nothing I want more than to put this… mmm,” he said adjusting himself not even the slight bit embarrassed to be handling himself right in front of me the way he was.  And unfortunately for me, it only turned me on more than I already was.

      “I shouldn’t have come here,” I said shaking my hand free.  I could tell my anger was showing by my tone.  But I didn’t care.  I was embarrassed, frustrated, and I felt stupid for letting things get out of hand.  It was almost as if I had broken a rule I had with myself.  “Thanks again for helping me last night.  I appreciate it.”

      “Josie… wait,” he said as I walked to the front door.  I pretended not to hear him and let myself out.  I wanted to run across the yard and get into my car as fast as I could but I refused to run.  It wasn’t like I wanted him to know I was upset.  A fast walk would have to do.

      I could hear his front door open but I didn’t hear footsteps coming after me.  By the time I was inside my car his door was closed and he was presumably back inside.

      Good.  He got the message.  And now I just had to get over my infatuation.  He was in the club.  I wasn’t interested in him or anyone else that had anything to do with my dad or The Brother’s Rebellion motorcycle club.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      The next day when I was in my dad’s old office working, I wouldn’t allow myself to think about Stone.  I didn’t want to think about him being in the clubhouse only a short distance away.  Even if he was there, what did it matter anyway.  He had made it clear nothing would happen, and I was OK with that because I didn’t want anything to happen anyway.

      My dad barged into the room swinging the door open roughly.  He looked panicked.  He started walking around the room as if he was looking for something but he wasn’t sure where to look.

      “Dad?  Are you OK?” I asked standing up.

      “Get Memorial on the phone!” he shouted as he started rifling through a stack of papers.

      “Oh my God, you’re scaring me… what’s going on?” I said looking up the hospital’s phone number on the internet.  I grabbed my cell phone and tapped in the number as quickly as my fingers would go.

      “It’s Stone.  Something fucking went wrong,” he said ripping the phone out of my hand.

      My heart sank into my stomach and my mind started to go through all the things that could have gone wrong.  Was he OK?  Was he alive?  Oh my God, what if he was dead?  I didn’t want a relationship with him, but I didn’t want him dead.  I didn’t want anyone in the club dead.

      My dad started shouting into the phone at whoever was on the other end.  He scribbled down some information and handed the phone back.  I followed him through the house.  He poked his head in and out of rooms and when he found my mom he grabbed her.  My dad probably carried her through the house while he attempted to tell her what he knew, which didn’t seem to be much.

      “I’m coming along,” I said hoping they wouldn’t question me as to why I cared.  I thought they rub my disdain for all things club related in my face, but they didn’t bother.  They were too worried to care.

      My dad sped through the streets and we drove in silence all the way to the hospital.  I heard my mom clicking her fingernails together, so I knew she was worried sick about Stone.

      My dad was recklessly weaving in and out of traffic so dangerously that I was surprised we hadn’t gotten pulled over at least once by the time we had gotten to the hospital.  But then again my dad had a special relationship with the sheriff.  There were probably several things he’d look the other way for, even though they might have had to pull him over just for appearances.

      There were officers on the force that wouldn’t look the other way, but thankfully we hadn’t run into any of those.  I took in a deep breath as my dad haphazardly pulled into a parking spot.

      I’ve known for about as long as Stone has been involved with the MC that he didn’t have any living relatives, at least none that he spoke to.  So it would just be the club at the hospital, but as far as they were concerned they were his family.

      When we got inside several club members greeted us in the lobby.  They hopped to their feet the second my dad made his grand entrance.

      “Where is he?  Is he OK?” my dad bellowed as if he was the only one in the hospital with someone in rough shape.  Everyone in the waiting room and behind the reception desks looked at him.

      Pike stood next to my dad as we walked down the hallway.  He shook his head and tried to say something but nothing came out.

      Stone and Pike had been close friend for as long as I could remember.  I didn’t know Pike’s real name, but they had been prospects at roughly the same time.  If I remembered correctly, they had been friends long before they were part of the MC.

      Rager and Dust joined our little circle, and they didn’t look they wanted to talk either.  Rager was shaking his head.  He was a forty-fire year old man with thick-framed glasses and he looked as tough as nails, but even he seemed torn up.

      I was about to freak out.  What was going on?  If he wasn’t OK someone should tell us.  Rager looked at me as if he was confused about my presence but spoke to my dad anyway.

      “They haven’t told us anything yet, man,” Rager said glancing at the receptionist briefly.  “The ladies over there say the doctors will talk to family as soon as they can.  Which I think means they won’t tell us anything.”

      My dad looked around the waiting room as if he was doing roll call, “Where’s Stretch?”

      “We don’t know,” Rager said after a long pause.  “Hoping Stone will know.”

      “You know he was out there with him right?” my dad said the frustration and fear obvious in his tone.  I could only guess he was worried about why only one of his men came back.  And he came back via trip to the hospital.  Hell, no one even knew if he was OK yet.

      If either Stretch or Stone was dead, there would be a club war.  There was no doubt about that.

      “We know,” Dust said rubbing at his nose.  Dust was the member I’d overheard my parents talking about.  He was working on getting himself clean.  My dad even footed the bill for one of his stints in rehab.

      It works for awhile, but then Dust always seems to fall back into his old ways.  Especially in times of stress.  I wondered if this was one of those times.

      “See if you can get in touch with Stretch.  If you can’t, I want you and Dust to go and see what you can find out.  Stay out of trouble and stay away from The Henchmen,” my dad said pointing his finger at them.  “Don’t come back until you have something for me.   Go!”

      “Yes, sir,” Dust said yanking Rager’s leather jacket.  I hope that they were going to take one of the club’s cars so that Dust wouldn’t be out riding his bike.  Last thing the club needed right now was Dust getting into an accident when he was strung out.

      After about ten minutes of pacing back and forth, my dad finally sat down next to my mom.  She took his hand into her and rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb.

      I grabbed a magazine, but I couldn’t read it.  My fingers flipped at the pages as I glanced at the pictures.  I was basically just going through the motions since I was too worried something was wrong.

      My dad had gone up to the nurse’s station so many times that the last time they spoke to him, three nurses gathered together, and told him if they heard anything they promised he’d be the first to know.  He practically growled at them before he hit the desk and walked away.

      They probably had experience in dealing with my dad.  This wasn’t the first time he’s had to come in because someone from the club was being treated.  They were fully aware of the fact that he was the president of the well-known Brother’s Rebellion MC in Greenwood Pass.  Everyone knew my dad even though many wished they hadn’t.

      With all the ‘injuries’ and ‘accidents’ the club has had over the years the nurses were probably on a first name basis with my dad.  But this time since he was close to Stone, it was different.  And the nurses seemed to realize that.

      “Mr. Vincent?” a man wearing blue scrubs said as he walked towards my father.  I was pretty sure he must have been the doctor that had been treating Stone.  He shook my dad’s hand.  It wouldn’t surprise me in the least to find out that they had worked together outside of office hours if a club member got hurt and they didn’t want anyone to find out about it.

      “Yes.  Tell me doc, just tell me straight,” my dad said standing next to him as he towered over the doctor by nearly a full foot.

      “Come,” the doctor said leading us out of the waiting room.  He didn’t even question who I was or try to stop me from following along.  It was OK with the doctor if it was OK with my dad.
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      He led us into a smaller waiting room and closed the door once I was inside.  My looked at him with wide eyes.  “What is it?”

      “Stone is going to be fine.  We had to remove the bullet, and it’s going to take some time for him to recover.  There wasn’t any major damage.  He’s lucky it hadn’t been worse.  Terry, these kids need to be more careful,” the doctor said using my dad’s name.

      That confirmed my suspicions about them being well acquainted.  No one used my dad’s first name.  The only people I’ve ever heard use is name was his father, my grandpa before he passed, my mom and the Sheriff.  It was as if someone had to earn it.  Clearly the doctor had earned it because my dad didn’t punch him in the face for saying it.

      “Oh, thank God!” my mom said hugging me.  “You had us worried there, doc.”

      It almost sounded as if my mom was scolding him which seemed a bit strange considering they were probably around the same age.  He didn’t seem to be bothered.

      “We can we see him?” my dad asked, but I knew he wanted more information about what happened.  Information he hoped Stone would have.  My dad and the club was desperate, they needed to find Stretch as soon as possible.

      “Now, Terry, he’s going to have to talk to the cops about what happened.  I have to report this… you know that,” he said tapping his clipboard.

      “Understood.  Get the Sheriff.”  My dad nodded in a strange way.  It was almost like it was some kind of secret code.  Maybe something the doctor would pass along to the Sheriff to get this sorted out in a way my dad would be OK with.

      I didn’t even want to know.  Besides, maybe I was just imagining it all.  Maybe there was no secret code.

      The doctor gave us directions to Stone’s room, and I followed my parents as they twisted through the hallways.  When we finally got to Stone’s room I paused not sure if he’d even want to see me.

      I probably shouldn’t have come.  I was developing a bad habit of showing up where I didn’t necessarily belong when it came to Stone.

      My mom and dad walked into the room but I waited in the doorway.  When he saw me standing there, he waved me forward.  He was smiling although he looked a little under the influences of whatever painkiller the hospital had given him during the bullet removing procedure.

      “You scared the shit out of us there, Stone,” my mom said hugging him gently and placing a light kiss on his forehead.

      “Don’t do it again,” my dad said pointing his finger at him.  He looked angry, but I knew he meant well.  Stone knew it too because he was grinning at my dad.

      “I’ll try my damnedest not to ever do it again,” Stone said glancing at me.  “Glad you came.”

      “And I’m glad you’re OK,” I said quietly.  My mom looked back and forth between us but then turned back to Stone as if she was dismissing whatever thought had crossed her mind.

      My dad’s phone buzzed before he could question Stone about what had happened.  He quickly dashed out of the room.  I wondered if it was because he didn’t want to talk about Stretch in front of Stone.  He didn’t want him to know he was MIA.  At least not yet while he was recovering from a gunshot wound.

      “I’m going to go check on him,” my mom said as she held Stone’s hand and kissed him on the forehead in the exact same spot.  “Do what the doctors say, you hear?  Be good, Stone.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Stone said watching my mom as she walked out of the room.

      Stone started to lift his arms so he could put them behind his head when he remembered he’d just been shot.  He winced and slowly put his arm back down.  I couldn’t help but smile at him.

      He grimaced, “Aw fuck.”

      “Does it hurt?” I said stupidly asking a question I was pretty sure I knew the answer to.  I stepped closer to make sure he hadn’t messed up his bandages.

      “Yeah… it really fucking hurts,” he said as he reached over and grabbed my hand.  “But I feel so much better when you’re close to me sweetheart.”

      “Oh please,” I said rolling my eyes at him.  “I know that’s the painkillers talking.”

      “No, I mean it,” he said and pulled me down so I was sitting on the bed next to him.

      “I shouldn’t sit here,” I said trying to get up.  “I don’t want to cause you any pain.”

      “The only pain I’m in is when you are away,” he said putting his finger on my chin.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, “What do they have you on?”

      “I’m not sure but I hope I can some of this shit to go,” he said with a laugh.  “Drugs or not, the truth is… I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.  I think when I was out during surgery I was even dreaming about you.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked as my heart fluttered against my will.  After he’d stopped things telling me this just didn’t seem fair.

      “Christ Josie,” he said looking deep into my eyes.  His eyes were glassy, and I didn’t know if he’d even remember anything he was telling me.  “If I could physically do it, I’d bend you over this bed right now and finish what we’d started.”

      His words were like fire.  They ignited my blood, and it started flowing quickly through my veins.  Every part of my body was started to fire up in response and he hadn’t even had to touch me.

      When I looked down to avoid eye contact with him, I could see that he was feeling the same.  His body was working just fine even though he was on pain killers and was just out of surgery.

      I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his being careful not to pull on any of the tubes or wires he was connected to.  My fingers lightly twirled into his hair before I pulled myself away.

      It felt like I was losing my mind.  I wanted him so bad, yet I wasn’t going to let it happen.  I couldn’t.  Everything felt like it was spiraling out of control.  I was helplessly falling for him and I knew it the minute I had heard he was in the hospital.

      “I need to get back to work,” I said standing up and awkwardly moving towards the door.

      “But your dad is the boss.  He’ll give you time off,” he said as if that would somehow change my mind.  Instead, it only reminded me of every reason this should go any further.

      What it my mom and dad would have walked back in and caught us kissing?  My dad would have tried to strangle him right on the hospital bed.  At least he would be in the right place for when my dad attempted to murder him.  But my dad was probably quicker than the hospital staff and Stone would be dead before their monitors even alerted them to his distress.

      “Sorry you were shot… get well soon,” I said and slipped out of the room.  I wanted to hit myself for saying something so dumb.  Thank God he was drugged up and probably wouldn’t remember anything I had said anyway.

      Since my parents had been my ride to the hospital I had to wait for them in the waiting room.  Some of the Brother’s came in and out but no one went down the hallway to see Stone.

      The hospital probably wasn’t allowing them back to see him because they weren’t technically family.  They had only made an exception for my dad because of who he was.  But it wasn’t like they could let the whole club in.

      I was about to call my dad when Pike sat down next to me.  “He left with your mom like thirty minutes ago,” Pike said as he adjusted his bandana.

      “Oh… great.  Of course they did,” I said trying not to show just how pissed off I was that they just left without telling me.

      “He told me to bring you home,” Pike said in his low, gruff voice.  “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “I’m ready,” I said standing and taking several steps away only to notice he wasn’t following me.  “Pike?”

      He forced a smile.  His mind was probably on his best friend.  I wasn’t even sure if anyone updated him on Stone’s condition.

      “He’s going to be fine,” I said softly.

      “You know he talked about you the other night,” Pike said keeping his eyes focused on the floor.

      “He did?”

      “Yeah,” Pike said with a sigh.  The way he was acting it didn’t seem like whatever they had talked about had been good.  “I don’t want him to get in trouble with your old man, you know?”

      “Of course.  I don’t either,” I said with a nod.  I didn’t really understand what they had talked about, but I did know my dad.  I didn’t want there to be trouble in the MC.

      This just solidified everything I had already known… getting involved with anything MC related would be a mistake.  Pike knew it too.  He was just trying to warn me… what he didn’t know was that I already knew better.  He’d probably seen women go down this path with Stone a thousand times.  But I wouldn’t.

      “Ready?” I said gesturing towards the door.  The sooner I was out of here the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      I had been managing to avoid everything club related and Stone related for several days until I heard my dad talking to someone in the hallway outside of the office.  There was a pile of work waiting for me and I tried not to listen but I couldn’t help it.

      “He’s been released.  I want you to head over there later to check in on him… he’s got no one you know?” my dad said trying to keep his voice hushed.  I couldn’t hear the response of the person he was talking to, but I assumed whoever it was would go because my dad asked him to.

      I was glad Stone was well enough to be at home, but I didn’t like the idea of him being there alone.  There wouldn’t be anyone there to help him.  It wouldn’t hurt anything if I stopped by to offer him help or bring him some food.

      When lunch time rolled around, I went into the kitchen to make a couple sandwiches.  I packed them up as I ignored the voice in my head telling me to go back to work.

      The voice told me that if I went I was breaking my rule.  If I was done with Stone, I had to really be done.  I told the voice to shut up, this was different… he needed help… he’d be shot.

      My car almost didn’t want to start when I turned the key.  It was almost as if it was trying to send me a message.  But I had already made the sandwiches, so I felt committed.  I didn’t want the food to go to waste.  At least that’s what I told myself.

      When I pulled up to the curb, I saw his ex storm out of the house.  I could even hear the door slamming from inside my car.  She was shouting something as she walked away from his house.

      It wasn’t a big deal that she was there again.  I wasn’t jealous.  It was probably a good thing she had stopped by to check in on him.  He needed people to help him right now.  Although of course I didn’t know how helpful she’d been if she was leaving this angry.

      I stayed inside my parked car slouched down until she turned the corner.  The last thing I wanted was his angry ex bombarding me with questions.  Maybe she knew my dad, and she’d tell him I’d went to Stone’s house.  It was better to just wait until the coast was clear to bring him his lunch.

      A random car came down the street and I waited until that one was out of sight too before I jogged over to Stone’s place.  I knocked on the door and tapped my foot wondering why it was taking so long.  But then I realize he probably wasn’t up and about to answer the door.

      I knocked again, harder and opened the door a crack, “Hello?”

      “Who is it?” he said, sounding as if he was in a bad mood.

      “It’s Josie,” I said trying to keep my voice soft.  I felt paranoid everyone in the neighborhood was documenting my visits.  It wasn’t like I was doing anything wrong by coming here to help.  It was purely innocent.

      “Come in,” he said and I let myself in.  He wasn’t on the couch so I figured he was in his bedroom.  His house wasn’t very big so it would probably be easy to find.  “I’m in here.”

      I stopped in the doorway and saw him laying uncomfortably in bed.  His pillows were all over the place and there were beer cans scattered all over the floor.  It looked as though a small tornado had gone through his bedroom.

      “Yeah, sorry,” he said with a small frown.

      He was laying there shirtless which only made the blood that stained his bandage stand out even more.  At first I was distracted by all of his muscles.  Muscles I didn’t even know a person could have, but then I came to my senses and set down the plate of wrapped sandwiches in front of him.

      “Is someone going to help with that?” I said gesturing towards his bandage.

      “A nurse is going to check on it later.  It’s fine,” he said waving his hand as if he barely even noticed it was there.

      My eyes went back to his solid abs, down to the sheet draped over his hips.  I wondered if he was wearing pants, or underwear for that matter.  It would have been difficult for him to get dressed, or at least I imagined it would have been.  But I tried not to think about any of that as I unwrapped a sandwich for him.

      “I’m fucking starving,” he said as he took a large bite.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I said unable to resist looking at the aluminum cans strewn about.

      “Water,” he said between bites.  I left the room to go into his kitchen and search his cabinets for glasses.  He had three glasses and a mug inside, so I took one of the glasses and filled it with water from his sink.

      I walked back to his room and handed him the glass.  He grabbed it and drank down the whole thing in one drink.

      “Was thirsty too,” he said with a smile.

      I took the glass from him and set it on his nightstand.  Without giving it much thought, I started to pick up the beer cans off of the floor and stacked them next to the glass.

      “Sit,” he said as he unwrapped the second sandwich.  He waved it at me as if he was offering me some of it.  I shook my head, and he was already taking a second bite before I even sat down.

      “I saw your ex leaving.  Did she stop by to help you?” I asked hoping I didn’t sound too nosy.  I just hadn’t known what else to say, so I said the first thing I could think of.  “You don’t have to answer that.”

      He laughed and eyed me as if he wasn’t sure if I was being serious.  “Yeah… she was just here asking for money again,” he said pointing at his bicep as if he was injecting himself with something.

      “Oh.  I’m sorry… I didn’t know,” I said feeling as though I was stepping into territory that was too personal and quite frankly none of my business.  I tried to change the subject, “They are all still looking for Stretch.”

      He stopped eating and looked at me funny.  His left eye scrunched up in an odd way.

      “Yeah, I guess he still hasn’t checked in or gotten back to anyone.  The whole club is pretty worried,” I said not realizing he hadn’t been told about Stretch yet.  “Oh shit.  Shit!” I said knowing my dad was going to kill me.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?  Stretch is gone?  Why hadn’t anyone told me?  And I’m sitting here lounging around in bed when I should be out there looking for him!” he said putting the last three bites of the sandwich down on the plate.  He started trying to get out of bed.

      I stood up and put my hands on his shoulders to stop him from getting up.  But he was still strong enough that I wasn’t able to stop him.  He was on his feet in no time at all wearing nothing but a pair of thin fabric boxers.  When he tried to straighten himself he looked as though he was about to fall.  He was probably weak, tired and full of painkillers.  Stone started tipping forward, but I caught him and helped him back down on the bed.

      “They are taking care of it,” I said lightly putting my hand on his shoulder.  “If anyone will find him, it’ll be the Brother’s Rebellion.”

      And if they didn’t find him, they would most definitely retaliate.  They’d probably retaliate just for them having kidnapped him.  I knew things weren’t going to be good between the Brother’s and the Henchmen.

      After what Stone had been through, it was better that he didn’t get involved.  Since he had just been in the hospital with a gunshot wound, I assumed it was very likely some of the police force the few that weren’t with the Brother’s would be watching him.  He wouldn’t be able to help without getting into some kind of trouble whether it be with the law or The Wild Henchmen.

      He looked down at his feet as he tightened his hands into white-knuckled fists.  I could tell he was frustrated and angry.

      “He needs me,” Stone mumbled.

      “He needs you to get better first,” I said trying to help him get comfortable again.  I sat on the side of his bed and folded my hands into my lap.  “What happened anyway?”

      Stone stretched his neck forward, “We got caught somewhere we shouldn’t have been.  I remember running with Stretch, then I remember laying on the ground in pain as I shouted at Stretch to run.  Guess they left me and took Stretch.”

      “Oh,” I said assuming I probably shouldn’t ask for details about where they were.  The less I knew the better.  I didn’t want to get interrogated if things got worse.

      My dad probably knew in detail everything that had happened to Stone and Stretch.  Every word that had been uttered.  Every single detail.  He had probably been the one to send them there.

      “I should go,” I said abruptly.  I stood up but Stone quickly grabbed my hand and pulled me back down on the bed.  He’d pulled so hard I flopped forward and my chest was pressed down against his.  Our faces only inches apart.

      My hand rested on his solid chest and I wanted more than anything to glide it up and down his silky skin.  I wanted to feel his muscles with my fingertips.  The feeling was so powerful I didn’t know if I’d be able to push it back down.  I wasn’t sure if I would be able to deny my desire.

      “I don’t want you to go,” he breathed as he looked directly into my eyes.  The intensity of his gaze was nearly too much for me to handle.

      “But I really….”  I couldn’t think.  Why was I denying myself time with him again?  My dad didn’t ever need to know.

      “Josie,” he said and paused.  He didn’t say anything else.  My name had been all he wanted to say.  I took a deep breath and watched my hand as it slid across his chest.  His skin was so soft and the muscles underneath so solid… it was perfect.  Being here with him felt like I was doing something wrong, but I couldn’t stop.

      Stone put his finger under my chin and forced me to look up at him.  My heart pounded so loudly in my chest I was sure he could hear it.  Even though it probably caused him pain, he moved forward and pulled me closer to him.  He held my face so I wouldn’t pull away as he pressed his lips to mine.

      At first I knew I should pull away, stop things… but when his tongue slipped inside my mouth to find mine, I melted into him.  In that moment I was his, and he was mine.  I could feel his passion… desire… his need in his kiss, and it matched mine completely.

      It was like something took over when I carefully climbed up on top of him.  My fingers were on his chin, in his hair, and down his abs towards the waistband of his boxers.  I kissed him as if he were my oxygen.  He was the only thing keeping me alive.

      I wanted him.

      I need him.

      I craved him.  Every fucking inch of his rock hard body.

      Stone’s fingertips glided down my neck and then over my shoulders.  I shivered lightly under his touch.  When he moved his fingers down towards my breast, I couldn’t help but gasp.  My head tipped back as if it weighed a hundred pounds.  My whole body came alive as he lightly ran felt around the curve of my breast.

      He pulled his head away from mine ever so slightly and looked into my eyes as he firmly cupped my breast.  His thumb grazed my nipple lightly and when I parted my lips he thumbed it again, never taking his off of mine.

      Stone watched me as he stroked my nipple and moved his other hand down and around to grab my ass.  His hand kept moving forward until I was sure he could feel my wetness.  I moaned and closed my eyes when his fingers found my clothing covered folds.

      “Oh God,” I purred and my body jerked as he rubbed against the clothing.

      “No, it’s just me baby,” he said in his cool, confident voice.

      When he spoke it was as if I remembered where I was and who I was with.  I should have moved away, thought things through, but he held me closer and stroked me again and again as his thumb repeatedly harassed my nipple.  I felt dizzy under his touch.

      “Stone,” I moaned as I rolled my hips into his hand, but then I tried to pull away.  It wouldn’t take long, at this rate he was going to bring to my body to the edge.  I wanted his touch to last forever.  He knew how to touch me in all the right ways.

      “Yeah, baby?” he said softly as he pressed his fingers into me.  I could feel his eyes watching my every reaction.

      “This… shouldn’t… happen,” I said between heavy breaths but I still hadn’t been able to pull away from him.

      He stared at me as if he was trying to decide if I was telling the truth or not.  After a long moment, he sighed and looked down into the small space between us.

      I don’t know how I did it, but I managed to pull myself away from him.  I backed away from him to the far side of his bed so our bodies were no longer touching.  The look on his face was almost tortured, but it also had a hint of understanding.  My expression probably matched his identically.

      “I’m sorry,” I said shaking my head.  “It’s just my dad… and stuff.”

      “I get it,” he said as he shifted eyes towards me.  “But the things I’d do to you.  Mmm, baby, I’ll be thinking about all those things the minute you are out the front door and there’s nothing your dad can do about that.”

      It took everything I had not to rip my clothes off and jump on top of him.  I forced myself to stand up and straighten my clothes.  “Well, I really should get going.”

      I paused in the doorway as if I have expected him to beg me to stay.  But he didn’t.  I waved at him awkwardly and turned to leave.  But I only made it one step before he called after me.  If he asked me to stay… I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to make my legs work.

      “Josie,” he said sharply.  I took a step back so he could see me waiting, but I couldn’t look up at him.  It wasn’t that I didn’t want to, I did, but if I saw him, I wouldn’t be able to stay strong.

      I could do whatever I wanted and take whatever my dad dished out, but it wouldn’t be fair of me to do that to Stone.  Because what my dad would dish out to him would be far worse than anything he’d do to me.

      “Yes?” I said softly.

      “Will you keep me posted on the Stretch situation?  Since no one else in the fucking club is bothering to tell me anything.”

      I wanted to tell him I couldn’t.  Because that would mean I’d have to talk to him again… see him again, and then all of this would just start up again.  I needed a long time to gather my thoughts to make sense of everything.  The last thing I wanted was to be in this position, and of course it was the exact position I had put myself in.

      “Sure thing,” I said, and I wanted to smack myself.  Instead, I forced my legs to move forward and take me out of his house.
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      I was sitting in the office trying to force myself not to think about Stone while working on organizing the files on my dad’s computer.  What I couldn’t figure out was why my dad wanted me of all people to work on these things.  I was going to be honest and fix anything that looked misleading.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have assumed my dad would have wanted a shady bookkeeper, but I did.  He gave me the job because he wanted to help me out, or at least feel as though he was helping me out.  It wasn’t actually about the bookkeeping.

      It was great to work on things and keep my mind off of my ex, which honestly was pretty easy considering everything that happened with Stone.  I didn’t care about my ex but I was still worried he’d come for me, although it was probably less likely after what happened the first time he tried.

      If only working for my dad had been enough to keep my mind off of Stone and his perfectly sculpted body.  If I closed my eyes, I could still imagine what he felt like.

      I ran my fingers along the top of the desk thinking about how the hardness of it reminded me of him.  The varnished wood was silky and smooth.  I jumped about thirty feet, or that’s what it felt like, into the air when the phone on the desk rang.

      “Yes?  What is it?  I mean, hello?” I said flabbergasted.

      “Josie?”

      It was Stone.  I pictured him laying there in only his boxers.  After a pause, I coughed and remembered how to breathe.

      “Yes, this is she,” I said pretending I didn’t recognize his voice.  Of course, there was no way I couldn’t possible recognize his voice.  Just hearing him was enough to send heat coursing through my body.  It was like I could still feel his fingers touching me all over.

      I was distracted from my daydream when I realized how strange it was that he was calling me.  The club was in a meeting.  They had one every day at this exact same time.  He must have known that… why was he calling me?

      “Hey, it’s Stone,” he said, and paused as if he was waiting for me to say something.  But I didn’t know what he wanted me to say.  There was a long pause before he started talking.  “Listen, Josie, I need help with a few things.”

      “The club is having—”

      “It’s important,” Stone said cutting me off.  It was as if he had expected me to come up with a reason why I couldn’t help him.  I stared at him with wide eyes, not knowing how to respond.  It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help him, I just knew what would happen if I went to his house again.

      I looked around while I tried to think of someone else I could send.  But everyone was busy.  My mom was out and I could probably go and interrupt the club meeting, but my dad would have been both pissed at me, and at Stone.

      “I guess I can stop by,” I offered and closed my eyes.  I would have to keep myself in check.  All I’d do is go there and help him with whatever he needed and then leave.  He could have just as his ex for help, I’m sure she could have handled whatever it was he needed.

      Then again it didn’t seem as though he really liked his ex all that much.  Maybe he preferred to keep his distance from her.  For all I knew she was the last person he’d want to call.

      “That’s great Josie, thanks a lot.  Much appreciated,” he said using his version of enthusiasm, which seemed forced but I was pretty sure that was just how he was.  I heard the click of the phone as he hung up without even waiting for a response or saying goodbye.

      I stared at the phone.  It was as though I was trying to decide if that had actually happened or not.  Maybe I had just imagined the call.  But I wasn’t that infatuated with him that I would start hallucinating.

      I locked the computer and put away the papers I had been working on.  Right as I was about to walk out of the house I heard something that sounded very familiar.  I ran to the window almost sure I knew exactly what I’d see.

      It was my ex in his noisy old pickup truck.  He was driving down my road, and he seemed to slow down as he got closer to our house.  I jumped up and checked to make sure the front door was locked.  When I got back to peek out the window, I saw him turning the corner and driving away.

      My heart was beating so fast I thought for sure I was having a heart attack.  What was he doing?  He was lucky my dad was in a meeting.  If my dad would have seen him go by who knows what he would have done.  But maybe that’s why Troy went past… maybe he knew when the club had meetings.  Had I told him?

      “What are you doing?” my mom asked, and I screamed.

      “Oh Jesus Christ mom you scared the shit out of me!” I said grabbing at my chest as if I was trying to shove my heart back inside.

      She narrowed her eyes and pointed at me.  I realized my body was in a weird scrunched up kneeling behind the couch position.

      “What’s going on?” she said suddenly looking very suspicious.

      “Troy.”

      “He’s here?” she said, anger washing over her face.

      “No… he drove by,” I said wringing my hands together.

      My mom crossed her arms, “Your dad is going to kill that stupid fucker.”

      I pulled myself out from behind the couch and stepped over to the door.  Stone was waiting for me, but I didn’t want to go outside.  My body felt frozen as I stood there looking at the doorknob.

      “Where are you going?” my mom said taking a step towards me.

      “I have to go out for a bit.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      “I’m not sure, mom.”  My fingers were shaking.  If Troy was brave enough to drive past after what had happened to, maybe I was wrong about what he would or wouldn’t do.

      All I had to do was get to Stone’s house and come back home.  I didn’t have to stop anywhere in between.

      “Maybe you should take this,” she said as she opened her purse and fished out a pistol.

      I put my hand up, “No way.  If I’m not back in an hour or two tell dad.”

      I said as I quickly opened the door and shut it.  She shouted after me asking where I was going but I was too busy jogging to my car to go back and answer.  Not that I would have told her the truth anyway.

      As I drove to Stone’s house, my phone rang.  It was my mom, and I knew she was going to ask where I was going.  I stuffed my cell back into my purse so I could focus on my driving.  I wanted to be completely aware of my surroundings.  Maybe I should have asked to take my mom’s car.  Maybe I should have just sent my mom.

      I hit every single red light on the way to Stone’s house.  At each light I debated whether or not I should turn around and go back home.  I’d just call him and make up some kind of excuse.  Surely he could find someone else to help him after the club meeting was over.

      I hated the fact that Troy still had control over me even though I had removed him from my life.  And I hated the fact that I had to feel this way.  I should be able to leave my house without stress and fear.  Maybe I’d have to move far away.  A different state.  Then I wouldn’t have to worry about any of this.  I could just start fresh.

      When I got to his house, I parked across the street and ran up his driveway.  I knew I hadn’t been followed, but I still wanted to get inside.  I knocked twice and waited.

      “Come in,” he shouted and he didn’t sound happy.  It didn’t sound as if he had called me over to finish what we had started.

      I opened the door and peeked my head inside but of course he wasn’t in the living room.  They house looked the same as it had when I left yesterday.  It didn’t seem like had left his bedroom at all.  Which was probably a good thing, after all, he needed the rest so his body could heal.

      “Stone?” I called out even though I was pretty sure where I’d find him.

      “In here,” he shouted back without bothering to tell me where here was.  Not that it mattered.  I knew.

      I stepped in front of his bedroom door and looked inside to find him standing there trying to get himself dressed.

      “Ugh, I can’t get this fucking thing on,” he said refusing to meet my eyes as he struggled with his shirt.

      “Here,” I said walking over to him.  I pulled the shirt down over his head and paused.  “Why are you getting dressed?  And why are you out of bed?”

      “Eighteen more to go,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Sorry?” I said shaking my head.  I wasn’t following.

      “Twenty questions… minus two.  Never mind.”

      I stared at him and crossed my arms.  I’d help him get dressed after he answered my questions.

      “Need to get to the clubhouse,” he said trying to stuff his good arm into the shirt by himself.

      My lips curled upwards, and I shook my head.  I placed my hands on top of his arms with the intention of stopping him before he went to too much trouble.

      He looked down at me and I couldn’t read the soft look on his face.  His eyes were serious, almost angry.  The mood in the room shifted.

      I became pleasantly and somewhat painfully aware of how close to his bed we were standing.  Had this been his plan all along?  To get me here and get me into his bed again?  I walked right into it like a deer in headlights.

      I cleared my throat and stepped back to get fresh oxygen to my brain.  When I was too close to him all I could smell was his intoxicating masculine scent of soap and deodorant.

      My breathing was so erratic I hoped he wouldn’t notice.  Because if he had he would know he was the one causing it.

      “Don’t worry about it.  You won’t make it in time… I think they were either finished or almost finished when I left the house,” I said, not really sure if that had been true or not.  I remembered hearing rowdy laughter when I had run to my car.  It made me think they were sitting at the bar, not in the back having their secret discussions.  “I’m sure someone will get you up to speed soon.  Maybe someone is on their way right now.”

      “Come on, darlin’ we both know that ain’t true.  No one is on their way,” he said with his sexy smirk.  His blue eyes twinkling as they looked me up and down.  The way he looked at me wasn’t something I don’t think I could ever get used to.  He looked at me as if I was the only thing that mattered.

      “They might… when they are finished at the bar,” I said returning the smile.  Of course, who knew how long they’d be at the bar.

      He reached over his head with his good arm and yanked his shirt the rest of the way off with a couple of rough tugs.  And then there he was again.  Standing in front of me shirtless.

      “Ain’t no one coming to see me.”

      I wanted to drag my fingertips all over his luscious skin.  There wasn’t anything I wanted more in that moment.  I could have been offered a million dollars and I would have turned it down just to feel Stone’s sexy body.

      Our eyes locked.  He flashed me his perfect smile, and I bit my lip.  I had no idea how I wasn’t yanking his boxers down and tasting him while my hands touched every single one of his tattoos.

      He wasn’t keeping it a secret that he wanted me too.  His hardness was already stabbing at the thin fabric of his underwear.  Maybe he wanted to rip my clothes off too.  Maybe he wanted to taste me.

      “Stone I, ah—”

      “Darlin’,” he said taking a step towards me, I think we just have to give in, baby.  We can’t fight it forever.”

      I shook my head and looked away.  If he took another step towards me, I wouldn’t be able to stay strong.  But I had to, I had to do it for both of us.

      “I can’t… we can’t.  And you know why we can’t.”

      “He doesn’t have to know.  I won’t tell him… will you?” he whispered wearing a grin that was both sexy and sinister.  “I need you… look how much I need you.”

      And I knew exactly what he was talking about.  The room started to spin, and I knew it was a lost cause.  I wanted him.  No, it was worse than that… I needed him.
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      Stone took two large steps and had his arms wrapped around me in less than a second.  He seemed to need me just as badly as I needed him.

      “Aw fuck,” he whispered as he pressed his cock against my hip.  “That’s because of you.  You’re doing this to me.  It’s been like this since I saw you.  You don’t even realize what you’ve been doing to me do you?”

      I knew exactly what he meant but I couldn’t verbalize it was well as he could.  It wasn’t like my dad could control every aspect of my life.  I didn’t want to marry Stone or have his babies, I just wanted one night of passion.  Why shouldn’t I be allowed that?  After everything crappy in my life with Troy why couldn’t I just allow myself the one amazing night I needed.  The night I already knew I would never be able to forget.

      “Oh God, I want you,” I said so softly I wasn’t sure he had heard me.  But when I felt his hardness pulse against me, I knew that he had.

      He smirked at me and looked at me with his bright blue eyes.  The intensity in them was intimidating, but they lured me in.  I was practically hypnotized.

      “Do you?” he said sliding his hand down my hip and between my legs.  “Oh yeah.  Darlin’ I’m not sure anyone has ever wanted me that bad.”

      “Oh, I highly doubt that,” I said in a strange high-pitched voice I barely recognized.  I didn’t know if I should feel embarrassed about my hot, wet desire for him, but I didn’t.  It seemed to fuel him which only made me want him more.

      He pulled my mouth towards his and I could tell by his movements during the kiss that he was working to get his boxers down.  Here I was fully clothes kissing this incredibly sexy and extremely naked man.  I felt overdressed.

      Instead of taking my clothes of I dropped to my knees and looked up at him.  I grabbed his cock and licked him.  When I reached the tip, I swirled my tongue and sucked him in.

      He moaned and ever so gently pushed his hips forward.  I took in as much of him as I could.  Licking and tasting as he moved his hips.

      “Aw fuck, baby,” he said lightly placing his hand on top of my head.  He gently moved me back and pulled me to my feet.

      Stone guided me over to the bed.  He sat down and looked up at me.  A small breath escaped between my lips.

      He grabbed my hips hard, and I gasped.  It had startled me but I loved the roughness, and how it felt like he was going to take what he wanted.  Yes, I was offering it to him, but he wasn’t delicate about it and that drove me wild.

      He pressed his hands up my stomach grabbing the fabric of my shirt between his fingers.  It wrinkled as he dragged his palms upwards.  He stopped and winced dropping his arm down.

      “Fuck,” he said rubbing his arm.  He clenched his teeth for a second and then he leaned back a bit, “Take it off.”

      I was worried he had injured his arm again but when I glanced at the bandaged, there wasn’t any blood oozing out and he didn’t seem bothered by it so I had to assume he was OK.  It probably just hurt when he moved it upwards.

      “Off,” he repeated as if I didn’t have a choice.  If I wanted to be with him, and I did, I’d have to undress myself as he watched.

      I obeyed his order and pulled my shirt over my head.  He looked at my sheer, lace bra and tilted his head to the side.  My breath caught in my throat.  It felt so different to be told what to do, but it was, well, extremely hot.

      He reached up his good arm and ran his fingers over the lace at the top of the bra.  I moaned when he got to the end and cupped my breast.  He ran his thumb over my nipple and then lightly rolled it between his fingers.  I instantly responded to his touch and could feel my nipple pressing so hard against the fabric it ached.

      “Take it all off,” he instructed, and I reached behind my back to unhook my bra.  His eyes locked with mine and even though his gaze was incredibly intense I held it as if it was a staring contest.

      I let my bra fall to the floor.  His hands were instantly on me flicking and pinching me until my knees were so weak I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to hold myself up.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said as he leaned forward and licked my nipple with his warm, wet tongue.  “Mmm, darlin’ you’re so delicious too.”

      I twisted my fingers into his hair as he worked my body.  If he kept doing everything he was doing I didn’t think I could hold on.

      His fingers found the button on my jeans and popped it open.  He pulled them down until he couldn’t reach any lower without causing himself pain.  I kicked them off without waiting for his command.

      He grabbed my hips and held me tight as he leaned forward.  I closed my eyes when I felt his tongue gliding between my folds.

      He grabbed my ass and held me tight as his warm tongue licked and flicked at me.  I moaned as he rolled his tongue around, moving slowly… then quickly… teasing me.  I slid my hands into his hair and abruptly moved him back.

      “Not yet,” I said smiling down at him.  I wasn’t sure he even realized how close to the edge I had been.

      “You didn’t like it?” he said smiling.  He knew that I had, but he wanted to hear me say it.

      “I fucking loved it… that was the problem.”

      He practically growled as he pulled me down on top of his lap.  His mouth was on mine delving his tongue between my slightly parted lips.  The kiss was far from gentle and I kissed him back with the same devouring need.

      I grabbed on to him as if my life depended on it.  With his good arm he raised my body and twisted so I was laying on the bed looking up at him.

      He pressed his body down against mine.  Our desire for one another was so animalistic.  It was insane that I ever thought I could deny it.

      I couldn’t stand waiting for him a second longer.  It felt as though I had already waited far too long.  I wanted this fucking hot, tattooed, muscular man to take me.

      Right now, I was his.  I would do whatever he asked.

      Stone slipped his finger down between my legs and glided them deep inside my wetness.  I wanted to cry out in absolute bliss, but I moaned and bit my lip.  Every time he touched me it was in the exact spot I needed to be touched.  It seemed as though he knew where I needed to be touched even before I did.

      “Oh Stone!” I cried out as he dripped his fingers inside of me again.  He watched me as I arched and writhed under him.  “Stone… please!”

      I reached down and grabbed his hard cock.  It was as if I needed to stroke him as he thrust his fingers unrelentingly inside me.

      His cock was silky and unbelievably hard.  Just feeling how badly he wanted this was almost enough to send a bolt of electricity through my body.

      I could feel my orgasm building each time he pressed his finger inside of me.  I shook my head not know if I could wait any longer.

      “Oh darlin’” he said as I stroked his cock.  “Slow down baby, I want to come inside you.  I want to feel you.”

      “Then fuck me!” I cried out.  I didn’t even recognize my own voice.  It was as if something else was controlling me, but whatever it was couldn’t have been more right.  He had to take me now if he wanted me because my body wasn’t going to wait much longer before it released and I wanted to come with him inside of me too.

      And as if he knew it he smirked and slowly dipped his fingers inside of me as if he was daring me to come.  My muscles tightened around his fingers and I practically vibrated underneath him as I tried to hold in my orgasm.

      “You like that?” he said slowly removed his fingers and licked my nipple.  When I shivered he sucked my nipped into his mouth.

      “Aw fuck… please, God, oh please fuck me now,” I begged.

      He grinned and kneeled on the bed.  Stone hoisted my hips up with his good arm and thrust himself inside me.  I arched my back as he glided in and out going deeper with each movement.  My hand gripped onto the bedsheets so tightly I thought I had ripped them.

      We moved together perfectly.  I felt like I was floating on a cloud.  He softly grunted with each thrust and I rolled my hips against him as I moaned.

      “Mmm, sweetheart… I’ve never felt anything like this before,” he said locking eyes with me.  “I don’t know what you’ve done to me.”

      He rocked into me harder, determined.  Stone wanted to make me come, and he was going to watch me as I dove into my bliss.

      He grabbed my breast and thumbed my nipple as he hammered into me again and again.  I cried out in pure ecstasy, “Oh, oh, oh God, OH GOD!”

      He held my leg up, keeping me open while he crashed into me with the perfect amount of force.  My eyes were closed, but I knew he was still watching me.  I was coming harder than I ever had in my whole life.  It felt as though I had been injected with the most heavenly, life altering bliss a person could imagine.  I was levitating.  I was floating above the bed.

      And then he released himself with an animalistic grunt.  Knowing his was coming only lengthened my own pleasure.

      “Oh Stone!” I cried out as my body curled towards his.  He grunted and collapsed down on top of me.  My voice became a whisper as came down from my cloud, “Oh God… oh God… oh god.”

      It had everything I thought it would be and more.  I didn’t regret it, not a second, but as my breathing returned to normal everything started flooding back.  Every single reason why I shouldn’t have let this happen.  My dad was going to lock me in my room.  And he was probably going to kill Stone.  Or maybe he’d just have us both killed.

      “Aw fuck, baby,” Stone said rolling over carefully onto his back.  I could tell his thoughts hadn’t gone to the same anxiety ridden place mine had.  He grabbed his arm as if he’d forgotten about the pain.  He laughed, “Oh shit that hurt.”

      I smiled back, but it was a tight-lipped smile.  He could tell something was bothering me.  I didn’t want him to think it was him, it wasn’t, but I couldn’t ever let this happen again.

      We’d gotten it out of our systems.  That was it.  Now as long as my dad never found out, my mom wouldn’t have to worry about picking out caskets and headstones.

      “Ahh shit.  What is it?” he asked his bright blue eyes turned gray.  He could tell something was on my mind.

      “It’s nothing… it’s just….  This can’t ever happen again.”
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      I left Stone’s house that day in record time.  He barely tried to stop me.  But why should he?  He knew it couldn’t ever be anything more.  Stone was in the MC… my dad’s MC.

      Now that it was out of our systems… my system I’d be OK.  The sexual tension had been severed.  He’d go on with his normal MC stuff.  He’d get well and go out with the club to find Stretch and I’d go back to hiding in the house.

      I’d start going out.  I could make new friends or try new things like water skiing or archery.  But I had no interest in water skiing or archery.  I just knew I had to find a way to get away from this world.  Away from the MC.  And away from Stone.

      Maybe I could start applying for jobs in another state.  I could probably convince my parents to borrow me some money.  Once I got a job and started getting paychecks, I could pay them back.  I knew my dad had some money in the safe that he could probably lend me temporarily.

      When I got home, I’d shower.  I was covered in his scent and a part of me wanted to be able to smell it forever.  But another part of me worried that my parents would smell the masculine soaps and deodorants and instantly know where I had been.

      I pulled into the driveway and looked around to make sure Troy wasn’t hiding in the shrubs or parked down the street.  A few members of the MC were standing outside of their clubhouse so I felt comfortable walking instead of running to the house.

      I went inside and closed the door behind me.  I closed my eyes and leaned back against the door.  The instant my eyes closed all the images and feelings of being with Stone flooded my entire body.

      “Jesus Christ, Josie!  Where have you been?  I was just about to send your father out to find you!” my mom shouted and my thoughts shattered into a million pieces.

      “You’re over reacting.  I’m home.  I’m fine,” I said and quickly started to walk to the bathroom.

      “You can’t blame me for worrying when your dick-faced ex is out there.  He broke into our house, Jose.  Think about that.  He broke into the house of the president of the MC.  He’s either determined or really stupid,” my mom said crossing her arms in front of her chest.

      I shook my head and kept walking away, “He’s just really stupid mom.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It had been a week since Stone and I had been together and I still couldn’t stop thinking about him.  I could vividly remember every inch of him in clear detail.  If I tried hard enough I could remember exactly how it felt when he touched me.

      I thought all I needed to forget about him would be more time.  But the more time that went by the more I thought about him.  I wondered where he was and what he was doing.  Was he safe or was my dad putting him in danger?  I didn’t even know if he was healed from his gunshot wound.

      Wherever I looked there seemed to be some kind of reminder of him.  It definitely didn’t help that when I looked out the window, I’d see his bike parked at the clubhouse.  Just knowing he was so close was enough to cause my heart to speed up.  While I lived here in Greenwood Pass, I wouldn’t ever be able to avoid him completely.

      “Are you OK?” my mom asked me as she stopped in the open doorway.

      “I’m fine.  Why do you ask?” I said, sounding far snippier than I had intended.

      “Oh, gee, I don’t know,” she said putting her hand on her hip and looking at me with wide eyes.  I guess she had picked up on my tone.

      I shook my head, “Really it’s nothing.  Promise.”

      She clicked her tongue at me knowing I wasn’t going to talk about it.  There wasn’t really anything to talk about anyway.  She waved her hand at me and walked away.  And just as if I were still a teenager, I rolled my eyes at her.

      What I needed, was to get out of the cramped office.  Being inside all day and looking out at that stupid clubhouse just made me think of him.  Which was stupid.  It wasn’t like he had even bothered to make any effort to see me or talk to me.  I was just another notch in his belt.  And I was a notch he didn’t want the president of the Brother’s Rebellion to find out about.

      With a big sigh I rolled the chair back and stomped out of the claustrophobic room.  I stormed out of the back door and out around the side of the house.

      I didn’t stop walking when I saw him standing there with Pike and Dust.  In fact, I pretended I didn’t even seem them even though they were loudly shooting the shit and impossible not to hear.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Dust said in a friendly, but shaky voice.  It almost seemed as though he felt like he should be polite just because of who I was.  But I didn’t want any special treatment just because I was the daughter of the club’s president.

      I nodded but walked faster to get away.  Stone hadn’t even looked up at me as I past.  He hadn’t said hello, or even a small secret nod in my direction.  He must have regretted what we’d done.  Even though I had been the one to leave and call it off, him not acknowledging me at all, made me feel worse.  How could I have been so stupid?  At least I had done the right thing by putting it all to an end.

      If it wouldn’t have been totally embarrassing, I think I would have started running just to get away from them.  I sucked in air and forced myself to keep my head held high as I walked down the driveway and turned down the sidewalk away from my house.

      The second I was three houses away, I heard that familiar noise.  The revving of Troy’s engine.  Had he just been sitting down the road waiting?

      He sped towards me, driving wildly, until he stopped his truck on the curb several feet away.  Troy jumped out of the truck before I could run away.

      I felt cornered.  It was almost as if he had blocked me in with his truck.

      “Go away, Troy!” I shouted and put my hands up as if I was ready to block either his hands or his words.

      “I just want to talk,” he said as he stomped towards me.  I could tell he had been drinking again.  “Come with me.  I want you back.”

      “No!  I won’t talk to you and I sure as hell won’t go with you!”  I turned up my nose at him, “Drunk again?”

      He smiled and leaned towards the truck but misjudged where he was and stumbled.  “See you still worry about me.  Come on let’s just talk.”

      Troy reached out towards me and I backed away.  I kept moving backwards until I hit something.  It felt like a wall, but there shouldn’t have been a wall.  I knew this neighborhood like the back of my hand.  Whatever was behind me was grabbing my arms and pushing me towards the truck.

      “Stop!  No!” I said realizing someone had me.  Troy was smiling.  I screamed, hoping someone would hear me, “No, oh God!  Help!”

      Before I knew I was inside the truck, sitting between Troy and Troy’s gross friend Wade.  Troy shifted the truck into drive and drove down the road while Wade held on to me.

      “Let go of me!” I said wiggling to get away.

      “She’s feisty,” Wade said with a quick laugh.

      Troy almost hit a car when he turned to look at me, “You can say that again.”

      “Where are you guys taking me?”  I said trying to turn around to see if my dad was coming after me, and when he wasn’t there, I almost lost it.

      “Home,” Troy said with a hard nod.

      I almost felt relieved.  My parents knew where Troy lived.  When I didn’t come back that would be the first place they’d look.  As long as nothing bad happened until then, I’d probably be OK.  But Troy was drunk.  I just had to make sure I didn’t piss him off although that could happen even if I didn’t say anything at all.

      “Our new home that is,” he said with a weird high-pitched laugh.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I moved out of the old place… got an apartment.  Affordable,” Troy said swerving to avoid another parked car.

      My dad would have no idea where I was.  Maybe after some detective work or asking around, he’d be able to track Troy down but that could take hours maybe even days if people wouldn’t cooperate.

      I wanted to scream.  I wanted to cry.  But then I heard them.  I heard the motorcycles.

      “Shit,” Troy shouted and hit the steering wheel.

      “Gun it, man,” Wade said looking in the side mirror.  And Troy floored the pickup truck.

      The truck was going so fast and weaving around the road I thought for sure he’d hit something, or eventually roll the truck killing us all.  As long as I could hear the MC on their bikes behind me I had hope.

      The rumble of one of the bikes increased, and I looked out the driver’s side window.  Pike was indicating that Troy should pull over, but Troy just shook his head and sped up.

      Pike matched his speed and this time when he motioned for Troy to pull over he used a pistol to point.  Troy growled, “They won’t shoot with her in the car.”

      “You sure about that?” Wade asked as his head jerked around in all directions.

      They must have called for reinforcements because two more of the MC pulled out from a side road and zipped in front of Troy.  I grabbed the seat worried Troy would just plow them over if he had to.  The MC didn’t know he was wasted.

      “Pull over, man,” Wade said holding on to the door as if he’d jump out of the moving truck if he had to.  “Just let her out.”

      Troy sped up, but when the MC held their spots, he let off the accelerator.  Troy slammed the steering wheel, “Fuck!”

      He pulled over and locked his door.  I pushed at Wade trying to get him to move so I could get out.

      Pike knocked on the driver side window with his gun, “Let her out.”

      Wade fumbled with the door handle and eventually got it open.  He stepped out and held his arms up, “Don’t shoot!  Troy made me do it!”

      I pushed past him and started running away.  Someone stepped out from behind the truck and caught me.  I almost screamed but when I saw the familiar cut, I stopped myself.

      “Are you hurt?” Stone said looking down at me.  I shook my head.  Other than being freaked out, I was fine.  “Did he touch you?”

      “The just put me in the truck,” I said looking into Stone’s serious eyes.

      “Take her home,” Pike shouted over the bed of the pickup truck.  “We’ve got this.”

      Stone nodded and handed me his helmet.  He smirked, “Guess I have to follow orders.”

      “You’re the VP you do the ordering,” I said trying to smile back at him but failing.  I was just too shaken up.

      “This is the way I would have wanted it.  Come on… let’s get you home.”  He sat on his bike and started it up and shouted over its roar, “You sure they didn’t hurt you?”

      “I’m not hurt,” I answered.  It was almost as if he was looking for a reason to do something to Troy so that nothing like this would ever happen again.  I had to hope whatever they were going to do would be enough.

      He drove me home and parked in the driveway.  I climbed off the bike while he stayed firmly in place.

      “Thanks for the ride.  Don’t tell my dad,” I said handing him his helmet back.

      “I won’t.  But they will… he should know,” Stone said as he put his helmet on.  “Go inside.”

      I turned around and walked to the house.  He didn’t drive away until the door closed behind me.  When I got inside, I looked around half expecting my mom to pop out of some random location and ask where I’d been but she didn’t.

      For awhile I just stood there close to the locked front door.  I wasn’t sure where to go or what to do.  When I had been able to move my feet again, I walked slowly to the office as if I expected someone to jump out at me.

      The office was exactly the same as I had left it.  No one had been in the office.  There were no closets or other places to hide.  The only way in the room was through the one door.  For some reason I just felt safe being able to see the only way into the room and the clubhouse out back.

      I pulled out my papers and opened my spreadsheet and started to work.  My mind wandered to what Troy and Wade would have done, then it would wander to Stone and the others coming to my rescue.

      The house was so quiet.  My mom and dad must have been out somewhere.  For all I knew they were gone for the rest of the day.  I thought about going through the house to check all the locks.  But surely after the last incident the house had been secured.

      After several hours of working my mind had been cleared of all of the what ifs and I was ready to call it a day.  I put everything back into the desk drawer and locked it up.  Then I locked the computer just as I had been instructed to.  My dad told me there were only two people that knew the password to get into the computer, and I was one of them.  He claimed he hadn’t even told my mom, but I didn’t know if I believed him.  I was pretty sure there were no secrets between them.

      I stood up to leave the room when I heard the back door open and close.  Either my parents were back, or someone who shouldn’t be in the house had gotten inside.

      Why hadn’t I checked the locks?  I wanted to scream, but would anyone even hear me?
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      MY breath caught in my throat and my heart started to race.  I looked around for something I could use as a weapon, but the only thing in the room I could think of was the chair in front of the desk.

      I moved around the desk and lifted the chair up.  The chair that would do nothing against a gun.  Did Troy even own a guy?  Oh God, would he do that?

      I got ready to swing the chair as the footsteps neared the office.  Oh shit, shit, shit!  He broke in again, and this time he’d get me.  It wasn’t like he was going to even bother trying to play nice after what happened last time.  He was just going to kill me.

      “Oh shit, sweetheart,” Stone said putting his hands up as he took a step back.  I gasped and then took a deep breath when I realized it was just Stone and not Troy coming to kill me.

      I put the chair down and placed my hand over my heart, trying to massage it back to a normal rhythm.  He stared at me with an unreadable expression.

      “You almost killed me Stone!” I said not bothering to even try to hide how frightened I had been, even though my heart had only stopped beating for a few seconds.  “And more importantly, you aren’t supposed to be in here are you?”

      “I was just coming to see if you were in the office.  I wanted to tell you Troy won’t be bothering you any more.”

      “Is he dead?” I whispered, placing my hand over my mouth once the words were out.

      “No, but he doesn’t like in Greenwood Pass anymore,” Stone said with a big smile.  “Packed up all his things like that.  On the back of his truck.  Funny how that worked out.”

      I puffed out air, “He can just drive back.”

      “He won’t,” Stone said sounding confident.  I didn’t bother to ask questions.  I probably didn’t want to know the answer to how he could be so sure.

      He stood there staring at me with his crystal blue eyes.  They were usually so bright but they were a little darker than usual.  I couldn’t help but wonder if something was wrong.  Maybe something had happened to Stretch.  Or my dad.  Maybe my dad had somehow gotten involved in the Troy thing.  When he noticed me staring at him he tilted his head towards his feet.

      “Stone?” I said narrowing my eyes.  When he didn’t look at me or acknowledge me, I went into panic mode.  “Oh my God, it’s my dad… something happened to my dad!  Is he OK?  Just tell me what happened.  How did he get involved?”

      When he didn’t respond I charged at him.  I grabbed his leather cut and yanked on it, begging him with my eyes to tell me what was going on.  He placed his hands on top of mine and looked into my eyes.

      “Your dad is fine, sweetheart,” he said in a deep, rough voice.

      “Then what is it?”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, it’s you Josie!” he said gripping my shoulders lightly but angrily.  He seemed mad, but then he quickly pulled me into his hard body.  “I can’t get you out of my fucking head.  That’s what’s wrong!”

      I looked into his now softer eyes.  That was when I probably should have walked away.  I should have reminded him he wasn’t supposed to be in the house, because what I was about to do, there wouldn’t be any turning back from.

      I got on my tip-toes and kissed him on the lips.  My lips pressed into his hard and passionately.  At first he held still, and I knew he was running through all the reasons in his head why he should stop things, but then he tilted his head and started kissing me back, matching my desire.

      Our mouths pressed together with a need so powerful it almost hurt.  We craved each other.  It felt as though I was starving and the only thing I needed to fill me was him.

      “I don’t know what you’ve done to me, but I can’t fight it anymore,” Stone said in a quick breath before his warm, wet tongue darted into my mouth.  “I need you again… I need you now, and if you say no, I’ll go crazy.”  He kissed my neck and grabbed my breast, “And if you say yes, I think I’ll fucking go crazy.”

      I moaned, and he moved me backwards with his hips until I was up against my dad’s desk.  He lifted me up and set me down on the desktop pushing his way between my legs.  I didn’t say yes with actual words, but I was pretty sure he knew my answer.

      There was no use fighting it.  It was too late to turn back now.  The last thing I wanted to happen, had already happened.  Somehow, I had fallen for a member of my dad’s biker club.  I had it bad for the vice president of the Brother’s Rebellion.

      I watched my fingertip as I glided it over all the patches on his cut.  Without looking I knew his eyes were watching me.

      He stepped away, and I almost gasped at the sudden movement.  I didn’t want him to go away from me, not now that I’ve decided to be with him.  Stone was barely five feet away, and all I wanted was for him to come back to me.  He made me feel safe and warm and wet.

      Stone put his hand on the doorknob and paused for just a split second as if he was the one making a choice, but for him the choice had been easy.  He turned the lock into place with a click and was back to pressing his solid body into mine before I could even moan… “Ohh Stone.”

      Stone pulled my shirt off so roughly, I thought I’d heard it rip.  His big hands were cupping my breast while his mouth explored the side of my neck.

      I shivered and arched my back as I pressed my wetness into him.  I could feel his thickness pressing against his tight jeans begging to be let free.

      “Take of your clothes,” he ordered, and I quickly obeyed.  I thought he was going to take me on the desk but he didn’t.  It wasn’t like I cared where it happened as long as it happened.

      I stood there in front of him completely naked.  He looked me up and down before he lifted me off of the ground and spun me around pushing my back into the wall.  I gasped and looked up at sexy grinning face.

      The rough movements caused the only picture on the wall to rattle back and forth but I didn’t care.  I put my fingers into his hair and pulled his mouth towards mine.  Our tongues danced together as if perfectly choreographed.  I could feel I was beyond ready for him.

      He thrust his jean-covered hardness into me, “I want you and on damn, darlin’ I can feel you want me too.  Tell me you want me.”

      I opened my mouth, but the words got stuck in my throat.  There wasn’t anything I wanted more than him.  He was the key to my lock.

      “Tell me, baby,” Stone said dragging his fingertip down the side of my neck as he pressed himself against me again.  Harder.

      “Oh God I want you,” I said softly.  I closed my eyes, and reached down between his legs, “I want you right now.”

      “What do you want me to do to you, baby?”

      “Fuck me.  Fuck me right here… right now!” I cried out forgetting where I was.

      He smiled his sexiest smile and nodded as if he had heard exactly what he wanted to hear.  Stone was going to give me exactly what I had asked for.  And we were both going to enjoy every minute of it.

      Stone unzipped his pants and let them drop down to his ankles.  He held up my weight as slipped his length inside of me.  I tilted my head back and hit it into the wall.  Instead of feeling the pain, all I could feel was the pleasure of him thrusting deep inside me.

      “Stone,” I moaned as he grinded his cock against my most sensitive nerve endings.

      “You like that, baby, don’t you?” he asked tilting my face so my eyes would meet his.  “How does that feel inside you?  I tell you how it feels… it feels fucking amazing, that’s how.”

      “Oh Stone!  Oh.. Oh my God,” I said as he rolled my nipple between his fingers.

      “You feel so perfect to me.”  He pressed into me hard before easing himself back out.  Stone grabbed and pulled at my ass as he filled me completely.

      As he pounded his cock into me it felt as though I was being pumped up towards the clouds.  My mind was being emptied of everything except for how good I felt.  Having Stone inside me was so intoxicating that the only thing I cared about was being with him.  Nothing else mattered.

      Every ounce of my being was being teased and pleased by the last person it should have been.  But it was too late to do anything about it.  We’d fully and knowingly crossed the line.  Even if I could have stopped things I wouldn’t have.

      I twirled my fingers into his hair and let them slide down his back.  My fingers dipped into every muscle groove.  I loved feeling his muscles contracting and relaxing with his thrusts.

      “Oh baby, you are so fucking hot,” Stone said, slowing his movements.  It was as if he was trying to calm his body.

      “Oh God, no!  Don’t stop!  Make me come, Stone… I’m going to come!” I said feeling dizzy with arousal.

      “Oh baby you’re ready to come?  You want me to make you come?”

      “Please, yes please!” I begged.  His slow relaxed movements felt like torture.

      “Come sweetheart, come for me,” he said in a soft voice as he hammered his cock into me deeper and harder and quicker.  I was being plowed towards the edge.  It was insane how I wanted our fucking to last forever but at the same time I couldn’t wait to be overcome by my orgasm.

      “Oh fuck… oh God!” I cried out as he grabbed my breast and sent me over the edge.  My orgasm rippled and then crashed around me like a tidal wave.

      “Mmmm,” he moaned, I could feel his eyes on me.  The second I started coming down from my orgasmic high, he released his own orgasm.  This time, I watched him as he rolled his hips around and grunted.  I twisted my fingers in his hair lightly pulling as he slowed his movements.

      “That was so fucking hot.  I don’t know what you’ve done to me,” he said sounding angry, but he was grinning his sexiest smile.  The one that made me want him all over again.

      “Shit!” I said looking around the room realizing we were in my dad’s office.  “He’s going to kill me, make you watch, and then kill you.  Shit, shit, shit!”

      Stone carefully lowered me to the ground.  I stood there naked watching his he pulled up his pants.  As he buttoned his jeans, I grabbed his cut and looked at his VP patch.  I wondered what my dad would do to him.  Would he strip away the patch?  Would that be worse than killing him?

      He looked at me and bit his knuckle.  “I gotta get outta here babe before I take you again,” he said as he lightly trailed his finger down my naked breast and over my nipple.  The sensation caused the skin to pucker and my eyes closed as if my lids had suddenly become too heavy for me to hold up.  All it took from Stone was one simple touch.  Just one touch was all it took to put me there.

      “Oh, Stone,” I said pushing my eyelids open.

      “I got work, sweetheart.  The guys are probably already wondering where I’ve been,” Stone said as he placed a kiss in the middle of my forehead.  “Get dressed.”

      I gathered my clothes and dressed while he kept his hand on the doorknob.  He waited until I was fully dressed before opening the door.

      Before he disappeared from sight, he did a quick point-wave hand gesture and smiled.  I sighed and couldn’t stop the warmth that found their way to my cheeks.

      I walked towards the door to close it behind him and I looked out to watch him walk away but he was already gone.  As I turned to go back inside the office, something caught my eye.

      I turned back and noticed one of the club members standing there.  James?  Darryl?  I couldn’t remember his name.

      He was leaning against the wall, probably where my dad would have barked at him for standing.  But he was smiling at me.  Had he seen Stone leaving the office?  What had he heard?  My stomach turned, and I closed the door.
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      I couldn’t eat dinner.  That night I stayed in my room avoiding my dad.  I wasn’t sure if the club member who’s name I couldn’t remember would have told my dad about Stone leaving the office.

      If he heard us, maybe he would have told my dad about that too.  My dad didn’t want the club members in the house, so maybe the guy who’d been inside wouldn’t say anything because he would have gotten into trouble for being in the house.  Although it would be nothing to what Stone would face.

      I didn’t even know what I would say if my dad confronted me.  Of course I could lie and say he came in looking for a phone number, a file or maybe he was just looking for my dad.  But then if he had already talked to Stone and my information didn’t match his… well that wouldn’t be good.  And if the club member had told him what he’d heard, that would change things completely.  There would be no explaining my cries of pleasure.

      This is what happens when you get involved with the club.  Bad things happen.  First Stone was shot, then Stretch had been kidnapped and then I fucked the VP.

      I was out of my mind.  What had I been thinking?  I knew better than to get myself into this mess.  Yet here I was.

      Sure it had been amazing.  Let’s face it, the best sex I’d ever had and thinking about it right now, even with all the trouble I was going to be in, I still wanted to be with him again.  And after that again.  I was pretty sure I could never have enough.

      I looked out the window towards the clubhouse and let my fingers gently glide down over my shirt.  My nipples were already hard before I had even touched them.  But it wasn’t like Stone was going to waltz past my dad, the club president, and come into my room to help me relieve the pressure that was building inside me.  God, I needed him so bad.

      It would be night soon.  I could sneak out… drive over to Stone’s place, but maybe he wasn’t even there.  In fact, I knew he wouldn’t be there because at that moment I saw him walk out of the clubhouse with the member who’s name I couldn’t remember.

      At first I was worried, but they were both laughing and smiling.  Stone put his arm around the other guy’s shoulder, giving him a half-hug, and then pushed him away.

      Maybe since they were buddies, the other guy wouldn’t rat on Stone because if he did that would make him a rat.  And while you wanted to be in the president’s favor, you definitely didn’t want to be a rat.  Maybe there was hope left and my dad wouldn’t charge into my room any second and pummel me for doing something so stupid.

      Stone leaned up against the side of the clubhouse and lit up a cigarette.  He exhaled a big cloud of smoke and looked around the area, almost as if he expected someone to pull up and start shooting.  Was he always on edge?  Perhaps he was always prepared for something to go wrong?  Or maybe he just always looked like that.

      I softly moaned as I slid my hand up my shirt and caressed my nipple.  My wetness increased as I imagined Stone climbing into my window and running his hands all over my body before he threw me onto the bed.

      I leaned my head against the window frame and closed my eyes.  My mind wandered and if I focused it actually felt as though his hand was sliding down the front of my pants.

      I dipped my finger inside myself and parted my lips.  I wanted to cry out his name as I stroked my wetness.  If only he could be here with me.

      I rubbed and flicked and grinded against my fingers as if they were his, and I drove myself closer to the edge.  My eyelids slowly raised up hoping he’d still be out there.  I wanted to see his sexy lips and imagine pressed against my mouth, my skin… my breast.  I wanted to see his rock hard body covered by his black leather cut.  He was so hot that I knew one look would throw me over the edge.

      When I saw him still standing there, I hadn’t expected he would be watching me through the window.  At first I wasn’t sure if he had seen me, or if he just happened to be looking towards the house.  But when he reached down and adjusted himself, lingering longer than he should, I knew he was watching me.

      I pretended I hadn’t noticed him and stopped so I could remove my shirt.  He was still watching, so I squeezed my breasts together as I pinched and pulled at my nipples.  My breathing became heavy, and I felt that same intoxicated feeling I had when I was with Stone.

      I licked my lips and turned around.  I seductively bent over as I slowly wiggled out of my pants.  Even though I couldn’t see his reaction I was sure he’d like the view.  I reached behind me and stroked myself for him.

      Everything about this was so hot, even though he wasn’t there with me.  Of course it would have been a million times better if he had been.  I turned around so I could watch him as I brought myself to orgasm.

      I would have loved to tease him until he couldn’t stand it and to find a way to get to me, but I couldn’t hold out any longer.  My fingers gripped the window frame and finger fucked myself until I had to release.

      My breath was ragged and heavy.  I parted my lips as a mouthed his name.  It felt like a surge of electricity jolting through my entire body.  I rolled my hips wildly as the intensity of my climax rose and then gently fell with each gasping breath.

      When I finished I didn’t know what to do.  I smiled and closed the window shade even though I didn’t know if he was still standing there.  For all I knew the whole gang was standing out there watching the show.

      I put my clothes back on and opened my laptop, but I couldn’t concentrate on anything.  The world still seemed to be spinning, so I decided to go get a drink of water.  Hopefully, my parents wouldn’t be in the kitchen and my dad wouldn’t be standing there ready to confront me with what he’d heard.  If my dad had heard, Stone would probably be in pieces by now.  So, I almost had to assume I was safe.

      I stopped in the hallway when I’d heard my dad’s voice.  He had finished saying something, and the room was filled with an eerie silence.

      Shit.

      Maybe he had found out.  This was going to be bad.  Probably even worse than I could have imagined.  Oh dear God.  I didn’t really believe he’d kill me, but I wasn’t exactly sure what he’d do to Stone.

      If he asked me I’d just tell the truth.  It hadn’t been Stone’s fault.  I’d just say how I felt and that I was a grown woman and…

      “I don’t fucking know what to do,” my dad said pounding his fist against the kitchen table.  He was angry that was clear.

      “Take it easy on the table, Terry,” my mom warned softly.  “Who’s got him?”

      “The Henchmen,” a voice I didn’t know answered.

      “Oh, The fucking Wild fucking Henchmen,” my mom said and I could tell she was bobbing her head as she spoke.  She probably had a hand on her hip with a cigarette between her fingers too.  “What do they want?”

      “More than we have,” my dad answered with a growl.

      “Maybe we should charge them, pres… take ‘em down like the rat bastards they are,” Pike said sounding as though he was ready to go at that very moment.

      I moved to the side so I could see them sitting at the table.  My mom was pacing off to the side and Pike was leaning forward with his palms pressed against the edge of the table.

      “That’s what they fucking want us to do.  The bastards are sitting around waiting with their guns drawn waiting for us.  What that Dick-wad probably wants is me,” my dad said pushing his finger into the table.  “We gotta be smart about this.”

      I heard the back door.  Someone was walking through the kitchen… I could hear the footsteps but I couldn’t see who it was.  One of the table chairs squeaked against the floor noisily as my dad kicked it out with his foot.

      “Sorry I’m late, pres,” Stone said as he pulled a cigarette out of his pack and tapped it against the tabletop.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” my dad said raising his voice with each word.

      “Was tied up.  I’m fucking here now… what’s up?” he said and I heard the little click of a lighter.  Stone was sitting just out of view and if I moved any more, they’d all see me standing there eavesdropping on them.

      “Put that out.  This is my wife’s beautiful home… show some respect,” my dad said his voice normal but sounding like a total asshole.

      “Sorry,” Stone said, and I was pretty sure he was addressing my mom.

      “It’s fine dear, smoke if you want to,” she said and my dad nodded.  I heard the click of the lighter again.

      “I’ll say it a-fucking-gain,” Stone said and I could tell he wasn’t happy about feeling like he was out of the loop.  He had been too busy watching me in the window that he didn’t even know what this little get together was even about.

      I knew whatever it was had to be big considering it was only a few members of the club.  It wasn’t an official meeting.  These were the most trust men, and he was letting them into his home to update them on the Stretch situation.

      “I found out what the fucking Henchmen want in return for Stretch,” Pike said nodding in Stone’s direction.

      “And,” Stone growled sounding pissed off without even hearing what it was.  No one said anything for a few minutes and then Stone asked again.  “How much do they want?”

      It was quiet for a minute and then my dad answered quietly, “A mil.”

      “A mil?  We ain’t got that kind of cash just lying around!” Stone shouted even though everyone in the kitchen and I knew the Brother’s didn’t have that kind of money anywhere.

      I’d been doing their books for a short time and even I knew they didn’t have that kind of money.  Yes, my dad and mom had a great house, but it wasn’t anywhere near a million dollar house.  And the club?  No.  Nowhere near a million dollars.  I didn’t know anyone who had that kind of money, or even access to that kind of money.

      “Alright, alright, alright,” Stone said waving his hands in the air.  It was as though he was trying to quiet a loud crowd, but no one at the table was being loud except for him.  Well, and my dad.  “Since we can’t do that, we have to come up with what we can do.  We have to find out where they are holding him—”

      “Pike already suggested that when you were off getting your dick sucked,” my dad said angrily.  He leaned towards him, “You really want to get shot again?”

      “Sorry pres, we gotta do it.  It’s the only way.  It’s my fault they have him.  If I find out where he is, I’m going with or with you any of you all.”
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      I listened to them go back and forth for a while about what they should do.  Stone declaring more than once if he finds out where Stretch he’s going for him.  And he won’t come back until he finds him.  Then my dad would tell him if he goes, he won’t be coming back at all unless it’s in a body bag.  The Henchmen weren’t going to just let him waltz in and take Stretch.

      My dad was right, but Stone wasn’t hearing him.  He was determined to do whatever it took to get Stretch back.  I could tell he blamed himself for whatever had happened.

      If they went in, guns blazing, they’d all get killed.  My dad said that was exactly what The Henchman wanted.  They were at war and they wanted back in the city.  The Wild Henchmen wanted to retaliate for when the Brother’s took claim to the city.

      It used to be an even split until The Henchmen were forced out by the local PD and I’m pretty sure my dad was behind whatever happened.  I never heard the full story and probably never would, but whatever happened led to the Brother’s being in control of the whole city.

      The Wild Henchmen didn’t just want their territory back, they wanted the Brother’s territory too.  Of course, no one knew this for sure it was just what my dad speculated as to one of the possibilities.

      Once the Brother’s Rebellion were vanquished The Henchmen could just come back into town and take over.  Taking down as many of the Brother’s as they could would make it easy.  They didn’t have any qualms about pulling out their guns if the Brother’s stepped onto their property.

      If they all charged in, I would lose both my dad and Stone.  My mom would be lost and heartbroken without my dad.  I couldn’t say anything but I wanted to beg Stone to rethink things.  But I knew he wasn’t about to sit back and wait for a miracle either.

      I had to do something.  If I didn’t Stone would do something stupid.  He’d only been shot at a few days ago and was already looking for more trouble.

      I quietly slipped back to my room.  The door made a small click as I locked it behind me.  I started pacing as I tried to think up a plan.  A plan that would result in getting Stretch back and where no one got killed.

      But the only way that could happen was if the Brother’s could come up with a million dollars.  My dad didn’t have access to that kind of money and I was pretty sure he didn’t know anyone that did either.

      There had to be something I could do.  And whatever it was I had to do it fast before Stone put himself in front of all The Henchmen’s guns.  He survived one bullet but he wouldn’t survive ten… twenty… or more.

      I had to get to Stretch, but how could I do that without getting killed myself?  Maybe I couldn’t get The Henchmen their money, but maybe I could make them think that I had.

      Then it hit me.  I came up with a plan… and I was pretty sure I’d be able to pull it off.  At least temporarily.  It would at least buy the Brother’s some time and hopefully I’d get Stretch back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day after everyone had left the house, I went into the office as usual only this time I had my rolling suitcase with me.  I opened the graphic program on my dad’s computer and quickly designed the best replica of a one hundred-dollar bill I could.

      It was fairly decent, but I didn’t have the skill or time to print on the backside.  I wouldn’t be able to get the security strip inside of it either.  It would be obvious it was counterfeit but hopefully I wouldn’t be there when they realized.

      After several tries at breaking into my dad’s safe I figured it out the code.  It was my birthdate.  I tilted my head, “Aww, dad!”

      I started taking out stacks of money.  There had far more money that I had imagined there would be.  The more I had to work with the better my chances were at actually pulling this off.

      I checked to make sure the door was locked before I laid out all the money on the floor.  I was going to have to break up the stacks for this to work.

      First, I’d put a layer of the real money at the top of the suitcase and then a few bills on each of the counterfeit stacks.  I’d also have to pack them neatly and tightly, which I could do but was going to take time since I was working alone.

      I didn’t bother to count how much of the real money there was, but there couldn’t have been more than ten thousand.  This was probably all the money the Brother’s had to their name.  And I was taking it.  They were going to hate me, even if I got Stretch back.

      I remembered the gun that was in my dad’s desk drawer and took it out.  It would be better to have it with me even though I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it.

      I started taking papers out of the printer and using the paper-cutter to cut them to size.  They didn’t look great at first but I got better they more of them I trimmed.  I put the worst stacks towards the bottom of the suitcase and started filling it up.

      I zipped the case closed and sighed.  The whole project had taken me most of the day.  I had to hope that Stone hadn’t done anything crazy in the meantime.

      The thought to call him crossed my mind, but I still had to hunt down a phone number for the president of The Wild Henchmen and make my offer.  I’d bring him the mil, and he’d give me Stretch.

      It didn’t take me long to track down a number for The Wild Henchmen.  In fact, it had been far easier than I had anticipated because they had made a website.  Thanks Henchmen.  I was almost tempted to check to see if they had a Facebook page but I didn’t have time.

      I took a deep breath and picked up the phone on my dad’s desk.  My cell phone rang just as I was about to punch in the numbers.  It startled me and my body shook causing me to drop the desk phone.  It landed on the desk and spun in a half circle before the cord yanked it away slightly.  I grabbed my cell and swiped to answer.  My heart was skipping beats.  I pushed the chair back as if that would somehow get me more oxygen, so that I could calm down.

      “Yes?” I said sounding both anxious and pissed off.  I tried to steady my breathing.

      “Josie?” Stone said, not sounding friendly.  This was not a social call.

      “Yes?  What is it?”

      “Where is your old man at?  I’ve been trying to find him all morning.”

      “Oh!  I’m doing great!  And you?” I said trying not to sound annoyed he was calling me trying to find my dad.  It wasn’t like it would have been difficult to greet me first.

      Although, I didn’t like to hear that he couldn’t track down my dad.  But it wasn’t that unusual for him to disappear for long stretches of time.  This was probably one of those times.  Maybe he was meeting with the local PD and updating them on our Stretch predicament.

      “Josie this is important.”

      “OK, sorry, but he’s not here.  What’s this regarding?” I asked even though I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to tell me.  This would have fell into club business, which meant since I wasn’t in the club I didn’t get to know.  Even though I already knew.

      “Club business,” he said, and I chuckled.  “Call me if you hear form him.”

      He’d hung up without a goodbye.  I hoped this wouldn’t make him even more likely to go after Stretch.

      “Yeah, well good fucking day to you too,” I said and instead of feeling angry I looked up at the wall he had pressed me against.  The picture that had rattled against the wall was crooked.  I couldn’t help but smile.

      I stood up to adjust the picture but something stopped me.  The crooked picture would be a reminder of what had happened between me and Stone against that wall, so I left it.  I wanted to see it every time I came into the office.  I left it alone and dialed the number for Dick, the president of The Wild Henchmen.

      “Who’s this?” a gruff voice said.

      “Doesn’t matter, let me talk to the president.  Tell him I have the money,” I said keeping my voice steady.

      “Hold,” the voice grunted and I could hear someone talking in the background, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      There was a scratching noise as if someone was covering the bottom of the phone.  Then a long pause.

      “You got the mil?”

      “Yes.  But I want to hear him first.  So we know he’s alive.”

      “Oh, sugar lips, you are in no position—”

      “OK is this where I say goodbye then?” I said hoping he wouldn’t call my bluff.

      “Alright, hold on to your frilly panties.”

      It was about a five-minute wait before I heard the noises of people moving around in the background.  The phone noises changed, there was a scratching noise again and then a click.  I couldn’t help but wonder if I was on speaker phone.

      “Talk,” the gruff voice said.  I was about to open my mouth when Stretch spoke.

      “It’s me.  I’m here,” I could barely understand him but I did recognize his voice.  Something was different though, he was having trouble talking.  It sounded as though it was hard for him to form his words.  I wondered if they had done something to his mouth or jaw.  If I had to guess, I was pretty sure he’d been beaten, probably because he wouldn’t talk.

      “What have they done to you?” I asked rubbing my palm against my jeans.  I was starting to sweat.  Maybe I had made a mistake thinking this would work.  I was so far over my head.

      “Think my nose is broken… maybe jaw too,” he said and I could tell by the last word he spoke that he didn’t want to talk any more.  And it wasn’t because there were people around, it was because he was in pain.  Major pain but he wasn’t letting it show.

      I could imagine him standing there with the dried and fresh blood on his face.  His fists were probably clenched even though they likely had him tied up.

      “I’ve got the money.  I’m coming.  Just hold tight.”  It was the only thing I could think of saying.  He was probably wondering who I was and when I was coming.  But he was smart enough not to ask questions in front of The Henchmen.  “Put Dick back on.”

      “I’m here,” he said verifying that I had been on speaker phone.

      “How do you want to do this?” I said closing my eyes.  This was going to be the hardest part.  Actually making myself go right into the lion’s lair.

      After what had happened with Troy I wasn’t sure I was brave enough to actually do this.  With Troy I was always hiding and waiting for him to pounce, but with The Henchmen I was a lamb walking straight towards my prey.

      “You, and only you, will meet me at the top of the Darling Street parking ramp at 9 pm.  Not a minute sooner and not a minute later,” he said and snuffed up what sounded like a big wad of snot.  “If I catch wind you ain’t alone, well, that’s going to be a big problem your boy Stretch here, and if I get my hands on you, needless to say you won’t like it much either.  Understand?”

      I nodded but realized almost instantly he couldn’t see me.  “You got it.  Nine.  Alone.  Darling Street parking ramp.”

      “With the money,” Dick added with a growl as if he thought I’d forget.  Then he hung up the phone.

      “Jesus Christ,” I whispered as I put my head down on the desk.  I clawed at the collar of my shirt as if I was having trouble breathing.

      They were going to take the money, kill me and then they’d kill Stretch.  I had me a big fucking mistake.  I should have thought this through.  If I hadn’t been so worried about what Stone was going to do, I wouldn’t have come up with this plan.  I wouldn’t have come up with any plan.  Now I was stuck.  I couldn’t back out because if someone didn’t show up with the money, they’d probably kill Stretch to teach the MC a lesson.

      I grabbed the suitcase and opened the door.  The hallway was empty, so I wheeled the heavy case out to my car and somehow managed to get the suitcase into the trunk.

      It was going to be a long wait until tonight but I was going to sit on the porch waiting until it was time to go.  I had to keep an eye on my car even though it was pretty unlikely someone would come and steal it from our driveway.  It just made me feel better to keep an eye on the money until it was time to go.

      I played out the scenario in my head over and over again.  Each time I prayed they wouldn’t look too closely at the money and spot the fakes.  If they did, we’d be dead.  If it could work in my visions, it could work that way at 9 pm at the top of the Darling Street parking ramp too.
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      It was eight o’clock, and I was sitting in my car.  The truck held the suitcase with the money I stole from my dad and the fake money I’d crafted.  The fake money I prayed they wouldn’t notice until I was far away with Stretch.  But then I’d have to come clean about what I had done.

      If my dad wouldn’t kill me if he ever found out about Stone and I, he was definitely going to kill me for taking the ten grand from his safe.  It was money I wasn’t going to be able to replace.  Although, if I survived everything… The Henchmen and then my dad, I would try.

      I was parked about three blocks away from the parking ramp watching the clock tick down.  It was probably twenty to nine when I heard the motorcycles rumbling in the distance.  I assumed it was The Wild Henchmen.  I lowered myself down in my seat and watched as they went by and into the ramp.

      They were early.  Dick wasn’t going to be alone… not that he had said he would be.  He was probably sending his men to check out the ramp first.  To make sure I they weren’t walking into some kind of trap.

      This had been a stupid idea.  If I wasn’t sure they’d kill Stretch if I didn’t show up, I would have shifted the car into reverse and pulled out of my parking spot.  I would have drove home and tried to forget the whole thing ever happened.  But they’d make someone pay and that person would probably be Stretch.

      I hadn’t really considered what The Henchmen would do once they got back to their clubhouse and started counting the money.  The second they spotted the fakes they would be furious.  They’d probably go on a rampage for the Brother’s Rebellion.

      It wasn’t even possible to screw up any more than I did.  I was going to have to change my name.  Leave the state.  I’d probably have to go into protective custody or the witness protection program or something.

      My dad could handle The Wild Henchmen once he’d found out what I’d done, at least I thought he could.  He’d do some damage control, maybe lose a few men in the process, but I myself was forever screwed.

      If my parents had a will, I would definitely be written out of it.  Which I would have been once they found out about Stone anyway.  I couldn’t believe I had allowed myself to get involved with the Brother’s.  I had been so determined to keep them out of my life, yet here I was smack dab in the middle of it all.

      8:50 pm.

      I started the car and drove towards the parking ramp.  When my phone rang, I let out a little squeak and clapped my hand over my mouth.

      I took a few deep breaths and calmed myself so my voice wouldn’t give off any clues as to my stress and or nerves.

      “What?” I said shaking my head.  Fail.  I sounded far more upset than I had intended and I probably should have just went with a simple hello.

      “Josie?  Where are you?”  It was Stone.

      “I’m out, what’s it to you?”

      “Chill sweetheart,” Stone said in a false relaxed voice.  I knew him better than he thought.  It seemed obvious to me that something was bothering him.

      I cleared my throat, “I’m just kind of busy with something is all.”

      Very busy.  Stupidly busy.  Busy doing something really stupid.

      “Damn it, Josie… we’re still looking for the pres.  No word from him on your end?”

      “No.  I haven’t heard from my mom either though.”

      “We called her—”

      “Right.  I’ll call you back later.  I need to go,” I said as I turned my way up the levels of the parking ramp.

      8:57 pm.

      It was taking me longer than I planned to drive through the ramp.  I was going to be a minute or two late.  Hopefully Stretch wouldn’t be laying there dead.  I wasn’t even sure if I believed Dick would kill his only bargaining chip, but maybe he would.  I didn’t know anything about the guy, except for that he wasn’t a big fan of the Brother’s.

      Stone started to say something as I set the phone down on the passenger seat.  I tapped to end the call before he even finished his sentence.  There wasn’t time.  I’d explain later.  I was pretty sure he’d understand.  He’d probably be pissed that I had taken matters into my own hands, but he’d probably be happy to see Stretch again.  Maybe he’d even thank me.

      I turned the car onto the top level of the ramp and stopped when I got to the end.  The Wild Henchmen were all lined up waiting there for me.  It looked as though it was the whole gang too.  Instead of letting my shoulders slump forward like they wanted to, I stiffened my spine as I pulled forward and put the car in park.

      I was a fair distance away… what I hoped would be a safe distance.  But nothing about what I was doing was considered safe.  I stepped out of the car and heard more motorcycles roaring behind me.  I was completely surrounded.  Great.  Just great.

      “Which one of you is Dick?” I shouted towards the group in front of me.  I took half of a step away from the car and it almost felt as though I would lose my balance.  It felt as though I was about to be forced to walk the plank.

      “That’d be me, princess.”  A short, scruffy, gray haired man said stepping forward.  “I wasn’t expecting such a beautiful woman.  I thought Terry would send someone more hideous… taller with hairy moles.”

      His me all laughed at his words as if they thought he was the funniest man on the planet.  I didn’t even crack a smile.  It wasn’t funny… not even a little.

      “You didn’t need to bring your whole club for little ol’ me,” I said as I scanned the group.  They were all armed, and they were all scary.  Their club was a lot bigger than I thought they’d be.

      “I did… in case you were lying.”

      “I don’t lie.”  Except, when I do.  But hopefully they wouldn’t find that out until they were far away, back at their clubhouse.  “Where’s our guy?”

      “Your guy?  Are you like his old lady?”

      “No.  I meant The Brother’s guy.”

      “Aw don’t worry sweet thing, he’s here.”  He grinned and stroked his beard as he looked me up and down.  But it wasn’t as though he was checking me out, I was pretty sure all he cared about was where I was keeping the cash.  “Where’s the money?”

      “It’s here.  I have it.”  I crossed my arms and stared at him stubbornly.  He nodded to one of his lackeys.  Two of his men stepped over to a van and pulled a blindfolded Stretch out of the back.

      His face was black and blue covered in smears of fresh and dried blood.  He was tough.  Far tougher than I would have been.  They must have been trying to beat information out of him.  It didn’t seem as though they had been very successful, which would make my dad happy.

      I didn’t say anything to Stretch.  He was probably already wondering who had come for him.  Maybe he didn’t even know what was going on.  He probably hadn’t recognized my voice either when I called or now when I spoke to Dick.  It wasn’t like he was going to question me in front of everyone.  He was probably assuming it was my dad’s plan, and not something I just decided to do on my own.

      “Here’s your guy,” Dick said with a flourish.  “Now where’s our money?”

      “OK… OK, I’ll get it,” I said as if I was worried they might start beating Stretch if I didn’t move fast enough.  Hell, they might just start beating them if they got bored.

      I held my arm up into the air as I popped and opened the trunk.  When I couldn’t life the suitcase with one hand, I had to put the other down so I could yank it out of the trunk.  It felt like it was taking forever, but I finally managed to get it down on the ground.

      The suitcase wobbled, and it felt like a wheel was going to break as I starting pulling it over to Dick.  He raised his hand up, “Stop there.”

      Two of his men walked towards me and grabbed the bag away from me.  I wanted for them to send Stretch over but they didn’t.

      “Hey!” I said throwing my hands up into the air.  “Give me Stretch!”

      “It’s not that simple, cookie,” the president of The Wild Henchmen said with a laugh.  “We have to check it.”

      This was where I would die.  Eventually someone would find my body laying at the top of this parking ramp.  They were going to take the money, take Stretch and leave me here, and they’d laugh as they drove away.  That would get the Brother’s to retaliate… they’d flood their base and walk right into their trap.  Maybe my dad had been right.

      I tried not to let my fear show but I could feel the sweat dripping down my face and my back.  They could probably see how scared I was from where they stood.  And they were probably enjoying every minute of it.

      One of the members tried to toss the bag into the back of a pickup truck but he crumpled over and grabbed his back.  He’d barely even gotten it off of the ground.

      A few of the men laughed and one of them called out, “Even the chick got it out of the truck by herself!”

      More laughs rolled around until the guy holding his back shot a look at the other members.  When they abruptly stopped laughing, I knew he had rank on them.

      Another member came over and lifted the suitcase into the bed of the truck while the man holding his back climbed in after it.  He unzipped the case and started going through the piles of money.  I almost grinned when I saw him flipping through them quickly.  He was spending far longer with the stacks than I had hoped but he looked up at his president and nodded.

      I was in the clear.  At least I thought I was.  Dick too a step towards Stretch.

      “Wait… what’s this?” the man going through the suitcase said.  My first thought was to try to run.  I tried to locate the stairs… the elevator would take too long, and they’d be able to catch me easily if I tried to run through the ramp.  But the stairs… maybe I was faster than these old guys.

      He held up a shiny silver bracelet, and I thought my heart quit.  I couldn’t feel it beating any more.  It had had enough over the last few days.  It was just going to give up on me.

      I almost grabbed for my wrist but I didn’t.  If I moved to check for my bracelet, they would know that at the very least, I had been there helping pack of the money.  What would that mean to them?  Maybe nothing… but I held still.  I didn’t want them to know I had anything to do with it other than bringing it here.  If they even in the least thought I was doing this on my own… well, that would change everything.

      I shrugged and then so did he.  He dropped my five-hundred-dollar birthday gift from last year that my dad had gave me into the suitcase.  The he zipped it away forever.

      “It all looks good, man,” he said shoving the suitcase deeper into the back of the truck.  He leapt down and then closed the tailgate.

      I flashed Dick a small smile.  I had held up my end of the bargain and now it was his turn.

      Instead of him sending Stretch over to me, he tilted his head.  He was looking at me strangely.  My stomach started to twist and turn… I didn’t know what, but something had gone wrong.  Really wrong.
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      “Wait.  Hmm… you look awfully familiar now that I’m getting a closer look,” Dick said as he brushed his finger across his nostril and sniffed inward sharply.  “Like really familiar.  Do I know you?”

      I widened my eyes and stepped back, “I doubt it.  I don’t know you.”

      “No… no, I do know you, but where do I know you from?  Where could I have seen you before?” The Henchmen president said as he walked side to side looking up at me while he tried to figure it out.

      “I really don’t think so.”  I shrugged and twisted my fingers together.

      “Do you dance over at Dirrty Devil’s Darlings?” he asked, but he scrunched up his nose as if he knew that wasn’t where he knew me from.

      I shook my head.  I should have probably been insulted, but all I wanted was to get Stretch and get the fuck away from The Henchmen.

      “No, that’s not it,” he said and then he stopped walking around.  He grabbed Stretch and started pushing him towards me.

      When he was about ten feet away from me he shoved Stretch with his blindfold still on.  Stretch stumbled forward almost keeping his balance until he tripped over his own foot and fell face first towards the pavement.

      He had a fresh new cut on his chin, but otherwise he looked fine.  I helped him up and started moving him closer to my car.  I ripped off his blindfold and tossed it on the ground.  He looked at me with wide eyes, but he still didn’t say anything.

      I started to work on his restraints but I was struggling to get them off.  They had tied the rope so tightly I couldn’t do anything to get it off.  I could see the rope was cutting into his skin.  If only I would have carried a pocketknife with me.

      “Well, shit!  You’ve got to be kidding me,” Dick said pointing at me.

      “Get in the car,” I whispered to Stretch as I opened the door for him.

      Dick started laughing, “Wait, wait, wait, love… what’s your hurry?”

      I closed the door behind Stretch and walked as quickly as I could to the driver’s side door, but Dick stepped in front of the door blocking my way.

      “This is almost too easy.  I know you… what doesn’t make sense it what you are doing here.  Your old man wouldn’t ever let you come here.  Not even if you were accompanied by the entire Brother’s MC.”  Dick grinned at me, showing off his yellow coated teeth.  I started to back away but stopped when something pushed into the back of my head.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered and balled up my hands into tight fists.  I wanted to punch, hit, kick, scream… whatever but with that gun at the back of my head I couldn’t do anything.

      “That’s right.  But it’s not as bad as you think,” Dick said rubbing his palms together as if he was about to dig into a hearty meal.  “He’s free to go.  His freedom has been paid for.  I’ll keep my end of our little bargain.  But, and here’s the part you ain’t going to like… you’re coming with us.”

      I sighed heavily and nodded towards the truck that held the suitcase, “That’s all we got.  There isn’t any more money.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried about that.  Terry will find more money, especially when it comes to his sweet, little girl.  Another mil maybe?  Maybe I should ask for two just to see what he can pull together,” Dick said, and several of his lackeys laughed.

      “I don’t know who you think the Brother’s are but they don’t have that kind of money.  And they don’t know anyone that does,” I said thinking my dad probably wouldn’t like that I told him that.  He probably liked having the power that came along with money even though in the Brother’s case it was all perceived.  The money didn’t actually exist.  At least as far as I knew.

      My dad wasn’t here.  I was, and I was about to be kidnapped, which of course was completely, one hundred percent, my own stupid fault.

      “Maybe it’s you that doesn’t know who the Brother’s are,” he said, his confident grin fading.  “Let’s go.”

      I glanced back towards Stretch who was sitting in the passenger seat of my car.  He was watching everything unfold.  Hopefully, he’d gather as many details as he could before trying to get free and finding my dad.

      He’d be able to leave since I’d left the keys in the car, but only if he could get himself untied.  If he found my cell phone in the console, maybe he’d make a phone call.  Get help for me, but again, only if he could get himself untied.

      “You know what?” Dick whispered in my ear as we walked over towards The Henchmen clustered together.  “I think with you, oh, I can get something even better than money.  I could probably take down the entire Brother’s Rebellion MC.”

      “I really doubt that,” I said rolling my eyes.  The MC was bigger than just the Greenwood Pass chapter.  It would take a lot more than capturing one president’s daughter to take down the entire Brother’s Rebellion club.  But it was possible he could take down the entire Greenwood Pass chapter.

      “We’ll see,” Dick said shoving me towards the prospects.  “I want Terry Vincent’s ugly head on a stake in my garden.”

      They shoved me into the back seat of a black SUV with a prospect on each side of me.  I had no idea who was driving, but Dick sat down in the passenger seat.  He turned around to look at me and then nodded at the prospects.

      The cacophony of all the motorcycles starting up was almost enough to deafen me, even inside the SUV.  I reached up to cover my ears as the SUV pulled out and followed the motorcycles down the parking ramp.

      As we went down and around and around the ramp the noises from the bikes echoed.  Anyone that was walking to or from their car looked up and each one of them wore the same expression.  It was a look of fear and worry.  The random people could tell something was going on.

      Dick turned around and tapped my knee, “We’re going to have to tie you up sweetness, but since I like you, I won’t have them gag or blindfold you.  Unless you want them to.”

      The driver laughed and then the prospects joined in.  It was like sitting in a car full of hyenas.

      “Tubs probably won’t rape her… unless she’s gagged, then he probably will,” the driver said with a chuckle, but only he laughed.

      “Tubs?” I asked softly but I don’t know why I had said anything.  I really didn’t want to know more about their club’s rapist.

      “Don’t worry about Tubs.  Unless your dad doesn’t cooperate,” Dick said, I waited for them to laugh, but they didn’t.  He was serious.

      I wished I would have put my dad’s gun in my waistband instead of leaving it in the glove compartment.  It wasn’t like it would have done me any good in there.  But even if I had it, I wasn’t a great shot.  At best I’d probably be able to take out only one of them before my life would be ended by the three guns that would surely be pointed at me.

      I watched as we drove through the city.  We passed my favorite restaurant, the park I played at as a little girl and my old high school.  It felt strange to watch everything pass by from the backseat of their SUV.  It was like my life was flashing before my eyes.

      Before I knew it we were out of the city and I was saying goodbye to any chance at being rescued.  If they were taking me back to the clubhouse, maybe the Brother’s would come for me, but maybe it would be too big of a risk.  It could take days to come up with a plan.

      If they weren’t taking me to the clubhouse, the Brother’s might not find me.  I was living a nightmare.

      I wondered how far into the country we would go.  How far had the Brother’s banished The Henchmen?  The Brother’s owned the city but did The Henchmen own the countryside?

      I knew The Brother’s had the support of the local police department, the hospital and even political support.  The Henchmen were jealous which made them even more dangerous.  All I could do was hope someone would come for me and soon.

      We’d taken numerous turns.  If I ever managed to escape, I wouldn’t have the slightest idea which way was back to the city.  But that wouldn’t stop me from running.  It wasn’t likely that with all these bikers around me, I’d get an opportunity to escape.  There were far too many eyes on me.

      They took a turn down an old dirt road and that’s when I heard them.  I heard the bikes in the distance.  This was even worse than I could have imagined.  They must have called reinforcements.  What were they planning on doing to the Brother’s Rebellion?

      My stupid idea to rescue Stretch was going to lead to the massacre of my dad’s chapter of the Brother’s Rebellion.  By saving Stretch I was going to manage to get everyone else killed.
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      The driver of the SUV shifted in his seat, “We got a problem here pres.”

      “What?” Dick growled as he tilted his head to look out his side mirror.

      “It’s the Brother’s.”

      “Fuck!”  Dick turned around and glared at me, “Did you do this?”

      “No!  How could I?  I’ve been tied up here with you!” I said, shaking my head vigorously.  I worried that one of them might just pull out their gun and take me out right here and now.

      How did the Brother’s find out I was here with The Henchmen?  Had Stretch gotten free?  Maybe he was able to call my dad, or maybe they had no idea I was here.  Perhaps they didn’t even know Stretch was free.  For all I knew I was about to be caught in the middle of a shootout between the Brother’s and The Henchmen.

      The trees and shrubbery outside the window started to blur as the driver sped up the SUV.  The world started to spin and my stomach turned.  I was afraid I was going to vomit all over myself.

      “Tell them to go that way,” Dick yelled at the driver as he pointed towards another dirt road that headed towards a forested area.

      The driver called someone on a phone and told them to take left.  A car at the front of the pack I hadn’t even noticed turned and all of the bikes followed.  And with that we were headed into the thick, secluded wooded area.  I didn’t want to die.

      We drove through the trees until we stopped at a clearing.  All of the vehicles turned to face the direction the Brother’s would drive in from.  This was bad.  This was really bad.

      I was afraid they were going to ambush the Brother’s, but I didn’t have any way to warn them.  I would just have to sit here and watch it all unfold.  They’d kill Stone and then they’d kill me dad and I wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing about it.  And it would be my fault.

      The guys got off of their motorcycles some started running into the trees and others went to hide behind barricades and buildings.  They were all pulling out their guns, except for those of us in the SUV.  We stayed still, his men waiting for his command.

      I turned around and watched as the Brother’s started coming towards the clearing.  They slowed their bikes and I could tell they were approaching with caution.

      “Do you see your dad out there?” Dick said and I could tell without looking that he was smiling.  I shook my head.  Thankfully, I didn’t see him.  If he was with the Brother’s, he wasn’t on his bike.  Hopefully he had been smart enough not to come.

      Even though I didn’t see him I still didn’t feel relieved, because while I hadn’t spotted Stone either, I knew he was here somewhere.  He wouldn’t ever let the club go and deal with something without his help.  It was just who he was.  He wanted revenge.  I was sure he’d be out for blood, after all they had shot him and then kidnapped Stretch.

      “Oh, good news, sugar lips, he is here,” Dick said as he opened the passenger side door and stepped out of the SUV.  He stood next to my door with a big stupid smile on his face as he looked towards the Brother’s.

      I tried to move towards the door but the prospect pushed against me.  If only I could get out and warn my dad about all the men hiding.  I could tell him to get out of here that it wasn’t safe for him.  That all the president of The Wild Henchmen wanted was him.

      “Well if it isn’t Terry Vincent and his little club,” Dick yelled still wearing that stupid smile.  “It’s so good to see you out here in the middle of nowhere on a day like this.”

      I couldn’t hear my dad but I saw his lips move.  He had responded, but he was standing out in the open.  He was a target.  I closed my eyes afraid of what I’d see if they shot at him.  Dick already stated that he wanted him dead.  I wasn’t even sure this would be over until he was.

      “We have your daughter,” Dick shouted back, and I wasn’t sure what my dad had said but I did hear Dick’s response.  He laughed, “Over my dead body!”

      I pressed my forehead down against the back of the seat and Dick knocked a knuckle against the window of the door.  Both of the prospects and the driver stepped outside of the SUV.  I was alone with my hands tied behind my back.

      “You can have her back… when I either see Terry Vincent step down and remove himself completely from the Brother’s Rebellion MC and turn himself over to us, or when he’s lying in a pool of blood on the ground at my feet.”  Dick had his hand behind his back and I knew he was reaching for his gun.  And if he pulled it there wouldn’t be a damn thing I could do other than scream.

      I peeked over the seat and watched as my dad discussed something with a few of the club members he was standing near.  He lowered his head and I could see his shoulders rise and then fall before he started towards the SUV with his hands lazily held up towards the sky.

      “No dad… don’t do it,” I whispered and felt a warm tear trickle down my cheek.  Once they got him, they were going to kill him anyway.  Maybe not right here, but eventually they would.

      “Get her out,” Dick said, and the prospect opened the door.  He reached in and grabbed my arm roughly as he pulled me out of the SUV.  My feet dragged against the ground as he pulled me along.

      “Dad no!” I shouted and my dad stopped.  I narrowed my eyes surprised that he had listened.  But then I saw something in the corner of my eye.  Something was near Dick’s head.  It was a gun.

      Dick looked as though he was frozen in place.  He looked confused and almost a little frightened.  I turned to see Stone standing there behind him with the barrel of his pistol up against Dick’s skull.

      “What are you waiting for?  Get him off of me… kill him if you have to!” Dick shouted but his men didn’t move.  They were afraid if they moved they’d see their president shot in the head.  No one wanted to be the one to make the first move.

      Stone laughed, “You’ll be laying on the ground with a bullet hole in your skull before they can even pull their triggers.”

      Stone looked at me briefly.  He didn’t want to take his eyes off of the president of The Henchmen, but it seemed he wanted to make sure I was OK too.

      I was both happy to see him and embarrassed at the same time.  He probably thought I was a fool for what I had done.  I was sure he wouldn’t ever forgive me for putting Stretch, myself and the entire club in danger like this.  And he’d be right to do so.  I should have never gotten involved in club business.

      “Go over to your old man,” Stone said nodding his head.  When I didn’t move he changed his expression to one that showed me just how serious he was.  “Go on now.  Get out of here.”

      I started walking away, but stopped to look back to make sure I was doing the right thing.  Stone nodded again, and I moved faster.  The gravel under my feet crunch as I jogged towards my dad.  I tried to wrap my arms around him but I couldn’t.

      He put his hand on my shoulder and then lifted two fingers and curled them at the men behind him.  Two members of the club came forward and pulled me deep within the group of Brother’s.  One of the two pulled out a pocketknife and cut the rope.  My hands dropped, and I instantly started rubbing my wrists.

      “We’re still going to need Terry before this can end,” Dick shouted and even though I was further back I could still hear him clearly.

      “That’s just not going to happen,” Stone shouted not just for Dick’s ears before the benefit of all of his men that were out hiding too.  “If anyone tries anything stupid, you’ll all be dead.  We’ve got eyes on you too, well, not eyes, but guns, in the trees.”

      “We’ll take out as many of you as we can,” Dick shouted back.

      “As long as you come with… it doesn’t matter,” Stone said smirking.  I wanted to scream out to Stone that it wasn’t worth it.  To get out of there.  He was in the middle of this and it was my fault.  If we just left, maybe no one would have to die.  But if a war broke out, he was right in the middle of The Henchmen.  He’d never survive.

      Both clubs were on edge waiting for someone to shoot first.  Dick stood there staring towards the Brother’s while Stone kept the gun against his head.

      Dick’s expressionless face suddenly shift to one of anger, “Fuck it!  This is ain’t over.  Hold your fire Henchmen.  Hold your fire!”

      “Send your men away,” Stone shouted, and I knew he wasn’t going to drop the gun until he knew he wasn’t about to get shot in the back.

      “Let’s go Henchmen,” Dick shouted and his men put down their guns.  The men started to get on their bikes and the roar of their engines starting filled the air.

      Stone wasn’t going to let Dick go until the area was cleared of at least most of The Henchmen.  He stood there watching as the drove past him.  All while keeping the gun firmly against Dick’s head.

      I couldn’t hear what Dick was saying to Stone, but I saw his lips moving.  Stone grinned back and shoved him towards the SUV.

      He kept his gun pointed in their direction as he walked backwards towards the Brother’s.  The president and the prospects got inside the SUV and drove off behind the motorcycles back down the dirt road and away from the Brother’s Rebellion.

      I watched Stone as he walked towards us.  He didn’t smile, he stood next to his bike and lit up a cigarette and looked as though he was listening for the noise of The Henchmen’s bikes to fade completely.

      “Get in, Josie,” my dad growled in a low voice.  I didn’t have to see his face to know he wasn’t happy with me.  If he didn’t already know about the ten grand, telling him was definitely going to make matters worse.

      I sat down and moved slid over when he waved his hand at me.  He glanced at me and then pulled in for a big hug.  I felt like I was going to start bawling.  His arms were wrapped around me and I was reminded of all the times when I was a little girl thinking he was going to hate me forever for something I had done wrong.  Only he’d hug me and make things better.  I wasn’t sure, but it felt like he was going to make this better too.

      “Dad, I—”

      “I know.  We’ll talk about it later,” he said giving me another squeeze before letting go.

      We drove back to the clubhouse in silence.
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      Once we pulled in at the house, my dad wrapped an arm around my shoulders and brought me inside the house.  He delivered my right into the waiting arms of my mother.  They didn’t speak but I could tell by the way she looked at him that she already knew where he’d been.  She looked relieved and happy to see him.

      “I’ll be back in soon… emergency meeting,” my dad said planting a long kiss on my mom’s forehead.  He left the house and slammed the door before I could even mention anything about the money I’d taken from him.

      I watched out the back window as everyone in the MC went inside the clubhouse.  Stone drove up to the clubhouse on his motorcycle and glanced towards the house before he went inside.

      “He’s not happy,” my mom said putting her hands on my shoulders.

      “No kidding,” I said moving away from her and turning towards the living room.  I flopped down on the couch and put my hands over my face.

      Even though it was all over I don’t think I could have felt any worse.  I knew I had made things worse between the Brother’s and The Henchmen.

      My mom grabbed my arms and lifted my hands towards her face, “Did they do this to you?”

      I looked at my red, scratched up wrists.  They felt sore, and I was pretty sure I was going to have bruises on my arms from where they had grabbed me.  I hadn’t even realized how bad the marks that had been left behind were until she pointed it out.

      “Yeah,” I answered, but she already knew that they had.

      “Those fucking bastards, doing that to my little girl,” she said and disappeared into the bathroom.  She returned with the first aid kit and started wiping at them with various creams.

      It felt nice to be cared for and the cool creams soothed my skin.  I forced a smile, “I’m fine, really.”

      “First Troy and now this…,” my mom mumbled as she gently wrapped my wrists with gauze bandages.  “What are we going to do?”

      She stood up and crossed her arms in front of her chest.  Her eyes shot up towards the ceiling and then she made a small worried, frown before she walked away, leaving me alone in the living room.

      I flipped on the TV so I could be alone, without feeling like I was alone.  My mom was in the other room and I was home.

      I zoned out, and at some point I must have fallen asleep because when I woke up, it was dark and all the lights in the house were on.  In the dining room, I could hear my dad talking quietly to my mom.

      “I’m just worried about her is all.  Who knows what those dick asses did to her while they had her,” my mom said.

      “She’s fine, Lauren.  They didn’t have her that long.  She’s tough.”

      “I should go over there myself and give The Henchmen a piece of my mind.  They should know better than to mess with my daughter,” my mom said, and I almost believed she’d actually do it too.

      My dad laughed, “And that’s where she gets that toughness from.”

      I stood up and stretched my arms feeling the soreness in my wrists as I made my way into the dining room.  They both stopped talking and looked at me.  I saw the concern on both of their faces although they both tried to hide it.

      “Did you have a nice nap, honey?” my mom asked.

      “It was fine.  I’m fine.  Everything is fine.  But I have something I need to tell you,” I said turning towards my dad.

      “If it’s about the ten grand you owe me, we can talk about it later,” he said staring into my eyes.

      “Right.  Later then,” I said and started to back out of the dining room.  That had gone far better than I could have ever imagined, but now that I had to come up with ten grand I’d be stuck living here longer than I had planned.  I stopped my feet and turned back towards them, “Really, I’m fine.  I promise.  And now I’m going to go take a shower to wash this Henchmen scum off of myself.”

      My mom took three quick steps in my direction, “They touched you!  I knew it, Terry!  They did something to her… I’m going to kill them all!”

      “No, they didn’t touch me, mom!  Not like that anyway… I just meant I wanted to wash away the crappy thoughts of them and this day.  They’re assholes and I’m afraid their asshole germs got all over my skin and clothes.”  I smiled hoping that would alleviate my mom’s worries.  And maybe it did because they let me leave the room without an interrogation.

      After I finished my shower, I put on some yoga pants and a T-shirt.  I looked at myself in the mirror and started to think about Stone.  Was he mad at me?  Or more importantly, what if he would have been killed?  I didn’t want things to be this way between us.  I didn’t want to hide, or be afraid anymore.  He should know how I feel.

      I slipped into my shoes and grabbed my keys.  I reached out to open the front door and noticed my dad’s shadow looming over me.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he said in a deep voice.

      “Out,” I said and almost wanted to confess everything about Stone, but I couldn’t do that, at least not yet.  First, I had to talk about Stone.  It wasn’t like I could make that choice for him, especially if it could potentially result in his death.

      “Do you really think that’s a good idea after what happened today?”

      “I’ll be fine.  Really.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To a friend’s house… I won’t be long, I promise,” I said reaching into my purse for my cell phone, only it wasn’t there.  I had left it in my car.  My car that was still on top of the parking ramp.  “Shit.”

      My dad reached out his hand and passed me my cell phone, “Car is in the driveway.  If I get even a tingling sense that something is off, I’m sending the club out looking for you.”

      “I promise… no more stupid ideas,” I said taking my phone and dropping it into my purse.  I smiled, “At least not without talking to you first.  Where’s my car?”

      “Stretch drove it back,” he said tossing me the keys.  “I’m not joking.  Straight to your friends and then right back home.”

      “I’m not sixteen, dad,” I said rolling my eyes, kind of feeling as though I was actually sixteen again.  My heart was racing at the idea of getting to see Stone.

      I waved at him and left the house.  Out of the corner of my eye, I could tell he had moved the curtain aside so he could watch me as I walked and got into my car.  He didn’t drop the curtain until I backed out of the driveway and shifted it into drive.

      I probably should have called Stone, but I didn’t.  I didn’t even want to stop to take the time to dial my phone, I just wanted to get there and see him as soon as possible.

      When I got to his house I was tempted to pull into the driveway, but I didn’t.  I parked down the street and ran towards his house.  Even though I was ready to stop hiding that didn’t mean Stone would be.  I had to respect that because I had no idea how my dad would react when he found out.

      He was pissed I’d went after Stretch on my own.  I think he was even more pissed I had taken his money… I couldn’t then be the reason he was pissed off at Stone too.

      I stopped at the door and knocked hard.  A light flicked on and I realized I was still knocking.  I pulled my hand back and hoped I hadn’t woken him up.  Although, truthfully, I didn’t really care if I had.

      Stone pulled open the door standing there with his sweatpants hanging low on his hips.  He looked down at me and for a second I thought he was going to send me away.  Instead he stepped forward and pulled me into his arms.

      “That was really fucking stupid,” he said cupping my face with his large hands.  He kissed me so hard and passionately that I could actually feel exactly how he felt about me.  I wasn’t just another notch.  He held me as though he wasn’t ever going to let me go.  “So fucking stupid.  I was so worried.  Don’t you dare ever do that to me again!”

      “I know… I’m sorry,” I whispered, and he looked around the neighborhood and pulled me inside, closing the door behind us.

      He pressed against the door and kissed me again.  I put my hand on his chest, feeling his silky skin underneath my fingertips.  But I came here to talk to him, I stepped to the side and smiled.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said crossing my arms as if to say I was closed for business until I said everything I came here to say.  It wasn’t like I was saying we couldn’t do other things, I was only saying, not now.

      “Me too,” he grabbed my hand and led me to the couch.  His face was serious, and I started to worry that something was wrong.  “We have a problem.”

      “What is it?” I said rubbing my fingers against one another.

      “Wait, I have something for you first,” he said as he stood up and disappeared down the hallway.  He came back holding a little black box.  “Here.”

      “What is this?” I said turning the box around in my hands.

      “Open it,” he said smiling his sexy half-grin.

      I flipped open the top and revealed a shiny, silver bracelet with a tiny motorcycle charm attached.  It was beautiful, and I loved it even more because it was from Stone.

      “I saw that you liked bracelets.  Like the one you had on the other day,” he said pointing to my now jewelry-free bandaged wrist.  If only he knew what had happened to that bracelet, actually I’m glad he didn’t know because he’d probably go after it.

      “I do… like that that is,” I said putting on the shiny new bracelet.  “I love it.  It’s so beautiful.  Thank you, but why?”

      “I realized something today… This is so awkward for me to say, I’m not good at this shit, but I’m fucking in love with you,” Stone said, his smile even bigger once he had said the words out loud.

      I smiled so huge my face started to hurt.  I launched myself towards him and hugged him.  It was amazing and I couldn’t have been happier… that was until I remembered why I had come.  I looked him in the eyes.

      “But what about my dad?” I said worried that mentioning him was going to completely kill the mood.  “He’ll never let this happen.”

      “I know… I think I can get him to come around to the idea.  It’s going to take time, but I think I can make him see,” Stone said wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me closer.  “We have to try to make him understand.”

      “I’m in.  In fact, that’s pretty much why I came here tonight.  I want to be with you.  I don’t want to have to hid anymore,” I said sliding my hands around his neck.  “I can’t stay away from you… and I don’t want to.”

      “You consume my every thought.  You’re all I want.  We’ll figure this out.  We’ll make him see,” Stone whispered as he leaned in and started kissing my neck.  I let my body relax as our bodies started to melt into one.

      We were together and I couldn’t have been any happier than I was in that moment.  I’d found something I thought I’d never find again, and I found it in the last place I expected.

      Stone lifted me up off of the couch and smiled that sexy smile at me.  I couldn’t stop smiling back as he carried me down the short hallway and straight into his bedroom.

      We’d make this work.  We’d find a way to make my dad understand.  We’d be together.

      Always.
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      Several weeks after the whole Stretch incident, we agreed to how we would come clean to my dad about our relationship.  With each passing day we only became more in love with one another.

      I was beyond nervous, but I sat my parents down at the dining room table while Stone waiting out of sight down the hallway near my dad’s office that I still worked in.  My palms were sweaty, so I wiped them on my pants.

      I paced back and forth trying to find the right words.  I thought they would have come easier, but with both of their eyes on me it was harder than I had expected.  Or planned for.

      “Oh, Jesus Christ, Terry, she’s pregnant,” my mom blurted out and put her hand over her mouth.  The odd thing was I couldn’t tell if she was upset, or happy about it.  Maybe it was some strange combination of both.

      “I’m not pregnant,” I said, shaking my head and waving my hand side to side.

      “Oh,” my mom said with a puff of air as she dropped her hand back to the table.

      “I just have something I need to tell you and I’m not sure where to start exactly,” I said shoving my hands into my pockets.  “OK.  Umm.  Here goes.  You know how when you met mom, and grandpa kind of well, um, hated you a lot?”

      My dad chuckled, “That’s putting it lightly.”

      “He wouldn’t have liked anyone,” my mom said trying to make things seem better to my dad.

      “Tell yourself that.  That man still hates me with a passion,” my dad said.

      “Right.  So, well….”

      “She’s finally going to tell us,” my mom whispered to my dad, but it had been loud enough for me to hear.

      “Sorry?” I said raising my eyebrows.  Had I heard her right?

      My mom looked at my dad and then at me.  She shook her head side to side, “You know who your father is right?  There is no hiding things when it comes to him.  You can try to hide it, you can try to sneaky around, but he knows everything that happens in this town.  Not to mention I saw how you two looked at each other even back when he was in the hospital.”

      I glanced towards the hallway.  They knew about me and Stone.  How?  When?  How long?  I was rendered speechless.

      “Is he in here?” my dad said in a low voice looking in the same direction I had.

      Oh shit.  How much trouble were we in?  They haven’t killed me yet which seemed to be a good sign so far.  At least for me.

      I couldn’t say anything but I nodded.  Stone had been prepared for death, the removal of his patch, having to turn in his cut, all sorts of outcomes we considered, he said he was ready.

      My mom smiled at my dad and I raised an eyebrow.

      My dad leaned forward, “If he’s just fucking around with you, I’m going to kill him, you both know that right?”

      “Oh God, dad, no.  He’s not… it’s not like that,” I said raising up my palms.

      My dad looked at my mom and took her hand into his.  Then they did something I never imagined as a possible outcome.  They smiled.  They looked happy.

      “You love him?” my dad asked still looking at my mom.

      “I do.  I really do.”

      “And he loves you?” my mom asked smiling as she stared into my dad’s eyes.

      I was about to open my mouth to answer, when Stone stepped out from out of the kitchen.  He walked over to me and took my hand.  Stone looked right at my dad, “I do.  I love her more than life itself."

      There was a long uncomfortable silence before my dad shoved the chair back so hard it hit the wall behind him.  He stomped over to me and Stone, his face unreadable.

      Then a smile slowly grew on his face until it was so big his teeth showed, “Well then why the fuck have you been hiding it from everyone?”  My dad turned back to my mom, “They’re in fucking love!  This calls for a celebration!”

      “What?” I said softly.

      My mom put her hand on her heart and she smiled.  She almost looked as though she could cry.

      “I don’t know why you felt the need to hide this from us,” my mom said looking as though she was already dreaming about wedding and grandkids.  I wanted to tell her to slow down.

      Stone and I looked at one another and laughed.  I turned to my mom, “So how long have you known?”

      “Probably long before you even did, dear.”  She stood up and snuggled under my dad’s arm.  They both looked at us as though this was one of the best moments of their life.  I thought it was a bit much.  My mom touched Stone’s arm and looked at me, “I don’t think you could have picked a better one.”

      “Thanks for the compliment,” Stone said turning his bright blue eyes towards me.  “But I’m the lucky one here.  She could have anyone she wanted.  I don’t know how the fuck I got so lucky.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling.

      It was going to be hard being with someone in the club and I knew that.  But I knew all this going into it.  I grew up with a father who often seemed to put the club first.  There were lots of days and nights where my mom would be in the kitchen pacing worried about whether or not she’d ever see my dad again.

      Club life could be dangerous.  But it was like a family.  They club had saved me more than once and for that I was grateful.  I’d never forget it and it would be easy to consider them my family.

      Before now, that world hadn’t been something I ever wanted for myself.  I didn’t want to be the one pacing in the kitchen waiting to find out if my guy was ever going to walk through that door again.  But I fell in love.  For Stone, I’d pace for a lifetime if I had to.

      “So when is the wedding?” my dad asked wearing a huge grin.

      “Dad!” I said with huge eyes.

      Stone wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off of the ground.  He stared into my eyes, his expression completely serious, “The sooner the better.”

      There was nothing I wanted more than to be his old lady.  Now and forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It had been a little over a year since we came clean to my parents about our relationship.  I sat there in our small living room, rubbing my pregnant belly.  I looked around the room of the house we now shared.

      My lips curled upward as I thought about the first time I had come here.  How badly I wanted to be with him but how afraid I was to admit it, even to myself.  Now this was my house too and soon we would welcome our little baby into it.

      I thought back to that day we gathered in the backyard of my parent’s house with the club, our family and our friends.  Stone looked so incredibly hot in his cut and jeans.  I remembered how he swallowed hard when he saw me in my white wedding dress.  When I walked up to him, he told me how beautiful I was and how lucky he was to have me.

      Our wedding had been small, but it was perfect for us.  It was one of the best days of my entire life.  And soon, in about two more months, we’d have our first child.  A son.

      I couldn’t believe this was my life.  It wasn’t even close to what I had imagined for myself… it was about a billion times better than I could have ever dreamed it could be.

      Stone walked in the front door and smiled at me.  He kissed me as though he hadn’t seen me in days.  It was passionate and I could feel everything he felt for me in just that one kiss.

      We were simply in love.  And together we would love our son with everything we had and more.

      Stone kneeled down between my knees and rested his head on my belly.  I twirled my fingers into his hair while he kissed and whispered wonderful things to our son.

      Our son kicked and did summersaults.  It seemed he was just as excited to meet us as we were to meet him.  And neither Stone nor I could wait to be a family.

      

      
        The end.

      

      

      If you liked Stone you might also like Pike and Dust & Rager in The Brother’s Rebellion stand-alone series.
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