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      Holding my camera to my eye, my grip firmed as a smile stretched my lips. Carefully I adjusted my lens until everything in my field of vision was perfectly clear, and my smile only grew at how patient my subjects were. The bunnies were still, as if they knew I was watching them, and I took a slow, deep breath before my fingertip flirted with the shutter button.

      I zoomed in on each bunny individually, taking a few shots each as they anxiously glanced around while chewing their clovers. Wild tufts of short hair stuck every which way, giving them a cuteness that domesticated bunnies didn’t have. Releasing a hot breath, I lowered my camera to finally glance away from the half dozen group.

      “Kiki- tszt.” Fondness struck my chest as my dog crawled forward at my buzz, and I sat back on my butt to watch her. Images of the first time I saw her flashed in my mind’s eye; her partner had been killed in action only four months after being deployed, and no one could get close to her. Her dark brown fur blended in with the forest around us, making her less visible as she stalked up to the bunnies. Each move was fluid, practiced, and I grinned as I shuffled my camera in my lap.

      Even my father had been impressed with how well I’d trained Kiki- Hell, he wasn’t the only one. For months I’d been worried she wasn’t taking what I was trying to give, but that all changed a year ago. I’d taken her on a hike, and everything I’d taught her seemed to click in her brain.

      The rustling of bunnies scattering broke my reverie, and I pushed myself up to my feet to dust off my butt. Kiki’s vicious growling followed the sound of a struggle, and goosebumps rose on my arms. Glancing around, my breath caught in my throat as my dog slunk between the trees with a white and brown bunny between her teeth. He was big, with the short, fine fur of summer, and his lifeless ears dragged along the ground.

      “Give…” Trotting up to me with high ears and a doggish grin, Kiki dropped the rabbit at my feet with a whine. Reaching to pet her roughly, I scratched the top of her narrow head before grabbing our dinner. “Good girl. Let’s head back.”

      My boots crunched loudly on the dry leaf litter, and with each step the smells of the forest wafted into my nostrils. Huge pine trees rose on either side of me, tall and majestic, to block out most of the sun. Streams of gold managed to break through the thick layers of needles, but they fell in the background of my scope of comprehension.

      “I wish I could find a really big, old buck… Then I could be happy with this trip.” The low grumble sounded loud in the silence, and I heaved a sigh as I turned my eyes to my camera. Easily worth more than my car, the device contained more than just pictures; my entire career was encapsulated in the massive memory card I’d bought for it. Pausing my trek to uncap the lens, I stared at my reflection with narrowed, searching eyes.

      “… I should find a stream to clean up in… I don’t want to grow roots, do I, Kiki?” Softly Kiki whined, and I shook my head before capping my camera lens again. “That’s right! Let’s hurry up or we’ll be eating in the dark.”

      Applying another layer of bug spray as the sun cast shadows between the trees, I sat on a rock to stare at the fire before me. My life flickered in the flames, and I breathed deep, steady breaths as I watched them dance. A small smile lifted my lips at my father’s image- of the discomfort on his face when he first told me about ‘girl things’. Of his tunnel vision as he restored a car for my 16th birthday. Of his excitement when I told him I got a dog, and that excitement turning to annoyance when Kiki appeared to hate him. Of his expression and aura when he told me the story of my mother on the day I turned 18 years old.

      Propping my cheek on my fist, I sighed only for the fire to spew heat into my face, and I blinked hard. Bugs chirped in the growing darkness, but there were no other sounds; it was the perfect scene in which to think back onto how I got to this point.

      “I wonder what that woman would think of me…?” Mumbling into the fire, I reached with my free hand to turn my rabbit spit before rubbing Kiki’s back absently. “Dad said she was a crazy, high maintenance bitch- in not so many words, of course- but you have to wonder. I mean, they were in their 20s… I can’t imagine women carry their teenage angst that far.”

      I could hear my father’s voice ringing in my ears, and I closed my eyes briefly to take a deep breath.

      Not all women are as level headed as you, Caroline. Don’t assume that because she made you, you’re just like her.

      “Hmm-…” Thinking of that night over a decade ago still gave me chills, forcing my eyelids apart as Kiki twisted and groaned in contentment. “It’s a good thing I take after you, then, Dad.”

      Huffing a laugh, I shook my head before uncurling myself to grab the spit. Eying the rabbit carefully, my mouth watered at the crispy looking skin, and I carefully twisted a back leg until it popped from the hip. Kiki’s eyes bored into me as I set it down on a metal plate, shaking my hand to get rid of the burning before doing to the same to the other leg.

      “Here you go, my good girl.” Such a polite dog. Kiki was careful not to snatch the bunny, her big, hazel eyes sparkling in thanks before she shuffled to her paws. She was short; I couldn’t remember the exact breed she was, but my mind always went to German Shepard. Rolling the cooked animal around with her muzzle, she snapped open the rib cage to release a huge puff of steam. Smart as Hell, too.

      Groaning as I took my first bite, I closed my eyes to savor the salted taste of rabbit. Hunting was a hit or miss most of the time, but this was definitely a hit. “God- that’s good…”

      Kiki’s eating sounds echoed around mine, as if she was enjoying the top half as much as I enjoyed the bottom. The rabbits legs had been big and muscular, and two were more than enough for me. Pausing to lick the juices from my palm and forearm, I couldn’t help but grin a little crazily at what my father would say if he was here.

      He’d fight me for one.

      “I’d kick his ass, right, Kiki?” Twisting to watch my dog gobble furiously, I nodded to myself and took another bite to talk around it. “Damned right, I would.”

      Only when the sun was about to set did I push myself up, and my full belly pushed a soft groan from my lips. Resisting the urge to wipe my hands on my clothes, I grabbed an empty bucket to shuffle heavily from the fire. The night was warm and moist, and I only briefly debated putting the flames out before abandoning the idea.

      Trickling water entered my scope of comprehension, giving me a direction that I followed aimlessly. The stream wasn’t even deep or wide enough to encase me palm, but there was plenty of water to wash my hands and forearms. Cool and brisk, the clear, clean liquid smelled fresh, and I cupped my greaseless hands together to draw it to my lips.

      “Where do we go tomorrow, huh?” My question wobbled as I rubbed my cheeks roughly, and I swiped away water and grime to glance at Kiki. Her keen eyes wandered, ears stiff and alert, and I smiled as I shook my hands wildly. “I guess we’ll just get there when we get there.”

      Taking the 150 feet or so back to camp slowly, I stared down at my steps from under furrowed brows. Big, red welts rose around my ankles where my socks had rubbed away my bug spray. Every short advance made the bites itch, and I let out an irritated sigh and shoved my hands into my shorts’ pockets.

      The night was quiet, and I crawled into my tent before my watch read 10p.m.. Snuggling into my sleeping bag, I stared at the plastic dazedly to loosen my mind. I only had two days left out here, and then I would be going back home. Against the front of the tent, Kiki laid down to send a groan through the tent poles.

      “I could stay out here forever, you know, Kiki?” Closing my eyes, I nestled into my bag with a heavy sigh. “But then I’d go insane. It’s only been a week and I talk to myself all the time.”

      Kiki didn’t answer, and I listened to the sounds of the night in a stillness I couldn’t feel in the city. There was nothing better than this, I knew; there was no sweeter smell than pine, and there was no better sound than the chirps and rustling that floated through my tent walls.

      “Wake me up in the morning and we can go for a run, okay?” My mumble was met with silence, and a huffed a laugh. If it wasn’t for Kiki, I’d probably go insane out here; there was no other way to put it. Without my father around to talk to, she was the next best thing.

      It’s kinda messed up to compare a person and a dog, but they’re basically the same. Quiet. Pushy. Anywhere is a good place to pee.

      “Good night, sun. Good night, moon. I hope to see you both real soon…” Humming softly, I nestled into my bag to make an earnest effort to go to sleep.
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      Holding my camera to my eye, my grip firmed as a smile stretched my lips. Carefully I adjusted my lens until everything in my field of vision was perfectly clear, and my smile only grew at how patient my subjects were. The bunnies were still, as if they knew I was watching them, and I took a slow, deep breath before my fingertip flirted with the shutter button.

      I zoomed in on each bunny individually, taking a few shots each as they anxiously glanced around while chewing their clovers. Wild tufts of short hair stuck every which way, giving them a cuteness that domesticated bunnies didn’t have. Releasing a hot breath, I lowered my camera to finally glance away from the half dozen group.

      “Kiki- tszt.” Fondness struck my chest as my dog crawled forward at my buzz, and I sat back on my butt to watch her. Images of the first time I saw her flashed in my mind’s eye; her partner had been killed in action only four months after being deployed, and no one could get close to her. Her dark brown fur blended in with the forest around us, making her less visible as she stalked up to the bunnies. Each move was fluid, practiced, and I grinned as I shuffled my camera in my lap.

      Even my father had been impressed with how well I’d trained Kiki- Hell, he wasn’t the only one. For months I’d been worried she wasn’t taking what I was trying to give, but that all changed a year ago. I’d taken her on a hike, and everything I’d taught her seemed to click in her brain.

      The rustling of bunnies scattering broke my reverie, and I pushed myself up to my feet to dust off my butt. Kiki’s vicious growling followed the sound of a struggle, and goosebumps rose on my arms. Glancing around, my breath caught in my throat as my dog slunk between the trees with a white and brown bunny between her teeth. He was big, with the short, fine fur of summer, and his lifeless ears dragged along the ground.

      “Give…” Trotting up to me with high ears and a doggish grin, Kiki dropped the rabbit at my feet with a whine. Reaching to pet her roughly, I scratched the top of her narrow head before grabbing our dinner. “Good girl. Let’s head back.”

      My boots crunched loudly on the dry leaf litter, and with each step the smells of the forest wafted into my nostrils. Huge pine trees rose on either side of me, tall and majestic, to block out most of the sun. Streams of gold managed to break through the thick layers of needles, but they fell in the background of my scope of comprehension.

      “I wish I could find a really big, old buck… Then I could be happy with this trip.” The low grumble sounded loud in the silence, and I heaved a sigh as I turned my eyes to my camera. Easily worth more than my car, the device contained more than just pictures; my entire career was encapsulated in the massive memory card I’d bought for it. Pausing my trek to uncap the lens, I stared at my reflection with narrowed, searching eyes.

      “… I should find a stream to clean up in… I don’t want to grow roots, do I, Kiki?” Softly Kiki whined, and I shook my head before capping my camera lens again. “That’s right! Let’s hurry up or we’ll be eating in the dark.”

      Applying another layer of bug spray as the sun cast shadows between the trees, I sat on a rock to stare at the fire before me. My life flickered in the flames, and I breathed deep, steady breaths as I watched them dance. A small smile lifted my lips at my father’s image- of the discomfort on his face when he first told me about ‘girl things’. Of his tunnel vision as he restored a car for my 16th birthday. Of his excitement when I told him I got a dog, and that excitement turning to annoyance when Kiki appeared to hate him. Of his expression and aura when he told me the story of my mother on the day I turned 18 years old.

      Propping my cheek on my fist, I sighed only for the fire to spew heat into my face, and I blinked hard. Bugs chirped in the growing darkness, but there were no other sounds; it was the perfect scene in which to think back onto how I got to this point.

      “I wonder what that woman would think of me…?” Mumbling into the fire, I reached with my free hand to turn my rabbit spit before rubbing Kiki’s back absently. “Dad said she was a crazy, high maintenance bitch- in not so many words, of course- but you have to wonder. I mean, they were in their 20s… I can’t imagine women carry their teenage angst that far.”

      I could hear my father’s voice ringing in my ears, and I closed my eyes briefly to take a deep breath.

      Not all women are as level headed as you, Caroline. Don’t assume that because she made you, you’re just like her.

      “Hmm-…” Thinking of that night over a decade ago still gave me chills, forcing my eyelids apart as Kiki twisted and groaned in contentment. “It’s a good thing I take after you, then, Dad.”

      Huffing a laugh, I shook my head before uncurling myself to grab the spit. Eying the rabbit carefully, my mouth watered at the crispy looking skin, and I carefully twisted a back leg until it popped from the hip. Kiki’s eyes bored into me as I set it down on a metal plate, shaking my hand to get rid of the burning before doing to the same to the other leg.

      “Here you go, my good girl.” Such a polite dog. Kiki was careful not to snatch the bunny, her big, hazel eyes sparkling in thanks before she shuffled to her paws. She was short; I couldn’t remember the exact breed she was, but my mind always went to German Shepard. Rolling the cooked animal around with her muzzle, she snapped open the rib cage to release a huge puff of steam. Smart as Hell, too.

      Groaning as I took my first bite, I closed my eyes to savor the salted taste of rabbit. Hunting was a hit or miss most of the time, but this was definitely a hit. “God- that’s good…”

      Kiki’s eating sounds echoed around mine, as if she was enjoying the top half as much as I enjoyed the bottom. The rabbits legs had been big and muscular, and two were more than enough for me. Pausing to lick the juices from my palm and forearm, I couldn’t help but grin a little crazily at what my father would say if he was here.

      He’d fight me for one.

      “I’d kick his ass, right, Kiki?” Twisting to watch my dog gobble furiously, I nodded to myself and took another bite to talk around it. “Damned right, I would.”

      Only when the sun was about to set did I push myself up, and my full belly pushed a soft groan from my lips. Resisting the urge to wipe my hands on my clothes, I grabbed an empty bucket to shuffle heavily from the fire. The night was warm and moist, and I only briefly debated putting the flames out before abandoning the idea.

      Trickling water entered my scope of comprehension, giving me a direction that I followed aimlessly. The stream wasn’t even deep or wide enough to encase me palm, but there was plenty of water to wash my hands and forearms. Cool and brisk, the clear, clean liquid smelled fresh, and I cupped my greaseless hands together to draw it to my lips.

      “Where do we go tomorrow, huh?” My question wobbled as I rubbed my cheeks roughly, and I swiped away water and grime to glance at Kiki. Her keen eyes wandered, ears stiff and alert, and I smiled as I shook my hands wildly. “I guess we’ll just get there when we get there.”

      Taking the 150 feet or so back to camp slowly, I stared down at my steps from under furrowed brows. Big, red welts rose around my ankles where my socks had rubbed away my bug spray. Every short advance made the bites itch, and I let out an irritated sigh and shoved my hands into my shorts’ pockets.

      The night was quiet, and I crawled into my tent before my watch read 10p.m.. Snuggling into my sleeping bag, I stared at the plastic dazedly to loosen my mind. I only had two days left out here, and then I would be going back home. Against the front of the tent, Kiki laid down to send a groan through the tent poles.

      “I could stay out here forever, you know, Kiki?” Closing my eyes, I nestled into my bag with a heavy sigh. “But then I’d go insane. It’s only been a week and I talk to myself all the time.”

      Kiki didn’t answer, and I listened to the sounds of the night in a stillness I couldn’t feel in the city. There was nothing better than this, I knew; there was no sweeter smell than pine, and there was no better sound than the chirps and rustling that floated through my tent walls.

      “Wake me up in the morning and we can go for a run, okay?” My mumble was met with silence, and a huffed a laugh. If it wasn’t for Kiki, I’d probably go insane out here; there was no other way to put it. Without my father around to talk to, she was the next best thing.

      It’s kinda messed up to compare a person and a dog, but they’re basically the same. Quiet. Pushy. Anywhere is a good place to pee.

      “Good night, sun. Good night, moon. I hope to see you both real soon…” Humming softly, I nestled into my bag to make an earnest effort to go to sleep.
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      Time lost meaning out here where no one was telling me when to wake up or what to do. My eyes opened to the light of the sun, discolored by the pale orange of my tent. My ears twitched with the sounds of birds calling to each other into the warm air. No alarm clock blared, leaving the gentle noises of nature to work their magic on a body and mind that had become used to them.

      And yet- they never ceased to awe and amaze.

      For a long while I stayed in my sleeping bag, content to listen to the activity around me. Staring at the top of my tent through bleary eyes, I let my mind wander to what might happen during this last full day in the wilderness. Tomorrow I would be heading back to my truck and then an airport, and then I finally get home.

      To my white picket fence house in a quaint, little city bristling with military personnel. Sucking in a deep, hard breath at the thought, I shook away the images that blossomed in my mind’s eye. Home was such a relative word; it could be interpreted so many ways. The forest was my home- the place where I felt the freest and almost weightless. My house is where I was loved- by my father, my dog, and my handful of neighbors that greeted me whenever we were outside at the same time.

      Sluggishly pushing myself up to sit, I groaned loudly as I reached to swipe my hand through my hair. Against my feet, Kiki lifted her head to watch me stretch, and I scratched my scalp absently. Warm, stale air caressed my bare arms, and for a moment I was content to just sit.

      Grabbing my camera, I kicked my way out of my sleeping bag to crawl out of my tent. As usual Kiki wiggled her way beyond the flap first, and I winced at the harsh flash of sun that spears my eyes. Shuffling into the open air, I scrambled to my feet to stretch tall, flexing my toes and tightening my grip on my camera strap.

      “Oh-h! Fudge!” My back popped loudly, and I slumped as my groan echoed around my camp site. “God- that’s the good stuff.”

      A soft bark broke my small pleasure, and I tilted my head to watch Kiki circle twice. Smiling at her impatience, I slipped my camera strap over my head before taking my first step of the day. Slinking into the sparse trees, Kiki nosed and wandered as I followed leisurely. Birds fluttered and chirped with activity above my head, and I spied a particularly sturdy looking tree just as my bladder began to strain.

      Jerking up my pants after relieving myself, I took a large step away from the tree to scan the forest. The sun was already climbing high above the canopy, and I squinted slightly before glancing at my watch.

      “10:33a.m…. Like I could do that anywhere else…” A small huff of a laugh escaped me; peeing against a tree and waking up after 10a.m. were both socially unacceptable. There wasn’t even a reason for the latter, and I adjusted my camera straps before making my way into the wilderness beyond my campsite.

      There was an actual campsite a mile or two away, but I didn’t want to be second-hand involved with the stench of beer and burning marshmallows. I had no interest in being kept awake all night, listening to drunken stories I couldn’t even imagine.

      My boots crunched dry leaves and sticks with each step I took, and the sound reverberated up to the roots of my hair. Shaking my head wildly, I glanced around through narrowed eyes as sweat glazed the back of my neck and under my arms. The forest around me was quiet, peaceful, and even Kiki’s near silent presence wasn’t enough to disturb it. She trotted alongside me, ears high and tail rigid, and every so often her coarse fur brushed against my bare calf.

      A tiny movement caught my eye, and I whirled around to watch a chipmunk scurry from one tree branch to another high above my head. He was fast, small, and before I could even get my camera to my eye, he was gone again. Disappearing among the vast shades of brown, the chipmunk didn’t even squeak to give away his position. Holding my breath as I stared through the lens at the last place I’d seen him, I pursed my lips together tightly before slowly lowering the device from my cheek.

      “Danmit. Chipmunks always sell well.” Grumbling to myself, I swiped back stray strands of hair in irritation before turning away from the tree. The large trunk was wider than my shoulders, and I frowned at the leaves above for a long, heated second. “I wish I could just get that shot…”

      My mind’s eye blossomed with color as I continued on my aimless journey; every photographer wanted that shot. Anyone that had ever held a camera dreamed of snapping that one, incredible, life-altering photo that would change the world. It could be taken on accident or fully intentional; it could take hundreds, even thousands, of shots, or be taken in the spur of the moment.

      But I can’t even find a deer to take a picture of. Great, Caroline- getting lost in delusions of grandeur again. Good for me. Awesome.

      “Ugh!” Kicking a rock with my steel-toe boot, I clenched my hands into fists as my groan ricocheted off the trees around me. Beside me Kiki let out a soft woof, as if she sympathized with my frustration, and I wrapped my hands around my camera to slump my shoulders. “I just have to try harder to find a buck. I just want one- so, I’m going to get it. Do you think you can find a buck for me, Kiki?”

      Turning my gaze to my dog, I smiled when Kiki cocked her head inquisitively. Maybe she understood what I wanted, or maybe she didn’t; in this moment, I didn’t really care.

      “Let’s go. Tzzt.” My soft sound sent Kiki into action, nose to the ground and ears twitching for the slightest sound, and I followed with tense legs. Watching her work, I couldn’t even begin to understand why she’d been rejected by the Marines. The adoption officer had mentioned during the interview that Kiki was prone to violence, but never once did she so much as twitch a lip at me.

      My father and his Army buddies were a different story, though. I knew the Army and the Navy had a love-hate relationship, and it must’ve extended to service dogs. Otherwise there was no reason for Kiki to hate my dad so much. At least living together was easy since they both seemed to ignore each other most of the time.

      A quiet, throaty whine pulled me from my thoughts, and I blinked hard to return to the present. Laying stiff close to a tree, Kiki glanced back at me as I ducked to crouch next to her. Peering through the undergrowth, my eyes narrowed on the half dozen deer that stood, fat and lazy, in the sun. There were four does and three fawns, and I reached to scratch between Kiki’s ears before lifting myself a few inches.

      In my palms, my camera was heavy, and I took a deep, stabilizing breath as I peered through the lens. The deer weren’t alert, gazing under the warmth with nothing more than a few, weak twitches of their ears. Between the adults, the babies played on fairly stable legs, and my shutter finger tensed as I zoomed in on them.

      “Stay still for me, baby deer… you can do it. I got this. Just stay still… just like that.” Muttering to myself, I leaned to prop my elbows on my knees just as the fawn’s spots caught the golden sunlight that breached the canopy. The shot was beautiful, and I managed to take a few before my target shuffled away. Moseying my way through the scene, my chest tightened in accomplishment with each click of the shutter.

      This was what I pursued photography for- these beautiful, one of a kind photographs that couldn’t be compared.

      The heat flushed my cheeks by the time I settled on my butt, and I sighed heavily as I watched the deer make their way out of my field of vision. Whatever they’d been doing, they were finished now; and so was I, apparently. Rocking backwards slightly, I flung out my arm to pet Kiki’s still, anxious body before turning my gaze to her. Soft pants slipped from behind shar, pearly white teeth, her tongue hanging out and eyes darting around, and I ran my palm down her lengthwise before opening my mouth.

      “… Tszt…” In a silent flash of pure muscle Kiki was gone from my side, leaving nothing but air swirling under my skin. Sitting there for a moment, I listened to the not-so-distant sound of frantic struggle beyond the trees, but I didn’t move. I didn’t have to do anything; Kiki knew better than to go for the adult deer.

      My lips picked up at the memory of my father’s face when he first took me hunting. I wasn’t particularly confident with a gun, though. The second time we went out, my father gave me a bow. When that was even worse off for me, he made the decision that I was better at cleaning and cooking than I was at shooting. From then on there was a silent understanding between us- I could shoot if I wanted to… or he could.

      After a moment or two Kiki barked loudly, and I pushed myself up to swipe the debris from my butt. Clutching my camera to my chest, I followed the sound of my dog for a few yards until she came into sight.

      Blood and gore had never bothered me, and this time was no different as I crouched down next to the dead fawn. Red, warm liquid seeped from a deep gash in its neck, and its eyes were glassy and lifeless as they stared into the distance. Carefully tightening the strap that held my camera, I reached for the fawn’s back hooves while Kiki once again grabbed its neck.
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      “Don’t be greedy, Kiki- you glutton.” Scrunching up my face as Kiki paused her creeping towards the stripped fawn, I shook my head with a smile. She’d eaten quite a bit more than I had expected, and happiness bubbled up in my chest at how much she liked deer meat.

      Glancing around my campsite, my pupils narrowed to take in the shadows that combated the fire light. Yellows and oranges flickered off tree trunks and my tent, and I pulled my legs up to rest my cheek on my knee. I couldn’t let my mind wander to the next day, and I ran my tongue along my teeth absently as I sought something else to think of. The sun had set a while ago, making traveling to the stream dangerous; it might’ve only been a short ways away, but the forest changed in the dark.

      “Do you think I could get my dad to support me moving out here, hm?” Posing my question even though Kiki couldn’t answer, I was met with a silence I expected. Staring into the fire, I rubbed my greasy palms together and furrowed my brows. My father took care of the bills no matter how many times I’d offered to cover my portion. He’d shut me down about even talking remotely of finances, and there was no way for me to break that ceiling.

      His argument was that I was his child- his only child- and as long as I lived under his roof, I’d be treated as such.

      Which is fine. It’s not like I don’t have a job or am a loser. My smile dulled to a frown at that thought, and I expelled a heavy sigh. Despite his mile long stubborn streak, my father wasn’t a bad dad in any way. And yet, here I am- nearly 27 years old and still living with him because I’m too lazy to do all of the work for an apartment I might not even use much.

      We were two birds of the same feather- my father and I. He understood why I didn’t go to college or get a job at a cube farm like all of my high school friends had. In the same way he went into the military at 16, I started on my own journey.

      But that didn’t mean I felt comfortable effectively mooching off him for the past ten years.

      “Maybe I’ll look into it when I get back.” Muttering into my bare knee, my frown only grew deeper; I knew even as I said it that I wouldn’t look into anything. The wilderness was great for putting things into perspective, see?

      “Come on, Kiki. Bed time.” Sweat caused my hair to stick to my cheeks and the nape of my neck, and I shook my head wildly as I stood up. Running my hand through the oily, thinning mass, I grabbed a bucket of water and dumped it onto the already low fire. A sharp hiss followed the darkness that blanketed my campsite, and I poked around the pit with a stick before turning to my tent.

      Sleep refused to come easy to me; whether it was because this was my last night in paradise, or because of what weighed on my brain, I couldn’t tell. Staring at the curved ceiling above me, I propped my head on my arm to listen to the bugs beyond the polyester. No matter where I went, the sounds were usually the same at night. Crickets sang their songs, and nocturnal animals rummaged around for something to eat after a long day of sleep. The chorus couldn’t lull me to unconsciousness like it usually did, though.

      Against my feet, Kiki’s powerful, compact body was hard but relaxed, and her huffs created a steady backdrop to nature’s music. Closing my eyes, I rolled my shoulders as the sounds grew slightly louder and hoped that I could sleep tonight.

      “Good night sun, good night moon, I hope to see you both real soon…” Mumbling my little mantra, I sunk into my sleeping bag with a sigh. The fact that this was my last night here, coupled with how gross I felt, made my muscles twitch and skin itch. In mere hours I would be hopping in my truck to take the two day journey home, but there was still so much to see and do.

      At least, that was what my busy mind was telling me just to get me out of this tent.

      “Ugh.” Groaning softly, I pushed myself up to sit and grabbed a water bottle from the corner. Yanking off the cap, my fingers slipped on the smooth plastic a bit, and frustration welled in my chest. “Fudge this. I can’t sleep like this.”

      Crawling miserably out of my tent, I shoved my feet into my boots to tromp in the general direction of the stream. Mine was a terrible idea, I knew; I should just deal with it until morning. Shadows within shadows surrounded me, and the insects around me quieted when I passed, leaving me in an ominous silence. Squinting through the darkness, I stepped slowly, carefully, as I made my way to relief.

      Slapping my thigh hard, I let out a pained yelp from the sting even as the sensation of being a meal disappeared.

      “God-! I forgot the bug spray!” My palm hit my elbow as I grumbled harshly, and Kiki whined as she slunk through the undergrowth beside me. Scowling at her silhouette, envy clogged my throat at her naturally thick fur that warded off mosquitoes. “Next time, just stop me from leaving the tent, okay? I’m an idiot. It’s dark, I don’t have bug spray… I’m going to break my ass out here.”

      Kiki didn’t respond in any way, and I growled as if I was the dog. Maybe that’s why she’s ignoring me. She knows this is my fault, and I’m just being a whiny brat.

      We’d only been walking for two minutes, but we were already closer to the stream than the campsite. There was no reason to back track, and I held my hands out in front of me even as the moon began to shine brighter through the canopy. Water trickling hit my ears like the call of a dinner bell, causing my skin to crawl with goosebumps and my stomach flip expectantly. My legs tightened, and I picked up my pace a bit with excitement and relief chasing away my irritation.

      “See- I knew we could do it, Kiki. I had faith all along. And when we get back, I’ll be all s-!” A sharp shriek cut me off, and I didn’t even realize it’d come from my own mouth as the sound rang in my ears. My flailing arms did nothing to help me as I slid down the embankment of the stream. Against my ribs, my heart stuttered and jolted, and my vision blurred and spun.

      Holding my palms out before me, I stared into the abyss before me before the trees and rocks became clear again. My mind frantically tried to catch up with what I’d just experienced; there was no other way to describe it but out of body. Blinking hard, I held my breath in quivering lungs before Kiki’s concerned whining broke through the wall surrounding my scope of comprehension.

      “Shit-“ The slur was slow to roll off my heavy, dry tongue, and a shiver lodged between my shoulder blades. Kiki’s wet, cold nose nudged my belly and side, and I turned my dazed gaze to her to reach with trembling fingers for her scruff. “I’m okay, Kiki. I got this.”

      Pulling my legs up one at a time, I ran my palms down my thighs and over my knees experimentally. In the dark, I couldn’t see if I was bruising, but the throbbing pain against my outer thigh promised of the marks to come. Hissing at my own painful prodding, I squeezed my eyes shut to take a deep, haggard breath. Sweat gathered on my upper lip, and I moved to my lower legs with clammy palms.

      “Ow-w! Fuck! Ow!” My shrill cry echoed around me, and I winced at the sound even as sharp pain shot up my legs and spine. Carefully poking around my lower shin and ankle, I bit down hard on my bottom lip while tears welled in my eyes. My left ankle was definitely broken; I could feel the bones shifting and moving under my skin. Shuffling to my right leg, I sniffled hard at that same, harsh, stabbing pain that pierced up to the base of my neck.

      “K- Kiki… go- search.” Bringing my shaking thumbs up to my lips, I let out a low whistle even while my mind worked overtime. I couldn’t move; the ankle I’d fallen on was broken and the one I’d used to stabilize myself was sprained- at least. Hugging myself tightly, I stared at my feet through wide eyes before realizing cold water was seeping into my boots.

      Scooting a few inches forward, I gasped as the trickle sloshed over my swelling, aching ankles. My socks were instantly soaked, but the relief was almost immediate. Closing my eyes, I ducked my head into my knees to hiccup a sob. I’d probably be stuck here for hours before Kiki came back with help.

      I was a fucking idiot for leaving my tent.
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      Sweat caked my body, and I nearly managed to nod off before Kiki’s familiar bark tickled my ear drums. The sound sent a jerk ripping through my muscles, and I clamped my hands over my mouth to stop myself from crying out. Pain gripped my legs with a viciousness, and my whimpers surrounded me mockingly. Twisting at the rustling that sounded to me right, I fumbled for a heavy rock as my heart hammered in my chest. Blood rushed in my ears, drowning out the sound of my own harsh panting.

      Kiki’s light steps were followed by something much bigger and heavier tromping behind her, and I swiped my tears from my eyes to get a clear look. The sun was turning the atmosphere gray; in a mere hour or two the star would crest the horizon. It’d taken my dog all night to find help, and I trembled violently before she burst from the trees. Her tail waggled furiously, tongue hanging out of her dry mouth as she came up to me. Rubbing and brushing against my back, her warm body supported mine.

      Closing my eyes for a brief moment, I let my relief surge through me as I rested my head on hers.

      “Good girl. Good girl, Kiki… Oh Jesus- I don’t know what I’d do without you, huh…” Mumbling shakily into her coarse fur, I sniffled hard before the sharp breaking of a twig captured my attention. Jerking as the sound rippled across my skin, I took a shuddering, shallow breath as a massive, human body emerged from the darkness.

      “… You look like shit…” Deep and rumbling, his voice wrapped around me to send a wash of goosebumps over my entire body. Stiffening as he sauntered closer, I tightened my grip on my dog while he crouched down. “Can I touch you?”

      My only response was a hesitant nod, and the man reached for me to carefully pick me up with an arm under my knees and another around my back. The action was smooth, causing no pain to attack my stiff legs, and I held the fabric of his shirt with white, trembling fingers.

      Kiki made no move to resist, and that was the real clencher for me. If she trusted this stranger, then I had no problem doing so either. At least, for now. Her whines and huffs were dying down, but her sharp eyes were everywhere when I glanced down as I was hauled into the air.

      “You trained that dog?” Tensing at the question, I sucked in air through my teeth as my gaze flew up. Brows furrowed, the man wore a curious expression that only darkened until I managed another silent nod. “She’s good. What’s her name?”

      “K- Kiki…C- can you bring me back to camp… a- about a mile… that way?” Sputtering my request, my heart squeezed, and my lungs locked when the man shook his head jerkily. “Why- why…? I- I need a hos-pital…”

      “You won’t make it to a hospital before you get an infection from all the shit in your boots. Besides, they’ll just charge you a crazy amount of money for something I can do for free. Relax. You can go after I disinfect your wounds. You lost a lot of blood overnight, too. You know your type?” My eyes widened at that, and I glanced down to stare at my leg. Even in the fading darkness I could barely see, and the man snorted roughly as he began to sway from a heavy gait. “Do you know your blood type?”

      “A… A+… The best grade you can get in school.” An ache spread in my chest from how hard my heart pumped, and I let my head fall back with a harsh groan. “My chest- my chest-“

      “Yeah- yeah… Calm down. You’re overthinking your blood loss. Lucky for you, I’m A+, too. What’s your name?” The man talked like he was discussing the weather; as if my panic wasn’t all too warranted. His dull tone spoke of experience, and the sound lulled my mind a little. Taking as deep a breath as I could manage, I held it for a few seconds before letting it burst from my throat.

      “Caroline.”

      “Caroline, huh? I’m James. It’s okay to pass out if you have to, you know. Your dog will probably saw through the rest of my leg if I did anything to you. She’s a smart bitch.” My slowing mind didn’t really register what James said beyond his name. The canopy above me was a blur, but despite my utter exhaustion, I couldn’t black out completely. Swaying from James’ gait, I blinked past my bleary vision, but it did nothing to help me see.

      “Here we are…” Time held no meaning until a blast of cool air hit my side, and James tightened his grip on me as I jolted into full consciousness. “Up on the table you go.”

      The light that James put on was so bright it would’ve blinded me if I could see any better, and I tossed my head to the side with a groan. Hard wood cradled my back, and my hands searched for the edge of the table to hold tight.

      “Don’t move. I gotta cut off your pants.” James’ voice was rough, giving me grounding for what was to come. Clenching my teeth together, I nodded between breaths as he pulled my boots off. A pained, straining groan escaped my clogged throat, but I stayed as still as I could as two thumps reverberated up through the table legs.

      “Oh- fuck!” Yelping when James rolled my sock down my swollen, injured ankle, I arched off the table only to have a hand land heavily on my inner thigh. “Ah- ah!”

      “Stop that shit, okay? At least you kept your feet in the water, and I’m not peeling crusty, dry skin and blood from your ankle. Jesus-“

      “Oh- piss off! Just hurry up before I kick you in the face!” The mental image sent a harsh shudder down my spine, and James snorted at my rasping threat. Taking a hard breath, I held the air tightly in my lungs as he wiggled my pale, aching toes free.

      “You want to suffer two broken feet then- be my guest…” James’ low mutter almost escaped me, and my gaze snapped to his pinched expression. His eyes never roamed higher than my knee, but the uncomfortable look plastered on his face deflated my lungs in a gasp before he spoke up. “Seriously, though- don’t fucking scream or your dog will attack me.”

      “That’s way more creepy than it should be, you know…” Through shallow pants I offered a reply, and James shot me a glare as he carefully pulled off my right sock.

      “You know what- why don’t you just shut up entirely? I have a Perc around here, I think- if it’ll help…” Without waiting for a response, James turned away from me, and for the first time I noticed the space around me. The kitchen was quaint, modest, rustic, and I squinted to watch blurrily as he flung open an upper cabinet roughly. Medicine bottles were lined up neatly, and I relaxed a little as he shook two containers before reaching for a third and shutting the door. My lips parted at the sight of the bottle, and he popped the top easily to drop two pills into his palm.

      “Don’t mess up, James…” The seriousness of the situation hit me when James held the two pills over my mouth. Staring through wide eyes at the two tiny objects, I took a shallow, unsteady breath before opening my mouth fully.

      “I got you, Caroline.” My lips twitched in a smile at the absurdity of this entire episode; I was about to be drugged out of my mind by a stranger, and then that stranger was going to essentially operate on my ankle. Carefully dropping the pills into my mouth, James moved to my feet as I swallowed hard.

      My dad is going to kill me. The thought was almost a certainty, and I closed my eyes to imagine the immense pile of crap I’d be dunked in when I got home. Clattering metal rang harshly in my ears, and within seconds I could feel the pain relievers start to take effect. Staring at the insides of my eyelids, I took a deep, shuddering breath as relief thickened in my veins.

      A dull throbbing traveled up my leg when James examined my broken ankle, but the pain that I had experienced wasn’t there. Keeping myself as still as I could, I held my fists to my chest to feel my rapid heartbeat. Slowly the organ was finding a normal rhythm, and after a long, quiet second James spoke up.

      “It’s a clean break. You’re just all types of lucky, apparently. Kiki- girl- get up on the table. Come up. Up.” The table shuddered when James hit it, and Kiki wasted no time hopping up next to me. “Don’t fucking bite me, yeah?”

      Kiki’s hard, warm body was carefully draped over my legs, with her elbows tucked under my thighs. Her chest against my apex vibrated in low, threatening growls, and my hands slid down to grip her fur. Rubbing soothing circles into what I could only guess was her scruff, I managed a soft sigh before James’ voice reached my ears again.

      “You’re probably going to pass out when I set your bones, Caroline. Don’t fight it, okay?” His words came through a deep tunnel, and I groaned softly in response. Too much effort went to deciphering what he’d said, and just as he’d instructed, I didn’t fight the darkness that nibbled at the edges of my consciousness.
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      Washing the blood off my hands roughly, I glanced over my shoulder to eyeball the pair currently on my kitchen table. That damn dog watched me with narrowed pupils and curled lips, and I knew I had no hope of getting to her human. I’d done what I needed to do, and until Caroline woke up Kiki was going to stand guard.

      She was a good dog.

      My gaze slid to Caroline, and I let out a harsh breath before yanking down the faucet handle. I still couldn’t wrap my head around how I’d gotten dragged into this mess. Leaning on the counter, I dried my hands before reaching for the pile of needles, tubing, alcohol bottles, and gauze to drop it in the trash can. The sound was almost damning, and I grabbed the back of a chair to sit down heavily.

      The woman on my table was clammy, pale, and dark, purple bruises were beginning to bud around her ankles and thighs. Staring at the pristine, white wrap on either ankle, I rubbed my jaw harshly as I debated calling an ambulance. My patchwork skills were amateur at best, but my argument for avoiding the hospital was null now. Against my outer thigh my cell phone rested heavily in my pocket, and I gnashed my teeth before throwing the idea of rescue away. Chances were that she wouldn’t even get to a hospital for hours, and by then she’d be awake. The nearest hospital was more than two hours away, and that didn’t include the journey to get the damn ambulance here.

      “Fuck.” Pushing myself out of the chair, I made my way to the refrigerator to grab a beer. “I don’t need this shit. I have enough to deal with.”

      The whole reason I was awake and out last night came back to mind, and I grimaced as I went to the living room to drop heavily on the couch. Any of the three channels I received out here was better than thinking about the past few months, and my fingers itched as they wrapped around the remote controller. Blinking hard, I popped the cap off my beer to neck the bottle, but even then, images assaulted my mind’s eye.

      I couldn’t even step foot in a room in my own fucking house because of the atrocities I’d witnessed in there. It was pathetic, and a huff of a condescending laugh escaped my wet lips.

      A woman’s voice filtered out from my television speakers, and I upped the volume as she explained the weather. No matter how sad the distraction, it still worked; the next few days were going to be hot, hotter, and hot as balls. In my peripheral vision I could still see Kiki, holding her place on top of her master, and I took another swig of my beer absently.

      “Why am I the one that gets stuck between a rock and a hard place…” Staring blankly at the news channel, I leaned back into the couch in the hopes of falling asleep.

      Not that sleep was as easy as it was before.

      Drifting in and out of consciousness, I watched the sun grow brighter and warmer beyond my eyelids. The sensation of it on my face would fade and reappear, but my time overseas gave me a good idea of how to track the time. Deep, steady breaths inflated and deflated my lungs, and my heart thudded against my ear drums. The song was mine, proof that I was still here when so many people I knew weren’t.

      My leg throbbed at that thought, forcing me into full wakefulness, and I rubbed the spot absently with my fist. The thick scars were felt even from behind my jeans, and the dents in my flesh created a valley from knee to hip. Tracing the jagged mark through my pants, I took a deep breath before opening my eyes.

      Noon rolled around before I stood up, and I swiped my hand through my hair with a tired yawn. Rubbing my eyes and face, I shook my head wildly before my gaze landed on the table. Caroline was still passed out cold, and her dog was still watching me. Kiki’s body hadn’t lost any rigidity, any alertness, and I shuffled past the pair to crack open the cereal cupboard.

      I’d barely finished my bowlful when the dog sat up, her lean head whipping around to Caroline’s face. Setting my burden down with a clatter, I leaned to watch through narrowed eyes as she blinked heavily. She didn’t move, her eyes didn’t wander, but after a moment she opened her mouth to lick her teeth and lips.

      Firmly planted between my cheeks, my grimace grew deeper as Caroline slowly looked around. She took several passes to notice me, and I cocked my head while her slender brows came together.

      “… Did you mess up?” Rasping and scratchy, Caroline’s question caused her to wince as it gyrated my ear drums. Relief surged through me even while I shook my head, and her lip twitched up. “Awesome.”

      “You remember, then?” Grabbing a glass from a cupboard, I filled it with water before noticing Caroline struggling to sit up. Reaching for her shoulder, my fingers were only an inch away before a low, menacing growl made me freeze. Swerving to Kiki, my eyes narrowed into slits at the slight pick up of her lips, showing just the tips of her long, sharp teeth.

      The exchange was only a second, maybe less, but it was long enough for Caroline to sit up fully. Tearing my gaze off the dog, I pulled back my hand only to hold out the glass for her shaking hands.

      “Yeah. How long has it been?” Her trembling question came as I stepped back, and only then did the dog stop growling. Gulping down her drink roughly, she rolled her eye to watch me shrug.

      “It’s almost 1p.m.. I got you here around 5a.m.. The drugs are about ready to wear off- it’s why you woke up.” Caroline stared at me openly as I answered her, and I took her glass to refill it before continuing. “Your ankle will be fine in a few weeks. I wanted to wait until you woke up to call an ambulance- it’ll take forever, anyway.”

      “Thank you…” Trailing off, Caroline developed a quizzical expression, and my own morphed in confusion. “U- uh… what- what’s your name again?”

      “James. I’m James Dunn.” So, she knows who I am- that I helped her… but didn’t remember my name. The effect was common with trauma and drugs, and I crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s at least four miles between my house and your campsite, you know. Your dog came all the way here even though you said there’s another campsite a mile from yours.”

      “Oh- like Dunn Enterprises?” Frowning deeply, I jerked my head in a nod at Caroline’s arched brow even as annoyance bubbled up in my chest. “I sell my pictures to a company under them. Uh, anyway… I don’t know why Kiki did that, but I’m kinda glad. I’d probably lose my foot… or at least a toe…”

      Caroline’s expression portrayed nothing of what she should’ve been feeling; the fact that she really could’ve lost her foot didn’t seem to bother her at all. For a long moment I watched her closely, but she only sighed as she stared at her bandaged feet.

      “… You can take a bath. You shouldn’t get the bandages wet, but I have more.” I didn’t move, waiting to see her reaction, and Caroline picked at her dirty, bloodied, damp shirt before sliding her fingertips down her arm. The trail she left was noticeable, and her face scrunched in disgust before she carefully shimmied her legs off the table.

      “Should I, like, call a hospital or something? Is it safe to walk on my right foot? I don’t do damsel very well…” Snorting at Caroline’s concerns, I sauntered over to the table to pick her up. Her body was lighter than before, and she stiffened but didn’t protest as I exited the kitchen. Kiki bumped against my shins, keeping herself firmly underneath her human, and I kicked open the bathroom door to set Caroline on the edge of the tub.

      The bathroom was more grandiose than anything I’d ever seen before, but I ignored it for the moment to head for a cabinet. A low whistle slid up my spine, and I snatched a towel before Caroline spoke up.

      “I bet you spent a crapload for this set up. Is your wife gunna be mad I’m here, James?” Rolling my eyes at the question, I set the towel on the vanity to head for the door. My chest tightened, hands balling into loose fists, and my skin crawled from Caroline’s gaze until I glanced over my shoulder.

      “Clean yourself up. Shout when you’re done.” Closing the door without waiting for a response, I took a deep, harsh breath and held it on my way down the hall.

      Wife. Fuck- I hated that word. There wasn’t even any reason to bring it up. A flash of blonde struck my eyelids when I blinked, and I gripped the kitchen counter to grind my teeth together.

      So much shit had happened in the past six months that Hannah hadn’t popped into my mind at all. According to voicemails, she absolutely refused to marry my brother.

      What did he do, then? Oh yeah- Nick had our parents adopt her instead.

      I could still feel the potent pain that ripped through my chest when Nick told me Hannah had gotten pregnant. I could still feel the relief when he immediately followed up with ‘it’s not yours’. I could still feel the guilt of that night and the guilt that heaped atop it because I’d run away like a little bitch.

      And now, here I was- haunted and miserable. Where I deserved to be.
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      “Thank you so much for getting my camera and stuff, James.” Sparklers exploded in my chest as I clutched my camera to my breast with a wide smile cresting my cheeks. “I didn’t even think of someone stealing it… It’s worth more than my truck, and I-“

      “Yeah- I got the importance of it when you threw a fit. Move over.” Gingerly scooting across the couch cushions, I pursed my lips together as heat flushed my cheeks. “You haven’t called an ambulance yet…”

      Rubbing my camera with my thumbs, I pondered James’ half question for a long, quiet moment. He’d been gone for two hours, easily, and that was plenty enough time to call an ambulance and leave. Staring past my knees at Kiki, I took in her lax form before heaving a sigh. My mind worked, and when it didn’t give me anything to say, James spoke up again.

      “Do you really trust that dog that much?”

      “Yes-“ Answering immediately, I turned my gaze to James as his brows came together to create a confused scowl. He was so much more rugged than his blurred outline had promised, and I watched his expression grow harder before opening my mouth a second time. “She was trained as a Marine companion, but she had violent tendencies and would disobey orders if she didn’t like them. If something tickled her the wrong way, she’d ignore her officer or do her own thing. She’s been evaluated as having the intelligence of a seven year old kid- which is incredible, by the way. So, if she isn’t freaking out and over protective… then you can’t be that bad.”

      Pride bubbled up in my chest, and I rested my head against the back cushion as James’ gaze flickered to Kiki.

      “She’s a terrible judge of character, then.” Darkness flashed across his expression, and I tightened my grip on my camera as my heart thudded harder against my ribs. “There’s a myth in the Marines. When a dog and his or her handler are in perfect sync- when they trust each other’s decision regardless of orders or the mission. The dog lives for the handler, not for serving, and the handler protects the dog to the point of irrationality. This reminds me of that.”

      “But… I’ve never even been to a Navy base or anything.” Those were the first words out of my mouth, and James snorted roughly. His dark eyes were sparkling with what I could only describe as annoyance as he ran his hand through his hair. Underneath his t-shirt, his muscles rippled wildly, and I held my breath at the irritation that slithered up into my nostrils. At my feet Kiki lifted her head, a soft warning growl reverberating through the floor and up to rattle my legs and spine.

      “Shit like that doesn’t matter… Only lives to your left and right matter, even if that life is a fucking dog.” Pushing himself up roughly, James stormed off into the kitchen with loud, angry steps. Staring through wide eyes at the place he had just been sitting, I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth.

      I wasn’t an idiot- James had obviously served. But something happened to make him this way, and I doubt it has anything to do with war.

      The thought brought a frown to my face as Kiki calmed down once again, and I released my breath with a huff.

      “What do you want for lunch, Caroline?” Loud and bracing, the call almost caused the floor to buckle as James shouted across the house. For a quick, silent second, I debated on what to say. From what I knew, James only had cereal and canned soup… and beer. His refrigerator was almost entirely filled with beer.

      “Uh- whatever you were going to make.” Relaxing into the couch, I fiddled with my camera in the growing silence. James didn’t bother answering me, and my fingertips caressed the forms of the lens. Against my hip my camera bag sat, and I set the device in my lap to check it. Lenses and straps were where I’d left them, along with a few extra batteries and memory cards, and a smile wormed onto my face.

      “I missed this, and I didn’t even know it.” So little time had passed since the last time I held my camera- felt it comfortable in my lap. At the same time so much had been packed into those hours, and they felt long and arduous. My mumble was met with quiet, and I smiled down at my camera.

      Pulling my camera up to my eye, I trained the lens on Kiki to take in her photogenic perfection. There wasn’t a single cowlick in her shiny, healthy fur, and regret slugged my veins as I drifted from her form. The living room was plain and simple, with nothing more than a couch, rug, television, and coffee table. Everything in his house was minimalistic, and I liked that about the place.

      Except for the bathroom, of course. Goosebumps rose up on my arms and across my chest at the mere thought of that bathroom. It didn’t fit the rest of the house at all, and I could imagine myself lounging in the absolutely monstrous tub for hours. The only part of the bathroom that seemed used was the separate shower, and I sighed at the gentle tingling just under my skin.

      “What did you think of your bath, huh, Kiki? Did you like it after roughing it for a week?” A soft woof met my questions, and I smiled down at my dog. I’d always heard horror stories from friends growing up of how horrible it was to wash their dogs.

      Just like with every other part of her, though, Kiki was always perfectly behaved.

      “Here.” I barely had time to glance up before a bag landed in my lap, and for a long moment I couldn’t do anything but stare. The light brown bag was riddled with words, and whole sections were in languages I couldn’t read. Underneath me the couch cushion shuffled, and I tore my eyes off the pouch to watch James shove a forkful of something into his mouth.

      His cheek spasmed in what I could only guess was a smirk as he dug into his bag. All the while he kept his gaze on me, and each second that passed only increased the amusement swirling in his gaze.

      “Is… is this an Army ration…?” Speaking slowly, clearly, my lips trembled, and my heart nearly burst through my ribs when James nodded shamelessly.

      “It’s bacon mac’n’cheese.” The response left me dumbstruck, and I took a sharp breath as he chuckled around his mouthful before swallowing hard. “You don’t like bacon? That’s real food in there, you know-“

      “I know it’s real food, James-“ My use of his name made him pause, and I rolled my lips between my teeth as I clutched the bag tightly. The stupid thing even came with its own, little, plastic fork, but the utensil didn’t so much as creak under my grip. “Do you even go shopping, or- or do you just… get stuff air dropped… or what?”

      This man was a certifiable introvert, I decided. Watching him ponder my question, I let out a hot breath before turning to my ‘lunch’. For the first time I noticed the bag was kind of warm and squishy, and I tore open the top to get blasted by a puff of steam.

      “I go pick it up. I’m not a hermit or a recluse or anything… I just would rather be here in the peace and quiet.” Bacon wafted sensually into my nostrils, and I took a deep breath as James’ gravelly voice reached my ears. Pulling the fork-sport-thing off the top of the bag, I sat back to say the first thing that came to mind.

      “You’ll go crazy in the silence, you know. I remember when my dad went on his final deployment… it was only for five months, but it was insanely quiet. I moved into a bar, basically, just to get something to distract me.”

      “Yeah- well… I haven’t gotten there yet, so there’s no use worrying about it.” James’ response didn’t surprise me; my father often said the same thing. Military men were so reactive instead of proactive, and sometimes it drove me up a wall. Months beforehand, I’d tell my dad that whatever he was doing was a bad idea, and then it’d come to bite him in the ass.

      Not that I was one to complain considering I broke my ankle the way I did.

      Frowning as I chewed absently, I drew my brows together as I tried to figure out how this mush tasted anything like bacon mac’n’cheese. Water and crackers is a better name.

      “… Thank you for letting me use your clothes, by the way.” Staring past my bag of mush, I narrowed my eyes on the thin sweat pants that shielded my legs. The material was gray and soft, and I shuffled my knees together absently as James grunted in response. “I’m going to call my dad in the morning. He’ll be able to come get me faster than an ambulance.”

      “The only way he can do that is if he’s got a helicopter, and even then, he wouldn’t make it all the way here. You should’ve called when I was gone- you’d be in a fancy hospital by now with actual, certified doctors.” A rough snort flew from my chest at James’ tidbit of common sense, and I brought my forkful to my mouth. “Of course, they’d probably drug test you, then arrest me for drugging you- then you’d have to go through all that court shit because no one is going to believe that you stayed here, let me stick my fingers in your ankle, and pumped my blood in your veins because your fucking dog didn’t bite me.”

      The assessment stopped any response I could’ve given, and my brows came together sharply. Was that how people would see it? I’m a too-trusting delusional? My gaze flickered to Kiki, and I pursed my lips together as she rested her head on her paws. She seemed perfectly okay that this strange man was sitting on the couch with me- that I was essentially an invalid who he can easily take advantage of if he wanted to. Kiki’s ears weren’t tense, her tail was curled comfortably, and her eyes only watched James lazily.

      There were no signs that she suspected him of any potential threat.

      “… Do you really think that’s how people will see it? She’s a military dog-“

      “Oh- bullshit. Caroline, she was a military candidate that was scrapped for whatever dumbass reason. To answer your question, though- yes. That’s exactly how people will see it. They’ll think you spend too much time with the dog and in the wilderness, and they’ll argue that it’s not healthy. Seriously, you can’t expect anyone to understand the bond you have with Kiki- least of all court officials. No matter how many times you say ‘he saved me; he’s not a creep’, all they’ll focus on is that you were injured and drugged unconscious for five hours on my kitchen table.”

      My heart slammed against my chest as James’ sharp words assaulted my ear drums. Goosebumps rose on my skin, and in the growing silence my discomfort grew five fold. Trapped between my fingers, the spork creaked under my tightening grip before I took a deep, hard breath.

      “S- so… why are you out here by yourself, anyway?” Changing the subject with no subtlety at all, I shoveled my goop into my mouth as James heaved a big sigh. Glancing at him out of the corner of my eye, I couldn’t help but notice the deep shadows that contoured his face. There wasn’t even much reason for them to be there; the television was right in front of us and on.

      They just seemed to be anchored to his cheeks and eyes, and for a moment I wondered if he’d answer me until he opened his mouth.
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      “The woman I thought I loved chose my brother. Long story short- I fucked up, and she payed the price. So, I left.” Grimacing at my empty bag, I let my spork fall from my fingers to grind my teeth absently. “Not that it did much good because I just fucked myself all over again after getting here, but that’s a story for another time.”

      I couldn’t even mention what happened with Hannah without automatically thinking of Frank, and the plastic bag in my hand crinkled loudly as I fisted my fingers. Nick was right, and time had only made that fact more blaringly obvious. Frank was someone I obsessed over, and no one could get in the way no matter how hard he or she tried.

      “… That’s shitty… you know- I was engaged once.” Glancing up, I watched displeasure flitter across Caroline’s expression through narrowed eyes. Her hair was a pretty, dark, cherry blonde color now that it was clean, and she reached to push away her drying curls with steady fingers. “He left me when I told him I wanted to wait to have kids. I was barely 21 when he proposed to me after three years- I thought I hit the fucking jackpot. But he kept bringing up kids, or his parents would bring up grandkids, and I caught him poking holes into the condoms even though I was secretly on birth control. I went ballistic- Jesus… even thinking about it now gives me this shitty feeling for how bad I was.”

      Blinking slowly, I sucked in air before realizing I’d been holding my breath. Across the couch, Caroline puffed out her cheeks, and I cocked my head as questions swirled behind my eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was even revealing this crap to me. I was a stranger no matter how comfortable her dog was with me.

      “Anyway- two weeks later I come to our shared apartment and all of his shit is gone. Even his roll of toilet paper. He left me a note saying he wasn’t going to wait until he was too old to want to play with his kids and all that stuff… but he was only 23 at the time. It’s ridiculous. After all these years, I still can’t think of a single reason why anyone, man or woman, would want children so bad it’s actually detrimental to their relationship.”

      “He was probably going to fuck you over.” Spitting out the first thing I thought of, I silently recounted the horror stories I’d heard abroad from my fellow servicemen. Arching an eyebrow, Caroline turned all of her intense attention on me as I shrugged. “You know- marry you, get you pregnant, then instigate and make your lives miserable until you get a divorce. I mean, sure- he has to pay… but then he can be that guy with the crazy ex-wife and get sympathy from his work or women or whatever. Guys like that are dicks- plain and simple. You dodged a bullet, Caroline.”

      My thoughts went to a man Nick knew that’d done just what Caroline had experienced. He’d gotten a thrill from stringing the poor girl along, and in the end, he turned her into a strung out, psycho-bitch with two kids and no support system. It was as insane as it was sad.

      “Yeah, I’m aware. Now, I live with my dad and am happy as a peach… What about you? The woman? How did she fall in love with your brother? That’s some crazy stuff, you know.” Hannah’s image flashed in my mind’s eye, and for a moment I was quiet. She’d be four months pregnant by now, but the curiosity ringing in my ears banished the notion. Leaning back to cross my knees, I stared at the television blankly as I replayed those weeks. Everything felt like it’d happened to someone else- like my experience with Frank had fucked with me beyond repair.

      And there’s that asshole again. In the same thought bubble. Fuck.

      “I was just an idiot, reading too much into the situation. The harder I pressed, the more she went to Nick. It’s been months- I honestly can say that I haven’t really thought about her that much. There’s not much else to it.” Better leave the drugs out of it for now.

      “And since then, you’ve just been out here- by yourself… doing nothing but eating Army rations and watching Channel 4 News and drinking beer?” Nodding firmly, I tilted my head just in time to watch Caroline bark out a harsh laugh. She was pretty, even when she was assaulting me with that condescending sound, and her light brown eyes sparkled when they met mine. “Aren’t soldiers supposed to be world-weary? I thought you guys didn’t have a gullible side, James.”

      “There’s a difference between being gullible and being stupid, okay? I just picked the wrong fucking stripper that night-“ My defense cut off by more laughing, and Caroline doubled over to clutch her belly. Clenching my teeth tightly, I stood up stiffly as she was still trying to get control of herself. Her laughter followed my, gyrating my ear drums and taunting me as I grew hot and tense.

      “She- she’s a st- stripper! Oh- you’re right! You were stupid! You debatably fell in love with a stripper, and she chose your brother… Oh- Oh Jesus… That’s amazing.” Amusement was clear in Caroline’s voice, and I tossed my lunch bag to yank open the refrigerator roughly.

      “Fuck you, okay? You’d understand if you met her.” Grabbing two water bottles, I gnashed my teeth while Caroline sputtered her insincere apologies. She was still giggling when I dropped back onto the couch, and I tossed her the plastic container with annoyance coursing through my veins. “The point is, I’m perfectly fucking okay with where I’m at right now. So, how long ago did Mister Douchebag disappear on you?”

      “Seven years ago. Afterwards, I moved in with my dad and decided to pursue photography full time. I got Kiki a year and a half ago under my dad’s suggestion. He’s always liked military dogs because they typically come pretty well trained even after failing or retiring. When Kiki didn’t like him, he got all butt hurt.” Easily Caroline offered up whatever information she was willing to give- which was quite a bit. Glancing between her and her dog, I drew my brows together before opening my mouth.

      “What made you pick her?” I’d never been much of a pet person, and I couldn’t figure out why Caroline would pick one dog over another. The smile that crested her cheeks was reminisce and fond, and I held my breath as anticipation replaced blood in my veins.

      “She was going to be put down because she was very violent and disobedient. The day I went to the kennels was actually the last day she was supposed to be there. She’d failed her certified training courses twice- I guess they did it twice because she’s super smart… But- yeah- I went down the line and they all seemed like good dogs, you know? But I wanted more than a pet. And I get to the end, and there’s a door where they keep the bad ones. I can see her through the little window, and she looked at me… and I just knew. I knew she was the one for me. The officers at the kennel told me she couldn’t be adopted out, but I went back there, and Kiki wasn’t even nervous or anything. It was like we were meant for each other. One of the officers tried to take my shoulder, and she went crazy. Broke through a corner of the fencing and nearly took his arm off.”

      “My dad was so pissed when we got home. Kiki hates his guts and he can’t understand why. He threw a fit that last an entire week before realizing I wasn’t taking her back. Then, I spent six or seven months training her on top of her Naval training. And this was the result.” Caroline’s anecdote came to a close, and I rested my head back against my bicep to digest her story. She was pretty incredible to successfully train a military dog; their orders were ingrained in them from the moment they were born.

      Then again, she was probably smart about it and didn’t try to rewrite the dog’s brain, just add onto it.

      “That’s a crazy story. When I was in the Marines, I had a partner who had a dog. That thing was fucking terrible. It shed everywhere and ate all of our helmets at least once.” A low, humorless chuckle escaped my lips, and I frowned into space as Caroline’s gaze bored into my cheek. “That piece of shit… Any normal service dog would’ve smelled the IED… we weren’t even going that fast. Next thing you know, the dog, my buddies, and the Humvee are splattered across the sand and on fire.”

      “Did they die?” My leg ached at the question, and I reached to rub it hard with the butt of my palm. Taking a deep breath through my nose, I held it before letting my lungs deflate in a gust. Thinking of that day didn’t hurt much anymore, but my leg- fuck- my leg throbbed every time.

      “Yeah. One of them. He sat right next to me. We couldn’t even find parts of his body. My CO is in a wheelchair- my XO is a fucking vegetable… And I’ve got this to remind me that shit happens.” Patting my thigh, I tossed my head to stare intently at Caroline’s face. Where I expected horror, pity, I only saw curiosity and pride. Just like when she woke up, she was surprising me.

      “Would you go back if you could?” Slowly shaking my head, I lifted my water bottle to my lips only to pause. Tearing my eyes off Caroline, I frowned at the hard, plastic cap that closed the container. Forcefully twisting the top, I tossed the piece onto the coffee table with a grunt.

      Talking about my service, even with a stranger, wasn’t difficult for me; it’d never been. As a veteran, you’re expected to talk about it. But I’d rather die than go through that again. Especially if it meant turning into Frank.
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      Staring at the clock on the bottom of the News cast, I couldn’t even bring myself to blink under the crushing weight of boredom. My body buzzed and itched to move, but even shuffling my legs sent needles to attack my broken bones and abused muscles. It hadn’t even been twenty minutes since my conversation with James had ended, but I was already starting to go crazy.

      Reaching for my camera, my fingers were stiff as they wrapped around the metal and plastic. It’s a shame I can’t leave this couch without help…

      “You should take a nap if you’re bored, Caroline. It’s not like you can do anything else.” Casting a glare at James, I crossed my arms over my chest while he sniggered. “Don’t be like that. You’re the one that decided to break your ankle.”

      “Can you not, please? I’m not tired.” Frowning deeply, I sunk into the couch to huff as James shook his head. “I’m not tired.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not much of a stimulating conversationalist.”  Even a deaf person could hear the conversation tapering off, and I focused on the television even as my mind wandered. James had revealed some seemingly personal things, but I wasn’t naïve. My father took a piece of shrapnel to the face, and everywhere we went, people asked him about it.

      But I wanted to know more about what gave James that tortured look on his face, and I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth to bite hard. Strangers were the best people to talk to because they had no bias; someone in high school told me that, and I’d never forgotten it.

      “… Just ask already, Caroline.” Resignation weighed down James’ voice, and my heart jumped into my throat. “You already know why I’m out here, so what else is there?”

      “… You just… you look… haunted- and not like most vets…” Haltingly I spoke up, and this time it was James turn to watch me. His intense, dark stare dug deep trenches along my jaw and cheek bone, and I pursed my lips into a thin line. The silence was deafening, and goosebumps rose on my skin the longer it dragged out.

      “I’m not going to go psycho on you, if that’s what you’re worried about. You’re perfectly safe even without Kiki.” James’ sigh tickled my arm, and discomfort festered in my gut as he shuffled in his seat. “I don’t really want to talk about it. One person is too many to know what I know.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry…” A million thoughts ran through my mind, but I knew they were comparable to adorable kittens to what he had experienced. He mentioned his friends being wounded- dying- without so much as a lilt in his voice, but this…

      There was true fear and pain in his words. Creeping for my camera, my fingers twitched at the idea that something had scared James more than war. I carefully picked up the device, and when I glanced over, he still wore a dark expression. The mask he tried to build was faulty and already crumbling, and I brought my scope to my eye to capture it.

      The shudder of my camera caused James to blink, and he scowled at me as I took a second picture. Through the lens, he looked meaner; there was a fire in his eyes I couldn’t see as clearly without help. Locked deep down, his emotions needed a magnifying glass to be seen.

      “It’s not your fault. I did it to myself. Besides, you’ll be leaving in a day or two- there’s no reason for me to fuck up your life when I’m not even in it.” Gulping down the lump in my throat, I reached to adjust the lens as James’ lip twitched in a smirk filled with self-depreciation. “Just don’t publish these, and you can take as many as you want. I kind of want documentation for just how much I single-handedly fucked up.”

      “You’re very photogenic. I don’t usually photograph people. I’ve won a few awards for my nature photography, though- so… it’s similar, I guess. It depends on the subject, too. Sometimes people that want to be photographed are very pretty in person, but not on a piece of paper.” Turning to me as I spoke, James stared dead down the lens with a stony look. There was no indication he was at all interested in what I had to say, but accomplishment blossomed in my chest regardless. My awards were nothing more than plaques, and small ones, but they were still incredibly hard to achieve.

      “You said you publish under one of my brother’s photography firms, right? You do know he owns Sundance Photography Journal?” Nodding slightly, I lowered my camera before offering a response.

      “Yeah. I’ve tried to get on that level, but they always reject me. Their focus is people and the places they inhabit, not animals. Life Perceived is the biggest wild life journal I could get into.” Holding back the truth sent a sick feeling into my gut, but my voice was steady. Truth be told, I wanted to break into Sundance since I started photography when I was a kid. The Journal was the premier; anyone in even their smallest features was guaranteed to be famous and highly sought after.

      But Sundance only did three wild life journals in its entire 120 year history, and I hadn’t been alive for any of them.

      “Is that why you’re out here? For a shoot for them?” Now that my camera wasn’t an obstacle between us, James’ curiosity was clear in his voice. Glancing over at him, I cracked a smile and nodded before he reached to scratch his cheek. “At least they’ll cover your medical bills when you eventually make it to a hospital. Do they pay well?”

      “Yeah- I’ve been working for them since I was 16… it would’ve been longer, but my dad was deployed a lot when I was a kid. He would’ve had to be there for meetings and stuff, and when I turned 16 he just had a sign a piece of paper electronically. The head editor’s wife really likes me, so they buy a lot more than they do with other photographers.”

      “That’s some crazy luck. What about your mom?” The conversation was so natural, and I frowned slightly at James’ question. I couldn’t imagine he was one to give pity, but my throat still clogged. I’d only ever discussed this with my dad, and this was ten times more uncomfortable.

      “Eh… she’s in prison according to my dad. Fraud and federal tax evasion. From what I know, she and my dad had a one night stand, and she intentionally got pregnant to claim money and extort my dad. He was a pencil pusher until I turned 3 years old, and then the war broke out, so he hired a nanny and got sent east. He went back and forth until I turned 21 before he made his 20.” My mind filled with images, memories of video and phone calls that lasted precious minutes. Taking a shallow breath, I shook my head absently to push them away. “What about you- your parents, I mean?”

      “Nick set them up. My dad was a real hard ass- he believed in corporal punishment like all the old people do. I always got this shit kicked out of me until he realized I wasn’t meant to be smart. So they’ve got Nick, the smartass businessman, and Ethan is the baby, and I did my 14 before being honorably discharged. But, to be honest, I really can’t stand my parents. They’re all about social propriety. I still get scolded for swearing in front of them.” Instantly my brain conjured images of gracefully ageing, incredibly entitled old people, and I smiled widely. Across the couch, James smirked, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. “Yeah- exactly.”

      “My nanny- her name was Sheila- she let me cuss if I had a good reason. I remember-“ Pausing to chuckle at the tickle of a memory, I settled my camera in my lap to sigh. “I remember when my dad came home from a seven month deployment. I had just turned 13, and Sheila told me I could swear once for no reason. So, I saved it until the day he came home, and we’re in the terminal, and he sees me, and I see him- and I just belt out ‘fuck’ at the top of my lungs. Every single person in the terminal stared at me, and my dad just started laughing so hard he dropped his pack. It became a tradition after that.”

      A choking laughter floated to me from James’ side of the sofa, and I grinned outright. Automatically lifting my camera to my eye, I snapped the amusement that cracked his stony façade. The slight upturn of his lip, the crinkle around his eyes, turned him into a different person, and I took a few more pictures before he managed to reign himself in. Swiping his hand across his jaw, he cleared his throat roughly with a jerk of his head.

      “Your dad sounds like a natural Army dick. I knew a guy that transferred from Army to Marines. He was a fucking prick- just constant smart mouthing and spewing bullshit. Everyone hated him because he never shut up. He survived all that shit we went through overseas just to get killed by his pregnant girlfriend’s crazy ex.”

      “So, it’s true? You guys bust each other’s balls constantly? Do you think that’s the reason Kiki doesn’t like my dad? Because he’s Army and she’s a Marine?” After a moment of thought James nodded, and I turned my gaze to my dog fondly. She was truly remarkable, and she stared back at me with knowing eyes.

      “Did you ever consider enlisting?” James’ question caught me off guard, and I twisted to stare at him. Pursing my lips together tightly, I let out a breath through my nose before opening my mouth.

      “I thought about being a war photographer, but I never wanted to be so busy. I like where I’m at right now. I think, if the opportunity presented itself, I would take it, though.” My response only got me a drawn-out grumble, and I shifted in my seat only to wince. Well and truly broken, my ankle throbbed wildly if I so much as flexed my calf. Leaning over to stare at the bandages around my feet, I grimaced at how swollen and purple my skin looked against the white.

      “Here- let me take those off. I’ve got something around here to brace it since the bleeding should’ve stopped.” Pushing himself from his seat, James walked around the couch and into the kitchen to rustle loudly. It took him mere seconds to appear in front of me, and I stretched out my legs carefully as he sat on the coffee table. “Your right ankle isn’t that bad. You can walk on it in a week or two.”

      Hissing as James lifted my ankle onto his thighs, I clenched my hands into tight fists. His large, callused hands were so gentle as they tackled the thin linen, but each whisper of a poke sent pain shocking up my leg. Gripping my borrowed pants, I ground my teeth together while he painstakingly slowly unwrapped my aching foot.

      “You’re okay, Caroline. The bandages were tight to stop the bleeding, but it restricted blood flow. It’ll feel better in a minute.” Sweat beaded my upper lip, and I nodded furiously as James glanced at me. Taking a shallow, hard breath, I let it out harshly while the pressure on my ankle decreased. The relief was almost immediate before he’d even gotten all of the bandages off. Blood rushed to my toes, and I relaxed a little into the couch to throw my head back and close my eyes.
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      Gazing blankly at Frank as he stood, dominating my kitchen, I clenched my hands into fists. Every cell in my body screamed at me to back the fuck down in the face of his overwhelming, generally satanic feel. Now, for the first time, I was beginning to realize why everyone told me to stay away from him.

      He could kill people with a look, and sweat slicked the nape of my neck as I held his dark, dangerous eyes.

      “Frank, she needs a hospital or she’s gunna die.” My voice was rough, drowned out by the pained moaning coming from the back bedroom. For just a fraction of a second, I took my eyes off Frank, and he took that moment to advance. In a flash he was directly in front of me, massive and imposing, and I automatically took a step back. Jumping into my throat, my heart thundered hard to fuel muscles that would only be used to run away.

      I was a little bitch when it came to Frank, and it took these past four months to realize that.

      “I don’t care if she fucking dies. As long as the baby is okay. I spent too much fucking effort on my daughter to worry about that dumb bitch.” The woman only a wall away cried out in pain, and Frank’s face twisted in disgust before he whirled around to slam his fist on the table. “Fuck! Shut her up already!”

      The booming call didn’t do anything to stop the muffled sounds squeezing through the cracks in the door, and I ground my teeth together. Frank’s bare muscles bulged and spasmed, the veins in his arms and neck becoming increasingly noticeable, and I made no attempt to open my mouth. Whirling around to face me, he took a threatening step forward before some invisible wall seemed to stop him- although I doubted anything could stop him right now.

      “James, are you sure this doctor isn’t a fucking crackpot? Fuck- fuck… I’m going in there.” For the first time since we met I touched Frank, wrapping my clammy hand around his wrist to keep him from storming into the bedroom. His body jerked as if he wanted nothing more than to flip me on my back and beat my skull into my brain, and I tensed to lick my lips.

      “Frank, man… you can’t go in. Trust me- Jessie is going to keep your baby alive. That’s her job, but just because she’s old doesn’t mean she’s bad. I’m telling you- let the doctor do her job. She knows to bring the baby to you.” My words of assurance brought bile up into my throat, and I carefully released my grip on Frank. He lost some of his threat at my reasoning, and I watched through narrowed eyes as he took a deep breath.

      “I need her to be okay…” I knew Frank wasn’t talking about the woman he’d impregnated, and I nodded silently. His desperation rippled across my skin, and his eyes burned into the door to combat the sounds drifting through. “If she dies, you die- the doctor dies.”

      Jerking up, I took a sharp breath as my dream rang in my ears, and my hand automatically went to my neck. Sweat caked my skin, tugging at me as I swiped my palm up my face and over my head. Even my hair was slick with sweat, and I glanced around the darkness of my bedroom as I struggled to catch my breath.

      “Fuck… fuck…” Every time I blinked, I could see Frank’s face contorting with some fucked up version of adoration. The time between crashing waves of blood against my ear drums was filled with the sound of a newborn wailing. Blood and afterbirth wafted into my nostrils with each harsh inhale that filled my lungs, and I shook my head wildly to get rid of it all.

      Throwing my legs over the side of my bed, I pushed myself up with a grunt to stumble towards the kitchen. Out of the corner of my eye a ghost clung to the back bedroom door, and I squeezed my eyelids shut before yanking open the refrigerator. The cold air was soothing, and my body swayed towards it to cool my heated blood. Resting my forehead on the freezer door, I braced my forearm above my head to get my hand to stop tingling.

      “Jesus Christ…” Of all the nightmares I’d had since that day a month ago, that scene had never been among the line-up. There were much more horrible things I’d seen than Frank freaking out over the birth of his daughter.

      Like that woman detoxing for a whole week.

      Like the several times Frank stood guard over her unconscious body after he knocked her out for threatening his baby.

      Like Frank killing her with his own two hands after she started screaming for her baby.

      “Good fucking riddance to that fucked up piece of shit.” Muttering to myself, I reared back my head to bang it against the freezer door in the hopes of ridding my brain of these horrific scenes. “Fuck- fuck- fuck…”

      “Are you okay, James?” The tired, feminine voice drew my attention to the couch, and I glanced beyond my bicep through wide eyes. Caroline and her dog stared at me, concern etched onto her face and weariness on Kiki’s. For a long moment I only stared, my eyelid twitching from the horror that sat just behind my eye sockets.

      Pushing myself from the freezer, I took a deep, calming breath that popped my rib joints down the center of my chest. My hands shook as I grabbed a beer from the refrigerator before closing the door, and my legs were stiff on my way to the living room. A low warning growl sounded the closer I came, and I sent that damn dog a nasty grimace.

      So much for liking me.

      “Is it about your leg?” Caroline’s gentle prodding drew a grunt from me in a foolish attempt to avoid talking about my nightmare. Sitting in my recliner, I heaved a sigh and popped open my bottle to neck my beer. “I’ll just be quiet, then.”

      “Yeah- please.” Gruff and short, my affirmation sent the room into an intense silence as Caroline stared at me shamelessly. My mind refused to stray from my dream, and I shook my head hard before opening my mouth again. “Talk. Something- anything. Tell me about your friends.”

      “Uh- uh… well… I have a couple of them…” Staring into space, I didn’t need to look at Caroline’s face to know the sudden request caught her off guard. Her stuttering reverberated against my skull, and I took another swig of my beer before she steadied herself. “I met my closest friend at some faire when my dad came home when I was 8. She and I aren’t best friends, but I’m okay with that. Her name is Sally, and she’s the most bookworm-i-est bookworm you can ever know. She’s trying to become a writer, and she’s really good at it. Her boyfriend is an amateur movie producer...”

      Listening to Caroline describe her friends, I let her voice lull me into a state of complacency. Her voice was nice to listen to- a little rough but still sweet sounding. Only loosely did I follow what she said, and I pulled my beer to my lips with tense muscles. It couldn’t have been later than 4a.m., but I didn’t really care.

      Beer was good for any time, day or night, since I wasn’t going to get drunk. I couldn’t even remember the last time I got sloshed.

      “-m mean, honestly, I don’t really like him. I have a thing about dating people I work with, even though we only bump into each other if he knows in advance that I’m coming to the office. He’s not creepy… just not my type, you know? He’s kind of shrimpy, and he wears these old man glasses.” Caroline was rambling when I tuned back into her, and I blinked hard to clear my blurry vision. “If I put him in front of my dad he’d probably shit his pants.”

      “You haven’t dated anyone since your fiancé?” My drawling question cut Caroline off, and I glanced over to watch her shrug absently.

      “Not particularly. I’ve gone on a few dates, but never made it to the third. Besides, Kiki and my photography take up a lot of time. Sometimes, I have to leave with little warning, and most guys don’t like that. Being a photographer isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. There’s a lot of bugs, and tents aren’t the most comfortable. There was one guy that wanted to go with me, but when I told him there was no bathrooms, he got skeeved.” Giggling, Caroline’s little story brought a smirk to my face. Letting my head rest back, I chugged the rest of my beer and closed my eyes. “I don’t even really like camping, but I have to do it for my job.”

      “… How’s your ankles?” Just listening to Caroline talk was soothing, and I took a deep breath that mirrored hers. She didn’t respond, and I didn’t push her for an answer.
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      “You should call your father, you know.” Shoveling a forkful of rations in my mouth, I chewed slowly as I contemplated James’ suggestion. He was right, of course; I should’ve called my dad when I woke up. There was no reason not to, especially when considering my circumstances. Anyone in their right mind would’ve called the police by now.

      My gaze flickered to Kiki, and I smiled around my food before swallowing roughly.

      “Yeah, later. I don’t want to listen to him rage about my carelessness.” Grumbling absently, I scooped more tasteless mush onto my spork robotically. “He’s an ass when it comes to injuries that could’ve been avoided by not being an idiot.”

      “There’s definitely worse things that could’ve happened. I’m going to borrow your dog, if that’s okay.”

      “Will she listen to you?” The question slipped out before I had a chance to really process what James wanted. Tilting my head to watch him nod firmly, I pursed my lips together tightly as heat suffused my cheeks. “Okay, I guess…”

      “Thanks.” Finishing my breakfast in quiet, I let my mind wander to the night before. James had looked so vulnerable, leaning against the refrigerator as if it was the only thing keeping him upright. Whatever had woken him up had done a lot of damage, and my gaze flickered to my camera by my hip. He didn’t even seem to notice that I had taken pictures of him, and that was as surprising as it had been worrying.

      “… Listen… about last night- It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it, but I won’t judge you, James.” Speaking up softly, I looked down at my lap to avoid the intensity in James’ gaze as it ran over my profile. Goosebumps rose on my arms, and I tightened my grip on my ration bag before his gravelly voice reached me.

      “There’s no point in telling you.” Desire rose up in my gut to tell him he was wrong, but he beat me to the punch with a condescending chuckle. “And before you tell me it helps to share, it wouldn’t. Not this time. So, just don’t ask again, Caroline.”

      “Okay.” Effectively shut down, I nibbled my bottom lip as my chest grew tight. Blinking brought up the image of his tortured expression, but in this moment James radiated closed off animosity. Trying to break through that would only make him mad, and I inhaled softly to hold my breath.

      As soon as James was finished eating he got up, and I watched from under my lashes as he stared at Kiki. Pursing my lips into a thin line, I held my breath even as his chest expanded widely beneath his t-shirt.

      “What sound do you use for hunting?” Without looking my way he spoke, and my eyes flew to Kiki as her ears perked up. Her intelligence blew me away sometimes; she knew exactly what was going to happen.

      “Buzzing- like a bee.” My heat beat hardened, picking up speed when James nodded. Making his way around the couch to the door, he twisted the knob with a jerk before jerking his head. Kiki waited for me, watching, and I tilted my head with a growing lump in my throat. We hadn’t been apart since I adopted her, and it was enough to make my eyes sting. Leisurely standing on strong legs, she sauntered towards the open barrier with her head low and tail stiff.

      “We’ll be back. Try to relax.” Grabbing a shot gun I hadn’t noticed, James left with my dog and shut the door behind him. The snitch of the handle was damning, and I let out my breath shakily. Forcing my eyes off the door, I looked around me before noticing the satellite phone sitting where he had just been.

      Reaching for the device, I held the cold lump of metal and plastic in my palm as blood rushed in my ears. Slowly extending the antenna, my thumbs hovered over the numbers until I worked up the courage to press them. My gut tied in knots, and I ground my teeth as I brought the receiver to my ear.

      The phone rang three times before a soft click told me it’d been answered, and I held my breath in aching lungs as my father’s voice echoed around my skull.

      “Hello? Who is this?” Deep and familiar, my dad sounded irritated, and for a second, I was tongue tied. “Hello?”

      “Hey- Dad… it’s me.” My own voice shook slightly, and I cleared my throat harshly before continuing. “Uh, listen. There’s been a bit of a development. So… I kind of… maybe… broke my ankle…”

      “… So, does that mean you’re not on your way back like you were supposed to today, CareBear?” Nodding even though he couldn’t see, I smiled at the dumb note in my dad’s voice as it crackled through the speaker.

      “Yeah. Kiki got me help. I’m just calling to let you know. I’m going to call an ambulance to get me back, but my truck is still at the campsite.” My loose plan wasn’t going to appease my dad, and he sighed heavily. In my mind’s eye, I could see him raking his hand through his hair with a sour expression painted on his face.

      “What about the help? You said that demon dog got you help? Where are you?” The impatient questions made me chuckle, and I leaned back to stare at the ceiling.

      “He’s a retired Marine. Kiki seems to like him, so I figured it wouldn’t be a bad idea to surf his couch for a night until I called an ambulance. He fixed up my ankle, but I still need to go to a hospital.” Awkwardness couldn’t even begin to describe what I felt as I described James to my dad, and I reached to rub my chin absently. “I’m, like, five miles from my campsite, but I don’t know which direction. Where are you right now?”

      “I’m home. Do you need me to come get you? It’ll be a couple hours, but I can bring Sheila so we can get your truck. What about your camera and everything?” Just from the shortness of his words, I could tell my father was already planning on hopping in his own truck. The line crackled, and I heard the jingle of keys in the background.

      “My camera is fine- James went to get it for me after I woke up. I mean, if you want to, you can. If I was in danger or anything, Kiki wouldn’t have gotten him, right? She even went with him just now to get lunch. I feel weird without her.”

      “… So, his name is James, huh? Anyway- I’ll come get you tomorrow if you’re so sure you’re safe, CareBear. I’ll let Sheila know so she can do whatever she does. Do you want us to bring anything?” Furrowing my brows sharply, I moistened my lips with my tongue as surprise dried my mouth.

      “I thought you’d come tromping through the forest like Tarzan to chew me out about breaking my ankle?”

      “I need to make a power point for all of the fucked up stuff you do, Caroline. But you said it yourself- Kiki has no problem with this James character. That’s enough for me. I know how smart that demon dog is, so I’ll come get you tomorrow. Call me if anything happens.” Just like that my father hung up, and I held my phone to my ear as his words buzzed around my skull. Of all the conversations I had anticipation, that one hadn’t made the list. My dad was trusting my dog when he usually had nothing but irritation for her.

      Maybe James being a Marine helped a little… I don’t know.

      Setting the phone down, my fingers twitched, and my lip upturned in amusement. A breathless laugh flowed from my throat, and I shook my head at the sheer absurdity of it all.
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      The sensation of Caroline’s gaze against my back tightened my muscles, and I tried hard to ignore her intense attention. Her camera shutter sounded every few seconds, and the click was distracting considering I was wielding a very sharp knife. Butchering a deer wasn’t as easy as people tended to think, and I reached to wipe sweat from my brow with a harsh breath.

      Against my skin the sun beat relentlessly, and I managed to skin the dead doe completely before I started to sizzle like bacon. Tossing the pelt to the edge of the patio carelessly, I dunked my blade in a bucket of water to wash off some of the blood.

      “Are you going to turn the pelt into anything? Like a rug?” Speaking up from her chair, Caroline’s voice dribbled with curiosity even as I twisted to catch her uncovered eye. She was gorgeous in the cold light of day, and my gaze scanned her form as she sat, reclined and comfortable. Things about her face I couldn’t see inside were now so blaringly obvious, and I rolled my jaw absently before turning to my other knives.

      I’d been by myself too long.

      “Maybe.” Lies. I didn’t know how to do any of that crazy woodman shit, and Caroline snorted as if she knew my half assed answer wasn’t truthful. “Your dog was really good out there. How’d you teach her all that shit?”

      Changing the subject easily, I grabbed a paring knife as I posed my question. In my peripheral vision, Kiki lounged under her master’s chair, but even from a few yards away I could sense the smugness radiating from them both. For a dog, Kiki was incredibly smart; she knew she did well. I didn’t know what to expect when I brought her with me, but I’d never seen such a well trained animal. She didn’t need to be told which beast to bring down- she knew how much she’d eat, how much Caroline would eat, and judged based on that.

      Frankly I was half convinced Kiki was some lab rat dog that’d escaped.

      “It wasn’t easy. I had to figure out how to get her from incapacitate to kill shot. I have no problem skinning animals- I do it a lot out here- but I don’t like killing them. Maybe she sensed that. I worked for seven months or so training her before bringing her out with me, and then it all clicked for her or something. Do you do this often, or do you stick to rations and canned soup?” The tease in Caroline’s voice wasn’t to be mistaken, and I cocked my head as I rounded the table the doe was on.

      “Pretty often, I guess. It’s fun… and rewarding. I’m a shitty cook, but the details don’t matter, right?” I couldn’t seem to keep my big fucking mouth shut with her, and her laughter was loud when it pierced my skull. Tightening my grip on my knife, I lifted my head to glare at her as she hid behind her camera. “It’s not fucking funny, Caroline.”

      “Yes it is, James.” Lowering her camera, Caroline ran her hand through her hair as a goofy smile settled between her puffy cheeks. “You run head first into a gun fight, but you can’t make anything other than mac’n’cheese- I don’t mean to be condescending, but did your parents bother to instill you with life lessons?”

      Rolling my eyes, I turned back to the deer to twirl my knife while I contemplated the question. The answer was pretty damn obvious, though.

      My parents didn’t give a shit whether we could do anything because we always had people that did it for us.

      “Not really. That’s not the point, anyway. I carved the thing- that means you cook. Division of labor, right?” My knife slid easily into the supple flesh of the doe’s hind leg, and I furrowed my brows in concentration. Blood and fluid coated my hands and wrists, and one wrong move meant I’d lose a finger. Pursing my lips together as I carefully popped the leg out of socket, I held my breath as Caroline’s voice slithered into my ears.

      “What? I can’t cook if I can’t stand, James. That’s just idiocy. Even with the braces I’ll be lucky to be upright for 10 seconds.” Bland and annoyed, Caroline’s tone sent my heart into an erratic rhythm for all of the time it took to blink. We were always back and forth; there wasn’t a time that we were in the same space that we weren’t borderline arguing. The honest part of my mind wanted to admit that I liked the banter after so long in a dark abyss. The other parts just wanted her to shut up or to change the subject.

      “I have a wheelchair. You’ll be fine. I mean, if you want to eat venison steaks that are completely burned on the outside and raw on the inside…” Letting my response hang, I cracked a smirk at Caroline’s loud gasp-slash-scoff.

      “Like Hell! Fine- be that way. But if I’m cooking, you’re doing the dishes.” Groaning roughly, I stopped what I was doing to stare at Caroline’s triumphant, pretty, heart shaped face. Her light smattering of freckles glowed under the bright sun, and I frowned at the smirk that crinkled her nose.

      “Fine.” There’s just no winning with her. Let it go. Besides, I’ll get a great steak out of it… hopefully.

      The doe had probably only just lost her spots, and carving her didn’t take much time or effort. Above me, the sun had barely moved a few degrees across the sky before I was hauling Caroline back into the kitchen. Briefly glancing at the back bedroom as I set her on a chair, I clenched my jaw at the very idea of having to go in there.

      No matter what I did, I couldn’t get rid of the smell of sweat, afterbirth, and death. I’d thrown out the mattress, doused the floors and walls in bleach- nothing worked. Slowly sauntering towards the door, I hesitated with my hand on the knob and took a deep, stabilizing breath.

      Inside the room there was barely anything, but the phantoms that haunted the space attacked me as soon as the door was opened. A wheelchair that had never been used sat folded against the wall directly to my right, and I forcefully kept my eyes from wandering as I reached for it. My heart thudded hard, threatening to smash through my ribs with each pump.

      I was beyond the threshold for maybe two seconds, but it was two seconds too long. Closing the door with a harsh bang, I let go of my straining lungs to sigh heavily. Popping open the wheelchair with jerking movements, I tried to ignore that infernal clicking that never seemed to stop. My hope that Caroline would eventually run out of memory on her card seemed to be dashed each time I heard that sound.

      “Why do you look like a piece of your soul just died?...” Even solemn, Caroline’s question was riddled with curiosity, and I shot her a nasty glare. Pushing the wheelchair to her, I flexed my hands and rolled my shoulders in an attempt to shirk off the disgusting feeling that clung to my skin. My shirt clung to my abdomen, and I grabbed the fabric tightly to pull it over my head with a grunt.

      “Fuck off. Cook the damn steaks. I need a shower.” Short and sharp, my words bit at the air as I stormed past her towards the bathroom. Behind me, Caroline sucked in a breath, but I couldn’t find it in me to care if I’d hurt her feelings.

      Shutting myself in the bathroom, I locked the door and shirked off my jeans. Heading for the shower, my legs were stiff, but my thigh didn’t throb angrily like it usually did during stress. Rubbing the spot furiously, I turned on the shower with my free hand to lean against the tempered glass.

      “God fucking damnit…” Berating myself silently as water pounding against tiles drowned out my groan, I clenched and released my jaw. Why in the fuck did I have to mention the wheelchair?

      Oh, right- because Caroline never backs down. It should’ve been such an admirable quality, but in this moment, it was just another crack of a whip at my soul. Why did that damn dog have to pick me?

      Standing under the hard, burning spray of the showerhead, I stared at the bath out of the corner of my eye. This cabin had been a foreclosure, and the people that had it before me had started to remodel. Their starting point had been right here, but they poured so much money into it that they couldn’t finish. The mistake was entirely amateurish and avoidable, but it was me that made this place a lost cause.

      Living here, with Frank, for four months, I’d never once used the tub. The faucet knobs had never been turned, and the ceramic had never been splashed with soapy water. It was a space to relax in while the rest of the house was a prison by comparison.

      Maybe I could finish it… Maybe Caroline would even help me if I asked. Knowing she was going to leave sooner rather than later didn’t staunch the thought, and I closed my eyes to take a shallow, moist breath. She could take this place, and I’ll just go back home… wherever that is.
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      When James emerged from the shower, he looked better- physically, at least. Sitting next to the stove, I narrowed my pupils to get a clearer look at the swirling darkness that flashed in his eyes. He was silent, sauntering to the kitchen table with tiny droplets of water falling from his ear-length hair and onto broad shoulders. My heart squeezed when he sat stiffly, staring in front of himself with an almost blank expression painted on his face.

      “… I shouldn’t have spoken to you that way, Caroline.” James slurred slightly, as if his mind and mouth were moving slower than they should’ve. He refused to look at me as he stretched his legs under the table, and I wheeled myself over to his side before he parted his lips again. “I just- really… really don’t want to talk about that. This house… I-“

      “Hey- hey… James. It’s okay. You don’t have to explain or apologize.” My soft coo was accompanied by the pop of oil and juices from the steaks on the stove, but I didn’t tear my gaze from James. Reaching for his hand, I held as much of it as I could and squeezed hard. “I’m not going to begrudge you for your secrets. We don’t even know each other, after all… but- you know, sometimes the best people to talk to are strangers. Strangers are unbiased. Whatever happened, I probably won’t understand it, but I can try to help you through it.”

      “I want to change the house. Will you help? With that?” Finally, James glanced at me, and I went a little wide eyed at the helplessness he displayed. Without thought I nodded dumbly, and he let out a shaky breath before copying me. “You were right- it’s going to drive me fucking insane.”

      “You want to remodel because of what happened here?” What the fuck kind of crazy was he thinking of in the shower? In those ten minutes it was as if his hardened exterior had swirled down the drain with the water.

      His vulnerability was honestly pretty charming.

      “Yeah-“ Bringing me out of my thoughts, James leaned back to release a harsh sigh. He seemed so pleased that I understood what he wanted, the wrinkles thinning around his mouth and nose. “I’ve been through a lot of shit, Caroline… but that- I can’t get over that. It’s fucked up that you came here for my help and now I need yours.”

      “It’s not fucked up at all, James. I’d be glad to help you.” I wasn’t blind enough to see that my being here had knocked a few gears off kilter for James. Squeezing my hand, he cracked a ghost of a smile before I pulled away to roll myself back to the stove. Behind me, I could almost hear him putting the pieces of himself back together, and I knew he’d built himself up again when he cleared his throat roughly.

      Carefully flipping the steaks, I set down the fork to glance down at my feet. If it wasn’t for James, I wouldn’t have them- or at least one of them. I’d be stuck in a chair like this, never able to do my passion again. Just thinking about it tightened my chest and made it hard to breathe.

      “I wasn’t like this a year ago. Frank really fucked with my head…” Mumbling almost to himself, James pulled my attention as he frowned into space. Folding my hands in my lap, I scanned the softened contours of his face before opening my mouth.

      “No one is the same as they were even yesterday. Just like no one knows who they’ll be tomorrow.” Jerking slightly, James lolled his head to look at me through narrowed eyes, and I shrugged absently. “A therapist told me that once when I was 15 and dealing with teenager crap. She said that things that happened even a fraction of a second ago weren’t real- they were just memories. It’s up to me to figure out how to deal with those memories and what they make me feel. You can let it control you, or you can accept that the only way it exists is because you let it.”

      “Do you really believe that ‘time is an illusion’ bullshit?” Once again, I shrugged, but happiness flooded my chest at the incredulous tone in James’ voice. He sounded almost affronted that I would ever even suggest such a thing, and I knew in that second that his little episode had passed.

      “No. Just like I don’t believe that changing is so easy- especially with trauma. I still have times when I get this overwhelming hatred for my mother for abandoning me- for being who she is and not someone better. Just like whatever you experienced isn’t going to just disappear because you want it to.” Exposing myself to James was becoming increasingly easy and thoughtless, and I ran my fingers through my hair as his low grunt reached my ears. “I’m not saying you have to talk to me, but you should resolve some of these issues, James. They’re not going to go away.”

      “… I’ll think about it.” That answer was enough for me, and I nodded firmly before turning to the stove. James didn’t have much in his kitchen, but by some miracle I managed to find a package of instant mashed potatoes. Steak and potatoes was a great way to end just a heavy conversation, and I reached over the sizzling meat to check the pot of water on the back burner.

      “Imagine what I could do if I could stand and you had proper food in your cabinets…” Officially changing the subject, I smiled into the steam that billowed from the cast iron pan on the front burner. Behind me, James’ chair creaked slightly when he shuffled, and I glanced around for a can of corn sitting on the counter.

      “Do you cook a lot?” Fondness struck my heart, and I set the can in my lap to grab a waiting can opener.

      “Yeah. I like it. Sheila taught me a lot. She always said that I would die if I ate my dad’s cooking. He lived on Big Man microwaveable meals unless she cooked for him, and when she retired, I just kind of took over. I don’t do her any justice, though.” I could still remember the first time I’d set the kitchen on fire; I was only 6 years old and had tried to use the toaster by myself. Chuckling lightly at the memory, I gazed out over the stove top before James spoke up.

      “My mom never cooked. They were pretty wealthy even before Nick started hauling in cash, so we always had someone do that for us. I don’t even remember if it was a guy or a woman… And going into the military didn’t help. All our shit comes in bags- just add water. It doesn’t even have to be hot water. After I got out, I learned to make a few things, but even then, it’s mostly take out.” There wasn’t the thinnest thread of guilt in James’ voice, and I laughed in earnest. Swiveling my chair around, I grinned at the smirk on his face; he clearly wasn’t proud of not knowing how to cook, but he wasn’t going to admit he was full of shit, either.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m here. If I had to eat another ration I would wheel my ass right out of this place. You’ve obviously tricked yourself into thinking they have flavor…- And what’s better is that I know how to cook game. My 28 years on this Earth are coming in handy.” The banter was almost playful, and James’ smirk grew wide as he twisted in his seat. His hair was dry and somewhat frizzy, and when he moved his shirt strained against his muscles. The display was almost distracting until I met his eye, and for once there wasn’t darkness there. Instead, the abyss had been replaced with a sparkle.

      “I assume your dad taught you how to shoot, right?” Humming affirmative, I leaned against the cloth that stretched along the back of the wheelchair to clasp my hands in my lap. My corn and can opener were forgotten, and James cocked his head with mischief on his face. “Kiki’s usually the one that goes for the kill shot, though. Do you not like that kind of stuff?”

      “Not really. I’m fine skinning and butchering, but actually killing an animal… I just don’t like to. Besides, Kiki got really good at understanding ‘only kill what we’re going to eat’. I’m always afraid I’ll miss and kill something that’s too big for us alone- especially since there’s no refrigerator in my tent.” Smiling at my dog as she laid against the back of the couch, I absently took hold of the objects in my lap to work them. “It’s difficult to remember what I did before I had her. It’s weird when I say it out loud, but she really changed my life in ways I never thought a dog could.”
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      Sitting across from James at the table, I propped my chin in my palm as I waited for him to take his first bite. Anticipation curled in my gut, and I held my breath even as the smell of my meal wafted into my nostrils to tempt me. Through narrowed eyes I watched him saw through what I hoped would be a perfectly cooked venison steak with borderline excitement splattered across his expression.

      I wasn’t sure when his last home cooked meal had been, but that only made hope blossom that he’d like it more.

      James had stormed off before he’d cut the flank into steaks, and my gaze flickered down to his plate. I’d done my best, but the counter was basically neck level; there was no way I could butcher a perfect cut. Covering my cheek with my fingers, I couldn’t hide my smile shining with embarrassment as he stabbed his piece with his fork.

      Leaning in, I licked my lips when James pushed his fork passed his teeth. My heart stuttered, and he chewed slowly a few times before his gaze met mine. Lifting his free arm, he gave me a thumbs up that seemed to hit me right in the face. Grinning around my fingers, I dropped my hand to heave a big sigh of relief.

      “I’m so glad. The only person I usually cook for is my dad, and he automatically likes anything I make ‘cause I’m his daughter.” Rushing my words, I grabbed my fork and knife to turn my attention to my plate. The mashed potatoes didn’t look as bad as I thought they would, and I poked around them for a moment to bask in my accomplishment.

      “It’s good. You did a good job, Caroline.” A fiery blush spread up my neck and across my face, and I furrowed my brows as I shoveled mashed potato into my mouth. The bite had a lot more flavor than I expected; James only had salt and pepper to season anything with. Humming softly in agreement, I peeked out from under my eyelashes to find him watching me closely. “… What else can you make? Can you make jerky?”

      “U- uh… yeah. I know how… Maybe you can butcher the rest of the deer and I’ll make some when I go home? We have a huge dehumidifier- courtesy of Sheila.” Blinking at my own suggestion, I frowned slightly as my voice hung between us. “Or- or I can make the trip back her when my ankle heals up. You want to remodel, but I won’t be much help in a wheelchair. That way I can just bring you it…”

      Cutting into my steak roughly, I pursed my lips together to stop the word vomit that spewed from my mouth. Talking of leaving- thinking of leaving- was so incredibly awkward, and I tightened my grip on my fork to spear my piece.

      The truth was that once I left, there was a very good chance we’d never see each other again. I had no doubt that James recognized that possibility, too, by the way his pleased expression slowly morphed into a scowl.

      “You can’t just make it here? All you need is salt, right?” Chewing my extremely tender piece, I pondered the questions while the dark lilt in James’ voice tickled my ears. My success with this steak fell to the wayside, and I ducked my head in a noncommittal nod before swallowing.

      “Yeah, I could. You’d need a smoke room or something, though- somewhere to dry the meat out thoroughly.” James’ cabin didn’t have any out buildings; he wasn’t equipped to make one, either. There wasn’t anywhere in the house to dry the meat unless he wanted to use the back bedroom, and I blinked to recall the tortured expression he wore just attempting to open the door.

      “… What about a smoke pit? Would that work? I’ve got a pallet of bricks that the people before me just left out on the back porch.” Nodding around my mouthful, I tossed the idea around a bit before repeating the action more firmly. Across the table, James smirked, and he turned to his plate to eat in silence.

      My mind was in turmoil; it was so easy to forget that James was a complete stranger. Sure- he was a Marine, and Kiki liked him, but I didn’t know him in the way I constantly found myself thinking I did. There was just something about him that seemed so easy to confide in even if he didn’t do the same. Glancing out the window at the bright, summer sun, I sucked my inner cheek between my teeth to hold back a sigh.

      Tomorrow I’m going to go home and leave this paradise behind. The thought was honestly depressing.

      James finished eating before I did, and he dumped his dishes in the sink before getting a beer from the refrigerator. A water bottle landed in front of me, and I smiled in appreciation before reaching for it. Quenching my dry mouth, I watched from the corner of my eye as he leaned on the counter to neck his dark green bottle. The silence surrounding our meal was peaceful, but it took only a few seconds for him to break it when he swiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Can I give Kiki the leg? She hasn’t eaten since yesterday.” Nodding automatically, I scooped up my last bit of corn as James grabbed the leg on the counter. The entire kitchen would probably have to be disinfected, but that was a job a few minutes in the future. Crouching down, he gestured to Kiki under the table before holding out the leg. There was still a generous amount of meat on the bone, and I shuffled in my chair to watch my dog crawl out from her spot.

      “Do you want to let her outside to eat that?” My question seemed to surprise him, and James furrowed his brows as I licked my lips. “You’d have to mop up after her…”

      “Yeah… okay. I’ll do the rest of the doe, too.” Goosebumps rose on my chest and arms at that, and I nodded before gathering up my plate and utensils. Rolling myself to the sink, I rinsed my burden to follow James and Kiki to the back door. The air was heavy even in the shade of his patio, and he set the leg down on the concrete slab with a grunt.

      Today was so mosey; yesterday could’ve been attributed to the drugs I’d had, but this series of moments were all my own. My camera sat on the chair I’d been in before lunch, and I took it gently while James made his way back to his makeshift butcher block. He had everything he needed to live out here, even if most of it was rudimentary. Holding my camera to my eye, I locked on his form to snap a photo of him next to the dead, skinned animal. We’d only been inside for half an hour or so, and there wasn’t a single fly buzzing around the carcass.

      “This is nice… I can see why you like it out here. It’s peaceful.” Speaking before I could stop myself, I sucked in a breath at how stupid I sounded. James had never given any indication he liked living here; he just couldn’t bring himself to leave for whatever reason. Peering at his face through the lens while he bent over the doe, I pursed my lips together tightly at the thick crease between his brows.

      “I guess. I mean- I have money… a lot of money. Yet, I’m still here. I could’ve left after all of that shit I went through, but I didn’t.” James was so physically imposing that seeing him in any other environment was almost impossible. Smiling slightly, I turned my camera to Kiki as she tackled her leg. She gnawed at the meat, not even trying to bite off chunks.

      Lazy dog.

      “I’m glad you didn’t. Otherwise I’d be screwed.”

      “Your ex-fiancé…” Lowering my camera at the topic, I glanced at James as he raked a knife through the front of the doe’s rib cage. I almost regretted telling him about Jason, but it seemed like the right thing to say at the time. “He never tried to get back with you? Do you know what happened to him?”

      “Nope, and no. I’ve seen him a few times in public or on the street, but I never approached him, and he never took a second look at me.” Even nearly a decade later, I wondered how I could be so stupid. Of course, I wanted children; my dad wanted to be a granddad.

      But I didn’t want them at 21 years old or with a man I had essentially settled on. There were so many little details I had left out that had cultivated into what would’ve been a shit storm if Jason and I really went through with our marriage. I probably would’ve gotten cold feet and called it off. It would’ve been the right thing to do, but I’d probably be in a lot of shit if everything had already been paid for.

      “I haven’t been in a lot of relationships. Being with a Marine isn’t exactly the best life for most women. Plus, Nick’s incredibly rich, so I tried to steer clear of all that shit because I never knew if they liked me or him. But he and Hannah are having their first kid in a couple months. Every time I think about it, I’m so glad it’s him and not me. I couldn’t see it then, but she’s so sunny and happy- it would’ve driven me up a wall.”

      “What do you look for in a woman?” I couldn’t help it; I was a terrible person for even asking that question, but I wanted to know. Besides, he brought it up. It’s his fault. In the ensuing silence I wondered what kind of man I wanted. Just like James, I hadn’t dated much after breaking off my engagement. Photography took up a lot of my time and energy, and then I adopted Kiki. Men seemed unnecessary after that because I had everything I wanted.

      I was successful, accomplished, and companioned. There was always the option of toys to fill in the rest.

      “It sounds stupid, but I want someone that I can talk to that doesn’t pity me. I hate pity. I’ve been through some shit, but I did it because I wanted to do it at the time. A lot of people, especially women, act like my leg and my buddies are some sensitive subject they shouldn’t ask about.” Resting my camera in my lap, I narrowed my eyes on James as he heaved a sigh, his lip quirked in a slight, depreciating smirk. “Woman don’t like my leg. They think I’m an invalid. I don’t limp or anything, but sometimes it hurts… especially when I get stressed.”

      “It doesn’t sound stupid, James. And for what it’s worth, I don’t really notice your leg. And your buddies- your tours- they make you who you are. That’s nothing to be ashamed of, so there’s no reason to pity you for it.” Truth rang in my voice, and James glanced up with a bit more of a genuine smile. My chest tightened, and I lifted my camera to capture the moment. He was sweet, and his eyes searched through my lens before he returned to his work.
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      “-ames! James! Wake up!” Jerking up to sit, I sucked a sharp, ragged inhale as Caroline’s concerned face filled my vision. Her firm hands cupped my cheeks, and I bit down hard on my inner cheek as my teeth chattered wildly. Gasping for air, I blinked hard as the vestige of my nightmare clung to the darkness at the edge of my vision. “You’re okay… deep breaths. It was just a nightmare, James.”

      Licking my dry, cracked lips did nothing to moisten them, and I wrapped my palm around my neck to feel my burning throat. Sweat slickened my skin, and Caroline cooed and shushed softly as she held my face with her gentle touch. Her words didn’t really breach the fog in my mind for a few seconds, and I shook my head hard as I tried to calm my racing heart.

      “It was real- Caroline, I-“ Taking a huge breath through my nose, I let my hand fall only to start shaking, rattling all the way to my elbow. “I- It was real. I was there- here- t-“

      “Shh-… Relax, James. I’m here.” My bedroom lights were on, dull and a dusty gold, and I stared at Caroline’s pale face. Despite how empty my mind was, my fingers found their way around her waist. Sitting on the edge of my bed, she stroked my cheekbones with soft thumbs that helped me regain some control.

      Letting my head fall on her shoulder, I relished her heat against my forehead while her fingers swept into my hair. The comforting gesture made my eyes sting and my nose clog, and I tightened my grip on her hips and clenched my jaw tightly.

      “… Do you have nightmares every night?” Caroline’s gentle probe caused my lungs to stutter, and I hiccupped a breath in answer. Stroking my head soothingly, she hummed softly in my ear before her voice wrapped me in its cocoon again. “I heard you talking in your sleep… about someone torturing a woman… you said something about a baby. Is that what happened, James? In that room?”

      “Sh- she… she was a druggie… and Frank- Frank is a fucking psycho, Caroline… He- he did… things- he k- killed her…” I realized in some small part of my mind that I wasn’t making sense to her, but Caroline still acted like she understood. Scooting closer, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders with a small sigh that dried the sweat on the nape of my neck.

      “That’s not your fault, James.”

      “But I knew…” Slithering around her waist, my arms trembled almost as badly as my voice, and I took a shuddering, shallow breath. “I knew- I knew he was messed up… but… but I did it anyway.”

      “But it’s not your fault. Sometimes good people can’t help but do terrible things, but that doesn’t mean you’re terrible, James. It was this Frank guy’s baby, right? It’s his fault- he made the choices, not you.” Finally, my heart didn’t feel like it’d squeeze between my ribs, and I dug my forehead into Caroline’s shoulder in a bare nod. “Do you want to talk about it? I get the general gist of it, but if you want to talk, I’ll listen.”

      “… I- She… she detoxed h- here. And the screaming- I never… I never heard anything like that... Always screaming… constantly unless Frank knocked her out because she couldn’t sleep…” Sputtering slightly, I sniffled hard to catch a whiff of Caroline’s natural body odor. Taking a deeper breath, I held her smell in my lungs before my body couldn’t handle the pressure. “A whole week it took her t- to detox completely… I had to be here… I- I didn’t want Frank to hurt his baby… or her. But… in the end… he- he just stabbed her in the neck… I’ve heard that before- the gurgling and gasping… but that was different.”

      “Oh, James…” Carefully Caroline lifted my head, and my quivering muscles did nothing to resist her. Tilting into her touch, I gulped down the tight, burning lump in my throat as her breath flowed down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

      “I chose to… I could’ve said ‘no’- should’ve said ‘no’.” Mumbling softly, I cracked open aching eyelids to stare at Caroline’s sparkling orbs. “I chose it. I- I wanted to know the worst parts about Frank… I thought I could handle it… but- but he’s…”

      I couldn’t even think of a word to describe Frank, and Caroline nodded with a slight frown dragging down the corners of her mouth.

      “Don’t worry, now. He’s not here anymore, James. How about I go get you some water, okay?” Leaving my face, Caroline’s fingers wrapped around my biceps to push gently, and I forced myself to relax my grip. Slowly she shuffled into her wheelchair, and I reached to rub my face with the butts of my palms as she wheeled herself out of my room.

      This was getting out of control, I realized. If Caroline heard me all the way from the living room, beyond my closed door, I had to be yelling.

      “Fuck-“ Swiping back my hair, I tossed off the blankets and threw my legs over the edge of my bed. Propping my elbows on my knees, I held my face in my hands to contemplate the shit storm I’d made of my life. Not to mention I dragged Caroline into my shit…

      “You might not feel all that great right now, James, but you’ll feel better in the morning. Talking helps, no matter why you don’t want to share.” A cold bottle pressed against my forearm to accompany Caroline’s soft words, and I lifted my heavy head. Her small smile was almost heartbroken, and my heat squeezed at the sight. She couldn’t understand, but she knew that; she only felt what was in her capacity.

      Taking the bottle with an unsteady hand, I twisted the top and let it fall to the floor. The cold water gorged my taste buds, banishing the dryness in my throat as I chugged half the contents. Heaving a sigh, I shook my head absently as she watched me intently.

      “Thank you, Caroline.” Croaking out my gratefulness, I caught her gaze and held it. Caroline only smiled a bit wider, and after a moment I leaned back to roll my shoulders. Hundred-pound weights had been lifted from my chest, and I took a deep, steady breath through my nose.

      “You’re welcome, James. Do you want me to stay with you?” Reluctance seeped into my bones, and I pursed my lips together before nodding slowly. Caroline smiled wider, and she reached for the brakes of her chair and spoke up. “I’ll tell you one of my favorite stories. It’s Jack and the Beanstalk.”

      “I’m not a kid, you know.” Saying those four, tiny words made me feel small and childish, and Caroline arched both her brows. Rolling my eyes, I set the water bottle on the floor to shuffle onto my bed.

      “You want me to just sit here awkwardly in silence, watching you try to fall asleep, like a creep? No. Now shut up. It’s story time. One day, in a magical land, there lived a boy named Jack…” Staring at my pointedly, Caroline smirked widely as she began her story. Laying down stiffly, I covered my lower half and propped my head on my arm before closing my eyes. “He lived on a farm, and was very poor. All he wanted to do all day was dream about being a knight of his kingdom, and having all of the glory that came with it…”

      Caroline’s voice washed away my episode, as if it’d never been. No ghosts clung under my eyelids, and my ears didn’t buzz with phantom screams. Slowly my muscles unwound as she described her characters with an ease that came from practice. Goosebumps rose on my skin when I heard a dreamy lilt in her words, as if she wished she had such a fanciful life.

      “… and Jack had almost made it to the market square before he saw the princess’s procession. Everyone around him ducked their heads, but he craned his neck to catch a glimpse of the woman inside the litter. He saw dark curls and a face that was smooth and the color of cream. He tightened his grip on the rope keeping his cow from running away, and in that moment, he made a decision. His desire to be a knight peaked when he saw who he could be protecting…”

      My scope of comprehension narrowed as Caroline weaved her tale, and I found myself missing small portions.

      “’Beans?’, said Jack. ‘I don’t need no beans. I need money. Unless you got five silver pieces, go away.’ But the man only smiled and shook his head. ‘No, boy. I got magic beans. Worth more than a hundred gold pieces- a thousand silver pieces. I’ll trade you my beans for that cow.’…”
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      Breakfast was quiet, and the Army ration tasted worse than usual. Staring blankly into space as I shoveled food into my mouth, I couldn’t seem to get rid of the frown on my face. Sitting next to me on the couch, James was tense and distracted, and I swallowed my bite harshly before opening my mouth.

      “Are you going to be okay, James?” We’d avoided talking about my departure since we woke up, and I winced at how shaky my voice was. If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t feel comfortable leaving James alone. I’d only just began to scratch the surface of what haunted him, and now I was leaving. My gaze flickered to the satellite phone that sat on the coffee table, and I pursed my lips together.

      Last night, after James fell asleep, I had half a mind to call my dad and tell him not to come. I couldn’t just abandon something I’d just started. James didn’t deserve that. Despite the guilt that ate away at my gut, I couldn’t find the courage to call.

      It was such a shitty feeling.

      “I’m 37 years old, Caroline. I can deal without being babysat.” James’ nasty tone struck a chord in me, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Twisting to glare at him, I watched through narrowed eyes as he scowled darkly into his ration bag. He had a rather large rod shoved up his ass this morning, and I wasn’t really in the mood to deal with it. Sleeping in a wheelchair wasn’t nearly as comfortable as it seemed, after all.

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Don’t be such an ass. I’ll come back if you want once my ankle’s better. Or did you forget that I have broken bones?” Shooting me a glare of his own, James scoffed as I tightened my grip on my breakfast. The bag squelched softly, but it wasn’t noticed under the hot, intense atmosphere that swirled between us.

      “I didn’t fucking forget. Don’t get pissed at me for something that was going to happen anyway. You were never going to stay here more than a couple of days- we both knew that. If you weren’t so fucking nosy, I wouldn’t be pissed off.” Clenching my jaw, I couldn’t deny that James was at least partly right. This wasn’t a lasting arraignment, and we did know that, even if I didn’t want to acknowledge it. Letting out my breath sharply, I dropped my spork into my bag to set it on the coffee table.

      “Well, sorry for trying to help you, James. You’re a grown ass man- you can’t blame this entirely on me. You’re just as capable of calling 911 as I am. If you didn’t want me around, you could’ve called at any time.” Snapping back, I crossed my arms over my chest with a huff. “I should’ve called when I woke up and spared you the misery of some fucking company.”

      “Fuck you, alright? I brought you here out of my own volition and you fucking pick my brain like it’s your job.” A harsh gasp flew from my throat, and I clenched my hands into tight fists as James snorted. Red started to seep into the corners of my vision, a lump forming in my throat that labored my already hot, shallow breaths. “I could’ve ignored your damn dog and you would have one less foot right now. And you haven’t even thanked me. So, don’t act like you’re God’s gift to me to make me see the light.”

      “You’re an asshole, you know that?” I was going to choke on my own anger if I spoke another word, and James rolled his eyes. Pushing himself up roughly, he snatched my discarded bag to storm into the kitchen. Squeezing my eyes shut tightly, I scrunched up my face in an attempt to calm down. Forcing myself to take big breaths, I counted slowly to ten before speaking up.

      “I am grateful to you, James- I really am…” What else could I say? The question had no answer, and I unfurled my arms to rub my palms together while my brain churned. “I just… I don’t know. I don’t want to leave you out here with nobody. It’s not good for you.”

      “I can leave whenever I want and rejoin society. Just because you know doesn’t mean you have an obligation to watch over me, Caroline.” James was right behind me, and I lifted my head as his hands came down on my shoulders to squeeze gently. “After my last deployment, I came home and did nothing for years. I bought this house because of Frank, but you said it yourself last night- he’s not here. I’m going finish what the people before me started. Who knows… maybe it’ll be something I’m good at?”

      “I think you would be. And you can always call me if you want to. I can come ba-“ A shrill beeping cut me off, and I flopped my head forward to look at the phone on the coffee table. Rolling my lips between my teeth, I shivered slightly when James released my shoulders. Leaning to grab the device, my body ached in protest at the knowledge of who was calling.

      My dad wanted directions, which meant he was on his way.

      “Hello?” Part of me rejoiced to hear my father’s voice, but the soft creak of the floors when James walked around the couch staunched any smile that threatened to breach my lips.

      “Hey, CareBear. Do you have any way of getting me where I’m going? I’m about to reach the campsite exit in about a mile.” Glancing at James as he sat on the couch, I held my breath before lifting the phone from my ear. He took it wordlessly, staring at it to take a deep breath through his grim expression.

      Drowning out their conversation, I stared at my lap as my mind worked at a steady pace. I shouldn’t feel so bad for leaving, I knew; James would’ve never came into my life if I hadn’t been stupid and left my tent after dark. It should’ve been easy to slip out of his just as I’d arrived.

      But my stupid self went and made it complicated.

      “He’ll be here in half an hour.” Humming softly at that, I clasped my hands in my lap while James set the phone back on the table. “Don’t feel bad, Caroline.”

      “I promise to come back, though…” My response was pathetic, and James shuffled to sit directly next to me. His body was warm, the muscles in his arm hard against mine, and I rested my head on his shoulder with a sigh.

      “It’ll take at least six weeks for that to heal. Your fractured ankle should be good in half that. Maybe I’ll call you up and we can make plans for the house?” Nodding silently, my heart squeezed at how long it’d take to fix my idiocy. Six weeks might as well have been a lifetime after what happened these past two days.

      One moment I closed my eyes, and the next I heard the familiar sound of my dad’s truck outside. Stiffening, I opened my eyes to turn to James. His lips were a thin line, pupils restricted and face pinched, and I held my breath as he shrugged off my head.

      Hauling himself off the sofa, James grabbed the grips on the wheelchair in front of me in silence. Shuffling carefully into the seat, my arms washed in goosebumps, and my fingers twitched as anxiety filled my veins. My heart beat hard, swelling and threatening to suffocate me even as I struggled to take even breaths. Kiki whined softly as she came up to me, and I pet her head gently before folding my hands in my lap.

      “You never gave me your number.” Speaking up lowly, James’ voice wrapped around me to send a shiver down my spine. Licking my lips, I tried to keep my own voice from trembling as I rattled off my cell phone number. Slowly the wheelchair began to move, and my eyes stung lightly as he pushed me around the couch. My camera bag and back pack were already at the door, waiting, but I couldn’t do more than glance at them.

      The finality of the situation hit me hard when James set my camera bag in my lap, and I clutched the canvas to my belly. I had over a hundred pictures of him on my memory card, and my mind sped to the future. These photos were going to be my treasure, my secret; even if James had given me permission to share them, I wouldn’t.

      A hard knock on the door broke my trance, and I tensed in my seat as the barrier swung open. My dad wore a funny expression- something between anger and worry. Smiling up at him, guilt crept into my chest at how much I must’ve put him through no matter how calm he’d sounded on the phone.

      “You look like shit, CareBear.” Letting out a nervous chuckle, I shrugged at the observation before my dad turned his attention to James. Their standoff made me glad I was sitting; the hairs on the crown of my head stood up from whatever they were silently exchanging until my dad spoke up. “Thanks for taking care of her.”

      “No problem. I set her ankle, but I’m not a doctor.” Those were the only words that passed between them, and my dad’s gaze flickered to me. Reaching for my back pack by his feet, he stepped into the house to take up position behind my chair.

      The sun burned my face as I crossed the threshold, but I didn’t look back while my heart took up permanent residence in my throat.
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      Rolling over in bed, I cracked my eyes open as my cell phone blared a shrill ring tone. The sound shattered the deep, still darkness of night, and I took a deep breath as I answered the call.

      “Hello?” Even without reading the caller ID, I knew who had called me, and heavy breathing met my rasping greeting. “James… did you have another nightmare?”

      Every night for the past month James called me, and I shuffled on my back to rub my bleary eyes. Sometimes, when he called, he didn’t even say anything; we were just quiet on the phone. Other times, he told me about his dreams, and there were times when I just told him that Jack and the Beanstalk story. The important thing was that he called, though; I didn’t even care that he woke me up. It wasn’t like I had a job I had to go to in the morning.

      “Can you tell me the story? It was bad…” Rough and slurring slightly, James’ request sent my heart pitter-pattering and a fierce heat to engulf every cell in my body. Words couldn’t describe how happy I was that he relied on me, how comfortable he felt to call me when he wasn’t doing well.

      “Yeah- yeah, I can. Give me a second.” Setting my phone on my pillow, I sluggishly pushed myself up to sit and run my hand through my hair. Throwing my legs over the side of my bed, I grabbed my crutch before hauling myself onto my feet. My brace made a clunking sound against the hardwood floor, but I ignored it to take hold of my phone. “I’m just going to get some water first.”

      Hobbling my way to the bathroom across the hall, I winced at the bright lights that skewered my brain. Setting my phone on the back of the toilet, my fingers worked the faucet knobs shakily as they tried to overcome my half-asleep state. For a moment, my mind went back to the first time James had called me in the middle of the night. It’d happened three days after I got home, and he’d asked about my ankle.

      Splashing water on my face, I cupped my hands together to drink and soothe my dry mouth with quirked lips. It didn’t take me long to figure out why he really called that first time, and since then he’d taken my ‘call me any time’ advice very seriously. Turning off the faucet, I looked at myself in the mirror as I dried my face before snatching my phone.

      “James? You there?” Making my way back into my bedroom, I shut the door behind me as Kiki watched me from her place at the foot of my bed. James’ only response was a grunt, and I sat down on top of my blankets before clearing my throat. “Once upon a time, in a magical land, there lived a peasant boy named Jack. Jack lived on a farm with his mom in the middle of vast countryside. There was an ocean of green in all directions, but Jack didn’t like his farm boy life…”

      I’d recited this story so many times I didn’t even have to think about it anymore, and my speaker emanated no noise at all. Closing my eyes, I leaned back on my butt as I spoke the same words I’d spoke last night, and the night before. Sleep was so tantalizingly close, but at the same time I couldn’t reach it.

      I didn’t want to reach it.

      “… Jack’s mother told him, ‘You take the cow to market, Jack. Don’t lose the cow with your silly daydreams!’, for she knew how much Jack’s mind tended to wander. He promised to do her proud, but she still shook her head. ‘And make sure you get a good price, or we’ll starve to death! You hear me, boy?’, she said, and Jack nodded furiously before slipping out the front door…”

      “Why is this your favorite story, Caroline?” Cutting me off, James’ question caused my eyelids to pop open. Goosebumps rushed down my arms, and I switched my phone from one ear to the other before answering him.

      “Because Jack was a nobody, and he did great things. It reminds me that the most ordinary people can be the most amazing. What’s your favorite story? Did anyone tell you stories when you were little?” Even as I launched my probe, I knew the answer; James’ parents didn’t do that kind of thing with their children. He’d let slip that most of the time his parents were too busy fawning over his brothers… unless he messed up, of course.

      “Mine… I think… it’d be Hansel and Gretel. You know, the one about the kids and the candy house and the witch.” Humming in acknowledgement, I took a deep breath as James continued speaking. “My buddy- the one that died in the Humvee… he used to tell that story to his kids over video chat. I guess I like it because they escaped without help. They did what they had to do, you know?”

      “Yeah. Do you want me to tell that story instead?”

      “Can you?” Nodding even though he couldn’t see me, I closed my eyes again to think of what to say. Hansel and Gretel was a pretty dark story, and I wanted to keep it light. James didn’t call me to listen about a witch that tricked children and baked them into pies that she then ate.

      Of course, that was a big part of the story, but dulling it was important.

      “Okay. Once upon a time, there were two children- Hansel and Gretel. They were siblings- twins- and they were constantly getting into mischief. Hansel liked to put pine needles in their evil uncle’s soup that they weren’t allowed to eat. Gretel liked to put mud in his slippers. Every time they pranked their uncle, Hansel and Gretel were sent out of their little cabin as punishment, but they enjoyed the freedom…”

      Droning on and on, I ducked my head and ran my hand through my hair a hundred times as the darkest part of the night waned into early morning. It wasn’t until I heard James’ light snore through the line that I paused, and for a moment I just listened to him breathe. We were hours apart, but I’d never felt closer to him. He was lost, and each time he called me he found his way. Even if he wandered just an hour, it was still progress.

      Staring at my phone as it fell into my lap, I expelled a tired sigh. Four, long, weeks had passed, and I was starting to feel the toll. My camera was basically collecting dust, and I couldn’t even play with Kiki until my ankle had fully healed. Leaning to stare at my booted foot, I frowned slightly as my mind went back to my first doctor’s appointment. The man that x-rayed and checked my foot had been surprised at how well it’d been set. Telling him the story of James sticking his fingers into my leg to find the break had made him cringe outwardly.

      “Did you get another call, Caroline?” Glancing up at Sheila’s question, I nodded before she slipped through the threshold. I hadn’t even noticed her opening my door despite the low groan the hinges let out. She’d moved back into our guest bedroom, but neither my father nor I objected any.

      She was a much better cook than I, especially because I couldn’t reach the spice cabinet.

      “I feel so bad for leaving him, Sheila. Every night- and I can’t help him the way I should.” Seating herself next to me, Sheila wrapped her arm around my back to rub soothingly. She was who people pictured when hearing the term ‘Southern Hospitality’, with her strong physique and dark complexion that never discolored from anger. Leaning on her shoulder, I sniffled lightly as I remembered all of the strange looks I got when she picked me up from school for the first time. So many kids wondered how an African American could have a white child, and it was confusing for young me.

      Even though I knew she’d never marry my dad, I considered Sheila my mother figure. She couldn’t have children of her own, so I’d made it my mission my entire life to give her everything she wanted.

      “But you are helping him, CareBear. You can only do what you have the means to. I’d hazard a guess that this is easier for him, you know.” Tilting my head to look into Sheila’s wise, dark eyes, my question must’ve splattered across my face as she nodded sagely. “Oh, yes. Men- they grow up thinking that sharing their feelings isn’t manly. That it’s wrong. That they have to be strong and silent. So, I bet not seeing your face gives him a sense of security. Why don’t you invite him over? Even Kiki has been down in the dumps since you got back.”

      “You think he’d come?” Patting my back reassuringly, Sheila winked down at me before standing up. Her pajamas rustled in the ensuing silence, and I watched her wander towards my desk to tap my camera bag.

      “I think you should ask him. You know him better than I do, Caroline. Just remember- there’s no such thing as a bad decision.”
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      Clearing my throat roughly, I rolled my shoulders to get rid of some of the tension that rested just under my skin. Nerves tightened my abdomen, stiffening my arm when I raised my fist to knock on the door.

      Caroline’s home was part of a cookie cutter collection that spanned the entire neighborhood. Wrapped in light beige siding, with a two-step, tiny concrete block to stand in front of the door under a curved, white awning. The front yard was covered in green grass, but there were no flowers anywhere.

      My heart thudded hard in my chest as I waited for someone to answer my knock, and I swiped my palm across my jaw. I couldn’t remember a time when I was so nervous to meet a woman. Then again, most women don’t do what she did.

      Glancing back at my car, I pursed my lips together at the sleek, black paint job and shiny rims. I had stuck the thing in storage and bought a truck, but the strange notion to impress Caroline urged me to wipe off the dust. A soft click stole my attention, and I whipped my head around just as the barrier swung open.

      Caroline stood in the threshold awkward, and I narrowed my eyes on the crutch that supported half her body. Her injured foot was encased in a thin boot, and the other was resting in a purple flip flop. Traveling up to her face, my eyes strained to take in every detail I could.

      I’d missed her- a lot.

      “Hey, James- um… come in.” Wobbling out of the way, Caroline’s face flushed pink, and the sight brought a smile to mine. “How was the drive? I know it’s long- I’m sorry.”

      “It was fine, thanks. I’m actually glad to be back in the city.” Lies. Clenching my jaw, I shut the door behind me before turning to face Caroline fully. “I was surprised when you asked me to come by. Is everything okay?”

      Alarm flittered across her expression, and she turned a darker shade of pink before nodding. The floor creaked when she shifted against her crutch, and I held my breath in anticipation.

      “Oh yeah- everything is fine… I just- I wanted to see you.” My eyes widened at that, shock taking over my expression as my chest tightened. Staring down at her feet, Caroline huffed what might’ve been a laugh that rose above the blood that pounded in my ears. “It seems stupid now that I say it out loud… but- yeah, so…”

      “It’s not stupid. I was glad you asked. Where’s your dad? And Sheila?” Tearing my gaze from Caroline, I glanced around her living room almost anxiously. I felt like a teenager again, meeting a girl in her house for the first time without her parents home. It was as shitty a feeling as it was exciting, and she hobbled towards the plain, brown sectional sofa to drop down heavily.

      “My dad had a VA appointment, and Sheila went with him. It’s weird. They don’t love each other like that, but she’s basically his wife. I’m lucky.” Sitting next to her, I grunted absently at that knowledge as I looked over the assortment of odds and ends on the entertainment system. “What about you, though. James, you didn’t call me last night- I got worried.”

      Taking a deep breath, I licked my lips in preparation to utter the words I’d never thought I’d say. Cracking a smile, I glanced over at Caroline’s worried expression, her brows drawn and eyes shining. My chest buzzed, and I clasped my hands together to rub away the tingling sensation that shot through me.

      “Actually… I- I slept really well last night. I didn’t have a nightmare…” I dreamt about you instead. I could almost hear that last phrase hang between us, and Caroline grinned widely. Pride and accomplishment overtook her face, and she reached to grab my hands in both of hers to squeeze. Electricity shot up my arms to jolt my heart, and she’d barely opened her mouth before my body moved without my mind’s control.

      Caroline’s lips were soft and tasted a hint of mozzarella cheese, and I kissed her hard before realizing what I was doing. Any attempt I could make to pull away was halted when she flung her arms around my neck, and her acceptance set fire to my blood. Capturing her mouth with a ferocity I didn’t know I possessed, I leaned back to pull her into my lap.

      Straddling my waist, Caroline rubbed her generous bust against my chest with a needy whimper. My mind washed in white, and I worked my tongue into her mouth to groan at her taste. Wrapping my hands around her waist, I held her tight and close as desperation surged through me.

      “Don’t scare me- oh God… you scared me so bad. I- I thought something bad happened to you- that you did something bad to yourself…” Mumbling into my mouth, Caroline took a deep, shuddering breath that seemed to suck part of my soul from me. “I need you to call me, James. Okay? You have to call me.”

      A small, hot tear fell from Caroline’s thick eyelashes to land on my cheek, and I slid my hands up her body and into her hair. Resting my forehead against hers, I took a shaky breath of my own before answering.

      “I’m sorry. I should’ve called this morning.” Relaxing heavily into the couch with Caroline’s weight comfortably holding me down, I kneaded her scalp absently as she sunk into my chest. “I missed you.”

      “Asshole-“ Cracking and high pitched, Caroline’s rasp made me wince even as I closed my eyes. “I’m… I’ve been miserable. My dad and Sheila teamed up on me, and I can’t go out to photograph anything until my ankle checks out. I should’ve stayed with you. This city is terrible.”

      “Do you want to sneak out with me?” Affection blossomed in my chest when Caroline nodded instantly, and she sat up a little to wipe her moist eyes.

      “I was hoping you’d ask. Can Kiki come, too? She needs someone to play with her.” Smiling as Caroline clumsily climbed off me, I nodded even while she looked anywhere but at me. Watching her grab her crutch, I waited until she was plenty far away to stand up. My lips tingled, aching to touch hers; after the dozens of hours on the phone, I just wanted her close.

      “Um… where are we going? Do you have any place in mind or was that offer spur of the moment?” Caroline’s blush reached its peak, and I shrugged absently as I tried to focus on what she meant, not what she meant. Wobbling around the couch, she headed for the other side of the living room where a sliding, glass door sat unnoticed.

      “Actually, I was hoping you’d have somewhere. I don’t really know this city too well. I’d only lived here for six or seven months before getting that cabin.” The door slid open, and I stuffed my hands in my jean pockets as Kiki came bouncing through. She trotted right over to me, tail stiff and nostrils flaring as she sniffed and circled me. Letting her do her thing, I cast my gaze at Caroline while she wandered back over to me.

      “I mean… we can always go to the park?” Any idea was a good idea at this point, and I fished my keys out of my pocket quietly. Eyeing Kiki wearily, I reached to scratch between her ears with a slight smirk. Her pleased groan echoed around the room, and when I glanced up Caroline wore a warm smile.

      “Let’s go, then. I’ll even take you to lunch- somewhere with plates.” My lame attempt at a joke earned me a laugh, and Caroline shook her head as we shuffled towards the door.

      “Such a gentleman. Upgrading from bags to styrofoam take out boxes. What did I do to deserve such luxury, James?” Pulling open the door, I grinned at the question before wrapping my free arm around Caroline’s waist. Instantly her cheeks reddened, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at how embarrassed she looked.

      “It’s the least I can do after keeping you up all night, every night, Caroline.” Her jaw dropped, eyes widening, and my grin threatened to break my cheeks. Pushing herself away roughly, she huffed as she tried, and failed, to storm off with her crutch down the short stairs. I’d missed our banter, no matter that it’d taken a sharp sexual turn, and I shook my head before closing the door behind me as she muttered to herself just loud enough for me to hear.

      “Idiot…”
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      “You’re seriously going to eat two chili dogs and fried broccoli?” Popping open my cardboard box of greasy, yummy goodness, I eyeballed James’ container wearily. “I don’t think that’s healthy.”

      “Why don’t you focus on eating that burger, Caroline. Don’t bitch about portion to me when you have a cheeseburger with a bigger circumference than your entire head.” Gasping at the tease, I turned my gaze to my burger to take in all of its unhealthy glory. James had a point; this thing was massive. If I were any less active, I’d gain five pounds just by looking at it.

      “Remind me why I put up with your crap…” Taking off the top bun as I grumbled, I snatched up my ketchup packets with a smirk plastered on my face. Tearing them open, I slathered the contents on top of my bacon, pepper, fried cheese loaded burger with a twisting stomach.

      “I paid…” Bland and flat, James’ answer pulled a giggle from me as I tossed my empty ketchup packets into the top box. Sitting under a tree, we were shielded by the sun, but it didn’t do anything to staunch the humid heat. Sweat collected between my shoulder blades and breasts, but I wasn’t complaining.

      Being outside would always beat being inside, no matter the weather.

      “So, if you haven’t been able to go out with your camera, how have you been working?” James posed the question as I took a big bite of my burger, and I used my chewing time to think of an answer. The truth was I just reached into my backlog of photos; even then, I didn’t really need to do anything. My father handled the bills, so I didn’t really have any financial responsibilities.

      Groaning softly at how good my cheeseburger was, I closed my eyes to savor it for just a second. Gino’s was famous all along the coast, and this was the exact reason why. They weren’t cheap, per say, but everything they made were delicious.

      “Well…” Grabbing a napkin to dab away the juice that dribbled down my chin, I swallowed harshly before continuing. Across the table James looked as interested as he could while shoving the end of his chili dog into his mouth. “My dad doesn’t let me pay bills. He says I’m his kid, I live under his roof, so he’s going to treat me like a kid. Which is fine- I’m not complaining. It’s not like he’s strapped for cash, and if he was, he’d tell me and let me help. So, I’m not broke by any means. If I get bored or start to go crazy from being in the house, I just go through my backlog as if I’m picking something for the Journal. My bosses know what happened, and they’re really good about it.”

      “I see- okay. Even though I’m not with Nick’s company anymore, I still get paid like I am. It’s kind of shitty because I just left with no warning, and he still takes care of me… not that I don’t have enough money to live off of for the rest of my life, but…” Ducking my head in a nod, I adjusted my grip on my burger to take another bite. “When you asked me here, I thought about going to see him and Ethan. It’s a long, fucked up story, but I really did him and Hannah wrong.”

      For a fraction of a second, I debated asking him, but James would tell me eventually. He’d let something slip- a tiny piece of something- just like he did with his experience with Frank. Reaching absently for a thick, hot steak fry, I set my burger down to hold my cheek in my hand.

      “We can go, if you want, James. I don’t know what happened between you three, but you’re obviously close. If you want to see your family, you should. They’re your little brothers, and I’m sure they miss you, too.”

      “Maybe.” Glancing up, I couldn’t help but frown at the apprehension on James’ expression. I didn’t comment on it, but a nagging in my brain told me he probably wouldn’t go see his brothers.

      At least, not today.

      “Have you ever gone to see your mom, Caroline?” Pausing with my fry between my teeth, I bit down automatically as my mind went blank. Forcing myself to chew and swallow, I took a deep breath as the mushy insides burned my tongue. Snatching my soda, the carbonized sugar washed my mouth out only to leave a sour taste behind.

      “No. But I’ve more or less made peace with her, James. If I don’t have to associate with her, I won’t. She’s still got two years on her stint, so I’ll worry about her popping into my life then.” My mother wasn’t a sensitive subject at all, but I wanted to shut it down quickly. This wasn’t a matter of ‘she messed up one time, maybe I should give her a second chance’, and I hoped James understood that. Watching him nod, I tried not to think towards the future too much; if she did try to find me, I knew it’d be a disaster. I wasn’t immune to wanting her no matter how many times I tried to kid myself. Her absence just made it easier to ignore her.

      “I remember when Ethan got jailed over the weekend for underage drinking. It was, like, a week before his 21st birthday, and his friends threw him a rager. I’m pretty sure it was Nick that called the cops- Ethan is the youngest, so he was still trying to find himself. Anyway, when I went to pick him up on Monday, he looked miserable and said he’d never get wasted again. I guess he drank so much he was still hungover then, but the cops didn’t give him any help at all. He had puke all over him, so I drove my car near the curb and made him walk home. We all drink pretty moderately, but as far as I know he’s never gotten drunk since.”

      “I had a bit of an experience when I was 21, too. My dad was on his last deployment, and I got a couple of friends and partied hard because he was coming home for good. The next morning, I woke up to a trashed house, all of my friends were gone, and Sheila looked ready to bust some capillaries. She made me clean the whole house while I was hung over. Since then, I’ve been sober.” Smiling at the memory, I picked up my burger as James snorted a laugh around his chili dog. “I never told my dad, and I’m pretty sure he still doesn’t know seven years later.”

      “So, I take it you’d say ‘no’ if I wanted to take you out for a beer?” James stared right at me, and I blushed hard around my cheeseburger. Rubbing my feet together under the table, I shook my head slightly to draw an almost goofy grin from him.

      We’d been through such an intense experience together that I had an uncertain expectation James would ask me out. In the past month, the notion floated in and out of my mind constantly. Staring at the sesame seeds on my bun, I furrowed my brows as I thought about what us dating would mean.

      If I dared to look into the future, what would I see? The idea was daunting, and my ring finger twitched against my burger.

      “What’s wrong, Caroline?” Flickering to James, my eyes narrowed at the pensive concern on his face. Wordlessly I shook my head, taking a bite of my cheeseburger that suddenly didn’t taste as good as it should’ve. Using my chewing to buy me time, I set down my food to prop my chin in my hand.

      “I was just thinking- I haven’t really gone on a date with someone I wanted to go on a second date with since my engagement fell apart. I mean, what we went through… what we’re still going through- I don’t want a date to be based on misguided feelings. I’m 28 years old, and I like to think I’m not naive like I was when I was 18.” Even as I said it, I knew that was what was happening, and I took a deep breath to heavy a sigh. “I do like you, James… I just don’t know if I like you because I want to help you, or because I really just like you.”

      “… Does that really matter?” James’ tone surprised me; there was no darkness in it, just seriousness that mirrored his expression. Licking my lips as he set down his half-eaten chili dog, I tilted my head in my hand and nibbled my inner cheek. “Isn’t that the point of going on a date? You know my darkest secret, Caroline… but you really don’t know anything else. When I call you, we don’t really talk about the small things, and those matter just as much as the big things. For that matter, I don’t know that much about you, either. Why don’t we have a light conversation or two, and then you can rethink it?”
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      Sliding into the passenger seat of James’ car, I stuffed my fists into my lap while he put my crutch and Kiki in the back seat. I couldn’t get his words out of my head, and I took a deep breath as he rounded the car to get into the driver’s seat. Our lunch had been quiet after I voiced my worries, and my gut churned dangerously around my burger and fries.

      I’d stress eaten my entire meal, and now I felt sick at my own words.

      “I’ll take you home.” Sharing his intent with me, James started his car and pulled smoothly out of the parking space. Nodding quietly, I reached to run my hand through my hair before opening my mouth.

      “I’m really bad at this. I just- I don’t want to hurt you, James.” His hand wrapped around mine, and I closed my eyes to let my head fall back on the head rest. “You don’t deserve more crap.”

      “Relax, Caroline. It’s okay. You shouldn’t worry about me. I’ve been through some shit, sure- but it was never about a woman.” Squeezing my hand reassuringly, James’s touch sent a rush of warmth to my chest, and I cracked a smile. “Any man that gets his heart broken by you is lucky. I don’t think I’ve ever known someone that puts up with as much shit as you do for me.”

      “I don’t think of it like that. I like to tell you stories… I like giving you something you never had before. When you call me, it makes me feel useful- especially because my ankle is keeping me between a rock and a hard place.” Lolling my head to glare weakly at my foot, I twisted my lips in a scowl before James’ laughter filled the car. Sailing smoothly down the street, he released my hand to wrap his around the wheel while I wiggled my toes. My foot only hurt when I put my weight on it, and the doctor said I’d be able to walk on it in a week or so.

      “Listen… Caroline, if you’re unsure because we kissed- I won’t pressure you. I know your ex was d-“

      “N- no… that’s not it-“ Cutting James off, I twisted to watch his brows come together sharply even though he kept his eyes on the road. “I mean, before… I didn’t really fine you… physically attractive? I mean, you are- I just didn’t really notice… At the cabin, with my ankle- and your nightmares… but that’s… that’s not a problem. It was actually really nice.”

      “Oh…” Heat billowed into my cheeks, and James glanced at me with a half smirk quirking his lips. “Forget that, then. Seriously, though- I won’t push you. I made the same mistake, just in less time.”

      “Thanks, James.” Returning his smile, I twisted farther to look at Kiki as she panted in the back seat. James had played her ragged, and she didn’t even look at me. It’d been so long since she had a good, hard game of fetch, and I relished the heaviness of her eyelids.

      The ride home was quiet, pleasant, and James even walked me to my door. Turning awkwardly with my crutch, I pulled my lips between my teeth as he stood at the bottom of the steps. My heart beat hard, and I adjusted my grip on my crutch before opening my mouth.

      “Do you want to come in?” Holding my breath in anticipation, I tried to ignore the fluttering in my belly when James nodded. Reaching for the door knob, I pushed my way inside as Kiki rushed past me to head for her water bowl in the kitchen. James’ body heat scorched my back through my thin shirt, and he shut the barrier with a firm click. The sound was like a judge’s gavel in my ears, and I let my breath out through my nose before setting my crutch against the wall.

      My home spun in slow motion as I turned, and the sexual tension in the air was almost suffocating. We’d managed to avoid it despite the near constant flirting and talk of relationship, but now it was inescapable. Hopeful anxiety splashed against my ribs, filling my chest and making it hard to breathe. James’ eyes scanned my body, sending delicious shivers down my spine with each pass. The intensity of his gaze caused goosebumps to rise on every inch of exposed skin I had, and I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth before he moved.

      Big, strong hands cupped my butt, whisking me off my feet before a shocked gasp could even leave my mouth. Wrapping my legs around James’ waist automatically, I shuddered at the display of pure manliness as I crashed my lips on his. His groan was low, traveling down my throat to nestle in my abdomen while my palms met his cheeks. Grinding my hips against his, I opened my mouth for his sweet invasion to taste the fried broccoli he’d eaten less than half an hour before.

      It was delicious, and I didn’t even like fried broccoli.

      James’ thick chest muscles twitched and swelled against my breasts, teasing my nipples through both our shirts with each shallow breath I took. Letting go of my thoughts, I just enjoyed the feel of him against my front- of his heat and chiseled perfection.

      We swayed; I almost didn’t realize we were moving until James stumbled on the first step of the staircase. Tearing my lips from his, I kissed down his jaw and neck to lick and suck his pulse point. Against my apex his member was noticeable between his jeans and my shorts, and I tightened my grip on him as he struggled up the stairs.

      “Tell me this is a good idea…” My breathless request only pulled a grunt from James, and I bit down hard on his shoulder muscle. His whole body jerked in erotic shock, his cock pulsing against my core, and I smirked when he let go of my left butt cheek to grab the railing.

      “Fuck- this is a great idea.” Slathering my saliva over the offended spot, I hummed in acknowledge before he started stomping up the stairs again. “I’ve never pictured you naked, you know.”

      The little tidbit of information pulled a delighted gasp from deep inside me, and I pulled away from James completely to check for any signs of a lie. His expression was completely serious, if a little red, and he jerked his head as if he knew what I was after. Reaching the top of the steps, he carried me with sharp huffs and straining muscles until I flung my hand out to grab my doorknob.

      In the time it took him to cross the room to my bed, James and I were kissing again. I didn’t even remember when it started, and I moaned softly when his tongue tangled with mine. Stradling his lap, my thighs started to burn from rubbing against his jeans, and my fingers tingled as they wrapped around the hem of his shirt.

      Removing James’ shirt in one, swift action, I pushed him back to trail kisses down his chest. The sweat that’d dried on his skin after our trip to the park was like the finest wine, and I dragged my tongue heavily between his pectoral muscles.

      “Tell me you’re on birth control, Caroline…” The rasping request came as I reached his navel, and I shook my head before crawling up his body. His protest was written all over his face, but I stopped his words from escaping with my lips.

      “Relax, James. I can only get pregnant when I’m ovulating, and I’m not. Just pull out…” Rounding my hips against his abs as I mumbled my response, I took his bottom lip between my teeth to tug gently. “I’ll let you cum on my ass. Please don’t not do this because you don’t have a condom.”

      A low groan was all I needed, and I smirked even as undue mortification surged into my chest. I was at the opposite spectrum of vanilla, but it’d just been so long…

      Speaking of long… Sliding down to James’ waist, impatience easily replaced everything else in me as I unfastened his jeans. His cock sprang out without any prodding, red and willing and hard. The veins pulsed wildly as they webbed around his length, and I ran my nose down the thickest one to take a deep breath.

      “Should I… or should I not…?” Flickering up to his face, my eyes narrowed on the pure rapture of James’ expression, and my smirk widened. The vein in his forehead pulsed noticeably, and I circled the head of his cock with my forefinger. It was the softest of touches, but he thrust his hips with a tortured groan that broke the dam inside me.

      “T- Tease…” Blinking slowly, I pulled away from him completely to stand with most of my weight on my good leg. Sliding down my shorts and panties, my hands trembled at the hunger written on James’ face while his own fisted the comforter.

      “I’m offended you think I’m enjoying watching you try to avoid cumming when I haven’t done anything.” Kicking my clothes away, I climbed back on James’ lap to sit directly on his cock. His hiss was music to my ears, and I ground his hot length between my folds with a moan. “Go-o-o-od…”

      Rolling my hips, I shivered as a slick sound echoed around my room before falling forward to brace on James’ broad shoulders. He was so close it was almost funny, but I couldn’t laugh.

      Not when I was just as close.

      My grinding drenched his silky smooth rod with my juices, and I ducked my head to kiss James as he struggled to breathe. His hands flew to grip my hips hard, and he forced me to move faster and harder. Moaning each time the bulbous head of his cock flicked my clit, I rocked and dipped as my need rose. My heart beat a rapid staccato, and my abdomen clenched tightly while our tongues danced within the seal of our lips.

      Some deep, dark part of me wanted to see if I could get James to explode just like this- with everything but my all-too-willing genitals. This was harmless humping, and I wanted to see how long it would take.

      “Ah- fuck…” Gasping into James’ mouth, I sat up straight to slide down to his sack and back up again. Panting wildly, my throat burned and chest tightened as spasms raked down my spine. “Fuck- fuck… Just- j- just…”

      The rough pad of a thumb circling my clit harshly sent me over the edge, and my knees slammed shut. Twitches assaulted my body as I climaxed, eyes rolling in their sockets and fingernails digging into James’ thighs. Holding my hips in a vice grip, he thrust hard and erratic, and the friction only prolonged my orgasm as air got caught in my lungs. Lips parted in a silent scream, I clenched my core tightly as a flood of pleasure swept my nerves down to my entrance.
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      “You make the most perfect face when you cum…” The worshipful note in James’ voice broke through the blood roaring in my ears, and I cracked my eyes open. Taking shallow, gasping breaths, I swallowed down the cotton in my mouth before flopping my head forward. Bright, brown eyes met mine almost instantly, and I shivered as his fingers slipped out from under my thighs.

      “I th- thought you would… guess I was wrong…” Speaking between pants, my lips quirked in a shaky smile before James grabbed my wrist. Pulling me down without resistance, he smirked smugly until capturing my mouth in a hot, promise-filled kiss. Carefully rolling us over, he held my hands above my head to thrust lightly against me. My own juices dribbled from his sack between my butt cheeks, and I tried to lift one leg only to fail miserably.

      “I guess you are.” Smiling at James’ mumble, I wrapped my arms around his neck to hold him close as he gyrated against me. Sliding down my arms sensually, his clammy palms pushed up my shirt until the cool air of my room pierced my nipples. Arching with a gasp, my spine tingled, and my breasts ached as he squeezed them hard.

      “Oh-h-h yeah-h…” My moans bounced around us, and James left my mouth to tease my nipples with his teeth. Tugging the firm buds one after another, he lingered to lick and suck and send me into a frenzy. Tilting my hips into his thrust in a silent plea, I clawed at his shoulders as he shuffled above me.

      Pulling back his hips, James released my nipple to attack my neck, leaving thick trails of saliva in his wake. Tilting my head to the side, I closed my eyes to enjoy the pressure until the tip of his cock spread my folds. I took as big a breath as my straining lungs would allow to hold it, and he did the same before nudging past my entrance.

      James’ thick rod sunk into my channel slowly, eased by the wetness that spilled from me, and I tightened my grip on him. His cock stretched my walls, and I sucked in more air I wasn’t sure I could handle. My moan mingled with his low groan, and his jaw ticked against mine until he was fully seated inside me.

      “Fuck- you feel like Heaven.” Grinding the words out roughly, James propped his elbows against my shoulders to push even deeper into my cavern. “Oh shit…”

      “Amazing…” Gasping my reply when he pulled out, I arched sharply only to get the breath knocked out of me when James thrust hard. The tip of his cock hit my cervix, bruising the tender flesh there as the force of it cause my walls to tremble. “H- hard! Harder! I’m gun- gunna cum…”

      Smashing his lips on mine, James sent electricity to every nerve in my body. Moan after moan tore from my throat as he thrust with jarring snaps of his hips, and I scratched at his shoulders in sexual fervor. His light coating of chest hair rubbed my nipples raw, only adding to the mix of pain and pleasure that threatened to overwhelm me.

      James grabbed my thigh roughly, hiking my leg up around his waist to set off the orgasm that begged for release. Clenching my abdomen, I curled into his body as spasms harassed my muscles. Colorful spots littered my inner eyelids, and I threw my head back to let out a strained cry.

      The sound of skin slapping against skin was loud in my ears, and James pushed himself up onto his palm to shove his cock as deep as he could go. Twitching as he rode my orgasm, I sucked in shallow gasps only to hold them when he jerked his hips. His cock pulsed hotly, threatening to scorch my insides as he growled in pure satisfaction.

      “T- tight… fuck- cum on my cock, Caroline… yeah-h-h-…” All of the energy seeped from me as I came down, and I took a deep, ragged breath. James’ demand rained down on me to settle on my welted, sweat-slicked skin, and he released my thigh to knead my breasts before he pulled out completely. “Get on your knees. Ass up.”

      Groaning loudly, I struggled to roll over even with James’ help, and he gripped my hips to pull. Face planting into the comforter, I spread my legs as my core ached for more.

      And he didn’t disappoint. Thrusting hard, James entered me in one, sharp movement, and I muffled my shriek in the bed. Rocking back onto his cock, I couldn’t do much more as he impaled me over and over again. Harsh grunts floated into my ears between my own high pitched cries, and he reared back his hand to crack his palm against my ass.

      Jolting at the sting, I buried my face in the blanket as wave after wave of pleasure threatened to whisk me towards the sky. Undulating around James’ cock, I scrunched up my face to relieve some of the pressure that built behind my eye sockets. Stars burst in the darkness, and a roaring in my ears drowned out almost every other noise.

      “Fuck- fuck- fuck- I’m gunna cum, Caroline…” Jerking his hips wildly, James growled out above me as I took what he forced on me. His fingernails dug into my ass cheeks, and I relished the slight bite until he suddenly exited my channel. Sliding against my abused ass, his cock pulsed and throbbed against my sensitive skin.

      Hot, sticky ropes of cum lassoed along my butt cheek, and with each spurt James grunted with groaned softly. Taking the few precious moments to catch my breath, my chest struggled to expand as my knees slid far apart. Laying face down, I trembled from my eyebrows to my toes even while the tension in me seeped away.

      “God-“ Draping himself over me, James rested his forehead between my shoulder blades to dry the sweat that had collected there with his ragged breathing. I couldn’t move, my body refusing to do anything other than recuperate from my exertion. Taking a deep, harsh breath, he dragged his nose up over my shoulder until his lips brushed my cheek tenderly, and I somehow managed a small smile.

      “I’ve never pictured you naked before, Caroline.” Even James husky confession couldn’t stiffen my muscles, and I groaned softly in response. “I’m glad I didn’t. You’re beyond anything I could imagine.”

      “That’s… actually pretty… sweet…” Mumbling between breaths, my smile widened when James kissed my cheek more firmly. “Can you w-… wipe my butt cheek… just… just use my panties…”

      I wanted to roll over and fall asleep, but I didn’t want to get cum on my blanket; it was such a silly notion, but James didn’t even hesitate. His body so far from mine, even for two seconds, left me cold, and I shivered. Carefully, oh so gently, he wiped my twitching skin, and he massaged my right ass cheek tenderly.

      “Come here.” Jostling my tired limbs, James rolled me until I could tuck into his side, and I sighed in content. He smelled like sex and something undefinable- something entirely him-, and I greedily inhaled against my shoulder. The sound of his steadying breath brought back so many memories, and against my ear his heart was strong and steady. My mind worked on autopilot, and I licked the roof of my mouth before parting my dry, cracked lips.

      “Once… upon a time… there were two children- Hansel and Gretel…” I didn’t even have to think about what I was saying; I’d recited this story at least a dozen times before working up the courage to ask James here. Heavily he lifted his arm as I slurred, caressing my bicep resting across his stomach while I told my story.

      Tiredness crept up on the edge of my consciousness, but I fought it as best I could to continue. My words started to trail off, and only when the silence registered in my ears did I find the mind to keep going.

      “’Ea-a-t… little- little children… hav-ve as much… as you want…’ the witch… the witch…” Unable to stay awake anymore, I only hoped that James had fallen asleep at some point. His steady, slow breaths weren’t recognized in my mind, and my nerves were too frayed to notice his loose grip on my hip.
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      Lounging on a chair in the back porch, I took deep, calming breaths to help block out the muffled screams that leaked through the walls. The poor girl was constantly shrieking like she was dying, and behind my closed eyes, I could picture her. She wasn’t particularly pretty, and I didn’t even know her name; there was nothing remarkable about her that would’ve normally put her in her current position.

      Nothing but the fact that she got pregnant by the wrong guy.

      Flinging my arm over my face, I ground my teeth together and sunk into the chair with a groan stuck in my throat. Only an hour ago, Frank came up to me asking if I thought it was a good idea to slit the girl’s throat. He just wanted to sever her vocal chords; it wouldn’t do any real damage. She’d been screaming non-stop for two days now, and we were both reaching our breaking point.

      A shuffle behind me pulled me from my dark thoughts, and I lifted my arm to watch Frank stomp onto the back porch. He looked like an animal that’d been caged too long, his eyes wild and bright in the darkness of early night. Lighting a cigarette, he took shallow, heaving breaths of toxic air before I tore my gaze off him.

      “How long is she going to be like this? I’m doing her a fucking favor getting her clean.” Frank’s growling words wrapped my mind in a vice grip, and I sighed heavily before sitting up. Running my hand through my hair, I tried to ignore the tendrils of viciousness that seeped through my shirt to lick my back.

      “She’ll be pregnant for another four months, Frank. Did you ever think she didn’t want this baby or to get clean? She’s a druggie- detoxing is painful. Another day or so and she’ll be fine… Who knows- maybe you’ll even like her when she’s not high.”

      Cracking open my eyes, I stared blankly at the ceiling as the vestige of my dream lingered in the edges of my mind. Feeling came slowly, and my eyes flickered down to the ocean of dark blonde hair that splayed across my chest. Caroline’s expression portrayed nothing but peace, and I swiped a heavy hand down my face. Dusky gold poured through the window, warming my skin to the point that it was almost uncomfortable.

      “God damnit…” Slowly sliding her arm off me, I was careful not to wake Caroline as I shuffled on stiff muscles. Throwing my legs over the edge of the bed, I shook my head hard to clear my troubled thoughts. Propping my elbows on my knees, my feet bounced against the hardwood as I stared into space.

      I had formed the naïve hope that my nightmares had ceased, and I clenched and released my jaw in irritation. Caroline’s invitation had given me a night of darkness; I didn’t dream at all, let alone have a nightmare.

      Yet, here she was in front of me, and I couldn’t escape the warzone that was my mind.

      “James?” Caroline’s soft, sleepy call pulled me from my thoughts, and I twisted to find her watching me through half sunken lids. “What is it? Did you have a nightmare?”

      For a moment I thought about lying, but she sat up sluggishly to scoot flush against my back. Her ample breasts cushioned my shoulder blades, and I leaned into her touch as she wrapped her arms around my torso. Taking a deep breath, I let my head fall back to sigh heavily at the ceiling.

      “Sort of… I don’t know. It was about her detox… Frank wanted to slice her vocal chords- the second night in he brought it up… I don’t know why I dreamed of that when he actually did end up doing it two days later.” Caroline yawned in my ear, a feminine, cute sound that loosened some of the knots in my chest. Slowly wrapping her legs around my waist, she rubbed her face against my shoulder like a dog looking for attention. That wasn’t the vibe I felt off her, and I rubbed her calves absently just to feel her smooth skin.

      “Progress, not perfection. Your nightmares aren’t going to magically disappear because we hopped into bed together, James. It takes time.” Nodding roughly, I pursed my lips together as I pondered that notion. I was 37 years old, for Christ’s sake- too old to think anything just stops. “Do you want to hear the story?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” Smiling even as I declined, I tilted my head to kiss Caroline’s temple. “I should leave soon. I don’t want your dad to shoot me.”

      Reluctance seeped into my voice, and Caroline heaved a sigh that flowed down my back to settle against between our hips. I knew her father had at least one gun; any veteran had an unhealthy attachment to his arms. Our guns were our life savers- or, in this case- a daughter’s dignity saver. My smile grew at how young I felt at the fact that I was sneaking out before her dad got home, and she huffed a small laugh before lolling her head back.

      “I guess you’re right. It’d suck if two of us were injured.” Amusement colored Caroline’s words, and I dragged my palms up her legs while she flexed her toes. Her lean muscles strained under her skin, and I relished the sensation for a few seconds longer.

      “… Maybe next time you can come to my place.” Holding my breath as anticipation swirled in my gut, I didn’t dare blink until Caroline’s soft hum reached my ear.

      “You better get me some real food, then. I don’t think I can eat those anymore…” Letting out a tense exhale, I nodded into the growing silence. My fingers crept over Caroline’s ankle brace, but my mind wandered as we sat in a pure kind of stillness.

      I’d already started looking into contractors for my cabin remodel; I didn’t want to do anything crazy, but I found it hard to find the words to ask Caroline what she wanted. She lived with her father out of convenience, but she didn’t need to. There was the entire possibility that asking her would put too much pressure on her.

      And that was something I wanted to avoid at all costs knowing she was weary from her last relationship.

      Did I even want a relationship? Grinding my teeth together at the thought, I glanced at Caroline out of the corner of my eye. Our multitude of late night phone calls, of her ballsy disposition, flashed through my mind’s eye, and I squeezed her feet absently.

      “When I get my ankle cleared, do you want to go camping?”

      “Sure.” Stiff with unwillingness, I pushed myself to my feet as I answered, and Caroline’s hands slid under my arms heavily. Snatching her bright orange yoga shorts, I rubbed the fabric between my fingers absently before opening my mouth again. “This feels like shit.”

      “My pants, or the fact that you’re leaving?” Casting a dumb glance at her, I tossed her shorts into her lap as she smiled flatly. “It has to happen sometime. You can’t just stay here, James. My dad would probably flip his shit if he found you in my room naked. I’m almost 30 years old, but I’m still his baby. If your dad doesn’t go crazy in situations like that, I can’t believe he cares that much.”

      A grim upturn of my lips formed between my cheeks, and I grabbed my jeans with an ugly, dark splotch spreading across my chest. It’d only been an hour, maybe, since we fell asleep, and I knew Caroline was right. I couldn’t stay here just because.

      That didn’t make leaving her like it’s the morning after any easier, though.

      “It would be kinda creepy if I just didn’t leave…” Conceding this battle, I yanked my pants up my legs with rough jerks. “When can I see you again?”

      “Whenever.” Lifting up her foot with a slight scowl, Caroline wiggled into her shorts as a chuckle floated up from my throat. She really hated being homebound, and I reached to swipe her toes before she jerked back with a giggle of her own. “I can’t go anywhere, anyway. Maybe if I told my dad you’ll be there, he’d let me do something. I have strange dreams about my camera…”

      Laughing hard at that, I fastened my jeans around my waist as I shook my head. The weird part was that I believed Caroline’s bullshitting, and when I glanced up, she was on her feet with a saucy smile plastered on her face. Scanning her body slowly, I licked my lips at the contrast between her dusky brown nipples and lightly tanned skin. Her hourglass figure was enough to make men drool and women turn green, and I wrapped my arms around her waist to kiss her swollen lips.

      “I’ll call you.” Murmuring my promise, I leaned back on my heels to push away the guilt in my chest with air. Soft fingertips trailed along my sides, and Caroline’s eyes sparkled brightly up at me.

      “You better.”
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      “Dad, don’t be so difficult. You said yourself that you thought James wasn’t that bad. I’m only going for a hike- we’ll be gone for three hours max.” Shouldering my camera bag with excitement swirling in my chest, I couldn’t even find it in me to be frustrated by my father’s little tantrum. Crossing my arms over my chest, my fingers itched to wrap around a tree branch as I peeked outside. James wasn’t supposed to arrive for another 10 minutes, but I was impatient, tapping my foot even while my dad snorted roughly.

      “I know you’re antsy to get out of the house, CareBear, but don’t tell me not to be difficult. The guy’s a prick- he was a Marine for fuck’s sake.” Leaning against the arm of the sofa, my dad downright glared at me as if I’d personally attacked his pride. “Your dog was bad enough! Now I have to deal with another one!”

      “Dad! Kiki is a great dog!” As if knowing we were arguing about her, Kiki growled lowly, earning a weary grimace from my dad. “You know, I didn’t peg you for a father to nitpick the details. You were both in the armed forces. Who cares if he wasn’t in the Army? You said- you said- that military guys are straight.”

      “I said a military guy is the only one trained to deal with your shit, CareBear. There’s a difference. I don’t dislike him as a person, but I don’t like him either. Don’t act like I downright hate the guy. And since we’re on the subject, the fact that that demon dog likes him only makes me more nervous. How can she like him when she doesn’t even like me, huh?”

      Narrowing my gaze on my dad, I pursed my lips together as the connections seemed to ignite in my brain. He was hurt that Kiki liked James, and I let my arms fall to take a deep, stabilizing breath. Men like my father were so hard to read sometimes, and I let out a heavy exhale before speaking up.

      “You’re my dad, Dad… and I love you. But you shouldn’t get worked up because a Navy dog likes a Navy man. Kiki isn’t like normal dogs- we knew that when we got her. You didn’t have anyone in your platoon that had a combat dog, and for the most part, you don’t like pets at all. It took me 15 years to convince you to let me get a pet.” Taking light steps to him, I wrapped my arms around my dad to hug him tightly. He smelled like he always had; he felt like he always had, and I soaked up his familiarity for a few seconds before pulling away. “I need to do this.”

      “Why do you do this to me, huh?” Wrinkles deepened around my dad’s eyes, and he swiped his hand heavily down his face with a groan. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt again, Caroline. I really thought Jason wasn’t that bad, and look what happened.”

      Smiling small at the guilt that played on my father’s face, I nodded in understanding as he draped his thick arm around my neck. He really considered Jason a hit, but in the end, it was a miss. I wasn’t sure he would ever forgive himself for misjudging someone so badly, but I had done the exact same thing.

      “Dad, hating James isn’t going to accomplish anything. If we fall out, we fall out. There’s nothing you can do about it. This is my decision.” Carefully stepping out of his embrace, I raked my hand through my pony tail as his sigh blustered against my cheeks. Heading back to the window, I peeked outside only to see an empty spot, and I wrapped my fingers around my camera bag strap absently.

      “Just- promise me you’ll be careful, CareBear. Okay? Make sure you think long and hard about everything you do.” Just as he finished speaking James’ car pulled up, and I nodded during the short journey to the front door. Smiling over my shoulder, I turned the knob before opening my mouth.

      “I promise, Dad. I’ll see you later. Come on, Kiki.” Slipping out of the house, I took a deep, hard breath of fresh air as Kiki bolted for James’ car. It’d been three days since we last saw each other, but just as he promised, James had called me at night. Heading down the walkway, I couldn’t help but smile at the simple fact that his nightmares were beginning to lessen in intensity. Surely, he still had them, and sometimes they would be bad, but at least now he had a bit of a break. Accomplishment blossomed in my chest at the knowledge that I’d helped him, and I glanced down at my strapped ankle to huff.

      My doctor had finally given me the all clear to do minimal physical activities, and James had jumped at the chance to go hiking with me. Despite the fact that I knew he liked spending time with me, I had a nagging feeling his cabin was getting lonely.

      “You happy to see me or the fact that I’m enabling your dangerous habit?” Grinning at the question as James rounded his car, I wrapped my arms around him to squeeze. His grunt sounded right next to my ear, and I pulled back to adjust my camera strap before opening my mouth.

      “A little bit of both, I think.” We weren’t even going anywhere particularly special; there was a small nature reserve just outside the north end of town. Still, it was more than I’d had in a long time, and I shuffled to open the back door so Kiki could hop into the car. “Let’s go!”

      Chuckling at my impatience, James opened the passenger door for me before walking around the car to slide into the driver’s seat. He hadn’t bothered to turn off the engine, and he pulled off the curb smoothly a I sat my camera bag in my lap. Truthfully, I wasn’t even sure I would use it, but I couldn’t just leave it behind. Tapping my feet against the floor, I sunk into my seat to take a deep, happy breath.

      “Before we go, I wanted to make a stop. Is that okay?” For just a split second I almost shook my head, but I forced myself to nod. James didn’t say anything more, like where we were going, and I stared out the window to watch the suburbs pass us by for a few seconds before opening my mouth.

      “We have time. It’s only 11. Where are we going?” Curiosity colored my voice, and I glanced over at James as he adjusted his grip on the wheel. An uncomfortable expression flashed across his face, and I furrowed my brows as a frown tugged at my lips. “Is everything okay?”

      “Ah- yeah. It’s fine…” Answering quickly, James’ tone pushed away my anticipation about our hike out of my mind. Twisting to face him, I tugged my buckle from my neck to my shoulder as he shrugged stiffly. “I just… I wanted to meet this contractor for the cabin in person before I have him come all the way out to assess the property. I don’t know… he seemed like he didn’t really know what he was talking about on the phone, and I want to see if anyone else would be willing to take the job. The company itself is fantastic- Nick and I have both used them before.”

      “Who did you usually use?” To say I was interested was an understatement; James hadn’t mentioned remodeling the house since our singular conversation about it.

      “This guy- Sammy. He’s retired now. His last job before was Nick’s new office building in the city, and Nick gave him a really big chunk of change for everything he’s done for him. I haven’t used them yet, so…” Nodding in understanding, I rested my head against the seat as we emerged onto the main road leading to downtown.

      Honestly, I had absolutely no idea how a house was built or remodeled, but I could imagine it was something that took skill.

      “I see. What are you thinking of doing? I know you want to get rid of that bedroom… are you going to demolish and start from scratch?”

      “I don’t know yet- that’s why I want someone that knows what they’re doing. This guy… he just seemed- I don’t know, uninterested. Like he wasn’t listening to anything I said until he talked about an estimate.” James scratched his cheek roughly, and I sympathized with his dilemma. Even in my own field there were people that only wanted money and didn’t submit quality work. They’d jump from Journal to Journal making no effort at all, and sometimes an editor would be foolish enough to buy from them only to regret it.

      “I get it. Why don’t they give you someone else right off the bat, though? You’ve worked with them before- they should want to keep your business, right?” Posing my questions absently, I threaded my fingers through my ponytail as James shrugged again. His muscles strained against his short sleeves, and he flicked on his blinker before offering a verbal reply.

      “I’m not so much a repeat customer like Nick. I’ve mostly done small things- a couple of sheds on my parents’ property and things like that. Those are the kinds of projects they put new people on to gauge how good they are. With Nick, he did office buildings and apartment complexes and stuff.” I could only hum softly at that, and James checked his mirrors before swerving into a right turn lane. “I understand the concept and all, but it’s kind of shitty for the person paying for all of it. If this guy hires a bad electrician the entire place could go up in flames, and the worst that’d happen to him is he gets fired, you know?”

      “Yeah. Since you’re here, you’re not going out of your way, either. If you don’t like the guy, you only wasted twenty minutes instead of five hours.” A tickle wormed into my gut, and I ducked my head to smile into my lap. James lived two hours away; it was hard to remember that simple fact. Yet, he drove all the way here just to spend time with me.

      It didn’t even matter if it was for the sole purpose to get in my pants, either- not that it was, I didn’t think. I wouldn’t care anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      Kiki’s claws clicked against the clean linoleum that spread across the floor, and the sound echoed throughout the moderately large regional office. The Hasborough Construction Agency spanned the entire country, and I’d been to more than one facility that managed local projects. Glancing around through the general air of boredom and discontent, I easily decided that this was one of the worse off offices.

      “Let me do the talking.” Caroline’s abrupt declaration-slash-request made me pause, and I looked down at her from under furrowed brows. Determination set deep in her face, and she smiled almost wickedly as a plan sparkled in her eyes. “Guys assume women don’t know shit, so he’ll probably be more relaxed. I got this. I took an online course in human relations after I graduated high school.”

      “Are you telling me you do know about construction?” She’s full of surprises, isn’t she… Keeping my thought to myself, my lip twitched in a smirk when Caroline instantly shook her head.

      “Nope. But you want to see if he’s not a sleaze, and most people generally don’t do well when confronted with 6’4” tall muscular beasts trying to get information out of them.” I grinned fully at that, and she bumped my shoulder with a roll of her eyes. “Just trust me, okay?”

      “I’m 6’5”, but okay. Go for it.” Nudging her shoulder playfully, I returned to surveying the reception room. There weren’t many people around, and I started walking towards what I assumed was an information desk. Like the people, there also weren’t any signs that told me what was where, and my grin slipped into a frown.

      The receptionist inside what was essentially a closet with a glass wall stared at her computer with her chin in her hand, and I pursed my lips together before glancing at Caroline. With no other eyes on her, she fixed a sweet, clueless expression on her face that instantly reminded me of Hannah- if I didn’t count the fact that Caroline knew exactly what she was doing.

      Content to watch her knock on the window firmly, I leaned back on my heels to turn my gaze to the receptionist when she jumped in surprise. The woman was easily in her 40s, with no make up on to hide the displeasure on her face as she slid open the partition.

      “Can I help you?” The receptionist didn’t even look at me, too focused on the person that made her actually work. Sourness poured into her voice, and I shoved my hands into my pockets while Caroline grinned widely.

      “Hi- I’m Caroline. I called earlier about an estimate… I don’t remember who I spoke to, but he was really nice and answered all my questions.” Caroline’s high pitched, nasally tone gyrated my ear drums, and I had to hide a chuckle at the borderline furious-looking receptionist.

      “You don’t know who you spoke to…?” The sensation of sitting in a dark theater, watching some satirical play, sprung to mind when Caroline shook her head wildly. The receptionist let out a harsh, drawn sigh before picking up the phone, and the woman beside me winked expertly. “Dale, you have two people here asking for you.”

      Dale. That was the guy I’d spoken to on the phone earlier. My eyes widened at the realization, and Caroline smirked knowingly before thanking the woman and turning away from the desk.

      “How did you do that?” My awe must’ve been evident in my voice because Caroline laughed with a half shrug, and we wandered a few feet from the desk. Leaning on my arm, she glanced behind us even though I knew the receptionist wasn’t paying attention before opening her mouth.

      “They always send the grunt to do the worst work. I’d bet money she thought I was some ditz that would want so many different things, and then I would change my mind. None of the senior contractors want to deal with that, so they send the new guy.” Whispering low, she cocked her head with a small ghost of a smile crossing her lips. “You never had to do things in boot camp that higher ranking people didn’t do?”

      “Well, yeah- of course. I just… never thought about people like that before. You’re dangerous.” My tease pulled another laugh from her, and I wrapped my arm around Caroline’s waist to glance around. “That guy is going to take his sweet time. What do you say we head out?”

      “Okay.” She brightened up quick, and I smiled as we headed for the door. No one had even noticed Kiki, and I glanced down to watch her slink across the linoleum. Dogs like her were always uncomfortable indoors. Reaching down to pet her head, my fingers ran through her smooth fur easily, and she looked up at me with sharp eyes.

      Making my way through the winding, downtown streets, I couldn’t help but be disappointed that my venture had failed so miserably. I knew it was a risk, but nothing could’ve prepared me for how hard it’d tanked.

      Now I had to find a new contractor with a company I didn’t know, and that was almost just as big a gamble.

      “Hey James- what’s your favorite food? Besides rations, of course…” We were about three minutes from the nature reserve parking lot when Caroline broke the silence. Furrowing my brows, I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I raked my brain for an answer.

      “I’d have to say… lasagna. What about you?” Easing off the gas and onto the brakes when I spied the sign pointing to the lot, I glanced over the center console. Caroline was rubbing the top flap of her camera bag like it was a lap dog, and my lip quirked at the sight of her anxiety.

      “I love a good cheeseburger. Lasagna is, maybe, number three or four on my list. Sheila doesn’t make a lot of pasta, but she’s a wizard with the grill.” Pulling into an empty space, I parked my car and turned off the engine with a hum.

      “Yeah- I spent time in France and Italy between my tours. Literally every dish had some sort of pasta in it.” In the back seat, Kiki woofed softly, cutting our pathetic attempt at conversation short, and I didn’t try to revive it. Caroline practically jumped out of the car, but I took my time as I locked up once she’d closed her door and opened the back.

      Lagging behind the pair as they started straight for the trail, I shoved my keys into my pocket and kept my eyes on Caroline. Even from behind, she looked so different than I had seen her yet. Her back was straight and shoulders proud, and her steps were far apart while her dog trotted a few yards ahead of her.

      Savoring the shade of the trees from the hot, noon sun, I reached to swipe my hand through my hair as Caroline’s voice reached me. She talked to Kiki a lot, and I wasn’t as asshole; I knew this was important for them. That was the only reason I agreed to come all the way down here just for an hour.

      As fucked up as it was, I felt somewhat responsible for Caroline’s current predicament. Despite doing what I could to help her, guilt ate weakly at my insides. I hadn’t even been there when she broke her ankle.

      Lengthening my strides, I caught up to Caroline as she carefully tread the dirt and gravel path. Pride blossomed in my chest at how dutifully she followed her doctor’s orders; I was sure that it was only because she didn’t want another three weeks at home with a fractured ankle. Draping my arm around her waist, I pulled her close to me to take a deep breath of pine and oak.

      “How does it feel, huh?” Taking in the healthy greenery around me as I probed, my gaze flew to the woman under my arm at the sound of a soft click. Caroline’s camera lens stared back at me, and she slowly lowered it to smile guiltily up at me. Here eyes were so bright it was almost painful to look, and she nuzzled my shoulder with her cheek with a gentle sigh.

      “It feels amazing. Thank you, James- seriously. Without you, I don’t know what would’ve happened… If I lost my foot-…” Trailing off, Caroline pursed her lips together tightly and turned her face away. Squeezing her hip, I reached with my free hand to pull back her hair. Affection bubbled in my chest, sticking thickly to my ribs and the space around my heart.

      “I understand. You’re very welcome, Caroline. I’m glad I could give you a little bit of what you give me.” Truth rang in my words, and she peered up at me from under her eyelashes as a fiery blush spread across her cheeks. She was so beautiful she took my breath away, and I caressed her cheek with the back of my fingers.

      “This means a lot, James… more than you know.” Her mumble was almost a whisper, and I ducked my head when Caroline puckered her lips. Our kiss was soft, sweet, and she released a breathless moan before I pulled back.

      “Go take some pictures for me. I can hang them after I renovate." With those six words, Caroline’s excitement was back full force, and she walked as fast and as carefully as she could down the trail. Left to my thoughts, I watched her absently as I recounted the person I had been six months ago.

      Strip clubs, gyms, and desperation- that was what my life was. Now that Caroline seemed to be a semi-permanent fixture, I could truly see how pathetic I had been. Staring at her back as she twisted and searched, my eyes narrowed as I silently compared her to Hannah. Surely, I couldn’t be that fucking stupid; I was 36 years old and couldn’t even recognize someone that wasn’t good for me?

      But I was glad that it happened, because if I wasn’t so stressed out about Hannah, I might’ve said ‘no’ to Frank.

      And I would’ve never met Caroline.
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      Sweat trickled down my back, my sides, between my breasts, and I swiped some off my forehead as I sat on a rock. The sounds of nature were like a hymn I hadn’t heard in too long, and I rested my head on James shoulder to close my eyes. Our trip through the wild park had taken some serious detours, and after an hour off the trail, we found a lake I didn’t even know was here.

      “Do you want to hop in? The water looks fine.” I barely even looked at the water yet; all I knew was it was sparkling and had the potential to feel amazing. Against my cheek, James’ shoulder shifted slightly, and his breath ruffled my damp hair.

      “Sure.” Standing carefully to shirk off all of my clothes, I didn’t need any more confirmation than that one-word answer. James hand cupped my butt cheek, caressing and squeezing while I took my time figure out how dangerous it would be to jump. The water below wasn’t very clear, but there was a buoy in the middle of the lake with the number 75 on it.

      “Want me to jump first?” Glancing over my shoulder as James palmed my thigh, my mind went black for a few seconds. He stared at my face with searching eyes, ignoring the fact that I was completely naked before him.

      What I want is more important to him than sex. The thought rushed up to blind side me, and I blinked hard before James stood up to take off his shirt. He dropped his jeans, but like him, I couldn’t look away from his eyes.

      “Let’s jump together.” Grabbing James’ hand, the spell I was under slurred my words, and he nodded silently. Tearing my eyes off him, I squeezed his fingers tightly and took a deep breath. His grip made my fingertips tingle, and I twitched my pinky before the world suddenly stopped.

      Running off the short, makeshift pier, I fell in slow motion as my heart beat fluttered. My mind moved at the same speed it had the first time and only time I smoked weed. Staring down at the water that seemed to come at me at a snail’s pace, my eyes rolled slightly as goosebumps washed my skin. Adrenaline was absent in my veins, and even my blood didn’t roar in my ears like it should’ve.

      There was nothing but James’ hand in mine as we plunged into the lake.

      The water hit me like a cement wall, and I jerked wildly as it engulfed me in its cool embrace. Kicking out my feet, panic welled inside me when I couldn’t feel the bottom. Squeezing James’ hand hard, I flailed my arms as air bubbled up in my throat to escape my nose.

      Pulling me to his chest, James wrapped his arms around me tightly to propel us to the surface. In just a few, powerful beats of his legs we crested the water, and I took a huge, gasping breath as sunlight skewered my eyes. Shuddering as my hair clung to my shoulders and back, I heaved for air as reality came crashing back into my scope of comprehension. Hanging limp in James’ embrace, I let my head fall back while he kept me from drowning.

      “… Do you believe in destiny, James?” Asking quietly, my low voice echoed across the water in all directions. My heart finally started to react to what had just happened, and I lifted my head to stare at James from under heavy eyelids. Slowly, arduously hooking my legs around his waist, I sniffled hard before he opened his mouth.

      “I believe in you, Caroline.” I couldn’t wrap my mind around the phenomena that I’d just experienced, but James’ confession; I could understand that. Smashing my lips on his, I gasped when he squeezed the air from my lungs. His tongue caressed mine sweetly, hands dipping under the water to slide down my body and grip my ass.

      Grinding against his abs as pure need radiated from my center, I wrapped my arms around his neck with a guttural moan. The pure, radiant passion I felt towards James in that moment was overwhelming, and I let myself drown in it. Suspended mid-water, I depended on him to give me his very breath as we gyrated together.

      Our kiss turned ravenous, and James held my tightly to him to thrust even while he treaded water. The tip of his cock burrowed between my folds, burning my sensitive flesh only to disappear and allow the cool liquid cocooning us to soothe me. Nothing could penetrate the needy fog in my mind, and I dug my heels into the small of his back to allow him to slip inside me.

      Gingerly James’ length caressed my inner walls, and I whimpered into his mouth. Tightening around him, my abdomen ached and trembled as he stretched my cavern. Gasping when he lifted me to thrust, I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my fingers in his hair.

      With each thrust the water threatened to swallow my chin, but James never let me sink below the surface. His grunts and groans were music- the only thing I could hear beyond the loud roaring of my blood in my ears. Against my chest his heart beat in erratic sync with my own, and I surrendered myself to him completely.

      This wasn’t sex- it wasn’t even love-making. I wasn’t sure there was a word for this, but just as soon as the thought bubbled up, it was gone.

      Our togetherness was short, intense, and mindless, and I couldn’t tell if I had an orgasm from the way my entire body reacted to his. Goosebumps washed my flesh, and James paused our kiss with his lips still connected to mine to breathe shaky, shallow breaths.

      “Don’t let me go, Caroline.” Whispering tenderly, James’ gravelly demand sent a jolt through my chest, and I automatically squeezed his body. Nodding shakily, I kissed him deeply, thoroughly, as I tried frantically to come up with a response. My tongue was heavy; my brain refused to do any work, and in the end, all I could do was kiss him hoping it portrayed what I couldn’t say.

      I couldn’t remember the swim back to shore, but I could feel James’ hard body underneath mine. The bank was littered with small rocks and twigs, and tears welled in my eyes at how thoughtful he was. His muscles flexed under my cheek when he reached to take off my ankle brace with one hand. Softly, gently, he started to massage my leg as I stared along the bank through blurry vision.

      “We should go before the mosquitos find us…” Closing my eyes to relish the feeling of James’ voice vibrating against my face, I only sighed in response. A tickle of a memory slithered into my narrow scope of comprehension, and he ran his hand down my side heavily before I found the energy to open my mouth.

      “We met because of them.” Mine was such a simple confession, but I felt like it explained a lot. When I blinked, I could see James smiling, and he stroked my upturned cheek with a heavy exhale of his own.

      “I’ll carry you. You look exhausted.” In my dark mind, I could focus on James as he moved and shuffled his way to his feet. Still holding me in his arms, every bit of strength he had was mine to examine. “We left the water in the car… you’re probably suffering from the heat.”

      Cracking my eyes open as James carried me to the rock that tabled our clothes, I reached up sluggishly to touch his chin. His eyes were instantly on mine, and I smiled at the concern I found there.

      “I’m not suffering.” He looked like he didn’t believe me, but I didn’t press the issue. Setting me down carefully, he touched me like I was a china doll as he helped me into my clothes. Each scrap of fabric was finished off with a short, simple kiss to my lips, and I curled around my knees when his hands left me. Slapping out my brace, he wrung the water free and tugged on his jeans and boots before stuffing the object in his pocket.

      James left his socks and my underwear behind, and I held my camera against my midsection as he did just as he said he would. There was no trail to help his way, and he was overly careful not to jostle me. Resting my head against his shoulder, I couldn’t think past this moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing opposite Caroline’s father as he blocked the front door, I clenched my hands into fists by my side. His salt and pepper hair was wild, arms crossed with a dark rage displayed on his face, and for a brief moment I debated turning around and going back upstairs.

      But I learned my first month in boot camp never to turn my back on an enemy, and in this moment, he was one.

      “I’m going to shoot you the first chance I get.” To an extent I understood his threat; Caroline was his daughter- his only child- and I was in a position to break her heart. Grinding my teeth together, I only jerked my head in a nod as guilt coiled in my gut. Any man would be pissed off if his daughter was brought back home totally unconscious, but Caroline’s father didn’t make a single move towards me.

      It might’ve had something to do with the fact that Kiki was bristling next to me, and I unfurled my fist to scratch her scruff roughly. She was tense, ready, and my eyelid twitched at the bunched-up muscle beneath her fur.

      “I don’t blame you.” Finally speaking up, I caught Caroline’s father’s eye and held it as I took a deep breath. “You wouldn’t be the first person that shot me, and I doubt you’ll be the last.”

      The old man took a sharp breath, and I pursed my lips together. He had to know I was a combat veteran; there was no way he could glance a split second at me and not see it. I’d made the mistake of thinking I was done fighting battles, but this one would be the hardest, most drawn out one yet. Thirty feet across the room, Caroline’s dad kept my gaze, and the steel in his eyes was almost enough to make me back down.

      “… Dinner’s ready?” Oh yeah- we’re also two hours late. Sheila’s announcement wasn’t uncertain at all, and I tore my eyes off the man in front of me to take her in. She looked just like Caroline described, and I watched her take off her floral pattern apron with steady hands before she spoke up again. “If you two want to stop being gorillas for twenty minutes, I made meat and cheese shells. I already put a plate away for Care, so it’ll just be us three.”

      “Thank you for the offer, but I sh-“

      “Sit down and eat.” The hard command cut me off, and I clenched my jaw tightly as my gaze flew to Caroline’s father. Adrenaline coursed thickly through my veins, and I almost choked on my protest as it tightened my throat. Releasing a hot, short breath through my nose, I turned back to Sheila to find amusement slathered across her aged face.

      “I would be happy to.” Grinding the words through my teeth, I walked towards the kitchen on stiff legs, and Kiki’s intense eyes bored holes into my back. Glancing over my shoulder, I flicked my hand in a mindless gesture I’d used countless times before when I didn’t want my buddy’s dog up my ass. For a moment she hesitated, eyeing her master’s father before slowly getting up and heading back upstairs. She was pushing herself; our hike had tired her out just as much as it had Caroline.

      And yet, she still defended me.

      “So-o…” Once seated across from the old man, with Sheila to my right, I held my fork loosely as she attempted to break the tense silence. “Why did you choose the Navy, James?”

      Staring down my nose at the man across from me, I rubbed my leg under the table even though it didn’t ache or throb. The action was purely habitual, and I licked my teeth before answering without taking my eyes off him.

      “I wanted to be a SEAL operator. The best way to train for it is in the Navy.” This was some fucked up version of a test, I realized. Flickering to Sheila, I wondered briefly if she was the good cop, and Caroline’s father was the bad cop. “I went to boot camp when I was 16, and went on my first tour at 18. Three days after my birthday.”

      “But you never became an operator? Did something happen?” I had to forcibly remind myself that Sheila was Caroline’s mother figure, and I nodded absently. The memories had faded until nothing was left but bits and pieces, but those were the only parts that mattered.

      “My brother made his first billion when I was 22, and when people realized we were related, they started to rumor that I’d bought my position. I didn’t want to deal with that, so I let my ambition go.” If she was surprised, Sheila hid it very well, and I turned my attention to my plate. Her shells looked delicious, and I adjusted my grip on my fork to cut into one.

      “So, why did you get discharged, then? You’re too young to have done your career.” Blinking slowly, I focused on balancing my piece on my fork rather than Sheila’s curious observation. It’d been a long ass time since anyone called me young, and discomfort wormed its way into my chest. Pushing my forkful past my teeth, I nodded quietly to her in appreciation as cheese and meat assaulted my taste buds.

      Caroline was right; Sheila’s cooking was amazing.

      “On my last deployment, we ran over an IED. My leg was shredded, my commander is a paraplegic, and the Navy didn’t want to deal with it any more than they had to.” Turning my gaze back to Caroline’s father, I ended my informative mini-rant with another, larger bite of my shells. His eyes cast in shadows, and I knew he was remembering an incident similar to mine. Most combat vets lost something or someone during their tours, and I felt a little better about being able to get this man to just tolerate me.

      “I see- very tragic. Was your family supportive during this time?” God, she’s like a fucking interrogator. Keeping the thought to myself, I nodded before swallowing roughly. If I had known I was going to be grilled, I would’ve brought Caroline back to my place.

      “Nick was, but Ethan was too young to really understand what had happened.”

      “What about your parents?” For the first time Caroline’s father spoke up, and I grimaced involuntarily. His eyes narrowed on me, and I cut another piece of my dinner before offering a reply.

      “What about them? They’re just happy I came back alive and with a few new medals.” Disgust coated my voice, and I couldn’t do anything to mask it. I could see Sheila’s next question written on her face before she even opened her mouth, and I spoke up quickly to answer it. “Not particularly beyond what’s genetically required.”

      Even slightly below average parents were still parents, and their kids loved them. Shoving a forkful in my mouth, I tried to recall a single time when my parents had loved me in any slight resemblance that Caroline’s dad did with her. No matter how far back I searched, they always came up short, though. Sure- they loved us, but there wasn’t much to show that they loved us.

      And that was the exact reason I hadn’t seen them in years.

      “I can definitely understand that, James. I grew up in foster care under my aunt- she didn’t want to adopt me, but she didn’t want me to get sent into the system either. It’s very difficult. So, what do you do now, if you don’t mind my asking? Do you work?”

      “No- I have enough money to last until I die.” Keeping my annoyance in check was almost as difficult as breathing through the tension in the air. Every cell in my body screamed at me to get up and walk out, but my mind told me I couldn’t. If I did, Caroline’s father would never let me back- figuratively and literally.

      Sheila seemed to have all of the information she wanted, and the room was filled with nothing but the sound of metal scraping on ceramic. All the while the old man across the table never dropped my gaze- he barely even blinked.

      I ate as quickly as I deemed respectful, and when I was done I pushed myself up to stride for the sink. The gray and white, marble countertops were clean, and I rinsed my plate and fork before setting them in the basin. A nagging in my head told me to really clean them, but I could sense Sheila watching me intently. She’s probably the kind of woman that doesn’t let guests clean up after themselves.

      Turning to her, I cleared my throat, but even then, it was hard to speak past the lump that’d formed there over the past fifteen minutes.

      “Thank you for dinner, but I really should leave. It was wonderful to meet you, Sheila- and you, sir.” Nodding to Caroline’s father, I headed out of the kitchen, and surprise straightened my back when neither person told me to stay a while. Anxiety and adrenaline thrummed through me, and once the front door was shut behind me, I took a deep, shuddering breath.

      At some point, I had to figure out what Caroline’s father’s name was.
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      “You finally found a good contractor?” Voicing my question as I stood in front of James’ half demolished house, I eyed the construction project wearily. He’d assured me it was safe to stay in the living room and kitchen- which were the only two rooms he hadn’t knocked to pieces. Against my side he shrugged, and I reached to scratch my head as I struggled for thought.

      “I asked my brother to find someone he trusted.” The news was almost as surprising as the scene in front of me, and my brows shot up as I twisted to James.

      “You talked to your brother? When? What happened while I was in purgatory?” My chest still grew cold at the memory of my father’s wrath, and I frowned deeply when James did nothing but shrug again.

      After our hike, my father took my cell phone for two weeks, and it took another week for James to actually come around. I still wasn’t sure what happened between them, but for some reason, it didn’t bother me. Nudging James’ shoulder insistently, I huffed in a quiet demand before he reached to scratch his cheek.

      “I went to see him two weeks ago. He flew out a team he’d used before, and even offered to pay them a lot more than this job is worth. I have no qualms with him paying, but… Anyway- I wanted to ask you what you remember after we got to the lake, Caroline.” Blinking at the sudden change of subject, my mind whirled at how out of the loop I was. Parting my lips, I licked the roof of my mouth as I searched my memories for that day.

      “I remember jumping, and we had sex… but nothing after that until I woke up to my dad locking my phone in his gun case. Why?” Truthfully, I could remember what we did, but I couldn’t remember how I felt doing those things. Furrowing my eyebrows, I twisted to look around for something to sit on. My legs ached, and although my doctor told me it had nothing to do with my ankles, I didn’t want to risk it. A lounge chair that had been on the back porch was only a few feet away now, and I dropped down onto it heavily before James spoke up.

      “I’ve been thinking while you were dark- it’s really not a good idea, but- anyway… have you gotten your period yet?” Alarm shot through me, and I straightened as James turned to face me fully. His expression was a mix of apprehension and general chaos, and he sighed harshly. “I only ask because Hannah- the woman from before- she got pregnant during ill-timed, unprotected sex. It’s been three weeks- five since your last period.”

      James knows more about my damn period than I do. Damn.

      “Uh- uh-h-… I mean- No, I haven’t yet… I didn’t really think that much into it, though.” Stammering from the pure shock of this conversation, my tongue laid heavily against my teeth. “You- you really did think a lot. Is that why you tore down your house? Because you’re worried I’m pregnant?”

      “I had no way to reach you, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it.” Guilt colored James’ voice, and he hung his head in a way I had never seen before. Pushing myself up, I walked over to wrap my arms around him. He was stiff and unyielding, but I didn’t try to do anything other than hold him.

      He spent three weeks alone with his thoughts and worries… The thought nearly broke my heart, and I took a deep breath of James’ smell to hold it in my lungs.

      “James, you’re probably overthinking it. I’m glad you finally started on your house, but you shouldn’t make hasty decisions while you’re alone. We can go get a test on the way back to my place, and that’ll make you feel better.” Firmness lent to the power in my words, and I cupped James’ cheek to force him to look at me. His turmoil over this situation was endearing and I smiled before pecking his lips with my own. “Relax. You seriously have no idea how creepy it is that you went through my cycle without me. That’s, like, next level creepy, actually.”

      My joke earned me a strained chuckle, and James draped his arm over my shoulders with a shake of his head.

      “You’re probably right.” Hoping is more like it. Nibbling on my bottom lip at James’ assurance, I pushed the thought away to take in his half-demolished abode in the growing, comfortable silence. He’d driven me all the way out here just to show me, and I had no choice but to admit that the progress was impressive. His contractor had taken down most of the cabin to its foundation, and already there was concrete poured where it was being extended.

      “… I’ve been sleeping really well… I don’t know if it’s because of you, or because I got rid of that room.” James’ confession warmed my heart, and I tilted my head to rest on his shoulder.

      “It’s me. Definitely.” Smiling at my own faux confidence, I giggled as James grunted in agreement. Squeezing me to him, he rubbed my hip as I breathed in the clear, muggy air. The hottest part of summer was gone, but it’d been replaced easily by my least favorite time of year. Now, the air would always be wet and heavy, and I preferred dry heat.

      Plus, my camera did, too- it didn’t do too well when water could get into it.

      “So, what were you up to while you were on house arrest, Caroline?”

      “Oh- um… I finished going through all of my photos- thoroughly… I have a few that I was thinking of sending in for publishing consideration, but I’m not sure yet. That’s why I brought my laptop- I was wondering if you’ll go through them with me?” Hope blossomed in my chest when James actually looked interested, and I grinned when he nodded firmly. Slipping out from under his arm, I made my way to his car to fish the back seat for my laptop bag.

      “Have you ever been outside the country?” Hoisting my bag to my chest, I shut the door firmly with a shake of my head, and James furrowed his brows. “Have you ever wanted to?”

      “Not particularly. I’ve never had the means, at least, so it never really crossed my mind. I’m not some big, famous photographer that can get sponsors to pay for everything.” Coming up beside him, I reached to put a finger against James’ lips when he tried to open them. “Before you ask, don’t. I think my dad’s head will explode if I go home and tell him I’m going God knows where with you. He didn’t even want to let me come here today.”

      “You’re a grown woman- he shouldn’t be making your decisions for you, Caroline.” Nodding as we headed for the house, I let out a quick sigh as I recounted the battle I’d fought just to get into James’ car.

      “That’s what I told him. Thankfully Sheila agrees with me. She seems to like you, which might help with my dad.” I didn’t really believe my own assurances, and James didn’t seem to, either. Shrugging off the slight complication, I pushed open the front door to find everything exactly where it had been two months ago. The only difference was the air- there was saw dust floating in and out of the bright sun rays that filtered through the window.

      Heading for the table, I set down my bag and pulled out my laptop before sitting down. James leaned on the back of the chair to peer over my head, and he rested his chin on my crown as my laptop booted.

      “This one is my favorite of the seven of them. I just don’t know if it’ll get accepted because the Journal will be looking for Fall and Winter submissions pretty soon.” Pointing at the screen, I smiled at the big, fat chipmunk that stared right at my camera lens. He was cute; he was fluffy- he had all the makings of a big star. Leaning over my head, James ruffled my hair with his chin to send a fuzzy feeling down all the way to my toes.

      Doing such a mundane thing was surprisingly fun. I was glad we could leave behind the heavy stuff and focus on what was right in front of us.

      “I like that one, too.” Grinning, I tilted my head to kiss his chin before my fingertip bumped an arrow key. Above me James went rigid, and I tensed before slowly looking down. The next photo in the sequence was of him- the first picture I’d taken of him. In the picture, he was thinking about what he experienced with Frank before he told me, I remembered.

      It was a memory I wanted to keep to remind myself of why James deserved everything good in the world.
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      “Are you really going to stand over me while I pee on a stick in a public women’s bathroom, James? Seriously?” Whispering harshly, I suddenly wished we hadn’t left James’ cabin. I’d pick pouring over photos any day if it meant I didn’t have to share a gender specific bathroom with him. Glaring at him as he leaned on the door to the stall, I grimaced as discomfort caused my bladder to stop working.

      “Yes.” Such a simple answer- such a wrong answer.

      “What do you think I’ll do? Lie? I would never lie to you about something like this, James. Have a little faith and let me pee in peace!” Nervousness threaded my veins and leaked into my voice, and James sighed heavily. Holding the pregnancy test tightly in one hand, I clenched my other into a fist as the urge to punch him nearly overwhelmed me.

      “Fine, I’ll wait outside the stall. Caroline- this is serious. Do you understand how worried I am? We’ve talked about a lot of shit, but not this. How do you even consider if we’re not toge-“

      “Oh my God, will you get out, James! If you’re worried so much, let me pee so I can prove to you I’m not pregnant!” My voice echoed around the bathroom, and I glared at James as he hesitantly shuffled out of the cramped stall. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and focused as I held the stick between my legs. “The water from the lake probably threw me off- I’m telling you, you’re worrying for nothing.”

      “Just piss on the fucking thing already, Caroline.” Someone’s grumpy. Forcing myself to relax, I clenched my abdomen and pushed until I could make my bladder function properly. Peering into the toilet bowl, I made sure to hit the right part before setting the test on its box. Quickly relieving myself fully, I wiped and flushed with just enough time to rake my hand through my hair.

      Carefully exiting the stall with the test, I set it on the far end of the sink before going to the other side to wash my hands. This grocery store didn’t have the best bathrooms, but at least it was out of the way enough that James didn’t have to suffer on the rest of the half hour drive back to my house. Drying my hands sloppily, I turned to find him staring at the test like he was waiting for it to sprout ears and a tail.

      “James, will you relax? Everything will be fine- it’ll come back negative, and I’ll get my period tomorrow or something. Why are you so hell bent on this?” We’d avoided it all day, but I wanted an answer that was better than ‘it happened to my brother’. I wasn’t even sure there was anything of the kind, but I planted myself firmly between James and the test to block his view. “Tell me what’s going on. You’re acting like a lunatic.”

      “… Hannah’s baby-“ Cutting himself off, James tossed his head and rolled his shoulders with a sharp breath, and I crossed my arms over my chest. “It could’ve been mine. Nick, Hannah, and I unknowingly ate pot brownies laced with hard drugs. I- I’m not hell bent… I just- I know how it feels to not know.”

      Goosebumps washed my skin, and my jaw nearly hit the dirty bathroom floor at what James revealed. Falling limp to my sides, my hands twitched as I tried to grasp the sharp turn the conversation had taken.

      But he wasn’t done, and I could barely follow.

      “It’s the whole reason I did everything I did with Frank- I ran away, Caroline. If you are pregnant, I don’t want to find out two months later like I did with Hannah.” Ducking my head to stare at the floor, I struggled to breathe past the hard lump that formed in my throat. This was a ripe mess, and I didn’t have any idea what to do.

      I was nearly 30 years old- kids had rarely entered my mind, and I’d certainly never considered a serious relationship. I always thought I was destined to live out my life with my dad as my best man.

      “… Are you going to run again, James?” My heart snapped in two at the fact that not only did James do something so incredibly dishonorable, but he also put himself through something much worse for it. Everything that happened with Frank was entirely due to the fact that he was a coward for just a second. My low, blank question filled the bathroom heavily, and his boots came into my field of vision before he wrapped his strong arms around me. His hug didn’t feel the same- it was desperate and pleading, and I hated it.

      “No- no. I won’t. I promise. I just- I need to know, Caroline.” Mumbling against the crown of my head, James squeezed my torso tightly before I found the strength to lift my arms and push him away. Shuffling over to the test, I held my breath as my heart threatened to smash through my ribs.

      I didn’t even have to get that close to see the result, and I clenched my hands into tight fists. Coming up behind me, James automatically wrapped his arm around my waist even as he choked. The word was clear as day, and he pressed his palm against my midsection while I forced my mind to keep puttering on slowly.

      “… I’m going to fucking castrate you, you son-of-a-bitch.” The words felt foreign as they slid off my tongue, low and threatening, and I grabbed James’ hand to fling it off me. “What are we going to do! Huh? What!”

      “Caroline-“ Chasing my shrieking, James’ call sent the air rushing from my lungs, and I gasped for breath before he managed to get a hold of me again. “Stop- stop freaking out. We got this.”

      Struggling this time was futile; James was ready for me, and I had no choice but to suffer his heat and rough words in my ear. Burying my face in his chest, I wasn’t sure what to feel as the implications of a positive test hit me hard. I was equal parts everything but shock, and I couldn’t even cry to release a tiny portion of the violent maelstrom that swirled inside me.

      “If you- you better marry me. I’m not doing this by myself. I swear- and you’re getting a vasectomy!” Wasn’t I the one telling him hours ago not to make hasty decisions? Fuck it. “And you have to tell my dad in person.”

      “Can we not talk about this in a public restroom at a fucking grocery story, Caroline?” Scowling at James, I squeezed my eyes shut to take a shuddering breath, and he sighed heavily against my hair. “We’ll figure it out… but not here. Let’s go back to your place, and we can talk about this before your dad gets back.”

      James tossed the test in the trash, and he led me out of the bathroom with a tight grip on my bicep. His body against my side wasn’t as domineering as it was guiding, and I dragged my feet as we passed the registers.

      “I’m not happy about this, James. I’m not happy at all.” Grumbling on the way outside, I crossed my arms over my chest with a huff. Squeezing my bicep gently, James grunted at my declaration but otherwise kept his mouth shut.

      Like he should. Asshole.

      

      Epilogue: James

      Seven months later

      “Caroline, leave the damn photographer alone so she can do her job.” My demand rang across the hall when I caught sight of Caroline harassing the woman again, and she shot me a look filled with unapologetic guilt. Striding over to her, my steps were unheard under the music that blasted through speakers and vibrated the hardwood floor. Laughing and talking assaulted my ears, but my eyes could only see Caroline; everyone else around her was just a blur.

      Wrapping my arms around her big belly, I tugged her away from the photographer only to receive a grateful smile. The poor woman had suffered Caroline’s anal retention about pictures for nearly an hour; any time I took my eyes away, she found a way to get back to the only person in the room holding a professional camera.

      “You need to leave her alone, Caroline. What’s the point of her being here if you’re not in any of the pictures?” Mumbling in Caroline’s ear, I rubbed her large bump with both my palms, and she huffed indignantly. Her hair was down, wild, and I buried my face in it even as the sequins of her dress snagged my shirt cuffs. “How’s my babies doing, huh? Are they glad we finally got to this point?”

      “They made me throw up all the lasagna I ate.” The pure depression in Caroline’s voice pulled a laugh from me, and I squeezed her as firmly as I dared. She’d been so excited for the food, but now she couldn’t even eat it. Ducking my head, I pressed my lips to her cheek before slowly turning her to get on my knees.

      Twins. Five months had passed, and I still couldn’t believe it. Resting my forehead on the soft silk of Caroline’s dress, I smiled when I felt a small foot push against me. Long, nimble fingers ran through my once styled hair, and my eyelids sunk as I took the time to relish this moment.

      “Be good boys for Mom. It’s our wedding day, and she worked so hard.” My smile grew into a grin at my own plea, and I took a deep breath before pushing myself to my feet.

      Caroline might’ve not liked the fact that we had an unplanned pregnancy, but it didn’t take her long to warm up to the idea. Especially after I told her I’d be more than willing to marry her. Sheila had known exactly what was going on the second we walked through the door, and we were lucky she was able to keep her mouth shut about it until we figured out what to do.

      “My dad and your dad look like they’re having fun with each other, James.” Blinking, I glanced around at Caroline’s amused declaration for a few seconds before catching sight of our fathers. They were sitting, all alone, at a corner table knocking back glass after glass of Champaign. Reaching absently to rub my thigh, I pursed my lips together at how drunkenly happy they both were.

      It was hard to believe that Caroline’s father let me marry her after he shot me in the arm for getting her pregnant.

      “Forget them. Let’s go dance.” Tugging my wife onto the dance floor, I held her to me to feel kicks and pushes against my abdomen. The past few months had been a whirlwind; Caroline hadn’t even met my brothers or my mother until today. I was sure it would be a disaster, but it was actually the opposite.

      “I know this isn’t exactly what you expected, Caroline.” Ain’t that the truth. Caroline’s few friends were here, but both of us could tell they only came for the free food and bar. My parents and my brothers were here, as well as my CO, but that was where the guest list was supposed to stop.

      Nick had brought Hannah, and Hannah had told Risha about it- and then things just got out of control. Now, the event that was supposed to be less than a dozen people had twice that. Caroline had initially thrown a monster fit, but she didn’t want my brother and his business associates to dislike her.

      Her annoyance and discomfort with the whole thing still showed in her slight frown, and she sighed heavily before shaking her head.

      “It couldn’t be helped, I guess. At least they were considerate. Plus, I really kinda wanted the gifts…” Snorting a laugh at that, I dipped to capture her lips in a fierce kiss. We hadn’t had sex in almost a month; the doctor had warned that twins often came early, and sex could induce labor.

      But I had never found Caroline sexier than she was in this moment.
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      Staring down at my phone with wide eyes, I squeezed the flimsy device and clenched my teeth to hold back my groan. Beyond my small desk the office was quiet, and I didn’t want to disturb Anthony and his new, shifty client. Curling up in my chair, I struggled to take a breath through my clogged throat as annoyance threatened to choke me.

      “What the Hell, Mom… I told you not to call me at work.” Whispering angrily, I reached to tuck my hair behind my ear, giving me a clear side view of the office. “You know my boss doesn’t tolerate it.”

      “Risha, honey, there’s no need to be so uptight. I called because it’s important.” A harsh sigh escaped me; there wasn’t anything in my mother’s life that was important as most people defined the word. When she stayed quiet I unfurled my body, leaning back in my wheeling chair to spin in slow circles.

      “Well spit it out, Mom. I’m working, remember- one of us has to.” My harsh snap only produced a sigh across the line, and I rolled my eyes. She could never just get right to the point, my mother; everything deserved a grand entrance.

      “I’m calling to tell you I won’t be around on Wednesday. William’s taking me to this big, important charity auction for breast cancer.” A frown twisted my features, and I held back an irritated noise.

      “You called me for that? Mom, I don’t care about your little sugar daddy or what event he invites you to. Do. Not. Call. Me. At. Work. Understand? Don’t call me unless you’re in trouble, or hurt, or anything serious.” Carefully punctuating my message, I hung up without waiting for a reply to lean back in my chair. My gaze flittered over the paperwork I had been sorting, and I scowled at the innumerable lines of interviews.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, I raked my hand through my hair before haunching over my work. I didn’t enjoy paperwork, but I liked to be tidy. Anthony had such bad chicken scratch handwriting he couldn’t even read it, and it’d take me hours to decipher. Frankly it was the perfect distraction I needed to forget my mother’s bothersome interruptions.

      When I glanced at the clock on my computer it was nearing 5p.m., and I flexed my hands absently. The all-in-one station was sleek, but really it was just a glorified alarm clock for a good 75% of the time. Anthony demanded hard paper copies as well as digital records, and translating his gibberish took much longer than typing it.

      Of course, the downside was that I couldn’t type what I couldn’t read, and I usually had to make sure I hadn’t misinterpreted anything.

      “Risha, I thought I told you t-“ Snatching a sheath of paper, I wordlessly held it up as Anthony came strutting out of his office.

      “Already done, just waiting for you to make sure I translated your handwriting properly. You can stop talking to me like I’m a fresh intern, you know.” My griping cut my boss off, and I glanced up from the computer screen as Anthony reached to take my offering. A tight smile stretched his lips, eyes apprehensive as if he was really starting to feel the effects of not having a partner.

      Why doesn’t he have a partner? Because he’s the work equivalent of a college frat jock in his first year without his mommy.

      “Did you do th-“

      “Yes, I did the prison interviews, too. Anthony- seriously, I’ve been working for you for a year and a half. I know how you like your paperwork.” Frowning down at me, Anthony grunted as he flipped through the folder. Watching him never ceased to fascinate me, and I watched him lean back on his heels through narrowed eyes. I had never, ever met a person so damn smart, and if he wasn’t such a controlling slob his brains would’ve been attractive. It didn’t help that he was an incredible 6’8” tall- much too lanky and elbowed for me. Being around him reminded me of my freshman year of high school; my growth spurt had hit me hard right as winter break was coming on.

      “I also need tho-“

      “I sent your partner interviews to your e-mail, your lunch tomorrow with Patterson is set, and I’ll order your special vegan whatever it is from Pergini’s before I go. Anything else?” Deep, dark brown eyes scanned me, and I clasped my hands on my desk to stare at Anthony’s perplexed expression. “You pay me 33$ an hour. The least I can do is remember your go-to overnight meal.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re not included in my partnership contract, Risha. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Remind me to give you a good Christmas bonus.” Cocking my head at the praise, I smiled at Anthony’s sincere words; it wasn’t often he uttered them to me. Carefully he tucked the folder beneath his arm with thin, knobby fingers, and I pushed myself to my feet before offering a reply.

      “I think I will remind you. I’m going to head out for the night, but text me if you need me.” Waiting for Anthony to nod, I grabbed my purse to let out a pleased sigh. Absently he wandered back to his office, and I put my computer to sleep before sliding out from behind my desk. Today had been better than I expected considering Anthony had a big case coming up. Usually he was cranky and demanding, unable to do anything for himself as he fretted over his presentation like a college freshman.

      Stepping out onto the cold street, I hugged my coat tightly to my body as the wind cut through the darkness. Snow sprinkled from the sky, and I tilted my head to savor the cold burn on my cheeks. The air smelled heavy and pure, and a small smile picked up my mouth before I slowly wandered down the sidewalk.

      Despite the darkness that engulfed my world the streetlamps had just been flicked on, their beams still soft and weak enough not to hit the concrete. White flakes floated around me, absorbing the sounds of cars as they rolled much slower than the speed limit. In a mere few hours the city would be covered in white, but right now the tiny crystals couldn’t even stick to the wet pavement.

      Scraping the soles of my low heels on the welcome mat splayed across the landing, I dug my keys out of my purse with a lightness in my heart. Light, white huffs escaped me with each breath, and I shoved my key into the hole before glancing behind me. The snow had started in earnest, a thin layer coating the sidewalks that made walking hazardous.

      “I need to get a dog or something.” Muttering to my empty, dark home, I strode on tired legs into the kitchen to set down my purse and hang my keys. Ever since leasing this apartment I’d wanted a dog, but I didn’t have the time to train it. If there was one thing Anthony hated, it was a lack of punctuality. There were no excuses that would dull the verbal beating he’d give me if I was late simply because I had to wait for my dog to use the bathroom.

      Flipping on the television in the living room, I watched the news absently through the breakfast nook. Pouring myself a glass of wine, I took the fruity smell deep into my lungs before letting it out in a gust. Slow evenings were commonplace, and I took a sip of my red before setting down my glass to start dinner.

      A melodic chime filled my home, and I turned away from my chicken parmesan to watch Cynthia hustle through the front door. Her short, curvy frame was hidden under a thick snow coat, and I could help but smirk at how unflattering she looked. With harsh breaths she swiped away her short, curly bob of brown hair roughly, kicking the door shut. Round, thick cheeks glowed red, and her eyes shone as she shirked off her coat.

      “I hate my hair. It sticks to my face and I’m just- ugh! I’m going to shave it off!” The complaints pulled a laugh from me, and I grabbed a second wine glass as Cynthia sauntered through the open plan living room. “Why are you laughing? This is serious, Risha.”

      “I know you hate it, but just be patient and it’ll grow back.” My gaze scanned Cynthia’s form, and in my mind my mother’s call floated back to the surface. “So… my mother got invited by her boy toy to a breast cancer charity auction. Have you heard anything about it?”

      Pouring my friend a healthy glass, I paused my question carefully as my eyes lingered on Cynthia’s chest- or what used to be her chest. Now she was flat as a board after her mastectomy; her perfectly round, firm bust that she’d prided herself on was completely gone. Snorting roughly as I passed her the glass, she shook her head before gulping down her wine smoothly.

      “Hell no. You do know that no one actually cares about breast cancer survivors themselves- just the idea that breast cancer can be the one.” Disgust laced Cynthia’s voice, and she grabbed the long neck of the wine bottle to pour herself more. “If you ask me it’s just an excuse for rich people to look good because they donated.”

      “I agree. I only ask because my mother said it’s on Wednesday, and I know you have your thing on Wednesday.” Taking a sip from my glass, I turned back to dinner only to find water boiling in its pot. Carefully taking the long, dried strands of spaghetti in both hands, I snapped them in two before tossing them in. Against my back Cynthia’s gaze bored holes, and the hairs on my neck stood up the longer the silence went on.

      “Are you trying to suggest that we should go to your mom’s little bitch party instead of spending all night at a therapy support group?” Her smile floated to me in her words, and I half shrugged as steam billowed up in my face. “You are! I don’t even care if it’s because you want to meet your mom’s boy toy- imagine the food they’ll serve! Oh shit- maybe I’ll even meet a celebrity and be on tv!”

      “I do not want to meet him. I just thought that maybe it’d be a good idea to actually have someone there that actually had breast cancer. It’ll be my gift to the silver screen.” Lying through my teeth, I twisted to watch Cynthia shake her head, her short hair flying every which way. She was even more beautiful now than she’d been before, and back in high school she was flawless. Our senior class had named her ‘Most Likely to be Experimented on as a Perfect Human Example’, after all.

      Just goes to show how weird our high school was, but they’re not wrong.

      “Yeah right, Risha- say whatever you want. I’ll tell Karen right now that we can’t make it, so there’s no backing out of this. We’re definitely going.” Smiling brightly as I stirred the pasta, I turned back to the stove while Cynthia busied herself with her cell phone.

      All of our years of friendship flashed in my mind’s eye; from the moment we met in sixth grade we were inseparable. When my mom really started to indulge in her bad habit Cynthia was there for me, offering me a place to go to get away from it.

      The expression on her face when we learned she had Stage 3 breast cancer lingered in my field of vision, coming face to face with what she looked like now. She had no hair, no breasts, and was in and out of the hospital for eleven months, but never once did she give up. I wished I had the courage she had; maybe then I’d be able to cut my mother out of my life for good.
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      “What do you think, Risha?” Carefully sliding in my earrings, I peered past my reflection as Cynthia draped herself elegantly along my door frame. Her sleek, ruby red dress clung to her form, and a pair of black heels gave her the few inches she needed to pull it off. The slit up her leg revealed a tantalizing view of her thigh, and I secured my jewelry before shaking my head.

      “I think everyone will be too busy looking at your butt to realize you don’t have boobs anymore.” Giggling as she stuck out her tongue, I picked at my hair for a moment before turning to her fully. “Seriously, though- you look beautiful. You always look beautiful, Cynthia.”

      “Thanks. I wasn’t sure about it because it sags a little where my tits are supposed to be, but the lady at the store gave me this awesome trick to fix it.” Slowly Cynthia’s eyes scanned my form, and I held my breath behind my pale lipstick. “You should give yourself more credit, you know, Risha. No matter how skinny I got, I still had a pouch. Hell, my body was basically killing me and I couldn’t get rid of my belly fat.”

      Glancing down, I blushed hard at the compliment as I took myself in. I’d worn this dress for a wedding, but it was comfortable and stylish, so I kept it. The cream bodies sparkled with a light coating of lavender colored, fake crystals, and the skirt draped down to my feet in the same way.

      “Thanks. Are you ready to go? My mom said it starts at 6:30.” Quietly Cynthia nodded, and I strapped a thin watch to my wrist before making my way out of my bedroom. My duplex home was too big even for the both of us, and I flicked off my bedroom light with a slight frown. Passing by the guest bedroom, I pursed my lips together tightly at the notion that it’d never be filled.

      I could afford this place on my own, but I didn’t want to be alone. Cynthia and I didn’t have any friends we could tolerate enough to ask to move in, either. Living here was a catch-22.

      “So, what do you think they’re going to serve there? I’ve been dying for some seafood lately.” Humming in acknowledgment, I carefully backed out of the space Cynthia had parked in to roll out of the driveway. Snow piled high on the edge of the concrete slab, and I nibbled my lip in concentration as I tried to avoid skimming the banks.

      Those kids didn’t do a good job at all. It’s a good thing I didn’t have much cash on me yesterday.

      “… I’m sure there’ll be shrimp, at least. I mean, these people must’ve spent a lot on this event- it only makes sense that they’d get a good variety of food.” Glancing at Cynthia as she stared dreamily out the window, I resisted the urge to giggle at the longing in her reflected eyes. Chemotherapy had really shown her the importance of good food, and now she never stopped thinking about it. Fast food was a thing of the past, and food she used to hate she would try.

      “I hope it’s not just a bunch of finger food and stuff. I want a real lobster. Or maybe some scallops. Did you say that restaurant on Park and 5th had amazing scallops?” Nodding firmly, I kept my eyes on the road while Cynthia rambled on and on about what she expected to be at this party. Nervousness nibbled at my gut, and I gnawed on my inner cheek absently.

      Part of me knew this was a mistake; I knew what I’d be seeing. My mother would be standing there next to some hot, rich asshole that didn’t understand the idea of moderate consumption. She’d play herself up to be so sweet, but the reality was she’d just manipulate her way into his pockets.

      “You’re going to break the wheel if you keep squeezing it like at, Risha.” Blinking as Cynthia’s voice pulled me to the present, I flexed my fingers only to find them stiff. Glancing at her understanding, sweet expression, a weak, guilty smile stretched my lips. “Do you want me to drive?”

      “No. Sorry…” Focusing on the road through narrowed eyes, I shook my head slightly at the offer. “I’m good. I think I’m just nervous because I’ve never met one of my mom’s boyfriends in such a public place before.”

      “No sweat… not that I understand what you’re going through. It must suck ass to know your mom’s a slut even though she’s a nasty, grouchy, two-timing-“

      “I get it, Cynthia- and it does. So can we please drop it for now? I’d rather not walk into this party with my face set in a permanent scowl.” Cutting my friend off, I lessened the pressure on the gas pedal as we came into a snarl of traffic. The throng was moving, slowly, and I rolled along before hitting the brakes.

      “If I’m not going to be the one to upset you about it, someone else will, you know. And they won’t be so nice about it. I’ve seen you fight a few times, Risha, and you can’t tell me you’ll ask them to ‘please drop it’. You’ll punch him or her in the face until someone manages to pull you off.” My lips twisted at that, and I blinked hard to remember those fights vividly. I’d been in high school, and some pretty boy jock had come after me because my mom slept around, so why wouldn’t I? “Hey, hey… you have every right to be proud of yourself, Risha. You know you could’ve turned out like shit, but you didn’t. No one can take that away from you, especially with a few words.”

      “I know. But that doesn’t mean I can’t get annoyed when they try. All of this traffic must be for the event, right?” Changing such a cringe-worthy subject was easy, and I scanned the cars in front of me and on my sides with a heavy sigh. When I proposed this plan, I didn’t account for the fact that everyone in the city and beyond would be driving by to catch a glimpse of celebrities.

      Smart move, Risha. Really smart.

      Parking my car a good ways away from the venue, I made sure my door wouldn’t get torn off before slipping out of the driver’s seat. The cars barely moved now, and the occasional angry horn cut through the cold, frosty air. Glancing around, I made my way onto the sidewalk to grab Cynthia’s hand firmly. A ghost tickled the back of my mind- a faint physical memory of when her hands were bony and weak. Now her fingers wrapped around my firmly, and I smiled down at her before we made our way.

      “By the way, I brought my chemo picture in case they try to say we don’t have an invitation.” Cynthia’s low admission sent a slush of relief in my chest, and I nodded as we made our way towards the city’s most lavish theater. “I bet you didn’t think of that, Risha. You’re too busy worrying about what’s going to happen when we get in rather than being denied at the door.”

      “This is why you’re my best friend. You think of things I don’t.” A delicate laughter floated around us, and Cynthia jerked her head from side to side to ruffle her hair. The thin mass was already getting on her nerves, and she swiped it back roughly. Pulling my own curls over my shoulder, I stroked the strands tenderly as I watched her struggle. If someone told me I’d go bald for months and have to regrow my hair, I’d definitely curl into a ball and cry.

      “Is that Martin Callucci? Oh shit-“ My head snapped up at Cnythia’s squeak, and I pursed my lips together tightly to keep from doing the same. Martin Callucci was a major action star, and as he climbed out of a limo I could understand why. His broad shoulders were so much more imposing in real life even from 20 yards away.

      “I’m going to go talk to him.” For the first time I realized where we were, having effortlessly slipped past security. Standing at the edge of the theater entrance, I halted my steps while Cynthia sauntered off. Excitement radiated from her like a rainbow of color shining under the golden lights spilling from the building, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Surprise couldn’t describe what I felt when Cynthia managed to maintain a good conversation with Martin Callucci. I always suspected she had a celebrity crush on him- but then again, who didn’t? He was named Hollywood’s most eligible bachelor and promising upcoming star. Wandering towards the pair slowly, I took in his dimpled chin and strong jaw, the way his messy, blonde hair glinted in the yellow light.

      “-ll be glad to escort you, of course! I can’t tell you how relieved I am to know someone that battled breast cancer will be here. I was afraid it’d be one of those hypocritical events for exposure.” Martin’s voice was deeper than it was on the big screen, and he cast his baby blue eyes on me to smile. He didn’t linger, his gaze settling almost instantly on Cynthia before he held out his arm. “My mother was going to be here, but she wasn’t feeling up to it tonight. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I definitely do.” Taking what he had to offer, Cynthia cast me a quirky glare as I lagged behind the two. “I never had any energy. Most of the time I couldn’t even get out of bed. As helpful as chemo was, it was still a pain in the ass to deal with afterward.”

      Watching the interaction sent a pang through my chest; they were so clearly into each other. Their conversation flew over my head, and I nibbled my bottom lip as we entered the theater through doors propped open. Hot air rushed under my skirt and slid down my arms, and I glanced around the lobby for any sign of my mother.

      Cynthia could handle herself- that much was proven just because she wasn’t a mess of fangirl yet.

      My heart hammered in my chest, nerves settling deep into my belly the longer it took to find my mother. Wandering around, weaving through people I vaguely recognized, my gaze scanned heads until I found that familiar shade of light brown. Taking a glass of wine from a waitress, I couldn’t bring myself to tear my gaze from her even as I took a deep gulp.

      There was no other word but graceful to describe the way my mother aged. She had very few, very fine wrinkles around her eyes and mouth when she smiled, and her skin didn’t sag. The only trait of hers that I had inherited was her height, and I licked my lips as my eyes drifted down to what she was wearing. Her dress did her no favors; she was fit, my mother, but like Cynthia she had a slight pouch that was accentuated by her tight garment.

      The pale green color isn’t that bad, though.

      Hers was a dress a woman 20 years younger would pull off; my mother wasn’t overweight, but her body was clearly showing her decline into the elderly column of the charts.

      Sipping my wine as I idled, my gaze shifted to the man she stood next to. He was older than I had expected, closer to my mother’s age than my own. My brows furrowed at that, and I watched enraptured as she touched his broad shoulder to get his attention. Underneath his trimmed beard his smile was tender, and he nodded before she sauntered off towards what I assumed was the bathrooms.

      My heels clicked on the marble floors before I even had a chance to make a real decision, and I shamelessly chugged the rest of my wine. Holding the empty glass in stiff fingers, I took shallow breaths before I found myself close enough to be noticed.

      William- that’s his name. Don’t be an idiot, Risha.

      Forcing a bright smile on my face as my silent scold bounced around my brain, I squared my shoulders to take confident steps towards him. Confusion clouded his hazel eyes, and I could see him trying to figure out if he knew me.

      “What a lovely event.” Way to be awkward… Cringing internally as William nodded, I watched his expression even out as his gaze captured mine. My already frantic heartbeat into overdrive, and around the stem of my glass my fingers trembled slightly. He wasn’t at all what I was expecting, and for a long, pregnant moment an uncomfortable silence blossomed between us.

      “It is, although I wouldn’t say I usually attend something like this. I usually just donate directly.” Humming softly, I cocked my head at how articulate William was; he wasn’t my mother’s usual type, and that notion caused my nerves to inflame. “I’m sorry, but do I know you…?”

      “Marishka, but everyone calls me Risha. No, you don’t, but I know the woman you’re with. I just wanted to meet you.” Answering truthfully was my only defense against making an ass of myself, and William’s brows came together thoughtfully. Glancing around, I made sure my mother wasn’t going to sneak up on me before opening my mouth again. “I had heard she was seeing someone, but she didn’t give me any real details.”

      “Didn’t she, now?” Letting the question linger, William took a sip from his wine glass before his eyes dipped to my empty one. “Would you like more wine, Risha?”

      His expression was unreadable, and I nodded absently as I tried to get through the layers of professionality he displayed. Was that a hint of disappointment? Of annoyance? I can’t tell.

      “Thank you.” Easily taking the glass, I took a stabilizing sip before a faceless waitress placed my discarded cup on her tray and walked off. “I’ll admit, I don’t come to these events either. I just knew Anna would be here, and I wanted to see who she’d been hiding. How long have you two been dating, again?”

      Launching my gentle probe, I ground my molars lightly as my mother’s name passed my lips. I knew people that didn’t even know what their mothers’ names were, and yet this was how I referred to mine most of the time. Before me William smiled, as if it was a happy instance for him, and my eyes widened in realization.

      My mother had this poor man wrapped tightly around her finger.

      “Six months or so. She’s really a sweet woman. I’m not surprised she has friends that worry about her.” At what should’ve been a compliment my smile turned tight, and I took another gulp of wine. Within the confines of my skull my inner voice screamed at me to blurt out that my mother was just using him, but the words got caught in my throat. William was easily in his 40s, maybe even older than my mother, so he must know what he was doing.

      Right?

      “Well… I’ll leave you to it, then. It was nice to meet you, William.” Without waiting for a reply, I turned on my heel to scurry away as disgust began to choke me. Weaving through bodies towards the buffet table across the room, I took deep, heaving breaths in a futile attempt to calm myself. An ache spread through my chest, and I reached to rub the spot absently as I searched for Cynthia.

      “What the Hell are you doing, Mom…” Grumbling to myself, I shook my head and blinked hard as I replayed what had just happened. My mother never went for older men that had been rich for long- they had a restraint she couldn’t break. Young and pliable men that had only just broken into the top one percent were her ideal targets; men that couldn’t control their spending and were enamored that this older, beautiful lady was into them.

      But William was nothing like that just from what I could see during our interaction. His suit had been nice, but it was obviously worn before; he didn’t buy it just for this event. He had the air of a businessman about him, and was probably very smart and perceptive.

      He was everything my mother avoided, so why?
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      Staring out the window at the busy streets below with narrowed eyes, I clenched my jaw as my mind worked slowly. Anna’s phone call rang in my ears, and for the first time I found myself wondering about who she was. Surely I knew her, what she liked and disliked, her favorite movie and what snacks she enjoyed, but I was skimming the surface.

      “-she didn’t give me any real details…” Risha’s words from a week ago floated into my mind’s eye with that curious expression on her porcelain face. Does that mean Anna doesn’t talk about me with her friends?

      My frown deepened, and I tore my gaze off the city to drop heavily into my chair. Mine was such a silly concern, I knew; who was I to expect Anna to gossip about me, anyway? Just because I had told my friends about her didn’t mean she had to do the same.

      “It’s been too long since I’ve had a relationship. I thought I left all of this behind in my 20s.” Speaking up into my empty office, I raked my hand through my hair with a heavy sigh. My words bounced around me tauntingly, daring me to question myself about why I was in this relationship.

      Closing my eyes, I leaned back in my chair to picture Anna. She was sweet, beautiful, and I truly did enjoy my time with her. Like taking her to nice restaurants, buying out a theater to watch a romantic movie, and taking her to London. Frowning at the mental pictures, I tried to search my memory for anything we did in the past few months that didn’t involve pulling out my wallet. Even when we had a date night at her apartment I still ended up paying for takeout.

      It’s not like I don’t have money to burn…

      Hissing, I sucked my teeth like a teenager that was just scolded by his mother. My mind turned to our conversation, and Anna’s steady voice wiggled into the shallow crevices of my brain. Her car had broken down, and she didn’t have the money to fix it. She had an important client out of town that wouldn’t wait on her, and she couldn’t afford a rental car.

      Anna couldn’t seem to afford a lot of things despite having a fairly affluential job as a real estate agent. I knew plenty of people that sold homes and lived comfortably.

      “What could I tell her? No?” Glancing around my office, I couldn’t help but acknowledge I was going to go insane if I stayed here. The large clock on my wall told me noon was only 15 minutes away, and I pushed myself up to grab my jacket. My footfall was hard, reflecting the set of my shoulders as I made my way past a slew of closed doors leading to conference rooms to reach the elevator.

      My cell phone rang, and I fished the device out of my pocket to grimace at the screen. Luca’s face flashed, giving me a good distraction from my own problems as I focused on his. Swiping the ‘answer’ button, I brought the speaker to my ear before the elevator doors opened to echo down the quiet hall.

      “Hey, I was about to call you- see if you wanted to go out to lunch.” My little, white lie produced a grunt, and I jabbed the ground floor button with my thumb before speaking up. “What’s wrong with you today, Luca?”

      There was always something, and Luca’s side of the call crackled lightly as I descended. Waiting patiently, I let my mind wander to what he was going through. He only had one kid left, and it was starting to make him anxious. He wanted to do all of the things he couldn’t do when he was young.

      His antics already pushed his brother too far, and I wasn’t too sure they’d make up this time.

      “I’ll go. I want to get out of the house anyway. Julia’s driving me insane about buying a game room package. Usual place?” Smiling at the mention of that woman, I shook my head as scenarios raced through my mind. Julia had never needed to know how to control Luca’s idiotic tendencies, and it was a little too late to learn. She’d given birth to three boys, though, so I was sure she could handle herself.

      “Yeah. Meet you there in 20.” Hanging up before Luca could launch into another tirade about having to tell his wife where he was going and why, I slipped my phone into my pocket to stare at my reflection. Luca had been a good friend since high school, but it was easy to acknowledge he was slipping.

      I can understand it, though. He did pop out four kids before he turned 25, after all. The thought only brought a scowl to my face, and I pulled my jacket on roughly.

      “Will, you’re so lucky you decided to wait to have kids.” Nursing a Coke as I set my heels against the rungs of my bar stool, a harsh, involuntary bark of laughter burst from my throat. Next to me Luca was sulking, his eyes intense when they bored holes into my side. Keeping my eyes on the noiseless sports game playing overhead, I took a swig of my drink with a soft hiss.

      “It wasn’t a decision, Luca. If I had my way I’d be like you, but I wouldn’t have stopped at 4.” Apparently, Luca wasn’t the only one sulking, and he sighed over his beer. Side-eyeing him wearily, I took in his disheveled hair and thickening, unruly beard with a frown. We weren’t young enough anymore to drink at noon, but he looked like he did so regularly. “What’s going on with you, man?”

      “What? Nothing’s going on. All of my kids are out of the house, and I want to do shit. That’s not wrong.” Dismal, Luca’s answer only pulled down my lips, and he shrugged absently. “It’s long overdue, don’t you think?”

      “I think you shouldn’t act like you’re 22, no matter the fact that you weren’t able to do this crazy crap back then. Luca, you seriously can’t expect people to condone this behavior. I-“

      “Oh my God, you sound like Nash.” Waving me off, Luca took a gulp of beer before shaking his head wildly. “Please don’t try to mother me, okay, Will?”

      “You need a damn mother, apparently.” My angry snap reverberated throughout the crowded bar, and I ignored the curious stares that landed on my back. “Jesus, Luca- I know your mom kicked you out, but that was 25 years ago. Your kids are leaving, but that’s not a fucking excuse to go off the rails and party like it’s 1986.”

      “You think I don’t know that? I’m not that stupid.” A waitress set a tray in front of us, and I reached to rub my forehead as she set my sandwich before me. She didn’t say a word, sensing the tension between my friend and I, before scurrying away to finish her work. Grabbing a bottle of ketchup, I dressed my lunch in silence as Luca tore into his burger.

      “I’m just saying- you’re going to lose everything if you keep this up. It’s not going to reverse time, and it’s not going to feel as good as you think it will. Nash is dealing with his pregnant girlfriend. Your wife is making you sleep in the guest room. Seriously, you need to pick yourself up.” Green colored my words, but I doubted Luca heard it; he was too busy washing down his cheeseburger. For so many years I’d envied what he had, but now he was throwing it all away.

      And for what? A little ‘fun’ that was going to end up with his ass in a jail cell.

      “Yeah, I know what you’re saying, Will- everyone seems to be saying the same thing. I’m a grown ass man. I don’t need or want advice on what to do with my life. In six months Kevin is out and off to his internship in California, and it’ll just be me and the missus.”

      “Everyone is saying the same thing because we’re the ones that are right, Luca. Six months is more than enough time to throw away your life. Why can’t you just pack Julia up, get a camper, and cross country like all of the other folks that have no more kids?” Taking the first bite of my chicken sandwich, I savored the flavor as silence descended on us. For the first time since ordering my gaze wandered around the restaurant, and I propped my elbows on the bar top. Vaguely familiar faces surrounded me; this was the closest eatery to my building.

      I didn’t know everyone that worked in my office, and a frown tugged at my mouth as I chewed. For a company on top of the world, I knew I couldn’t remember each and every person that was under my employ, just like they didn’t know me. No one tried to sidle up to the big boss during lunch, hoping to score points towards a pay raise or promotion.

      To every good there was a bad, I guess.

      “Don’t even get me started on Natalie. Julia has her over all the time, and all they talk about is cooking and baking. I swear I’ll have recipes for shit I can’t even name coming out of my ears.” Grumbling to himself, Luca lost my attention as a very familiar face came into view, and I twisted to get a better look. Across the restaurant, dressed in a warm looking, long-sleeved day dress, was Risha. She’d straightened her long, thick locks of mahogany hair, keeping it pinned back from her face with something jeweled. A smile crested her cheeks, but her laughter was lost from the distance between us.

      My mind flew back to that night we’d met, and I rested my cheek on my fist to stare at her. Risha had strutted up to me with a confidence not many women had nowadays, and my chest tightened at the memory. Our conversation had been so brief it shouldn’t have mattered, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it. If I was 20 years younger I wouldn’t have let her walk away.

      Blinking slowly, I pictured Risha in her pretty, simple gown before hopping wordlessly off my bar stool. Weaving through crowded tables and busy wait staff, I kept my eyes on her as she chatted animatedly with her friend. For just a split second her eyes wandered, and my heart thundered in my chest when they met mine. Her smile froze, and my steps faltered slightly before I realized there was no going back.

      “Hello, Risha.” Coming up on her table, I stuffed my hands into my pants pockets to keep myself from reaching for hers. Handshaking might’ve been okay across a conference table, but the flash of panic in Risha’s dark gaze told me she was anything but comfortable.

      “Erh- William… what a pleasant surprise. Are you here with Anna?” Blurting out her question, Risha offered me an obviously forced smile before I shook my head.

      “No. I noticed you from the bar and wanted to know if you could spare me a few moments of your time.” I’m not 15 anymore, so why is this so difficult? Risha’s relief was almost palpable in the busy restaurant, and surprise relaxed my shoulders when she sprung up from her seat.

      “I’ll be right back, Cynthia.” Only briefly did my eyes wander to Risha’s friend before she sauntered off towards an empty corner booth. Every move she made was graceful and refined, and she leaned against the thick, wooden table before speaking up once again. “I’m actually glad you realized I was here. I wanted to apologize for jumping you last week.”

      Pursing my lips together, all I could think to do was shake my head. Again. Like a 15 year old.

      “I don’t mind, Risha. I was just wondering how well you know Anna.” Blood thundered in my ears, and I held my breath as a thoughtful expression overtook Risha’s face. She was beautiful, like an artisan doll, and I took in the shallow crease between her slender brows through narrowed eyes.

      “I know her very well, actually. Which is why I was hoping to see you again, William. You should know that Anna is very… monetarily inclined…” Speaking slowly, cautiously, Risha watched me critically and chose her words carefully. “I didn’t want to bring it up at the theater, but you surprised me. Anna has a history of dating younger men, and you seemed so smitten with her…”

      Furrowing my eyebrows, I frowned as Risha let her intentions hang in the air between us. Concern shone from her eyes, her face a perfect portrayal of worry and determined justice. Of course she’d be worried for me if she knew Anna had deviated from her ‘type’…

      “I had a feeling she might’ve been initially attracted to me because of my money…” Uttering the words was a physical blow, and I sucked in air sharply as they stung my chest. “But I was hoping…”

      “I understand.” The heat was sucked out of my body by the gentle, comforting hand Risha laid on my forearm. Her touch was soothing, and I let out my breath in a heavy sigh before she continued. “Trust me- I know how Anna can be. You shouldn’t simply take my word for it, but you seem like a stable man. I don’t want you to go through dealing with someone like her.”

      “If you don’t like her, why are you friends?” Posing my question without any thought, I clenched my jaw tightly. Whatever I was expecting Risha to do didn’t happen, and she pulled a scrunched-up face. Her soft fingertips left my sleeve, and my calmed heart began to race once again.

      “It’s a very complicated situation. My point is I don’t really think Anna has ‘found the light’, and I would feel guilty for not warning you, William.”

      “Would you like to get drinks sometime?” The question was out of my mouth before I could stop it, and my mind ground to a halt. Risha’s doe eyes widened, and I cleared my throat before managing to get my tongue to work. “You went out of your way for me. It’s the least I can do regardless whether you’re right. Not many people take the time or the effort you did for a stranger, Risha.”

      … I’m a fucking idiot.
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      “You’re going on a date with your mom’s boyfriend-“ Choking out a loud, gagging sound, Cynthia burst into hysterical laughter as I stomped through the front door of our home. “Oh- oh God- my ches-s-t… I’m… I’m gunna die- die…”

      “It’s not a date, Cynthia. Please- that’s disgusting. It’s just drinks on a Friday. Nothing special.” Tossing my coat over the couch, I went straight to the refrigerator to yank open the door and pull out a can of seltzer water. My chest burned from embarrassment, and Cynthia’s yowling only grew louder at my denial. I couldn’t even enjoy the fizz of my drink against my lips while she stumbled into a chair near the kitchen table.

      “Drinks on Friday is code for ‘we’re gunna bang because I don’t have to work the next day’, Risha. And I bet he’s been wanting to take it slow with Anna to make sure she’s not a conniving bitch… even though we all know she is. C’mon, you can’t tell me you don’t think he’s hot. I know you have a thing for older dudes.” Leaning against the refrigerator, I took large gulps of my drink to avoid answering. Cynthia knew all too well my preferences, and my cheeks tinged pink to reflect against the unlabeled can.

      No one with even poor vision could deny that William was handsome, but there was no way I would go there when my mother is involved. Speaking of which, he doesn’t even know who I am. He probably didn’t tell my mother about our little chat at the theater.

      Which means William was already having doubts long before I spoke to him.

      Which was good. Sort of.

      Maybe not really, but still.

      “You’ll have the house all to yourself on Friday, anyway. Martin wants to take me to meet his mom. He thinks it’ll help her…” The sudden shift in topic almost caused me to choke, and I doubled over as Cynthia stared into space dazedly. Martin Callucci’s mother was having trouble staying positive; she was older, and her cancer was about as advanced as Cynthia’s had been. From what I’d heard Martin was the only child, and there were no grandbabies. There was nothing for this woman to fight for, and she was losing hope.

      “Cynthia, I think that’s a great idea…” I couldn’t bring myself to say more, leaving my mouth hanging open as I stared at my best friend. …but don’t you think it’ll cause you to digress?

      The words hung silently in the kitchen, and I sighed heavily before bringing my can to my lips. Cynthia’s own doctors had said, several times, that she should stay away from any triggers. Any instance that could send her back three years should be avoided; after all, discovering cancer and having a double emergency mastectomy changed a person. Going to an oncology ward would definitely bring up some memories.

      “I have to do this, Risha. I gave up my breasts and two years of my life… I can’t hide from those facts anymore. I’m not the same woman I was, and if this helps me be okay with that, then I have to do it.” Grimacing at the seriousness that settled on my shoulders, I only jerked my head in a nod. A soft ping sounded from my purse, and I reached for the leather bag with a frown.

      “It’s my mother. She wanted to have dinner two weeks from now…” Glaring at my phone screen, I circled my thumbs absently as I debated declining. Popping up from her seat, Cynthia stared down at my phone with a grimace of her own before snatching the device. I didn’t deny her, pulling my half empty can to my lips to watch her wave my phone in the air.

      “Speaking of hiding, you need to do something about this shit, Risha. You go through all of this trouble for your mom, and she doesn’t even care about what it does to you. At least tell her ‘no’ this time. And what if it’s for you to meet William? You don’t think he’ll be hurt that you lied by omission? He’ll think you’re just being spiteful towards your mom and that you didn’t do it out of concern for him.”

      “I- I didn’t think of that…” Faltering at Cynthia’s reasoning, I squeezed my can between stiff fingers. “Do you really think he’ll think that?”

      Setting my phone on my purse, Cynthia shrugged before taking a deep breath. Today had been a rollercoaster ride long before William showed up at lunch. Anthony was in a mood I didn’t want to deal with, so I jumped at the chance to take the train across town to meet her.

      He blew up my phone the entire time, but somehow I managed to ignore him. Mine wasn’t the best idea, but there was nothing I could do about it now.

      “I know you’re genuinely concerned about him, but you need to see how this looks. Okay? You didn’t introduce yourself as Anna’s daughter… strike one. Strike two- you have the makings of a crush on him, and don’t even try to deny it. If you didn’t like him even a little bit, you would’ve declined his offer for drinks. He’s successful and handsome, and obviously he’s a gentleman- those are all things you swoon over, Risha. If you wait to tell him you’re Anna’s daughter, he’s going to doubt everything you told him. Trust me on this.”

      My eyes widened at Cynthia’s mini-rant, and I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth. When she put it like that, it did look bad. Groaning softly, I reached to grab my phone from her without resistance.

      “Okay, so I’ll tell my mom I’ll go to this dinner and I’ll just meet with William beforehand to tell him personally.” My thumbs worked to type a short message, and I tapped the ‘send’ button with a sinking heart. Sidling up to my side, Cynthia wrapped her long arm around my waist and set her head on my shoulder. Her short hair tickled my neck and jaw, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding before she spoke up.

      “You’re so obtuse, you know that? You don’t want me to get hurt, but you’re setting yourself up for the same thing. I saw it at the theater and today at lunch- you started crushing on William the moment you met him. He’s not like the others, and that scares you because you don’t know what to expect.” Staring down at my phone as my mother gave her reply, I shook my head but didn’t speak up. My heart squeezed, knowing Cynthia was right.

      William was older, much more embedded in his success, and my mother’s deviation was scary. I knew with all of my being that she didn’t like him for any reason beyond the depths of his pockets, but that wasn’t any different than usual.

      Closing my eyes, I pictured William in my mind’s eye. He obviously took care of himself, and my fingers tingled at the memory of the muscles that lay just under his shirt sleeve. Just the air around him was laden with experience, and I reached to rub my chest absently.

      “… If you need me tomorrow just call me, okay?” Breaking the silence, I rested my cheek on Cynthia’s crown as she nodded. Resignation spread through me, thinning out my blood as my heart slowed to a steady rhythm.

      Holding my forehead in my palm, I listened to Anthony stress rant a list of things I had already done. Patiently I waited for him to finish, but he’d been going on for nearly five minutes now. My eyelid twitched in annoyance, and pressure built behind my eyes from holding my breath for too long.

      I hadn’t gotten any sleep last night, too busy worrying about what Cynthia said. In just a few hours I’d be meeting up with William, and I still couldn’t decide what to tell him.

      “-re you listening to me, Risha? I ne-“

      Slamming my free hand down on my desk, I cut Anthony off to stand up. My chair flew back to hit the wall, and I glared at my boss as he finally fell silent. Even in my heels I had to crane my neck to look him in the eye, and his widened at the angry red that heated my cheeks.

      “I quit! God, Anthony- I know you’re stressed, but you can’t take it out on me. I did all of this prep yesterday, and if you’d stop yelling at me for a single moment I would’ve told you so. You know I only got this job to pass the time, but it’s becoming too much. Find a new secretary.” Taking a harsh breath, I grabbed my bag to roughly sling the straps over my shoulders. Stunned quiet met my outburst, and my heels clicking on the hardwood floor became the only noise. Fierce blue eyes bored into my back as I made my way to the stairs, but I didn’t look back.

      Anthony wasn’t an abusive boss by any means, but I was done with his attitude.

      Sliding into a sleek, leather capped bar stool, I let loose a hot sigh before glancing around. The bar was nice, nearly empty, and my gaze floated over couches and lounge chairs in disinterest. Turning my attention to the vast array of wine, I set my purse on the bar top before dropping my chin into my palm. Quiet permeated the space, and I relished the reprieve to get some thinking done.

      Anthony had just hired a new partner, but his stress over it couldn’t be my problem. I wasn’t his therapist. Every day I went above and beyond for him just to get berated for his own inability to stay organized. Just repeat it enough and the anger will go away.

      Groaning quietly, I sunk down to rest my forehead on my arm to listen to my slow, steady pulse.

      “Rough day?” The bartender’s smooth voice washed over me, and I nodded miserably without lifting my head. “Want to talk about it? I’m a great listener.”

      “… Can you just get me a really nice bottle of red? I want to be classy while I drown in my own terrible decisions.” My request earned me a chuckle, and I shuffled to watch the bartender saunter off. He was young, maybe even younger than I was, and a nicely starched, black button down hung from his shoulders. His hair was pulling into a thick tail, and I could see his beard when he pushed his way into the back room.

      Hipster. Shivering slightly in disgust, I shook my head to clear him from my thoughts. So easily he was wiped away, making way for the man that seemed to dominate my listlessness.

      William was a mystery to me simply because I knew what my mother saw in him. He was wealthy, grounded, and seemed like he wanted more out of life than being rich. Those were all attractive traits, but it still didn’t explain why he was dating my mom. She couldn’t care less about anything about him but his money; surely he realized that after six months.

      But what if he doesn’t realize she’s playing him like a fiddle?

      “Ugh…” Frowning into my arm, I took a deep breath before lifting my head just as the bartender stopped in front of me. His nose piercing glinted in the white lights above our heads, and I had to physically stop myself from frowning.

      I never found male piercings attractive.

      “My best bottle for the sad beauty. If you need anything just tap this bell.” Setting a small button bell next to the bottle, he flashed me a smile as he poured me a glass. The fruity smell wafted up into my nostrils, and I took hold of the stem to take a deep breath. For a moment he watched me, but when I didn’t pay him any mind he wandered off to do whatever bartenders do when there are no customers.

      Half the bottle was gone before I felt a body next to mine, and I turned my tipsy gaze to watch William seat himself quietly. He expression was placid, as if he knew I had already been drinking, and I smiled when his eyes met mine.

      “I don’t usually drink during the day, I swear. I quit my job today, so I figured extenuating circumstances…” Trailing off, I pursed my lips together when I realized I was slurring slightly. Half a bottle of wine wasn’t enough to get me drunk, but I pushed my glass away with hands that trembled slightly. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine, Risha.” Gently patting my shoulder, William’s warm, hard palm mixed with the alcohol in my system to spread a fuzzy feeling through my chest. “Why did you quit?”

      “My boss started taking advantage of me.” Alarm colored his face, and my eyes widened as my own words echoed in my ears. “Not, like, sexually. Oh- no. I think he’s closet gay. I mean- erh… he started yelling at me and I just left.”

      Tearing my gaze off William, I stared hard at the edge of the bar as my face flamed. Drinking before meeting him had been a terrible idea, I realized. Twiddling my thumbs, I scrunched up my face is dismay.

      I seemed to be making a lot of terrible decisions lately.
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      My laughter boomed through the near empty bar, and I shook my head as Risha’s huff chased the sound into my ears.

      “It’s not that funny, William.” Through squinting eyes I watched her pout, and she took another sip of her sprite through the straw. Waving off her complaint, I reached for my beer with an unsteady arm as her story circled my mind.

      “It’s very funny, Risha. I can’t believe you put neon green skin dye into a body wash bottle. I bet your mother didn’t find it funny, though.” A wicked smirk picked up Risha’s plump lips, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. Beyond the rim of my beer glass I admired her beauty, scanning her face as she readied herself to speak. Her wine buzz had revealed a playful side to her, and I flat out grinned at her.

      “She refused to let anyone see her for almost two weeks until the dye washed off. It was so worth it, though. The classic witch look was very good for her…” Propping my chin in my palm, I tried to remember a time in the past six months that I had laughed like this. Anna was so serious and intense, sweet but narrow, and I couldn’t help but compare the two. Risha was full of life, all sides of her perfectly connected to create a personality that was, at the very least, incredibly appealing.

      “So, what about your parents, William?” Casting me a curious glance, Risha posed her question with caution, and I reached to swipe my beard with my free palm.

      “My parents live in upstate New York. I actually just visited them a few weeks ago- I guess my father finally convinced my mother to get some goats.” Smiling at the memory, warmth spread through me as my mother’s annoyed face flashed in my mind’s eye. “She hates farm animals. She didn’t even want to get dogs when I was growing up. I don’t even want to know how he managed to pull off goats.”

      “My mom hates animals, too. She always said they’re too much work. That’s why I’m an only child, too.” The sudden turn in conversation tightened my chest, and my mind snapped to the present as Risha sighed heavily. Dismal rejection rippled across her features, and I reached out without thought to brush her pinked cheek. Her skin was smooth, soft, and the sensation caused goosebumps to rise on my arm under my shirt.

      “It must’ve been lonely. I don’t think I could be content with just one child.” Absently tracing her jaw, I frowned while Risha sat still to hesitantly accept my touch. Pleasantness evened out her expression, and she hummed quietly as my tongue grew thick behind my teeth. “I just haven’t found the right woman. When you approached me about Anna, I had already had my suspicions, of course- but I’m beginning to think you’re right. She wants to go to dinner next week at the Wendel, and she knows I don’t care for that particular restaurant.”

      “Why are you going, then?” The soft beat of Risha’s pulse throbbed against my fingertips, and I mimicked her hum. Truthfully, I was still searching for that answer; Anna didn’t give me anything but a vague response. Circling Risha’s pulse point with my thumb, my gaze flickered to her face as she tilted her head in acceptance. A shallow crease appeared between her eyebrows, her expression a mask of sluggish, tipsy enjoyment that picked up the corners of my mouth.

      “I don’t know. She said it was important, but I’ve been considering calling us off. After what you told me, I started to realize how little I know her… how much she pushes me back when I try. It’s frustrating.” Blinking slowly, I clenched my jaw when Risha gulped to draw my focus to her neck. The action flexed against my palm, and I gave a soft squeeze that sent her gasp into the small space between us.

      Stiffening at how close we were, I forced my hand from her neck to clear my throat harshly. Before me Risha flopped her head forward with a groan, grabbing my wrist to keep my fingers from slipping from her skin completely.

      “Don’t. I like it.” Breathy and slow, Risha’s confession struck a chord in my heart, and I gripped her slender column firmly. My beer was going straight to my head, and I leaned forward to mindlessly press my lips to hers. Just like I knew they’d be, she was soft and slightly fruity from her wine, and after a moment she kissed me back. Cupping the back of her head, my palm tingled as she raked her fingers through my hair.

      Only when Risha pulled back to breathe shallow pants did my brain kickstart, and I rubbed my thumb over her artery as she licked her lips. Her dark eyes were clouded, and her hand slipped from the nape of my neck before I realized what I’d done.

      “Shit…” Leaning back, I carefully released Risha’s neck as she blinked dazedly. I hadn’t opened this gate to myself in so long, and yet she was bringing it out of me without even doing anything. “I’m sorry, Risha- that was wrong of me. You’re drunk and I-“

      A long, perfectly manicured finger touched my lips to cut me off, and she shook her head. Shame speared my chest, and it festered the longer she kept quiet. Holding my breath, I sat in tense expectation for her to open her mouth.

      “Don’t apologize, William. If anyone is wrong here, it’s me. I- Is it okay if we meet up again when I don’t do something stupid beforehand?” Nodding dumbly, I frantically worked to staunch the shouting that rattled my skull. Shakily reaching with her free hand, Risha fumbled around her purse before pulling out her phone. “I’m going to call a cab.”

      For a second I watched through wide eyes as she struggled with her phone with one hand while the other still pressed against my mouth. Risha was sloshed- or the equivalent a woman could get on wine. Reaching to take the device, I wrapped my free hand around her wrist to lick my lips. Her taste lingered, and I adjusted her phone in my palm before speaking up.

      “Risha, I’ll drive you home. Come on.” Sliding from my stool, I set Risha’s phone back in her purse to wrap my arm around her waist. She didn’t protest, leaning heavily against my side as she struggled to stand on her low heels. “Slowly, slowly.”

      “I- I just don’t understand why she wants you.” We almost made it to the exit when Risha spoke up, staring at her feet with a slight scowl. “You’re so- so… so nice… and you’re more likely to say ‘no’. Anna hates that.”

      Stiffening at her mumble, my mind flew back to the few times I’d told Anna ‘no’. She’d gotten annoyed, not answering my texts until she’d calmed down. She didn’t have a single ounce of humility, and I tried to ignore it. Like a teenager, oblivious to her faults.

      “I mean, I know how it starts. She seems so nice, so sweet, so- so pleasant. But it doesn’t last. Did she ask you for a car yet?” The more she grumbled, the more Risha riled herself up, and she flung back her head. Surprise rippled through me, and I clenched my teeth as she let out a harsh, little scoff. “Of course she did… hers broke down, right? But going with her to pick out a used car was too tedious, and she didn’t want to bother you with it. So, you just gave her a check.”

      That’s exactly what happened. Stepping out into the cold, blustering street, I held Risha’s wobbling form closer to mine. Sharp wind cut against my face, and her hair flew every which way. Anger knotted around my heart, my lungs shuddering in their cage as I took in the freezing cold air. Anna had to go early to make her client meeting, and I had just gotten to work. She didn’t want me to leave when I just got there.

      “Just relax, Risha. Where do you live?” In only a few strides down the sidewalk we reached my car, and I fished out my keys to carefully sit Risha in the driver’s seat. Rolling my jaw, I closed the door and rounded my car as my brain skimmed through everything she’d revealed. Obviously she knew Anna very well, and I jammed my key into the ignition with a low grunt.

      Anna didn’t tell her friends about me, to the point that one of them actually sought me out. She only wanted to do things that cost me, and a quiet night in wasn’t an option. Anna only called or texted if she wanted to do something, or if she needed money.

      The scenes were coming together to paint a very bad picture.

      “You shouldn’t go to that dinner.” Slowly pulling off the curb, I tightened my grip on the wheel at Risha’s loud, slurred declaration. “Especially if you don’t like the place. I mean- one time Cynthia and I tried out this place that had terrible seafood, and it just ruined our entire week. We couldn’t get over it. The sushi was falling apart and kinda old, and the sake wasn’t drinkable. And the shrimp- oh my god, it just disintegrated on my fork.”

      “I hope they didn’t charge you for that, Risha.” Glancing across the center console, I watched through narrowed eyes as Risha’s perfect face contorted in disgust. Even then she was beautiful, and she clapped her hands together loudly. Taking a slow turn, my hands ached at the turn this night had taken.

      “William…?” Rolling to a stop in front of a blinking red light, I leaned back in my seat as she crossed the center console. Risha’s wine-stained breath glided across my cheek, and I held my breath as she whispered in my ear. “I lied to you. I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad at me.”

      My head whipped to the side, and I reached automatically to grab Risha’s jaw. In her drunken state she hiccupped in surprise, her throat flexing as I squeezed in my shock. My heart thundered in my chest, blood pounding against my ear drums as she rasped against my lips. Her smell enveloped me, and if it wasn’t for the wine that tinged it I would’ve kissed her again.

      “I’m not mad, Risha. Tell me what you lied about.” The night was so late that no one bothered to honk at me, simply choosing to drive around me and fly through the red light. Normally busy streets were empty, and I focused entirely on Risha. My body moved on its own as my mind went back to everything we’d said to each other, pulling her over the center console to straddle my lap. I barely registered the fact that she hadn’t even buckled herself.

      “I- I can’t… you’ll hate me, and you won’t believe me anymore.” Big, fat tears welled in Risha’s eyes while her mumble traveled around my palm, and my eyes narrowed on her wet lashes. “I just want you to be happy.”

      Her confession hit me right in my heart, and I slid my hand down to her neck fully. The pulse points throbbed wildly, and she sniffled a choked sound when I squeezed in warning.

      “Tell me now, Risha.” The command ripped harshly from my chest, and Risha’s pupils widened as one, brave tear escaped. “Tell me what you lied about. I won’t ask again.”

      Jesus- I haven’t said that in nearly decade. Grinding my teeth together, I watched with a growing, familiar irritation swirling in my gut. When did I decide to settle?

      I pondered the answer to that question before Risha slowly shook her head.

      “I won’t. You can’t know yet.” Staring hard at her, I licked my teeth at the realization that I wouldn’t get any more from her. She was drunk, on the defensive, and I pulled her to my chest to stare out the windshield. Gently stroking her hair, my hands tingled with an urge I hadn’t felt in years.

      To bend her over my knee and slap her ass until she gave me what I wanted. After I turned 30, I closed that chapter of my life because no one fired my blood anymore. Every woman was just like the last- boring. No one excited me, and after a while I figured the problem was with me.

      “I’m… sorry… for once I’m the one that ruined everything.” Mumbling into my jacket, Risha peeked up at me from beyond her long lashes with sparkling eyes. Frowning deeply, I didn’t bother to offer a reply before wrapping my arms around her to grab the wheel. Rolling through the intersection, I circled my jaw absently as I took deep, calming breaths.

      Risha’s house was part of the RedRock district, so named for its sprawl of brick factories that were in the midst of being remodeled for new uses. It’d been 12 years since the project began, but only half the area had been transformed. Slowly driving through the worse off, southern end, I peered around at the endless expanse of dirty, old red. The construction began in the north end, and that was where Risha lived.

      So many businesses could get their start in these new, cheap buildings; most of the structural integrity hadn’t been compromised, so it was basically a glorified clean-up job.

      “Risha… we’re here.” Carefully pulling my key out of the ignition, I mumbled absently before glancing down. Risha had passed out completely, and she didn’t react in any way to my announcement. Sighing heavily, I popped open the driver’s side door to stick one leg out into the cold.

      A navy blue Sedan sat in the driveway, and I held Risha’s firm body tightly to glance around. 117*2 was plastered in thick, bronze numbers on her front door, and my lips pursed together before I decided to knock rather than use her keys.

      “-he delivery guy better not have interrupted my s-“ The door flung open, revealing a scantily clad Cynthia wearing nothing more than lacy underwear and red cheeks. My eyes widened as her jaw dropped, drawing my gaze to her flat, scarred chest. Right before me big hands covered those marks, and I shook my head wildly before clearing my throat.

      “You must be Cynthia… I’m-“

      “I know who you are. Why are you here?” Furrowing my brows in question, I watched Cynthia pull a face as Martin Callucci rested his dimpled chin on her crown. “I mean, obviously Risha drank too much- she can’t handle her wine too well. Isn’t the gentlemanly thing to do to bring her back to your place, wait till she sobers up, and confess how sexually attracted you are to her before you make hot, passionate love on the couch?”

      My mouth dried at such a detailed description, and I coughed roughly as discomfort slithered around in my lungs. Goosebumps rose on my arms, but before I could even open my mouth Martin spoke up. He and I were friends, no matter how loosely, and my gaze flickered to him to narrow.

      “You have to break up with that woman, first, right? From what I’ve heard, Marishka can turn any man into a cheater.” A hard elbow to his side shut Martin up, and he grunted as I watched the exchange in silence. “Not me, baby. Her ass is too small, and her tits are too big.”

      “Actually…” Cutting into the conversation, I took a small step forward in an attempt to get into Risha’s home. “I’d rather not discuss it with either of you. So, if I can just set her somewhere, I’ll be on my way.”

      “No need to be pushy. Her room is on the left up the stairs, second door. But watch out…” Grinning wickedly at me as she stepped aside, Cynthia stuck out her tongue to hiss quietly. “She’s got lizards.”
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      “Does Anna you’re seeing another woman? You should just break up with that woman, you know. She’s ghastly.” Scowling at Nash, I stabbed my lasagna even as he leaned back in his chair, his hands raised in surrender. “I’m just sayin’… she’s got a gold eye. And she’s not even that attractive in the sense… like- what does she even do? She’s never cooked for you, never handmade you a present- nothing.”

      “First of all, I’m not seeing another woman. And secondly…” Trailing off, I stared down at my plateful through narrowed eyes. Natalie had spent hours in the kitchen, and I could taste her excitement in the food. This was the first time Nash, Frank, and I were having our holiday dinner together.

      Because we were all usually so miserably single that we had to spend a night together a month before Christmas. Luca and Julia were supposed to be here, but he was still on bad terms with his brother.

      “You do realize Anna is literally everything you’ve ever hated in a woman, right? I mean, the glitz and glam of being in a relationship for the first time in 10 years has to be wearing off by now, Will.” Clenching my jaw, I jerked my head in a nod. Nash’s ability to read people was becoming an annoyance, but he didn’t stop with that sharp jab. “I mean, I get that you don’t want to come to the seminars anymore and whatever. It gets boring. But you shouldn’t have to deal with someone you’re not compatible with just because you can say ‘I’ve got a girlfriend’.”

      “I agree.” Glancing over at Frank, I took in his permanently dark expression as he roughly swallowed his mouthful. Tapping his fork on his plate, he grimaced across the table. “Take out and restaurants get boring. A woman that can cook shouldn’t be taken with a grain of salt- especially if she likes it.”

      “Do you know if this other woman can cook?” Turning to Natalie, I took in her probing slowly as I shoveled some salad into my mouth. She emanated a sense of self that was unparalleled, and even with her growing, unplanned bump she seemed like she had everything under control. Nash had told me several times about how he just knew she would fulfill his kink, and ‘the rest was history’.

      It hit disturbingly close to home when I thought back to that night at the bar with Risha.

      “According to her house mate, she does.” Admitting this small piece of information picked up the corners of my mouth, and Natalie grinned widely. “I wouldn’t call her the ‘other woman’ though. To be honest, I imagine it feels a lot like what happened between you two. I just- she makes me feel like I’m 28 again, but I’m still 42, you know? I can’t even remember the last time I used that tone.”

      My gaze flickered to Nash to watch him nod; he knew what I meant. Clenching and releasing my fists, I held back a sigh as my mind flew to that night. I’d found out so many things about Risha just from my brief journey into her bedroom- things I had to work at to know about Anna.

      And yet, there they were. Just out there for me to take in. When Cynthia said Risha had lizards, I didn’t know what to expect. But dinosaurs? She had a dozen stuffed animal dinosaurs, informative dinosaur posters on her walls, even little dinosaur figurines on her dressers.

      I didn’t even know what Anna’s favorite animal was.

      “She’s definitely right about Anna being a gold digger, Will.” Disgust laced Frank’s deep voice, pulling me out of my fond memories and back to the present. “You should dump the bitch before she asks you for something completely outrageous.”

      “Yeah- like the car wasn’t outrageous enough…” Snickering over his glass of whiskey, Nash shook his head as he rubbed Natalie’s baby bump absently with a smirk. “So, you should take the opportunity on tomorrow night. She’s making you go to an overly expensive ass restaurant that you don’t even like to meet someone she won’t tell you about. Just break up with her and leave her for the bill. If this girl is right, she’ll have the money to cover whatever she wants to eat. Alone.”

      “Speaking of eating alone, have either of you talked to Luca lately? He’s been dodging my calls.” Changing the subject, relief surged through me as the focus of the conversation shifted instantly. My heart ached for my friend, but everyone else at the table seemed to be resigned to the fact that he was going down in a ball of fire. Drawn faces all around, even Natalie wore a sad-slash-angry expression as Frank grunted loudly.

      “That idiot dick- Julia called me the other day saying he came back high on something. I had to go knock his ass out, tied him up in my apartment until he calmed down. He’s still there. I left him some cat food the old lady next door leaves out for the strays.” For a moment there was silent, shocked stares as Frank necked his beer, and I couldn’t stop the laughter that burst from my throat. Clutching my chest, my hand shook from the force of my mirth as I sprawled in my chair.

      “You- you did not! Frank! That’s illegal!” Speaking through harsh gasps, I set my fork down with a clatter as Natalie and Nash cracked up across from me. Frank only snorted, and I took deep, heaving breaths as I pictured Luca in my mind’s eye.

      “He fucked up. And it’s not illegal if no one knows about it. Duct taped his mouth shut. He’ll be fine. I’ve done this before.” Casting a nasty snarl across the table, Frank reached to support his head on his enormous arms. At 36 years old he shouldn’t have been so muscular- I certainly didn’t know anyone aside from him that looked such a way at the pique of their life. “Anyway, maybe some time to think about his actions will help him realize he’s an idiot.”

      A soft chime pulled my attention, and I fished my pocket for my cell phone to watch Anna’s name flash. My smile dulled, thumb hesitant to swipe the button that would accept her call. Holding my breath, I shook my head before stuffing my phone back into my pocket.

      “See, that’s exactly why you should break up with her, Will.” The jibe only pulled a grunt from me, and Nash didn’t bother to say anything more. His point had been driven home, and I focused on my food instead of the implications of what I’d just done.

      Waking up the next morning on one of Nash’s many guest beds, I stared at the ceiling to reflect on the night before. Frank, Nash and I had gotten adequately drunk, but Natalie just watched on with a smile and snacks in her hands. It felt like college, and my lips quirked in a stupid smirk even as envy spread through my chest.

      Stomping lazily down the stairs, I followed the smell of bacon into the kitchen to stretch my arms high. Blinking away the discomfort of the bright sun, I swiped my hand through my beard with a tired groan.

      I’m too old to be partying until 2am… The thought twisted my face, and I dropped my tired body onto a kitchen chair to sprawl heavily.

      “You look like shit, William.” I couldn’t even summon the energy to respond, and Natalie placed a cup of coffee in front of me with a sigh. “I’m sorry you’re having such a tough go of it.”

      “It’s okay, Nat. I’m not going to stay, though. I have to get back home to look over the presentations for this expansion into industrial solutions.” Grabbing the cup, I downed the black brew in a few, scalding gulps. The heat sent a shock to my system, and I shook my head wildly. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “No problem.”

      The day was cold but bright, and I took a deep breath of the crisp air to sigh heavily. Relaxation coursed through my muscles, and I slowly pulled my keys out of my jean pocket as I wandered down the driveway. It’d snowed lightly overnight, and I climbed into my car to let it heat up, sinking into the driver’s seat.

      “Risha…” Just mumbling her name stirred something in my chest, and I reached to cover my face with my arm. “Does breaking up with one woman specifically for another make me an asshole?”

      Last night’s dinner talk floated around in my mind, and I pursed my lips together. Damn. I need to get it together. My phone chimed, and my chest tightened as I pulled out the device with stiff fingers. Anna’s name flashed, and I ground my teeth together before swiping the ‘accept’ button.

      “Hey.” Foreboding swirled in my gut, and Anna’s overly sweet voice gyrated against my eardrums. “William, are you excited for tonight? I know I am.”

      It’s like too sweet cake frosting. There’s no way she’s real.

      “Yeah. 6:30p.m. right? I’ll be there.” Flat and void, my voice alone should’ve given Anna a hint if she bothered to listen close enough, and she laughed into the receiver.

      “I’m so happy. I’ve been anxious about it all week, and I know you had your guys’ night last night. So, don’t be late, and don’t forget to wear a tie. This is very important.”

      “Maybe I would acknowledge the importance if you told me what was going on, Anna.” Annoyance bled into my voice, and Anna was quiet as I flicked on my windshield wipers with a jerk. Being surprised was one thing, but my gut screamed that this was something else entirely. I didn’t particularly like surprises, anyway, and my lips twisted into a grimace as possibilities ran through my head.

      “You’ll see tonight, William. No need to be hasty, now. I have to go into work now- I was just calling to check on you. You didn’t answer all night… I got worried.” My mind turned to every other time Anna had changed the conversation from her to me. Even when I specifically told her I would be busy, she still called me. At first, it’d been flattering, but now it was just annoying.

      “I had fun last night. It’s been a while since all of the guys got together. It was a little weird without Luca, though.” Pulling on my seat belt, I ground my molars together as Anna laughed into her end of the line. The sound was almost condescending instead of light and airy, and I started to wonder if Nash was right.

      Maybe I had just dated Anna because it’d been half past forever.

      “Well, I have faith that he’ll pull himself together. Soon you’ll be friends again- I just know it… but I have to go. I’ll talk to you later, William.” What a vague answer. Hanging up before I had a chance to respond, Anna left me with a cold spreading through my chest. She’d never even met Luca, and she didn’t really know much about what he was going through.

      Drugs… drinking… partying… Our relationship is dying. With that thought at the forefront of my mind, I slowly backed out of the driveway. Luca was my oldest friend, and my heart ached for him- but I couldn’t condone what he was doing to himself. Anna didn’t understand that, though, because she had no close friends.

      Driving slowly down the road slicked with slush, I glanced at my phone as it rested on the center console. Risha was in there, and anxiety formed a tight ball in my gut. I had waited for a text that never came; even then I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t because she was avoiding me. She’d quit her job, I remembered; that promised a whirlwind of activity trying to find a new one.

      Heaving a sigh, I reached for the device to make my way to Risha’s contact information. Her housemate had given it to me, taking the precious moment away from her fooling around with Martin. My lips twitched at the memory, and I shook my head before securing my phone to my ear to listen to the ring.

      “Hello?” Risha’s voice was husky and soft, and I held my breath for a heartbeat as I let it wash over me.

      “Risha? It’s William… I was wondering if you’re available?” Crackling and shuffling sounded in my ear, and I glanced at the clock with a frown. The neon green letters read 9:23a.m., and I couldn’t imagine she slept in.

      “Oh crap!” A loud squeal pulled me from my thoughts, and my car swerved dangerously when I jerked in surprise. “I’m so late! My interview! Crap- crap…”

      Groaning lowly into the receiver, Risha muttered something I couldn’t understand before a soft thump reached me.

      “I’m too late. I’m going to miss it… There’s no way I can make it for 10…” The dismay in her voice was potent, and I cleared my throat roughly to get her attention. My mind whirled a mile a minute, and the speaker crackled in expectation before I opened my mouth.

      “I’m actually in my car- I can give you a ride.” Smooth, William. Way to go… not.

      “Really? Thank you! Okay- I’ll be ready in, like, 15 minutes.” Just like that Risha hung up on me, but unlike with Anna a smile curved my lips. The difference was startling between the two, and I set my phone down to fiddle with the GPS.
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      “Thank you so much for this, William. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do if I had to go back and beg Anthony’s forgiveness… I don’t think I could recover from that.” Sliding into William’s sleek, expensive car, I closed the door and set my purse on my lap before looking at him. His hair was ruffled, clothes somewhat wrinkled, but my eyes widened at the simple fact that he looked so relaxed and at ease. “You look… good? I mean- you look like you slept in your clothes, but you slept really good.”

      Heat suffused my cheeks at how stupid I sounded, and William laughed a hearty sound. Pulling off the curb, he glanced over at me with a grin.

      “I did sleep in my clothes. I spent the night with a few friends. It would’ve been a guys’ night, but Nash’s pregnant girlfriend cooked for us, got us new beers- stuff like that. He really got what he wanted with her.” Arching an eyebrow in question, my own smile was wide at how giddy William seemed, and he cleared his throat as we took the first of many turns. “They met at a BDSM informative seminar about four months ago. Nash’s brother is a good friend of mine- has been for nearly 30 years.”

      Surprise rippled through me, and I tore my eyes off William to stare out onto the wet, soggy world beyond the windshield. My mind flew back to that night at the bar, and my neck tingled from the memory of his warm, solid palm against my flesh. Holding my breath, pressure built against my ribs before I let it out in a gust.

      “I- I’m sorry about that night at the bar, William. It’s just… it’s about Anna-“ Cut off by a familiar palm covering my mouth, I tensed as William shook his head.

      “Don’t. I don’t want to talk about Anna. I’m breaking up with her at this thing tonight.” Sitting rigid, my jaw would’ve dropped if William wasn’t holding my mouth closed, and only when I twisted to look at him did he release me. “It took me a while to realize I was just in a relationship with her because it felt good to say it. You really set it all in motion, but none of this is your fault, Risha.”

      “Is it because we kissed? Because of what happened at the bar…? And in your car?” Everything I was about to blurt out disappeared from my mind, and William nodded firmly. A volatile mix of shame and triumph clashed in my chest, and I reached to run my hand through my hair. The silence was deafening, but it disappeared after a few, long seconds when he spoke up.

      “Yes. I can’t put into words how idiotic I feel for not realizing Anna’s true intentions earlier. I mean, I’m 42 years old- I run a company that spans oceans, and yet I couldn’t accurately gauge someone. But meeting you really opened my eyes, and I’m grateful to you for that, Risha. I don’t regret kissing you or what else I did that night. I can’t even remember the last time I got that urge… so, thank you.”

      He’s younger than my mom by 4 years… that makes a little bit of sense. My brain burned trying to keep up with what William was telling me, and I sunk into my seat. The pulse points in my neck throbbed, a physical memory of how good it felt to be caressed. Taking a deep breath, air pushed away some of the shame I felt; I didn’t regret the kiss either.

      Or the ‘what else’ William had done to me. I could only faintly remember being on his lap, his harsh voice ringing in my ears. Everything else was a blur until I woke up the next morning in my bed.

      “Erh- you’re welcome… What do you mean by ‘urge’? Like-… sex? Or…” Heat nestled in my abdomen even as my words failed me, and William gave a shrug.

      “Both. I’ve been celibate for nearly 10 years… although it wasn’t always the case. I’m the one that introduced Nash to BDSM. I stopped right before I got my first Eastern European contract… thought it was just a part of my past. But with you, Risha, I find myself doing and wanting things without even realizing it.” William spoke like we were discussing the weather while I was drowning in embarrassment. Our age difference was glaringly obvious, and I shoved my fists between my thighs to find they were hotter than the air blasting from the vents.

      “I- I mean… I’m flattered… I think? I dabbled a little in college, but then Cynthia got sick and there was no time anymore for anything like that. She couldn’t drive, so I had to bring to all of her appointments and stuff. I ended up dropping out because I missed so many classes. But- anyway… I guess now I know why you’re dating Anna and not surrounded by kids and grandkids.” Pursing my lips together to keep myself from rambling, I rubbed my arms awkwardly against my sides in the hopes that William didn’t notice the goosebumps that rose on my skin. “I’ve always wanted a dad. I’ve always resented my dad for not being around, but I don’t and will never know if it’s because he doesn’t know or he doesn’t care. You would probably be a great dad, William.”

      “That’s not what I expected you to say considering I am old enough to be your father and just told you I’m sexually interested in you, Risha.” William chuckled lowly, and I let loose an embarrassed, weak giggle before he sighed heavily. “Where’s your interview again? I don’t know where I’m going.”

      “Oh- erh…” Digging into my purse, my hands trembled lightly at the sudden switch in conversation. Pulling out the letter I’d been sent, I scanned the tiny print before opening my mouth again. “Holden Enterprises. I sent out my resume to a bunch of publicly listed, corporate e-mails, and they actually got back to me.”

      “… Anna really didn’t tell you anything about me other than I was rich, did she?” It took a long time for William to speak, and the dark, condescending tone caused a lump to form in my throat. Disgust rippled across his features, and his arms flexed under his shirt as he adjusted his grip on the steering wheel. “Who’re you interviewing under? Did you get a name?”

      “Er- erh-h…” Turning back to the page, I blinked hard to clear the confusion from my vision. “Samantha Runwald. She’s the regional customer service manager. I’ve only done secretary work, but customer service is pretty much the same, right?”

      “Not really. If you want, I can try to get you into a secretarial position. I know a couple upper management are always having trouble finding good people.” Scrunching my face at the idea, I immediately shook my head.

      “No- no… I really don’t like working. I have enough in my savings for years since I split with Cynthia. I just… I don’t want to be lazy.” Carefully tucking my letter back in my bag, I pulled my lower lip between my teeth to frown. “I hate the idea of looking at myself in the mirror and seeing my mom in my reflection. She was handed everything in life because she was pretty an-“

      “I understand, Risha.” Reaching to grasp my hand, William laced our fingers together to squeeze comfortingly. The action shot straight to my heart, and my breath hitched in my throat. “You don’t have to tell me. So… heavy topics aside… why do you love dinosaurs so much?”

      My pulse skyrocketed at the question, and blood filled my head. Groaning softly, I reached to twirl a lock of my hair as the streets became more crowded. We still had a 10 minute drive to Holden Enterprises offices, and I waited a moment to get my heart rate under control.

      “I always have. I wanted to be a paleontologist when I was younger. They’re just so fascinating… there’s so many different kinds… It’s like space exploration for me. Endless possibilities.” Sighing dreamily at the very idea of it all, I let go of my strands with a smile. The fact that I didn’t have a chance to do my hair didn’t phase me, and I pulled the long mass over my shoulder before William spoke up.

      “When I was little I wanted to be an astronaut. I think every little kid wants to do that, though. It wasn’t until middle school that I really realized what a big world this is, and that I wanted to see it all. I’ve been to a lot of places.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go to a bone bed… to get a real dinosaur fossil of my own. There’s a bone bed in Utah that’s famous for its Allosaurus fossils- I want one so bad.” Excitement blossomed in my chest, pushing away all of the other feelings that had been unleashed on this car ride. “I imagine it feels a lot like seeing a new place for the first time.”

      “Maybe… but I can always go back any day I want. I doubt it’s that easy to find a new fossil. When Cynthia told me you had lizards, dinosaurs wasn’t exactly what I pictured.” Humming softly, I turned out the window as my mind went to my friend. Cynthia’s image bubbled up in my mind’s eye, and William stopped at the back of a long line of cars waiting at a light before speaking up. “Does she always answer the door without a shirt on?”

      “Yeah. She’s so beautiful, but not having her breasts anymore… it was like more than just those were taken. Her oncology doctor told her she’d get used to it and learn to love herself again, but she’s still struggling with it. Any chance she gets- mostly with delivery guys- she won’t wear anything to help her build her self-esteem.” Glancing down at my own chest, I took a big breath to watch the mounds strain against my bra and blouse. “It happened three years ago now. They offered Cynthia implants, but she didn’t want them. If she couldn’t have real breasts she didn’t want any at all.”

      “Martin is good for her, you know. I financed his first movie after a friend of mine e-mailed me about him six years ago. He became an actor after his mom’s first bout with breast cancer because he didn’t have the money to support her.”

      “You don’t think he’s just being sympathetic?” Carefully voicing my fears as we inched forward, I nibbled my bottom lip. Cynthia had never been in a real relationship; not that I was one to talk. I had a boyfriend in high school, but not since. Across the cabin William shook his head, leaning back against his seat with a soft groan.

      “I doubt it. Greatly. He’s not the kind of guy to date someone out of sympathy, especially if he knows exactly what’s going on. Even if he did, he’d be very straightforward about it… Not to mention I didn’t take him to be the type to have pity sex with a woman. Despite knowing him for so long, we only really talk during social events we attend. Ever since I first called him he’s a straight-laced, no nonsense type. He comes off as humble, but it’s really just a strong sense of direction.”

      Silence filled the car, broken only by the soft squeal of the brakes whenever William laid off them to roll forward. Staring out at the city, I let his assurances ease the uncertainty in my gut. Martin came over often, but to me his and Cynthia’s relationship seemed a bit fast.

      Glancing at William, my field of vision narrowed as my heart started to beat harder. Tonight was going to be a disaster, I knew; every time I worked up the courage to call him, I somehow chickened out. I was in too deep with him, but even that excuse didn’t settle well with me.

      “You know… about Anna… I don’t want you to break up with her because of me. I never wanted to hurt you… the exact opposite, actually. I’ve done it before- warned guys about her, but they usually ignored me until they realized for themselves that she only wanted their money. You’d be surprised at how they thought that because I know her, I’d do something with them to cover her debt… or maybe not.” Speaking slowly, clearly, I held my breath as anticipation wormed its way into my gut. Tilting his head, William watched me through narrowed eyes as his expression blanked out. Just like at the theater, he gave nothing away. That’s not good, right?

      “I am breaking up with her because of you. Not because of some silly ideology that I wanted you from the moment you came up to me at that auction. You’re beautiful, refined, but it’s not necessarily those qualities that draw me to you. You went out of your way to help me, a man you didn’t know, because you knew Anna was trouble. I told you before- Nash and Natalie are having a baby after 4 months. They knew. Just like I know… just like I suspect you know.” He was so certain, so straightforward, that my throat clogged and my mind stalled. Staring at the seriousness etched onto William’s face, I could only force a nod. His compliments went over my head, focusing instead on his last, impactful words.

      “I- I know.” Stuttering lightly, I licked my lips heavily as a hard throb beat through my body. “I know…”
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      Staring at the back of Cynthia’s head as she cuddled with Martin on the couch, I drew my brows together sharply. Sipping my seltzer water through a straw, my lips dragged in a frown as I watched through narrowed eyes while my best friend paused her movie.

      “Staring at me like that won’t get you out of going to this dinner, Risha. Martin agreed to carry your ass to the car, so just go get ready. You’re going regardless if you wear a nice dress or those t-rex pajamas you got on.” Groaning loudly, I dropped into a kitchen chair to cross my arms over my chest like a child that didn’t get what she wanted.

      And what I wanted was to not go to this dinner; that desire had only strengthened after this morning.

      “It’s almost 5:30… and I’m not lying about dragging your ass to the car. This is your fault because you couldn’t grow the balls to tell William. Now you have to fix your mistake.” Cynthia drove her last nail into my coffin, and I simmered over my mistakes since meeting William. Every opportunity I took trying to tell him who I was had been a dud, and now my mother’s introduction dinner was precious minutes away. In a half hour I’d be leaving, and I glanced down at myself with a scowl. These T-Rex pajamas were my favorite, but I would never wear them to a restaurant like the Wendel.

      “Ugh! Fine!” Pushing myself up roughly, I stomped towards the stairs while Cynthia put her movie back on. Anger and shame heated my face, and I silently cursed my weak will as I stormed up the stairs. “But I don’t like it!”

      “I don’t care!” The sing-song quality in Cynthia’s voice irritated my ears, and I grumbled under my breath just to release some hot air.

      Time seemed to fly past me, and I touched up my eyeliner before my best friend’s reflection appeared deep in my mirror. Frowning at her, I set my pencil back in its case to rip the zipper shut with a jerk. Slowly her eyes scanned my form, and she let out an appreciative hum as I straightened.

      “Your tits look great in that dress. Hell, you look great in that dress. I bet William will be too busy drooling to remember you lied to him.” The assurance did nothing to untie the knots in my belly, and I smoothed the black fabric absently. Nibbling my bottom lip, I took one last look at my curled hair before stepping away from my vanity. Cynthia smiled pleasantly at me, and I only offered a weak upturn back before taking a deep breath.

      “I really don’t like you right now, Cynthia.” Even as I spoke I realized Cynthia was wearing something nice, and I arched a brow in question. “Where are you going? I thought you were going to stay here and watch movies?”

      “We decided to come with you. For moral support.” Her bland answer caused goosebumps to rise on my skin, and her smile turned wicked as she pushed off the door frame. “Plus, I want to watch your mom get totally humiliated in front of really rich people.”

      Keeping my mouth shut, I didn’t bother to delve any deeper into the subject before grabbing my purse. My steps were stiff, and I slid my bare feet into a pair of low heels that rested by my door before turning off the light. Watching Cynthia’s form-fitting dress sway as she wandered down the hall, I focused on the movement instead of the nerves tingling my palms.

      In the time it took to blink we were stopped in front of a valet, and I scrambled to find where the time went as I climbed out of the back seat. My mind was in tatters, and I clenched my jaw tightly when I glanced at my phone. We were five minutes late, but any hope I had that William decided to ditch and dump my mother by phone vanished when I caught sight of him through the giant picture windows. Taking a moment to admire his clean, pressed suit, I couldn’t help but frown at the tense set of his shoulders.

      My mother sat across from him, and judging by the content smile on her face she didn’t suspect what was going to happen.

      Relax. Smile. Hope William doesn’t hate me. Relax. Smile. Hope William doesn’t hate me… Repeating the mantra over again in my head, I squared my shoulders before Cynthia practically yanked me through the front door of the restaurant. Instantly I could see why William didn’t like this place; everything was so formal, so black and white. Linens covered the small, intimate, square tables, and there weren’t even any booths. This was a restaurant for special occasions, but this was anything but special.

      Relax. Smile. Hope William doesn’t hate me.

      Wandering deeper onto the floor, I weaved past couples and businessmen alike before my mother caught sight of me. Her make up was flawless, and if her smile didn’t hide a monster I would say she was pretty. Pushing herself up, she smoothed her cream-colored dress before opening her painted lips.

      “Marishka-“ Right before my eyes William twisted, his face a mask of confusion that tightened my chest. Sucking in a shallow breath, I forced a smile on my face even as my skin crawled from his roaming, narrowed gaze. “I’m so glad you made it. I want to introduce you to-“

      “William.” So carefully I tried to mask the pain that rushed into my lungs, making it hard to breathe. Standing at the edge of the table, I had a clear view of the betrayal that rippled across William’s face before he masked his expression. “I know who he is.”

      “Have a seat. We were just about to order some wine. You drink white, right?” My stomach roiled at the idea of food, and I slipped into an uncomfortable chair before shaking my head. Next to me my mother laughed, high pitched and nervous that she’d made a mistake. “I wanted to formally introduce you. William, this is my daughter Marishka.”

      Effortlessly my mother launched into some else, glossing over her error as if it didn’t matter. Flickering to her, William’s gaze narrowed into fine points as his jaw swiveled under his beard. The air was heavy, threatening to suffocate me, and it seemed to stretch on forever until he finally spoke up.

      “I’m breaking up with you.” Whirling to my mom, my wide eyes took in her shock as William’s words slowly settled on the table between us all. My heart raced in my chest, and I clutched my bag tightly in my lap as I held my breath.

      “Wh- what? What do you mean? Wi-“ Holding up one hand to silence her, William frowned deeply while dizziness began to spin my vision.

      “I said ‘I’m breaking up with you’, Anna. I’m done. You never once mentioned you had a daughter. That’s something you bring up on the third date. Now, leave.” The pure power in William’s voice could shatter glass, and it rattled up my spine to rest at the base of my skull. Holding myself very still, I watched in slow motion as my mother debated trying to salvage this situation or do as she was told.

      A long, heavy moment passed by on pins and needles before she huffed, pushing herself out of her chair with a wiggle. Red bled into her face, and I pursed my lips together at how clownish she looked with her makeup.

      “Fine. If that’s how you want to be. Come on, Marishka.” I didn’t move; I couldn’t bring myself to even bat an eyelash, but my mother didn’t notice when William waved her off.

      “You go. She stays. If you want to make a scene, I have security standing by to escort you off the premises. I won’t tell you to leave again, Anna.” Turning to William, I held my breath as I really looked at him. His expression was fierce, his posture screaming dominance, and I locked my thighs together under the table. The difference in him now compared to this morning was immense, and he downright glared at my mother until she started to shuffle away.

      Even after my mother had left the building we were silent, and I desperately tried to come up with something to say. The lump in my throat stopped all words, leaving me staring at William through unblinking eyes. When his gaze met mine, my heart skipped a beat at the fire I saw there, and I leaned back when he reached across the narrow, longish table. Finally blinking when his fingertips brushed my chin, I shivered as he caressed my cheek.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Risha?” William’s voice didn’t break, but the thread of betrayal in it was thick, and I shook my head silently. Blinking hard, the actions combined caused thick droplets to fall from my lashes, and he pursed his lips together to catch one on his fingertip. “I’m sorry. Maybe it would’ve been easier for you if I came on weaker. You did try- I can see that.”

      “I- I am so- so, so sorry, William.” Squeezing the apology out, I clenched my jaw together before William effortlessly transferred himself to the seat directly across from me. Gently taking a thick, cloth napkin, he cupped my chin before carefully dabbing away the few tears that had escaped my eyes.

      “I wish you had told me the truth from the get-go, but- I’m not angry with you, Risha. Don’t cry. I can understand why you did this the way you did.” My surprise must’ve been written on my face, and William smiled tenderly before pulling away completely. Left cold, goosebumps rose on my arms and across my chest as I struggled to calm myself. “I have been in a few relationships, and I can’t say I would’ve done differently. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m twice your age. That means twice the life experience.”

      “But I lied…” A mere whisper, my admission crushed my chest, and I reached shakily for the glass of ice water sitting in front of me. All the while William didn’t take his eyes off me, and I took a few deep gulps before he spoke up.

      “I am mad about that, but not about what you lied about. What you said this morning, about looking the mirror and seeing your mother- I understand that now. I also acknowledge the fact that this is at least partly my fault. I could’ve tried harder to figure out who you were, but I didn’t. I could’ve laid off a little- let you feel more comfortable telling me… I didn’t realize how overwhelming it was for me to tell you I wanted you when I was in a relationship with your mother.”

      “Oh- no! I didn’t… take it that way… I just- after the theater, I was trying to figure out if my mother actually liked you. Six months is a long time for her… she usually tells me before the first date.” Setting the low, glass tumbler down, I blushed hard at how stupid I sounded; as if it was acceptable that I expected my mother to tell me about her boyfriends. “I thought maybe she did, but then you told me you’re younger than her… and that kind of makes sense. It’d give her the confidence to try to get under your skin.”

      “She’s never been under my skin…” Staring directly at me, William’s firm words tickled my spine, and he held my gaze for a few moments before continuing. “Do you want to get out of here? I know a place downtown that serves amazing sushi.”

      The offer knocked the air from my lungs, and I sucked in a starving breath before William pushed himself to his feet. Rounding the table, he took my hand to help me up without asking. His pushiness only sent a pulse of heat through me, and I followed him towards the exit on stiff legs.

      “White wine… who the Hell likes white wine?” Grumbling to himself, William tugged me out of the restaurant to take a deep, piercing breath before turning to me. “Don’t ever lie to me again, Risha.”

      “I- I honestly didn’t think you’d take it well…” Hanging my head in shame, I tried to pull my hand from his. Instead he tightened his grip, sending warmth up my arm to invade my chest. Peeking up at him, I pursed my lips together at the frown that painted his face.

      “I’m not taking it well, Risha. I’m hurt that you lied to me about how you knew Anna… but I’m going to punish you another way than storming off.” Jerking me to his chest, William held my arm above my head as a gasp flew from my throat, and I stared up at him with wide eyes. “I’m going to do the most depraved things to you, Risha- I’m going to do everything I’ve wanted to do to you since I kissed you at that bar. And it won’t be fun… it’ll be exhausting.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up at the promise in William’s voice, and I flexed in his grasp. Smoldering coals settled in my abdomen, and my core throbbed as he slung his arm around my waist to hold me close. My breath hitched in my throat, and his eyes bored holes into mine as they came closer and closer. Fluttering weakly, my eyelids shuttered together when he brushed his lips against mine in a kiss that told of many things to come.
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      “You know, if Anna had even a little bit to redeem herself, you might’ve become my step-father.” We’d been driving quietly, but Risha’s words hit me like a brick just as the sushi restaurant came into view. Glancing over at her, I watched with narrowed eyes while she giggled, red bleeding into her face. “I’m just saying…”

      “Is that your way of saying you want to call me ‘Daddy’?” My lips twitched in a smirk, and I let out a laugh when Risha went still. Just that tiny pause was enough to affirm my suggestion, and I reached over to grab her face. Her eyes were wide when they met mine, sparkling with excitement and desire that heated my blood and thickened my tongue. “I’d gladly take you up on that, baby girl.”

      “You’re different…” Risha’s soft breath swirled around my wrist, and I released her to put my hand back on the wheel. Easing off the gas to turn into a large, somewhat crowded parking lot, I only shook my head at her observation.

      “I’m not different, Risha. You just haven’t seen this part of me before… I haven’t seen this part of me in a long time. I forgot how good it feels.” Sliding my car into an empty space, I pulled the emergency brake to lean back in my seat. My mind ran through the events of the day, starting with my decision to break up with Anna. She was the physical embodiment of a wall inside me, and now that I’d broken it down I felt light. “Does it scare you?”

      Staring out the windshield at the dark side of the building, I hid my surprise at the realization that I didn’t actually care if I scared Risha. Pulling my brows together, I pursed my lips into a thin line; she could be uncertain, but she’d get over it. That line of thinking had laid dormant for so long it was alien as it floated through my mind, but her voice popped my inner thought bubble.

      “No. Honestly… I think if you weren’t, you’d be a little boring. At least for me. I haven’t been in a relationship since high school, and I’m 25 now. I don’t want safe. I want wild and hot and passionate." Thoughtfulness permeated Risha’s voice, and I let my head loll to stare at her. She radiated a maturity that was rare for her age, but after everything it was expected. Terrified of turning into her mother, she tried to put herself through college only to drop out when her best friend had cancer.

      All innocence was lost.

      “What did you do to pay for college? Did you get a scholarship?” The embarrassment on Risha’s face vanished, and the crease between my brows deepened. Changing the subject was easy; I didn’t want to talk about all of the hot, wild, passionate deeds I would do to her. Especially not when it was so far off.

      “I was a stripper. I took pole dancing lessons to help me stay in shape, and I worked places where I could keep my clothes on. But it paid really well, and I did it until two years ago right before Anthony hired me. Cynthia had a lot of medical bills she couldn’t pay, and she couldn’t work. It was tax-free money- thousands of dollars a night. For an unsupported woman going for business management, that was the best way to go. Cynthia got a scholarship for biology, but she lost it when she had to drop out.”

      “You’re serious? Why didn’t someone help you?” The question flew from my lips before I could stop it, and Risha let out a bark of laughter that gyrated my eardrums. A rueful smile twisted her expression, and she sighed harshly before answering me.

      “Who’d help me? My mother was never around, and if she was she didn’t have time for me. She was too busy with her boyfriends. Cynthia’s parents didn’t have anything they could spare. My teachers didn’t care about my education because I only went to college because Cynthia went. I told you- I don’t like working. I’ve never wanted to work. No one wanted to help someone that was basically riding a scholarship student.”

      “… What do you want to do, then?” It took me a long, heavy moment to find my voice, and I watched a careful, calculated longing spread on Risha’s face. She went through so many emotions, and all of them showed. The transformation was fascinating, and I reached out absently to stroke her jaw and neck.

      “I want kids…” Her quiet admission resonated inside me like a song finally finding harmony, and she met my gaze with a firmness that told me this wasn’t a hasty decision. “I want so many kids I can’t keep track of them all. And I want to give them what I never had. I want my children to hate me because I show them how much I love them. I want them to go do great things, but not because they’re afraid.”

      The underlying message blared from Risha’s deep, soulful gaze, and my heart stuttered in my chest. She’s my parallel. Blinking hard at the thought, time seemed to slow down as I wrapped my hand around her neck. The click of her seatbelt echoed through my car, and I pulled her to straddle my lap. Her dress didn’t tear, and I cupped her bare ass with my free hand as she smashed her lips on mine.

      

      AND that’s it! That was a long sneak peek, actually half the book!
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      Clasping Nash’s hand firmly, I grinned at the accomplishment that ripped through my chest. The pure exhilaration of this moment couldn’t be overstated, and he smirked back before I took my eyes off him. Still shaking hands, I looked around the building I’d spent months renovating and specializing, and it was finally ready.

      “Take in that smell of paint that’s never been scuffed and carpet that’s never been stained by coffee, Nick.” Nash’s sturdy timbre tickled my ears, and I took a deep, hard breath. The walls were coated in a dusty colored paint, and pristine, cream carpet coated the floors. True to his word, there wasn’t a single scuff or inlaid smell anywhere, and I held the heavy air in my lungs for a long moment. “I’m glad you invited me to this little celebration. There’s nothing more stressful than dealing with a girlfriend that was wrong about the sex of your kid. You have no idea how big a fit Natalie threw.”

      Chuckling at the contrast, I shook my head before releasing Nash’s hand to down my whiskey. I hadn’t even met Natalie yet, but I could imagine she was a handful. He told me little things when we spoke on the phone, and I heaved a burning sigh.

      “I bet I don’t. I’m glad you’re here, though. James and Ethan couldn’t be bothered, so it’s nice to have someone to celebrate with. I’m more than happy to take you out of Natalie’s path of destruction.” Thinking of my brothers dulled my smile, and I reached to scratch the back of my head absently. “When Ethan told me he wanted in on this venture, I thought he’d be more involved. Then again, he’s always been a lazy, little shit… so-“

      “You’re damned right he’s a lazy shit, Nick. Don’t tell me you expected him to do anything more than milk this success. You’re not that naïve. He’s 22 years old, for Christ’s sake.” A grimace twisted my face, and I grunted quietly into the otherwise quiet room. Nash had a point; Ethan was young, and he didn’t feel the need to find the success James and I had. I’d always lend him money if he could make a good case for himself, which he usually did.

      At least he was a sensible kid, if nothing else.

      “Speaking of lazy, did you finish those financial diagnostics I asked for? I want to open this office before the summer rush.” Steering the conversation to business, I swiped the bottle Nash had brought to refill my glass. Beyond the bright, yellow lights that shone down from above the world was dark, and I moved towards the window to stare at the city. Snow was piled up on the edges of streets, but according to Nash it hadn’t actually snowed in weeks. Under my jacket my skin twitched, and I brought my glass to my lips as he came up next to me.

      “Of course I did. I know how busy you get with the good weather. I’m also not taking any projects for now- Natalie’s only a month and a half from giving birth. You’ll have me all to yourself, Nicky.” Scoffing at the tease, I necked my whiskey with a lightness in my chest and a warmth settling in my gut. “But- seriously, I did. I was going to e-mail you, but Natalie couldn’t find her favorite shirt and started crying and all of that.”

      “I’ve always been jealous of you.” Gazing down intently on the cityscape, I furrowed my brows at my own confession. Nash eyes rested heavily on me, and I resisted the urge to frown when I opened my mouth again. “You’ve always been good with people. Even in high school. I’m not nearly as proficient as people think I am. They look at me and all they see is a handsome guy that got lucky but didn’t do any work.”

      The sudden seriousness of the conversation weighed down the air, and next to me Nash sighed heavily. Wisps of thoughts floated through my mind, and I flexed my hand into a fist. In my faint reflection my face was drawn; not even the alcohol in my system could dissuade my expression. Staring through my own eyes, I shook my head before running my hand through my hair in exasperation.

      “I guess being underestimated is better than being overestimated, Nick. Since we’re sharing, I’ve always wished I could relax. Just let everything else go for a while and not worry about anything. You were really good at that in high school.” Groaning softly at the memory, I pursed my lips together as I remembered high school. Nash and I had attended the same, all boys preparatory school, but he’d been much better at it. I was already running my businesses; I didn’t have time for classes that taught what I already knew.

      What Nash described as relaxation, of letting go, was just simple boredom and a need to fill that time.

      “You’re going to have a daughter soon. Think of all this as practice- you’ll never be able to relax with an infant. As shitty as that sounds… I’m sure you’ll be a great father, Nash.” Speaking slowly, I lifted my glass to my lips only to pause when I saw it was still empty. Frowning deeply, I turned away from the window and my reflection to saunter to the small folding table that sat nearby. There weren’t any other furnishings in this office, and I knew that as soon as we were finished here, the table would be gone, too.

      My mind worked as I refilled my glass; Nash was the only person I had ever been envious of. Everything came easy to him, which was why I went out of my way to put him on big projects. He worked fast, errorless, and when that green monster reared up inside me to prevent me from seeking his help- everything just went wrong fast.

      “Tell me about it… So, where are your brothers right now, anyway? If they’re not here…?” Just like I’d never met Natalie, Nash didn’t have much experience with my brothers. Rolling my eyes at the memory of this afternoon, I downed my whiskey before setting my glass down. Three was just enough for me, I knew; I still needed to drive back to my apartment.

      “They’re both at a strip club. Ethan’s a playboy, and I think James went just because he didn’t want to be here drinking and alone. Plus, the company probably looks better than our ugly asses.” We shared a laugh at that, and Nash stuck the cap back on his bottle. “These next few weeks are going to be busy… I’ve got resident managers coming in from San Francisco that were good to relocate, but I’ve still got to finish setting up the infrastructure and everything. I won’t be able to hire anyone until I do, and that’s a long list and growing. Mostly college kids… I don’t want to forsake quality, but I was thinking of hitting up your university. What do you know of it?”

      “I’ve never been there, but Will has a few times for seminars and guest speeches. You should try asking him. I’m sure he’ll have no problem going with you, either- if you can get him away from Risha.” Arching an eyebrow at that, I silently waited for an explanation as Nash tapped his fingers against the tabletop thoughtfully. “I sent you the video of her-“

      “Oh yeah- yeah, I remember. Aren’t they still in Utah?” The video of William and Risha flashed in my mind’s eye, and I pursed my lips together. I’d never been to a seminar, but that video had squashed any curiosity I had. Sex in public was disgraceful, degrading, and while I was glad they seemed so attracted to each other- it definitely wasn’t something I needed to watch.

      “Yeah, but they come back on Thursday. William wanted to do it before Risha couldn’t handle the heat, which I understand, I guess. I wouldn’t put Nat’s ass on a plane even if a doctor signed off on it, though.”

      “You mean you wouldn’t put your ass on a plane, you wimpy bitch.” Snickering at the grimace Nash sent me, I grabbed my coat from the floor with steady hands. “I’m going to call it a night. Drive safe.”

      “Yeah, you too.” Heading for the elevator, I patted my pockets absently before fishing out my car keys. The cold that waited for me was sharp, so different from the other side of the country where it didn’t fall below 70 degrees. Heading down to the first floor, I rubbed my palms together in anticipation for what lay beyond the front doors.

      Taking a deep, hard breath of air that cut into my lungs, I glanced around the dark streets with a twitch of my lips. The roads were getting busy now that offices were letting out, but the headlights did little to illuminate the sidewalks. Glancing down at my watch, I stared at the hands displaying 6:53p.m. before slowly making my way to the parking garage.

      Give it a while and RedRocks will be the new New York, New York. The thought sent a huff of pale fog out into the atmosphere. I hated New York; the City that Never Slept was too busy for me. Time lost meaning in places like that, and now that I was 33 I wanted all the time I could get.

      I was far from done with my ambitions.

      My studio apartment was empty when I shuffled through the door, and my buzz beat against the backs of my eyes. Shirking my jacket, I tossed the clothing carelessly on the floor before tackling the buttons on my shirt. Silence only made the blood rushing in my ears louder, and I unbuckled my belt before sitting on my bed.

      Without the sun, it felt later than it really was, and for a while I stared into space to contemplate that giant star around which civilization has obsessed. Drinking was the only time I thought about such weighty subjects, and I fell back onto my bed with a groan.

      “I’ve got that early meeting tomorrow…” Mumbling into the quiet, dark room, I slowly kicked off my pants as my mind moved away from the universe. “I have to call Will… set up lodgings for my transplants…”

      Crawling up to the top of my bed, I crossed my legs to fiddle absently with my phone. My days were so busy that I didn’t know what to do with myself in times like this. Glancing through my text messages, a grimace painted my face at Ethan’s name right at the top.

      ‘Are you sure you don’t want to come? This stripper is great…’

      ‘James is hogging her.’

      ‘This is getting boring. Come pick me up.’

      Scowling down at my phone, I turned off the bright screen before setting the device on the night stand. Ethan was bored at a strip club- that was a first. Flopping onto the mattress, I stared up at the ceiling for a moment before sighing heavily.

      “This is going to be a shit show…” I knew I should’ve told Ethan ‘no’, not dragged him with me across the country. Now I was paying the price. Closing my eyes, I rolled over only to hear my phone ping from a new message. Groaning loudly, I rolled over to grab my phone. The backlight was blinding, and I squinted to read my little brother’s newest message.

      ‘Please.’

      “Fuck.” Pushing myself out of bed, I shook my head wildly before heading for the bathroom. “… Such a baby.”

      Splashing water on my face, I swiped my hair back to glare at my reflection. Displeasure curled back my lip, and seconds ticked by as I watched water dribble down my cheeks through narrowed eyes. Snatching a towel, my grip was firm, and I flexed my fingers absently. I loved both my brothers, but they were a pain in my ass.

      My phone rang shrilly against my ear as I put my shirt back on, and I grabbed my wallet before Ethan picked up. The music he was listening to pulsed against my skull, but it slowly dimmed before my brother spoke up.

      “Next time I’m going with you. Anything is better than this. No wonder there’s only four strip clubs in town- the strippers suck.” Annoyance tinged Ethan’s voice, and I grunted quietly on the way out of my apartment. “I’m serious, Nick! This is my worst nightmare, man.”

      “You need to find better nightmares, Ethan.” Stalking towards the stairs, I worked my jacket down my arm before switching my phone to my opposite ear. “Don’t think I’ll be rescuing you next time. You have to live with your bad decisions.”

      “I’ll take you to lunch tomorrow. I’ll be waiting outside.” Hanging up just like that, Ethan left me more frustrated than I had been before. The air was colder than it had been, and I popped my collar as the wind sliced across my cheeks.

      “Yeah- you wait on me, Ethan. And I’ll take my sweet ass time getting to you.” Finding my car in the lot, my grumbles were lost as I glanced out onto the street. The traffic was thick, barely moving, and a small, petty grin picked up the corner of my mouth.
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      “You aren’t going back to combat?” My question only pulled a grunt from the man lounging next to me, and I frowned lightly. James’ expression darkened, and he patted his leg hard over his pale, serviceable jeans.

      “I’ve got a fake hip and femur. Got blown up. I was honorably discharged, and now I work for my brother as head of security. It’s alright, I guess… not as much fighting, though, so I started boxing.” Flexing my fingers, I fought back the itch to touch James’ leg. He had a scar on his face, a slice across his left cheekbone raised enough to see in the dull light. Watching him take a swig of his beer, I scooted closer to rub his arm in a tender gesture.

      “I’m glad you found something new. I can’t imagine how hard the transition was.” My response only drew another grunt from James; it must not have been the first time he heard such sympathies. “So, do you plan to box professionally?”

      “I don’t know yet. I haven’t thought about it that much.” Knocking back his beer, James set the empty bottle on the small table in front of us to kick up his feet. Every action he made was calculated, and I could clearly see the traits that made him so valuable in the military.

      I had never even been in an argument with someone, let alone physically assaulted him or her. Still, I could sense that James didn’t abuse his ability. He was good, honorable, and I smiled as he draped his large, muscular arm over the back of the booth.

      “Why do you work here, Hannah? You just don’t strike me as the kind of girl to be a stripper.” Heat invaded my cheeks at the question, and James tilted his head to stare at me. Letting my hand fall into my lap, I edged my thigh high stockings even as my fingers grew warm.

      “I love to pole dance… I mean- I would never make it as an actual dancer… I have no rhythm at all. On the pole, it’s like I’m flying. Plus, the money is great. I’m going to college for financial accounting, and it costs a lot. This way, I can do what I love, go to school, and not be in debt for the rest of my life. This club pays me to pole dance, and I get to keep my tips.” Heat spread through my chest, and James silently stared at me until I met his gaze. Under the dull lights of the private room, his eyes sparkled mesmerizingly. Red stained my cheeks darkly, but before I could speak up a soft knock sounded. Without an answer the barrier opened, and Ethan stuck his head in to showcase the boredom on his face.

      The two were brothers nearly 14 years apart, and I could really tell. Ethan’s skin was fair, almost porcelain, while James’ was tanned and roughened. Even his dusting of a beard couldn’t hide Ethan’s baby face, and he frowned deeply before speaking up.

      “I’m out. Nick’s coming to pick me up.” Beside me James shrugged carelessly, and Ethan’s eyes flickered to me before he unceremoniously left. Licking my lips, I stayed quiet for a moment before deciding to open my mouth.

      “You’re not going to go?” James only shrugged again at my question. His jaw ticked, foot tapping to the beat of the music that seeped through the walls. The pulsing beat was made for dancing, but I remained still.

      “Ethan’s my brother, and I love him… but he’s a lazy, good for nothing loser. He’s never had a real job- anything he wants, he just asks Nick.” Humming softly, I nodded as my mind went to my own brothers. Out of the six of us, I was the only one that worked through college while my siblings were content with debt.

      A few months of this is better than years of worry.

      “I know the feeling. My little sister is like that. She’s the baby, so she always got what she wanted handed to her. I used to be really jealous, but then I realized she’d never go anywhere in life.” Sharing a little piece of myself, I leaned back against the couch with a smile. “Do you have any other brothers, or just the two?”

      Making small talk like this had never been so enjoyable; most men that came in here just complained about their lives and wanted me to agree with them. I always got lots of tips, but the money was usually the best part about that time. This surprise was very pleasant, and I was making the most of it.

      Very rarely did I like working.

      “Just them. But I’m going to head out. Here’s my number…” Reaching into his pocket, James pulled out a pen before grabbing my hand. He hadn’t touched me yet; it was a rule not to touch the girls, and yet I didn’t pull away. The ball point slid smoothly across my palm, and he scribbled his name underneath before continuing. “If you ever need help or anything, call me. You’re a sweet girl, Hannah. If anyone tries to fuck with you, call me.”

      “O- okay…” Awkwardness made me fidget, and I held my wrist as James pushed himself to his feet. Confusion knotted my brows, but he didn’t give me a glance more before stalking out of the room. I’d been offered plenty of numbers, and they’d always been accompanied by slurred declarations of ‘amazing time’s.

      Turning my eye to my hand, I smiled at the hasty, sloppy, upside-down writing that marred my skin.

      “He’s sweet.” Slowly standing up, I adjusted my crop top with a sigh. Tonight had turned out better than I could’ve ever expected. “… in his own way.”

      Wandering through the club towards the back, I tuned out the music even as the bass rattled my heels. Swaying my hips to the beat, I rolled my head to release some tension. Pushing my way through the crowds, I tried not to touch any of the sweaty, cologne laden bodies around me. This was one of the things I hated about clubs, and despite my best efforts hands still dragged searchingly along my waist.

      My skin crawled at the residue clinging to me, and I took short, hasty steps towards the hallway that would lead me to the back office.

      “You wanted to see me, Jonny?” Poking my head into the office, I stared at Jonny expectantly as he sat hunched over his desk. Running a strip club was a lot of work, especially when it was so popular. Thousands of dollars changed hands every night, and someone had to do all of that paperwork.

      “Yeah. This is for you- the big, scary fella left it on his way out. Told me to let you go if you want for the night.” Holding out a positively massive envelope, Jonny didn’t even spare me a glance. The object in his hand stole all of my attention, and I reached for it with trembling fingers. “I also got your pay for tonight. You made a crapton now that the holidays are over and Valentine’s day is next week.”

      Fishing blindly in a drawer in his desk, Jonny held out another envelope that was nearly the same size as the first. My hands could barely fit around them, and I nibbled my bottom lip before he finally glanced at me.

      “You’re a great girl, but you don’t belong here, Hannah. Get your own pole, finish college- but don’t work here more than you have to.” The sentiment brought a smile to my face, and I nodded quietly. Staring at me a moment longer, Jonny grunted before opening his mouth again. “You’re not scheduled to work again until Friday. It’ll be a big night, so I got you in for 4 sets. Take these days to plan something special, and before you know it you’ll never have set foot in this dump again.”

      “You know, you’re not nearly as bad as the other girls say you are, Jonny. I like working for you… I wouldn’t do it forever, but-“ Cut off by a sharp tsk, I stiffened as Jonny set his pen down to fold his arms behind his head. There were horror stories about him, but he was actually very handsome. He just didn’t look like what I envisioned when I heard ‘strip club owner’ with his bald head and shrewd, businessman aura.

      “I am, just not to you. Now get out of here- go right to the bank and deposit your cash. Call me when you get home.” Smiling with a nod, I headed out of his office and through the door directly opposite. Some girls sat lounging on their phones, waiting to go out onto the catwalk, but they all ignored me. Most of the time everyone was too busy or preoccupied to make idle small talk. Passing by an aisle of makeup vanities and dolled up bodies, I headed for the lockers to grab my clothes and purse.

      Checking through my things as I dressed, I breathed a soft sigh of relief that nothing had been stolen. Other girls’ purses and bags were raided while they were out on the floor, sometimes more than once, but it’d never happened to me. Stuffing the envelopes into the bottom of my purse, I picked at my thick, soft turtleneck before heading for the back door.

      Staring down at my marked palm as I took a bus to the train station, I quietly fished out my cell phone with my free hand. It took mere seconds to input James’ information, and I smiled down at the screen before a text appeared at the top.

      ‘Owen: I just saw you on the bus. Hop off. Let’s go to dinner.’

      Automatically my hand reached for the thick, yellow-wrapped wires that lined the walls, and a soft ping sounded. Immediately the bus slowed down, and I lifted myself from the hard, flat seat to make my way to the back door. People shuffled around even though the bus wasn’t that full, and I held a support beam until the narrow doors swung open.

      “Hannah!” The loud, deep call was dragged down by the cold air, and I held my jacket tighter before twisting towards it. Owen jogged leisurely, his long strides easily making two of mine or more. Smiling at his pink cheeks and reindeer hat, I walked towards him just as he slowed to a stop to pant lightly. “I was hoping to meet up with you. I heard of this great place that just opened up downtown, and since it’s their first week couples eat half off. Since it’s you, I guess I could pretend to be straight.”

      Giggling, I licked my lips at the idea of food and slipped my arm through Owen’s while he caught his breath. He gripped my gloved hand tightly, flashing me a smile that showed off his white teeth before I opened my mouth. Around us people were in a hurry to get where they needed to be- to escape the cold- but we walked slowly in the general direction of the train station.

      “I do have to go to the bank first. I worked tonight, remember?” Out of the corner of my eye I saw Owen’s mouth open, and he swayed to nudge my shoulder.

      “Meet any hot guys? I heard from Amy that everyone in class has applied for that new office opening up in a few months…” Wiggling his eyebrows suggestively, he pulled another laugh from me even as I shook my head. A small, secret smile picked up my mouth, but I didn’t answer his question.

      Owen and I were good friends, but I still didn’t feel the need to share every single detail of my day with him.

      “Yeah- I know. I did, too. I doubt it’ll go anywhere, though. Those guys are a billion-dollar team, after all. They’d be crazy to hire fresh graduates…” My voice trailed off, remembering what little tidbits James had given me earlier in the evening. “Besides, I can’t imagine working for a firm like that right out of college. I just applied because everyone else did.”

      “Oh, Hannah. Ever the follower. It’s okay, though. I’m not going to judge you. Anyway- your bank is right by the station, right? We can stop there- that one stays open till 8 on weekdays.” Nodding in agreement, I rolled my shoulder under my purse strap. The weight was noticeable, and I still didn’t know exactly how much I’d been paid tonight. Absently listening to Owen ramble on about this new restaurant, I nodded and hummed while my mind strayed.

      Pole dancing was my fiercest passion, but I refused to be a stripper just because I could dance and get paid at the same time. My mother hadn’t talked to me for the past three years because she didn’t approve of the way I earned money. The last time we spoke, she said she’d speak to me again when I had a real job that didn’t involve taking off my clothes.

      Not that I take off all of my clothes… The defense was weak and silent, and I shook my head hard before turning my full attention to Owen.
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      “I really appreciate this, Will.” Locking my car as we slowly walked away, I shoved my keys into my pocket as William shrugged. He looked so much better than the last time we’d seen each other, and he popped the collar of his jacket to fight the biting wind. Despite the cold, the day was bright, and I stuffed my hands in my pockets before opening my mouth again. “You still haven’t found Luca?”

      “No.” Tilting my head at the short, curt answer, I took in the new grays in William’s beard as he swiped his palm down the length of the coarse hairs in agitation. “Then again, no one is really looking. Julia put in a police report, but Nash and I are pretty much out of it. We put everything in her name, so Luca’s on his own.”

      Grunting quietly, I shook my head at the shit-storm that surrounded Luca. Nash had filled me in two weeks after I landed on this side of the continent, and it was sad; it just wasn’t sad enough. Luca was a grown man, smart, and capable of making the right decisions. He wasn’t a stupid kid prone to peer pressure anymore.

      “I’m sorry, man. Is that part of the reason you went to Utah for a whole month?” Everyone in this level of business knew each other, some better than others, and I watched William nod through narrowed eyes. I’d known him since I was in the fourth grade, but his ability to close off his expression so completely still amazed me. This was a skill I wished I could perfect, and he only let out a harsh sigh.

      “Partly, yeah. Anyway- this is the main administration building.” Tearing my eyes from my friend, I paused my walking to stare up at the majestic, old building. Marble slabs coated the face, and I silently wondered what it cost to maintain such a structure. Surely the tuition here was sky high, and that realization gave me hope that this university wasn’t going to disappoint me.

      “It’s beautiful. When was it built?” Gesturing me through the wide, turnstile door, William ignored my question as we emerged in an interior that rivaled the exterior. Marble coated the floors and walls, and huge, wide columns kept the ceiling from caving in under the weight. Craning my neck to stare at the magnificence of it all, I rolled my jaw as I took distracted, slow steps.

      “1799, I think. I’m probably wrong, though. There’s the Dean.” Tearing my eyes off the buttresses high overhead, I easily caught sight of the woman William pointed out. Her pants suit flowed around her like a dress, heels clicking under her strong, sure footsteps. She couldn’t have been older than 40, and I held out my hand to receive a surprisingly firm shake and serene smile.

      “Mr. Dunn, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m Theresa Laude, the Dean of this university. And, as always, it’s a pleasure to see you, William.” Scanning this formidable woman, I nodded quietly as she shook William’s hand, but she didn’t appear to be the type to idle. Her smile was bright but professional, and her perfectly manicured fingers curled in a gesture to follow before she spoke up. “I know you’re probably anxious to get to it. If you’ll follow me, I’ll bring you to our financials building.”

      “I did a bit of my own research, and I understand you’ve been nominated for 12 straight years for the University of Excellence award in the financial sector. Would you mind my asking- why haven’t you won it?” Closed office doors caused my question to echo around the otherwise quiet hallway, and Theresa twisted to talk over her shoulder.

      “We don’t have any representatives on the Board of Nominators. Most of the actual work usually done by faculty here is actually done by students. Not only does that help the students majoring in that field, but it helps keep tuition costs low. Of course, they aren’t allowed to do anything that might result in falsification of records. Regardless, we’re nominated every year because our standard of excellence is much higher than most other universities. We don’t offer scholarships, so every student is working and schooling at the same time. Out of the 670 students we have yearly in financial, over 98% of them find employment in their chosen field.”

      “… So, technically speaking, just being nominated for the award is a win for you, then… Other representatives would have to nominate you since you don’t have your own.” My shrunk version of happenings earned me a nod, and I hummed in quiet contemplation. “I suppose it’s a good way to weed out anyone that doesn’t want to invest effort beyond what’s expected of them.”

      “Exactly.” Pushing open a back door, Theresa led William and I into a large, central courtyard surrounded entirely by buildings. The sun could barely shine down on paved walkways slicked with melting snow and ice. “In any profession, you’re expected to go above and beyond. It’s how you advance. You’re more likely to get hired if you go into an interview and explain that you worked through college rather than riding a scholarship. Over the years we’ve gained international recognition for our policies, but we’re still a small college. Rather than focusing on teaching as many young adults as possible, we focus on the ones that have the passion to move the world forward.”

      Theresa’s little speech was quite good, and I didn’t bother to follow up as we took a sharp right in the middle of the quad. This college was probably the size of an inter-district high school, but the air was different. No one came here to slack off, and I glanced at William with a slight shrug. He only smirked haughtily, and I resisted the urge to punch his shoulder like a child.

      No wonder William suggested opening applications to the students here.

      “This is our financial management classroom. As you can see, all of our students are very dedicated.” Shuffling through the wide doorway, I gazed out at the large room to find heads buried in computers and scribbling in notebooks. No one spared me a glance, too busy with whatever they were doing, and I leaned on the frame as Theresa strode in to clap her hands together. “Attention students… I’m sorry to take you from your work, but we have a guest. Mr. Dunn will be coming around to speak with you.”

      A wave of whispers met her words, and I narrowed my gaze and straightened my shoulders. William sauntered through the door first, drawing the attention from me as three dozen pairs of eyes followed his movements. For a long moment I simply listened to the whispers, taking in what the students had to say. They tried to be discreet, leaning close to each other around their desks. A few of the girls kept their attention on me, and I pushed myself leisurely off the door frame to stride into the room.

      “As many of you are already aware, I’ll be looking for new employees for my firm. Although you’re all young, I’m hoping that your potential will be promising. For now, we’ll start with introductions. My name is Nicholas Dunn, and I own Dunn Financial Services.” Speaking loudly, clearly, I scanned the room again to look each student in the eye. Most looked away, but it was the few that dared to keep my gaze that had me most interested. “I’ll start with you.”

      The man that sat lounging in the front corner of the room straightened as I made my way over to him, and I had to frown. Apparently his confidence was misleading, but not unexpected.

      I was probably the most powerful man they’d ever personally meet, after all. That was nerve-wracking.

      “What do you think?” I made it around to those interesting view before William spoke up, and I shrugged carelessly.

      “Time for the less interesting ones, I guess.” Muttering more to myself than him, I wandered towards the nearest girl to stand behind her. Her computer screen was littered with spreadsheets, and I squinted to make out the incredibly tiny letters and numbers. Her sheet was crisp, and I glanced at her notebook to find it similarly neat and tidy.

      “You’re very organized, I see. What’s your name?” Big, silky, blonde curls bounced when she jumped, as if she didn’t notice me. Tunnel vision. Not bad, but not great, either. Staring down at her face, I took in her pretty, blue eyes and smooth cheeks with a slight smirk.

      “H- Hannah. Hannah Martins. Thank you, sir.” Ducking her head, Hannah blushed hard as I hummed in acknowledgement. Reaching for her mouse, I scrolled through her work while the smell of her soft perfume wafted into my nostrils.

      “Well, I’m liking what I’m looking at. How long have you been enrolled here?”

      “Three years. I’m in the excel program, and I’m going to graduate in a few months. I didn’t really expect you to show much interest in fresh graduates, Mr. Dunn.” The curiosity in Hannah’s voice couldn’t be masked, and I tore my gaze from her computer. Her eyes sparkled with excitement, and she leaned back in her chair to stare at me.

      “I usually don’t, but this school was recommended to me by several friends. What about your loans?”

      “I’m almost done paying them off. I’ve only got 8 grand left.” Surprise took hold of my expression, and Hannah smiled wide. “I work at a strip club. I met your brothers earlier this week.”

      “You’re the stripper Ethan was complaining about?” Her eyes widened, and I cleared my throat to expel the mild disgust that loaded my voice. “Relax. I didn’t go to college- I don’t know what it’s like to be faced with debt. James, at least, had some good things to say about you. That’s not something he does lightly…”

      James’ words slung against my skull, and I frowned lightly. Very rarely did James say anything about the strippers he met, let alone complimented one. And now, she was sitting right next to me.

      “I- I don’t know what to say… I’m flattered… But-“ Waving off her concern, I straightened to shake my head. Amusement swirled in my chest, and she pursed her lips tightly together.

      “Don’t judge me. I would never hire someone without proper reasons. It was nice speaking to you, Hannah. See you soon.” Walking away without another word, I reached to rub my face as Hannah’s eyes bored into my back. She was a curious, little thing, and I could see why James was so enamored with her. Not only was she pretty, but she had guts- enough guts to degrade herself for a greater purpose.

      Admirable… but not tasteful.

      I spoke to a few other students, but my mind lingered on Hannah with no hope of being swayed. Her situation wasn’t unique, but I couldn’t stop thinking of it.

      Striding out of the college with William by my side, I rubbed my palms together before finally speaking up.

      “I wasn’t expecting that.” William knew what I was talking about, and he grunted as we stepped off the sidewalk towards the street. The sun was at its highest, but the time only read 12:18o.m..

      “Are you going to hire her? I know you don’t like that kind of thing, Nick.” Shrugging at the question, I pulled out my keys to unlock my car. Climbing into my driver’s side, I wrapped my hands around the wheel tightly. Thinking of Hannah’s profession made me sick with disgust. Even then I could understand the allure of a debtless college education.

      “I’m going to base my not hiring her on her actual qualities- or lack thereof. What did you think of the others? I trust your judgement.”

      “I liked a few… took their names. It’s not as exciting as I made it out to be, I know- but you’ll be better for it.” Grunting at the admission, I didn’t try to keep the conversation going as my car engine roared to life. Pulling off the curb, I rolled my jaw absently as I thought.

      None of those kids struck me as exceptional, but that part didn’t matter. Qualities like that rarely showed themselves on the first meeting.
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      Sinking into the couch, I rested my head back to close my eyes, and a long, tired groan escaped my chest. I barely had the energy to swipe away the sweat from my forehead. Behind my eyelids my mind was slow, and I took deep, calming breaths as the heat in my veins began to slowly cool.

      “Does it hurt?” Next to me Hannah radiated concern, and I flopped my head forward to stare at my knuckles. The skin was broken, blood welling up from the crevices, and I flexed my fingers absently before shaking my head.

      “Not anymore.” Her fingertips were soft, the stalks long and slender, and I pursed my lips together as she became stained with blood. The sight twisted my expression, and her lips thinned as the blood roaring in my ears gave way to the sounds of the gym around us.

      “That’s so sad. I’m sorry, James- I really am.” Her words were gentle, dismayed, and I let out a hot breath as she prodded my injuries. “I met Nick. He came to my college yesterday.”

      “Was he a cynical asshole to everyone as he silently peered over your shoulder at whatever you were doing?” Glancing at her, I watched Hannah nod with a small giggle, and I let my head fall back to close my eyes again. “He’s got high expectations of people he doesn’t even know. If he hires you, he’ll get better. He used to do that shit with me in high school. I punched him in the face, and he never did it again.”

      “What were you like in high school?” She surely was inquisitive, this Hannah. Taking a second to think on her question, I had to force myself to remember that far back.

      “I was a punk. I knew enough to know I didn’t want to learn more, and that was that. Nick hated it- we’ve always been opposites, so we were always butting heads. Whenever the school called our father, I’d get the shit beaten out of me, and Nick got bitched out about letting it happen. One time, right before I graduated, I made a fully functional gun out of random shit, and that’s when my dad finally understood I wasn’t meant for that shit. Two weeks later he got me into boot camp- the best thing that ever happened to me.” Just thinking about that incident pulled a harsh bark of laughter from me, and I reached to cover my face with my hand. “I wasn’t made to lead, I was made to follow.”

      “I get told that a lot, too… I never understood why people meant it as an insult…” In my mind’s eye I could see Hannah’s pretty face twisting from the strained confusion in her voice. A rough cloth dabbed my swollen, leaking knuckles, but the sting that should’ve shot up my arm was absent. “We live in a world where being a follower goes against societal thinking. Everyone has to be active, to get what they want without considering others’ opinions, so they can pave a way for themselves by themselves. But… I think that those kinds of people aren’t leaders. They’re… they’re rogues.”

      Peeking out from under my palm, I watched through narrowed eyes as Hannah smiled small. She seemed to do that a lot, and I wondered if she was physically capable of frowning. Reaching to stroke a fallen lock of straw colored waves, I inhaled sharply through my nose.

      “Rogues can’t be leaders, but that doesn’t stop them from trying.” Every word out of Hannah’s mouth made me think, hard, and I exhaled roughly before changing the subject. “You don’t have to do that. I didn’t ask you to come here so you can patch me up and fry my brain.”

      Hannah’s tender touch paused, and I drew my brows together as she laughed, tossing her head side to side. My heart thudded hard at the sound, delicate and musical, and around her eyes crinkled deeply.

      She’s so pure and happy… how could she not be taken? The question had no answer, and my throat tightened before she spoke up.

      “I’m the one that agreed to come to the gym with you, James. I could’ve said ‘no’. Honestly… I kind of wanted to. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone else’s blood before…” Her voice didn’t waver, and I lolled my head to the side as she continued with her ministrations. It was hard for me to tell if she was having the time of her life or if she was uncomfortable; that smile of hers never left her face. I’d always thought of perpetually happy people as nuisances, deliberately blinding themselves to the horrors of the world that I knew all too well.

      “Have you seen your own blood before?” Hannah’s smile dimmed, and I silently wondered if her expression only had one setting. Watching her shrug, I twisted my hand to take hold of her wrist firmly. “What about when you were a kid?”

      The deep probe sent a bolt of alarm through my chest; it wasn’t like me to ask such personal questions. Against the pads of my knuckles Hannah’s pulse was steady, and she shrugged again.

      “My dad always made me close my eyes when I got hurt. It started to become a habit, and I’m always careful not to hurt myself. It’s hard to explain… He always said I was a fragile ray of sun…” As close to a somber laugh as I’d heard so far escaped Hannah, and I arched an eyebrow when her gaze flickered to mine. “He’s like you- a career Marine. He’s not a poetic man at all. He left the Marines when I was 8, got a job at a security firm ten minutes away, and never left home for more than a few hours.”

      “So, you’re a Daddy’s girl?” A shit-eating grin stretched my lips at that, and Hannah turned a pale red. “What’s your father’s name? Maybe I knew him.”

      “Eh-h… Master Sargant Gabriel Martins… I think?” My eyes narrowed, and I tore my gaze off Hannah to stare at the high, concrete ceiling. Martins came to mind with a viciousness, and blood gorged my muscles at the mere thought of him.

      We hated each other even as we went on deployment after deployment together. The last time we saw each other, the day he was discharged, he spit on my boots.

      “Oh- I know him, alright. He’s a tough son of a bitch… Hell of a Marine, though. I got a lot of scars from fighting with him. This one-“ Pulling Hannah’s hand up to my cheek, I didn’t even realize what I was doing until her fingertips brushed the jagged, raised mark. Blinking hard, I forgot what I was going to say as I marveled at how gentle she was before clearing my throat. “He cut me with a beer bottle after we had a few too many. That was… 12 years ago, now? You must’ve been six or seven at the time. It wasn’t too long after that that Martins said he was backing out.”

      Releasing Hannah’s wrist, I stiffened when she didn’t automatically pull away from what I was forcing on her. Instead, she scooted closer to drag her fingertips along the length of my five-inch scar, and I held my breath as hers cooled the sweat on my shoulder.

      “We were invaded…” The soft mumble caught me off guard, and Hannah gulped noticeably in my ear. “Someone broke into our house… my brother hurt the guy so bad he was in a coma for two months. He- he killed our dog, Scratches. Then, the guy that broke into our house pressed charges against Jake for attempted murder… and he won.”

      “You’re shitting me…” My heart thundered in my chest, and I clenched my hands into tight fists to undo the work Hannah had done on my knuckles. Grinding my teeth together, I tensed at the rush of adrenaline that seared through my veins, and the red haze in my mind blocked the puzzle pieces from coming together. Squeezing my eyes shut, I rubbed my leg furiously before Hannah’s quiet voice caused the episode to cease.

      “James… It’s fine. It was a l-“

      “Bullshit!” Cutting Hannah off, I shook my head hard before pushing myself to my feet. My outburst echoed around the gym, and the blood roaring in my ears did nothing to dull the sound. Curious eyes settled on my form, and I snorted roughly as I stared down at her. “It’s not fine.”

      Biting the words through clenched teeth, I took a sharp, hard breath before Hannah sprung up from her seat. Her smaller hands enclosed around my fists, eyes wide and begging as they bored into mine.

      “That’s not what I meant. I- I got… through… it.” Stepping close, she dropped her voice and rose up on her tip toes. She was so short it didn’t do anything, and I stiffened as my heart jumped into my throat. “Can- can we not talk about this… here? Please?”

      “Yeah…” Swiping my palm across my jaw, I took Hannah’s hand to head out of the gym. Sharp eyes watched us go, looking for any sign that this was less than consensual, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I couldn’t even recognize most of these faces despite coming here every day for the past month. Heading out into the cool, breezy city, I released the thin wrist in my palm to shake myself out.

      “…Sorry.” Muttering into the empty sidewalk, I flexed my hands and glanced down only to find small drops of blood welling up from my shredded knuckles. There was less than I would’ve expected, and I twisted to get the air knocked from my lungs by a gust of wind. “Do you want a ride, Hannah?”

      Behind me Hannah smiled apologetically, wiping her hands with a wet wipe she must’ve pulled from her purse. The smell of disinfectant was harsh, but I kept my mouth shut; she didn’t have a lot of experience with blood, and even the few drops that colored her fingertips could’ve been uncomfortable.

      “I- I just… don’t like to talk about that. I’m sorry, James.” Furrowing my brows at the apology, I grunted as Hannah tossed the wet wipe into a nearby trash can. Eying her carefully, I hid my frown- she just didn’t seem like she’d just exposed a vulnerable, traumatic moment. “Uh-sure? I don’t have to go to work until 8p.m..”

      “I just have to stop at my apartment and clean up.” Heading for my car, I fished out my keys as Hannah jogged to keep up with me. She was slim but muscular; her legs might not have been long, but she had hips and a waist to make up for it. Watching her out of the corner of my eye, I wondered silently if she had faint abs underneath her turtleneck.

      “So, do you and your brothers live together?” My lip twitched, but Hannah didn’t notice as she busied herself with opening the passenger side door. She asked so many questions, and surprisingly enough I was more than happy to answer. Sliding into the driver’s seat, I turned on my car before opening my mouth.

      “Sort of. We live in different apartments in the same building. I don’t think I could handle living with Ethan’s lazy ass. If he put as much effort into the company as he does with his girlfriends- or even half the amount- he’d be a pretty competent businessman.”

      “He has more than one?” Nodding as I twisted to pull out of my space, I couldn’t help but show my frown at Hannah’s thoughtful expression. When one heard ‘happy’ and ‘unable to frown’, the word ‘innocent’ also came to mind right afterwards. “That’s a lot of effort…”

      “I guess he just finds women more attractive than success. Being in the military- most women look the same after a while…” Trailing off as I headed for the street, I blinked at the gasp that filled my car. Hannah’s dainty, slender elbow bumped mine, and a smirk spread across my face. “I said ‘most’…”

      “Yeah, I know. I heard you tell me I’m pretty.”
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      James’ apartment was immaculately clean, but there wasn’t much to clutter the single, studio room. A bed was pushed against the far wall, and a dresser sat butt against it. The set up gave a surprising sense of privacy, and I glanced around as he sauntered towards the tall armoire. Awkwardness made me fidget as I stood just beyond the closed door.

      Following his movements through narrowed eyes, I rubbed the tips of my fingers together as I recounted the day. James had called me to ask if I wanted to watch him box, and in my mind, I pictured him with big gloves and a mouth guard, trading weak blows with someone wearing protection pads.

      Oh- how wrong I had been. He went bare knuckle against a man whose padding did nothing to lessen the impacts. At first it was hard to watch, but as the hour slowly went by I found it harder and harder to blink. Every punch he landed was precise; every pivot of his stance crisp and on point. After a while, I realized that his fighting and my pole dancing were the same- we just loved to do it, regardless of what people thought.

      “Do you want a drink?” The question snapped me from my reverie, and I nodded silently as James walked to the refrigerator. “I only have water… and rum.”

      “Water is fine, please.” My response was swift, and James arched his brows at me before opening the box. His silent question weighed the air between us, but I only sighed a heavy breath. “I don’t really drink, and if I do- it’s usually wine.”

      “Let me get this straight. You’ve never seen another person’s blood before- you’ve rarely seen your own blood before- you don’t drink- you’re a stripper to pay for college… and you don’t frown…” Laughing at the assessment, I nodded even as heat billowed up into my cheeks. Across the room James reached into the refrigerator with his free hand, kicking the door shut with a low grunt. “Is it a stretch to say you’re also a virgin? I can’t imagine Martins… your dad- will have an easy time letting you go.”

      “My dad didn’t know for two years.” Thoughtlessly I spoke out, and James barked a laugh of his own before setting his clothes on the counter. Watching him wash his hands, I licked my lips absently as the muscles of his arms and back flexed and rippled. Tensing at the sudden rush that tightened my abdomen, I shook my head to rid myself of those thoughts.

      “You’re something else, you know that, Hannah?” Flattery was the way to my heart, and I covered my face with my hands with a strangled whine. Grabbing my wrists in damp palms, James leaned to grin wickedly, and my heart leaped into my throat. “Happiness and innocence aren’t mutually exclusive, it seems… you must make the other strippers insanely jealous.”

      “I do?” Taking shallow, hot breaths, I pursed my lips together tightly as James nodded. Goosebumps rushed up my arms and across my chest, but I couldn’t find the desire to pull away. Creeping along my forearm, his fingers brushed my warm skin, and my eyes widened when he took a step closer to me.

      “Probably. I’m going to go shower. I don’t have a television or anything, but I won’t be long…” James’ smirk deepened, and I flushed a bright red at what I knew he was going to say. “Unless you’d like to join me?”

      I knew it was coming, but the straightforward proposition still dried my mouth as I hesitated to decline. Watching James stare at me expectantly, a shiver lodged between my shoulder blades and desire pooled in my abdomen. He would back off if I wanted, and I smiled at that knowledge.

      “Yeah- yeah, I’ll join you.” James’ eyes widened, and I giggled at the surprise that flittered across his expression. “Innocence and happiness aren’t mutually exclusive… you said that.”

      “I didn’t think you’d actually say ‘yes’…?” Confusion laded his voice, and I gasped as he wrapped his arm around my waist to pull us together. “Why did you say ‘yes’?”

      “Because I like you? You treated me well at the club- you gave me $4,000 dollars, but I really liked hanging out with you. And you invited me out today to show me a part of yourself that’s really important. I-“

      “Stop talking, Hannah- you’re sounding like you’re going to have sex with me because you’re grateful or feel indebted, and I know that’s not what you mean.” Cut off by a voice deepened by amusement, I clamped my mouth shut as James made a face. “Let’s just leave it at we’re both attracted to each other.”

      “O- okay…” A squeak burst from my throat when James picked me up clear off the floor, and I automatically wrapped my arms and legs around his broad, hard body. My back hit the door, tearing a gasp from my lungs before he captured my lips in a searing kiss. His warm, rough tongue wrapped around mine, saturating my taste buds, and I tangled my fingers in his short, brown hair with a moan.

      Pulsing heat radiated from my core, only intensifying when James ground his impressive bulge against me. My jeans were tight, restrictive, and I struggled to kick off my sneakers and free my curling toes. Dragging up my turtleneck, he broke our kiss only to trail his lips down my neck and towards my heaving chest. Fire raced in my veins, and blood roared in my ears to muffle his appreciative groan as he flung my shirt to the side.

      “You have such pretty tits, Hannah…” Moaning as James mumbled against my quivering flesh, I arched into his in a silent plea he didn’t ignore. Big, strong hands squeezed and kneaded the heavy globes, and a strangle gasp escaped my dry lips. My nipples ached, hard and begging for attention even as he licked and suckled the left peak.

      “My- my p- pants… take off my pants…” Sputtering slightly, I pushed down on James’ head to get my point across. His hands rubbed generously, teeth nipping and tongue swirling around my nipple while he searched for my jean fastenings. With deft, practiced movements he undid the button and yanked on the zipper, but his hands circled my waist to grip my butt hard.

      Bouncing when I hit his bed, a giggle floated up from my tight chest, and I shook my head to get my hair out of my face. Grinning down at me, James grabbed the hems of my pant legs to yank with a grunt. Flopping around, I couldn’t help my laughter as I kicked my legs free.

      “I knew you had abs… fuck- that’s so sexy-“ Smiling as James draped himself over me, our little moment was lost as he licked and kissed my abdomen from top to bottom. Gripping the plain, dark brown sheet underneath me, I spread my legs wide to accommodate his shoulders in wanton abandon.

      “James- oh-h-h-h God!” There was no experimental lick, no nudge with his nose; James dove between my legs to spear my entrance with his tongue. White, healthy teeth scraped my folds, and I arched off the bed as he thumbed my sensitive nub with a growling groan. The sound reverberated through my body, and he reached to squeeze my breast tightly as stars swirled behind my closed eyelids.

      “I- I’m… gunna- I’m gunna…” Sucking in a sharp breath, I held the hot, heavy air in my lungs while James feasted on me. His grunts and groans were loud in my ears, and I whined in the back of my throat as I came undone. Curling my toes, I tried to make myself small as the coil in my abdomen snapped to unleash a wave of pleasure through my body. His assault on my swollen, needy bead grew rougher, forcing my orgasm to stretch on until colorful spots filled my dark vision.

      “Fuck- condom…” Gasping for air, I forced my eyelids apart to watch through wide eyes as James reached into his pocket for his wallet. His basketball shorts hung low, and I moaned at the tent that swung when he moved. Shirking off the fabric easily, his hands rolled the latex down his impressive length before he climbed to nestle between my quivering thighs.

      James’ kiss was hot, intense, and I returned it with all of the fervor I could muster. Gripping his shoulders, my fingernails dug into his hard flesh as the smoothness of his condom brushed my weeping slit. Holding my breath, my lungs screamed for relief that didn’t come when he reached between us to ease into my channel. Our lips molded together, frozen, as I stretched to fit him.

      “Oh- fuck yes!” Hissing against my teeth, James pushed himself up on powerful arms to thrust, and a gasp burst from my throat. “Ah-h-h…”

      “More! Please!... Please more!” Rasping and choked, my cry spurred James into action, and I moaned as he pulled out. Thrusting deep, slow, he savored the action with closed eyes, and his face twisted in pleasure. Satisfaction ripped through me, and I squeezed my eyelids shut to focus on the feel of him.

      James’ hips stuck to mine with each thrust, his sweat-laden skin kissing mine as the head of his rod teased my cervix. Our heavy, harsh pants mingled, and I pulled his lips down to mine. Dropping onto his elbows, he tangled his hands in my hair to pull taut, and his tongue danced around mine sweetly. His entire body rippled with his thrusts, and I squeezed his length in the throes of another wave of pleasure.

      “Yes-s-s…! Ja-ames…” Muffled by his tongue, my moans pulled a grunt from James before he pulled back to shake his head wildly. Sweat dribbled down his nose to land on my chest, and I shuddered at the burn.

      “Keep squeezing my cock, Hannah-“ Clamping down on him, I locked my thighs against his waist as he groaned a tortured sound. “Ah- fuck… just like that!”

      Reaching deep inside my channel, James grunted and growled as he ducked his head to stare at the place we connected. My legs fell to hit the bed with a thump, and I trembled as he rolled his hips. I didn’t have to do anything as he emptied himself into the condom, and I focused on catching my breath until he pulled out.

      “Oh- God… Th- that was… intense…” Shaking and sputtering, my declaration drew a heaving sigh from James as he sat back on his heels. The snap of the condom being peeled off echoed through the room while I stared dazedly at the ceiling, and I sluggishly lifted my arm to tuck under my head.

      “No kidding…” Dropping heavily onto the bed, James gnawed on my bicep, sucking the firm flesh with an audible pop. Giggling at the sensation, I sighed before he wrapped his arm around my waist. “I still wonder if I’m in a coma in Germany and all of this is an elaborate delusion of a broken mind.”

      “It’s not a delusion.” Mumbling absently, I held myself still as I thought about what just happened. James cuddled against my side in a surprisingly tender gesture, and I hummed quietly between breaths.

      Mixed feelings swarmed my chest, tightening around my heart and sending an ache through my ribs. He could be considered a great partner; there was intensity, passion, and longevity. All of that ruled in his favor, and he was even hospitable when it was over.

      So, why do I feel like I did something bad? The question bounced around my skull, and my lazy smile turned thin. I rubbed my fingertips together, the sweat mimicking the red stain had that been there only an hour and a half ago. We’re so different… but opposites attract, right? And I’m definitely attracted to him.

      “What time do you have to go to the club?” Speaking up, James ripped me from my thoughts, and I gasped when he circled my navel with his fingertips. Frantically I tried to recall my schedule, and he shuffled to stare at my face. Even with my eyes closed I could see his intense stare, but it didn’t rile me; it wasn’t a gaze I could get lost in, or even moderately side tracked.

      Sex made me think too much, and I shook my head hard to clear the thoughts.

      “7:45p.m. I have to be there. Jonny said this might even be my last night if everything goes well. Last night I made almost 4 grand, so I only need to make 4 more.” Cracking my eyes open, I smiled at the consternation on James’ face, and I reached to pinch his cheek softly. “Don’t be like that, James. I can’t rely on someone else to get me through college. I have to do it myself… I have to prove to myself that I can do it.”

      “You don’t belong there, Hannah.” James made no attempt to deny me; I wouldn’t let him throw that last, tiny bit at me. His words were grave, and I tinged pink at the rawness in his voice. Pulling his lips to mine, I pressed a firm kiss there only to get sidetracked by my phone chiming. Reaching blindly for the device, I pulled away when I realized it wasn’t on the bed to roll over, snatching it from the floor.

      “Hey, Jonny…” My greeting came out a squeak when James squeezed my butt, and I kicked him away to clear my throat. “What’s up?”

      Glaring at the man next to me as his muscles tightened in silent mirth, I pushed myself up to sit and adjusted my phone against my ear. Jonny was quiet, but that wasn’t uncommon; he got nervous on the phone, and it always took a moment to get himself together.

      “Hannah, there you are. I have a proposition for you. Another pole dancer called out tonight, and I was wondering if you wanted to fill in. But you won’t get paid for it. I figured since you don’t mind doing a set or two for nothing, you’d be interested.” My eyes widened at that, and I nodded stupidly as I struggled to find a response.

      “Yeah- I mean- yes, of course! Can I use the double stage? I have this new move I just got down and-“

      “Knock yourself out. You come in for 7:30p.m. in that case.” Hanging up abruptly, Jonny didn’t bother to say anything more, and I grinned as I let my phone slide onto the bed. Glancing at James, I giggled at him as excitement sloshed in my chest.
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      “Hey Nick- Hannah Martins is here for your 1 o’clock.” Without glancing at the door I waved Thomas off, choosing instead to frown as I scrolled through my e-mails. Two of my transplants were late, still gathering up their families and belongings. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t mind the delay; they were just assistants, after all. They’d also been recent deciders, and I knew it’d take a bit more effort than usual.

      Everyone else was already here, and the offices were finally ready to be used.

      A soft knock pulled my attention, forcing me from my computer screen to find Hannah standing in the doorway. Her hair was pulled back into a cradle net, freeing her face to show off that smile that never seemed to leave her. Crisp, starched clothes hugged her frame, and I contemplated how such a professional looking woman and a stripper could be the same.

      “Come in.” Glancing over her, I couldn’t help but frown at the slight awkwardness that radiated from her. Hannah’s round features were slightly pink, and she adjusted her portfolio under her arm in what I recognized as a nervous gesture. “Have a seat.”

      “I just wanted to thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Dunn. I know I didn’t make the best impression initially, so…” Trailing off as she sat herself opposite me, Hannah blushed bright red, and my eyes narrowed. “If you don’t mind my saying, I was surprised you called me for an interview.”

      “You shouldn’t be. You were glowingly recommended even more than the others in your program. Coupled with James’ character reference, it would be a stupid idea not to at least talk to you, Hannah.” I could still hear my brother’s uncharacteristically colorful voice as he spoke about Hannah, and if possible, she turned even brighter. Cocking my head, I watched her purse her lips together as a crease appeared between her brows. “Before we begin, I’m going to give you a piece of advice I hope you’ll take to heart. Don’t get more involved with James. It won’t end well, whether your job opportunities suffer because of your connection to him, or because this infatuation you two seem to have fades. I won’t let it interfere with business, understand?”

      The shock that rippled across Hannah’s face was all the confirmation I needed, and she nodded dumbly before I held out my hand. Her mind might’ve been a bit lashed, but hours of prep came through for her as she passed me for portfolio. Slowly the color drained from her cheeks, and I opened the hardcover folder to glanced down as she cleared her throat.

      “I’ll take it to heart, Mr. Dunn… Erh- so-… Is it a problem…?” Hannah spoke slowly, confusion lacing her voice, and I shook my head as I flipped past her cover letter.

      “Not at the moment, but the minute it does become a problem- if I hire you- I’ll fire you.” Even as the threat passed my lips it left a sour taste on my tongue, and I skimmed through Hannah’s business assessments in the growing silence. By all accounts she was a logical, rational thinker without much experience otherwise; it was why she always smiled. She didn’t know how to act otherwise.

      James’ little tirade about her father and his discharge from the Marines had given me more than what I needed to know to craft that theory. It gave me hope that she could properly separate work and pleasure, and if not, she’d end up like Nash. Not that that’s a bad thing. Hell, she could give him a run for his money, no doubt.

      “I promise it won’t become a problem. And I also quit being a burlesque dancer-“ My eyebrows shot up at that, and I tore my gaze off the page to watch Hannah smile brightly. “I paid off my loans last weekend. I know you have a very high standard for your company, so I made sure to finish up as soon as possible after meeting you.”

      “Was this before or after you two started having sex?” Posing my question, I waited patiently for an answer I already knew. Hannah’s expression flattened out, her smile dimming to a slight curve, and I set her portfolio down to rub my palms together. “Don’t give credit where it isn’t due, Hannah. You said you had 8 grand left- there’s no way you made that in a weekend. Maybe if you went to New York on the right night.”

      “I didn’t-“ Raising my hand to cut Hannah off, I pushed myself from my office chair to round my desk. The glass was smooth, thick, and I leaned on it lightly to cross my arms over my chest.

      “Don’t give credit where it isn’t due. It’ll drag you down, just like it is right now. Whatever James does with his money is his decision, and you shouldn’t feel guilty for a little help. You need to accept that gifts are given freely. In this business, it’s not uncommon to receive bonuses for good work. Are you going to tell someone ‘no’ because you don’t agree with their decisions?” Hannah didn’t have a response for that, and I sighed heavily as she fixed a discouraged smile between her cheeks. “Listen- I’m not going to rag on you about it, but you tell someone you don’t want a bonus or a gift, and they’ll drop you. They’ll go to someone else that’s more open, even if he or she isn’t as good. When someone gives you something, you accept it without hesitation, understand? Whether it’s money, a car, a bonus, or a trip- the people we deal with know exactly what they’re giving away and why. Declining is insulting, and for people with such big egos, insulting is worse than murder.”

      And this is why I was hesitant to work with college kids. Hannah was a perfect example of inexperience. She had the technical aspect down to a T, but everything else was rough. Watching her wrestle with what I had said, I reached to rub my cheek in thought. If she was a stripper, why is she so bad at being personable?

      “Okay… do you have any other advice for me?” Cocking my head, I pondered the question for a moment before shaking my head. Information dumps were dangerous, and I didn’t want to push Hannah more than I already had. In a single minute I’d told her I knew she was screwing my brother, I thought she was terrible with people, and there was a lot more than numbers to this game.

      The rest could wait.

      “You’ll get it, eventually. Have you had lunch yet?” My stomach twisted in denial, and I didn’t wait for Hannah to reply before straightening from my desk. “Come on, I’ll treat you.”

      “Oh, no! That’s okay. I-“ Slowly furrowing my brows at her protest, I pursed my lips together at her deer in the headlights look before she shook her head. “I mean- sure. Thank you.”

      Grabbing my phone, I made my way to William’s contact information to call him as I left my office. Hannah lagged behind, and when she caught up, her portfolio was safely under her arm again. Listening to the line ring a few times, I almost hung up before being answered.

      “Hello?” Blinking at the feminine voice, I cleared the surprise from my throat before opening my mouth. William had been single for so many years it was hard to remember that he wasn’t anymore.

      “Hey, is William around? Do you two want to come to lunch?” Despite the fact that I knew William and I had some business to talk about, my main reason for asking was far off the mark. I didn’t want Hannah to get uncomfortable about going to lunch with the brother of the man she was involved with. Across the line, I heard shuffling and indistinct words, and I glanced at the woman following me out of the corner of my eye.

      “Sure. Where do you want to meet?”

      Rattling off a place William liked to go, I hung up to jab my thumb against the elevator button. I liked Risha- she was smart, sassy, and she had a kink streak nearly as wide as William’s. The whole situation surrounding them was hilarious, too- that helped quite a bit.

      When I pulled onto the curb of the restaurant William’s car was already parked a few slots in front of me, and I pulled my keys from the ignition to turn to Hannah. She looked uncomfortable, noticeably so, and a frown tugged at the edges of my mouth. My guess was that she didn’t date much, and if she did she didn’t interact with the family.

      Yet another red check.

      “You can relax, you know.” I couldn’t figure Hannah out, and that was disturbing. Nothing irritated me as much as hidden agendas, no matter how meek. Across the center console Hannah smiled some more, but there were strain lines around her mouth even before she spoke up.

      “I’m fine.” Bullshit. Hannah was a terrible liar, but I kept my mouth shut as I popped open the driver’s side door. Locking my car, I slipped my keys into my pocket on the way to the sidewalk as she waited patiently. Her pants suit didn’t look like it did anything to keep out the nipping cold, but I shrugged it off to head for the restaurant.

      Easily spotting William and Risha, I made my way over to their booth with steady strides, and my chest warmed at seeing a familiar face. His beard had been trimmed since we last saw each other a week ago, and I grinned as he pushed himself up to shake my hand.

      “There he is. Congratulations on launching your firm, Nick. This is Risha.” As my eyes went to Risha, William’s trailed off to stare at Hannah. His expression gave nothing away despite its pleasantness, and I only managed to shake Risha’s hand before he spoke up again. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Hannah. I didn’t properly introduce myself at your school, but I’m William Holden. This is my girlfriend, Risha.”

      “We know each other…” Hannah’s response drew my gaze, and I arched a brow as her smile widened. “We were burlesque dancers at the same clubs for a few years. I haven’t seen you since you started working at that lawyer’s office, though.”

      “It’s nice to see you haven’t changed, Hannah.” Sharing a surprised look with William, I pursed my lips together as he nodded firmly. Our wordless conversation took a single second, and he broke the ensuing silence with a rough clearing of his throat.

      “Hannah, let’s go to the bar and order drinks. I’ll give you a rundown of the menu here.”

      Sliding into the booth as William and Hannah walked off, I rubbed my cheek as I wondered the best way to start this conversation. Risha simply watched me, her eyes sparkling with a sharp intelligence that told me she knew why they’d left.

      “I need to know if hiring her is a good idea.” There was no delicate way to ease into this topic, and Risha arched an eyebrow at my declaration. Clasping my hands together, I let out a breath through my nose before opening my mouth. “I can’t get a good read on her, and no one seems to be able to give me a solid view.”

      “Hannah is the kind of person you can’t dislike. It’s no wonder you’re unsure, Nick. She’s a good girl, but she doesn’t have any friends, and her family shunned her for being a stripper. Basically, she has no social skills. I think she’d be a great employee, but anything beyond that- I’m not so sure… I heard she was dating your brother, so maybe he can help get her a bit more aware. He’s a combat vet, right? Maybe it’ll be the smack in the face she needs.” Groaning lowly, I leaned back in the booth to glance around. William and Hannah stood at the bar, talking about something I couldn’t hear across the room, and I mulled over what Risha had revealed.

      Hannah made a little more sense now, at least. She was superficial.
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      “Nick really said that shit?” James’ growling question reverberated across my skin, and I nodded as I ran my fingers through his short hair. Whatever body wash he used slithered up my nostrils, making me light headed, but I didn’t complain; I needed a little bit of air after what happened the day before. “What do you think of all that?”

      “I don’t know…” Sighing heavily, I shuffled absently while James traced swirling patterns up and down my jean clad legs. Staring at the back of the dresser, my mind was blank all but with the words Nick had said to me in his office. “I mean- he’s not wrong… I just don’t want to feel bad because someone wants to give me something for nothing. There’s no such thing as free…”

      Biting down on my bottom lip, I didn’t know what to do with myself as I tried to avoid talking about what was really bothering me. It’s been a week, and my parents still haven’t called or returned any of my texts. They knew I quit dancing at the clubs, so there wasn’t any reason to continue ignoring me- right?

      “He’s just being a dick, you know.” I nearly winced at the harsh word that James threw out into the air. He swore more than any person I’d ever known, and I took a deep, stabilizing breath as his hand trailed up my body. “I understand that you worked as hard as you did, but maybe you should consider starting smaller, Hannah. If Nick is already considering hiring you, he’ll still be considering it in 5 years when you have more experience.”

      “But I don’t want to work somewhere else- this is the best opportunity I’ll ever get. This is how I’ll get experience, not working my way up through dead end positions.” Frustration leaked into my voice, and I pursed my lips together before pushing myself up to sit. Strafing my hand through my hair, I pulled my knees up to prop my chin and stare down at my freshly painted toenails. “There’s no guarantee he’ll want to hire me in 5 years, or even in 5 months. If I don’t take this now, I won’t get it at all.”

      “… Is something else bothering you, Hannah?” The concern in James’ voice was touching, but I knew he couldn’t understand- truly understand- what was happening to me. In the silence I thought back to that morning at the gym; he’d gotten so angry over something that happened a dozen years ago. I’d gone to therapy for it for years, but he still searched for some deep fear he thought I had.

      As nice as it was to be cared about, I didn’t like that he kept trying to pry.

      “No- I just… I need this job. I can’t mess it up.” James’ eyes bored into my back, and I scooted down to the foot of the bed to grab my shirt. “I’m going to go to the studio. Maybe it’ll help calm me down.”

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “No…” Smiling over my shoulder, I watched out of the corner of my eye as James paused. Guilt swarmed my throat, but I pushed it back as he frowned at me. “It’s okay. I don’t want to waste my bus ticket. Plus, I have to go home afterwards, and that’s all the way across town.”

      Hastily making my way out of James’ apartment, I hugged my coat to me as I headed for the stairs. Glancing down at my phone, disappointment flooded my lungs at the lack of notifications, and I slipped the device into my pocket with stiff fingers. Pausing on the landing, I stared at the concrete wall for a moment as I struggled to breathe.

      Going to college was what my family wanted for me. I was only months from graduating, and my life was on the cusp of success. So, why does it matter what I did to get here?

      “It’s okay. My dad will call me back.” Muttering to myself, I straightened my shoulders to reach for my phone again. The call went straight to voicemail, and I listened to the dial tone before a sharp beep gave me permission to speak. “Hi, Daddy… I hope you’re doing well. I’m just calling because I wanted to see you… so- call me back, okay? Love you.”

      The bus ride was long, and I hopped off down the street from my studio with relief surging through my veins. Pole dancing always made things better, and I smiled when the building came into view as the bus drove off. Staring down the street, my steps were quick and steady, and excitement turned my breath white despite the mild temperature.

      This studio was just a little room of hardwood flooring, mirrors, and a pole in the center. Heading straight for the corner where my stuff sat, secure in a locker, I handled the turn table with care before opening the metal box. Thigh high, leather boots waited for me, along with a pair of yoga shorts and a sports bra. Shirking off my coat, I peeled off my turtleneck and jeans to sigh at the freedom that instantly washed over me.

      Burlesque music pumped into the room when I plugged my phone into a wall stereo, and I bopped my head to the music and rolled my shoulders. There was something so fanciful about this kind of music, and I slid my hands up and down the metal pole already feeling light.

      My back hit the floor hard, and I let out a shriek as pain shot up my spine and into my arms and legs. Black spots assaulted my vision as it spun, and I sucked a harsh breath into rattling lungs. Against my ribs my heart stuttered, and the sound of pounding feet reverberated up through the floor to spear pin needles into my flesh. In my mind’s eye I could picture myself doing a move I’d done countless times before; it was the most basic trick to twirl around the pole with my feet inches from the floor.

      But I fell, and the weakness that rendered my arms useless still attacked my muscles.

      “Hannah! Holy Jesus in Heaven- are you okay?” The receptionist from the front of the gym hovered over me, her brown eyes bright with concern as she carefully slipped her hand under the back of my head. Blinking hard, I carefully sat up with her help to arch my tender back. “Do you need an ambulance? Is anything hurt? Are you feeling any pain…?”

      “I- I… I’m okay. I’m fine.” Sweat glistened along my skin under the bright, white lights, and I stared at my hands for a moment before slowly pushing myself to my feet. All the while her hands stayed on me, and I gripped her shoulder as I swayed dangerously.

      “No- you’re not okay. I’m going to call an ambulance-“

      “I said I’m fine!” My shout was hoarse, bouncing off the mirrored walls as stunned silence filled the room. Shivering violently, I pushed the woman away to wrap my arms around myself. Shock hardened my heart, and my heels wobbled as they struggled to keep me upright. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m fine. Repeating the mantra within the confines of my skull, I could only hope that if I thought it enough, it’d be true.

      “Okay…” The secretary obviously didn’t believe me, and I smiled as her eyes scanned my form. “But you’re not leaving here unless you have a ride. I can call you a taxi unless you have someone willing to pick you up. You fell from seven feet up right on your back…”

      “It’s fine. I have someone to call.” Walking on unsteady legs towards my locker, a deep, hard shudder slid down my spine as her gaze followed me. Sitting down to take off my boots, I grabbed my phone from my bag to bring up my dad’s number. This time the phone rang, and rang, and rang, and I nibbled my bottom lip when it eventually went to voicemail.

      I tried Owen next, but with the same result.

      I tried Jonny, but he didn’t pick up either.

      “Nick- erh- Mr. Dun… It’s Hannah…” Holding the phone to my ear, I curled around my knees to listen to the speaker crackle. My chest tightened, and I licked my lips before speaking again. “I’m sorry to call like this, but… I- I fell and the receptionist lady won’t let me leave unless I have a ride.”

      “Where are you?” Relief pushed the air from my lungs in a gust, and I rattled off the address before he grunted. “I’ll be right there.”

      It took less than ten minutes for the receptionist to come back with Nick in tow, and a guilty, dull smile picked up the corners of my mouth. I must’ve looked a sight, but he didn’t comment on it as he came up to crouch next to me. His expression was twisted, with what I couldn’t tell, and he sighed heavily before breaking the silence.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on with you, Hannah?” The question wasn’t loaded with expectation; I could say ‘no’, and Nick would accept my answer. Taking a shaking breath, I ducked my head to roll my lips between my teeth as I thought. He waited patiently with his eyes never leaving my form, and after a long, tense moment I opened my mouth.

      “No one else picked up…” A shudder slid down my spine at my own words, and a small laugh squeezed from my chest. “I’m sorry to make you come down here. I should’ve called my dad, or a cab…”

      “You didn’t call James?” Sullenly shaking my head, my mind flew back to this morning. James was quick to tell me to give up and try something else, and Nick must’ve read my thoughts as his voice slithered into my ears. “He can be an ass, but he cares about you, Hannah. You should listen to what he has to say, even if you don’t take his advice.”

      “I don’t want his advice.” Busying myself with my boots, a rueful smile twisted my mouth, and the words were sour on my tongue. “He doesn’t understand what I gave up getting here. I can’t just quit now.”

      “Don’t be a child.” The harsh snap made me pause, my heart hammering in my chest as Nick’s fingers wrapped around my face. Forcing me to look at him, he grimaced as irritation flared in his eyes. “You think he doesn’t understand sacrifice? His might be different from yours, but that doesn’t mean he can’t help you. Maybe if you asked him about it, you’d realize you’re not so different.”

      Releasing me, Nick pushed himself to his feet while I stared, wide-eyed. Blood rushed in my ears, mingling with his harsh tone and words, and I held my breath in strained lungs as he reached into his pocket.

      “Get a cab. Go home. You’re an adult now, Hannah- start considering thinking and acting like one.” A $50 bill fluttered to the floor, and Nick turned on his heel to storm out of the studio. Watching his stiff back, I released a sharp exhale as my mind whirled.

      What did I honestly expect to happen when I called Nick? The answer to that question was shrouded, and I reached with trembling fingers to rub my chest absently. Carefully standing up once my boots were off, I flexed my toes against the hardwood as I stared at the door. Anxiety swirled in my veins, and I flipped my phone in my palm before turning my eyes downward.

      “Daddy? I’m just calling in case you didn’t get my last message. Call me back, okay? I was wondering if we could see each other. Let me know. Okay- I love you… bye.” Hanging up my call, I hoisted my bag strap over my shoulder before making my way out into the cold. My cab was just pulling into the lot, and I lifted my hand in a wave as I fought a frown. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d gotten the urge to frown, and I licked my lips heavily to keep them upright.

      Slow and numb, my mind barely noticed the passing scenery as I went from one side of town to the other. Whenever the cab stopped, my gaze snapped to the window only to find I wasn’t home yet. The day ran circles around my brain, digging deep ruts into my skull, and I wrung my fingers together as anxiety built in my gut.

      Maybe I should visit my parents. The thought brought a bright, small smile to my face, and I nodded to myself.
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      Across the grocery store I watched through narrowed eyes as Hannah spent minutes looking at each bouquet of flowers, one at a time. Curiosity raged through my veins, but I hung back to absently sift through apples and oranges I wasn’t going to buy.

      There was no way she was buying flowers for James, so who? Hannah wore her usual, happy smile, but there was something different about it; it was brighter, excited, and she showed off her straight, white teeth with it. I’d seen her a lot lately, and she never glowed so much.

      “I’m not going to get any answers creeping on her…” Muttering to myself, I adjusted my grip on my basket to stride over to the florist’s section. So enwrapped in what she was doing, Hannah didn’t notice me until I tapped on her shoulder. Her entire body jolted in surprise, and she gasped as she whirled around. Red instantly seeped into her rounded cheeks, and I arched an eyebrow when she started to sputter out words.

      “Et- Ethan! You scared me- erh… what’s up? Doing some shopping?” She was nervous; I could almost smell it on her as she rubbed her palms together. Holding up my basket casually, I shrugged as I glanced at my meager soon-to-be possessions.

      “I am. Need some help picking out flowers?” Without waiting for a response, I jerked my chin at the stand, and Hannah’s smile flared before she nodded furiously. “Who’re you getting them for?”

      “Oh-… my dad. I haven’t seen him in a while, so I thought it’d be a nice gift…” For a long moment I stared at her; Hannah was pretty in a plain, pure kind of way. There were definitely more beautiful women than her, physically at least. The longer the silence stretched on, the more her smile seemed to falter, and a darkness flashed behind her bright blue eyes. Watching her lose her cool, even a little bit, was interesting to say the least, and I tore my gaze off her to look at the flower display.

      “You’re better off getting something small…” Pointing at a small, plain bouquet of only three flowers I couldn’t name, I turned back to Hannah with a smile of my own. “Do you want a ride? It’s pretty cold out with the wind.”

      “Uh-h… yeah. Okay. Thank you.”

      Maybe it was a little underhanded, but I wanted a chance to talk to Hannah without risking her going on the defensive. If Nick or James were around, she’d be careful with what she said.

      But I don’t care about what she says, just how she acts. And she didn’t act like she was nearly as into my brother as he was into her.

      Closing Hannah into my car, I rounded the front to slip into the driver’s side seat with a huff. The engine sputtered to life, and I shuffled in the worn, well-used leather to grip the wheel and shift the gear.

      “So, when are you going to tell James that you don’t want to date him, and you don’t think what you’re doing right now is dating him?” Posing my question once we reached the mildly congested streets, I glanced over at Hannah only to frown. She stared at her lap, stroking her flowers like she’d just bought a puppy. I almost opened my mouth again to repeat myself, but she spoke up before I had the chance.

      “Why do you think that?” The question resonated in me, and I grunted as Hannah confirmed a theory Nick already had. She was superficial; she cared about people until they started digging too deep. Taking a slow turn, I shrugged carelessly even as my mind churned.

      “You and I are the same. I go from girl to girl before they start asking the questions I don’t want to answer. What’s my favorite food? Movie? Do I like cats or dogs? No one gives a crap about any of that. But when they start asking about why I’d rather mooch off my brother than try to make something of myself- that’s when I drop them. You’re not different just because you haven’t dated much. I bet that’s even why you haven’t dated much. You can’t fool me with that smile, Hannah.” My little speech came to a close, and silence reigned until Hannah sighed heavily. When she spoke up her voice was deeper, rougher, and I didn’t need to look over to know her eyes were moist.

      “I… I can’t even fool myself anymore.” A small, humorless laugh filled my car, and I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. I knew exactly what Hannah meant; she didn’t have to explain even as her coarse voice followed. “After I fell the other day, I went home and thought ‘Maybe my dad doesn’t want to see me, and that’s why he won’t pick up my calls…’ and the more time passes, the more I think about it. The more I realize- why would he want anything to do with me after all this time? He doesn’t even feel guilty for what he did enough to talk to me…”

      “He kicked you out for being a stripper, right?” The wrapping around the flowers crinkled loudly, and my gaze flickered from the road to watch Hannah’s face twist in disgust. My heart pounded hard in my chest at the sight; she looked like an angel ready to bring the wrath of God down on everyone and everything in her path. Small tears slipped from her eyelashes to drip down onto her hands while her knuckles turned white.

      “He kicked me out for wanting to go to college in the first place. I’m no good with people- I never have been. I thought college would help, but he wanted me to stay at home like my mom. She does whatever he wants for any reason he wants it, and she never complains… but I can’t turn into that. I won’t let it happen. I’m going to be someone…” The hurt, the betrayal, the pain- it was all laid bare for me on the center console. My chest ached in sympathy, and I reached over to grab Hannah’s hand. Salty, warm tears smudged against my palm, and she squeezed back.

      For the first time I realized she never even told me where I was supposed to be going. I was just driving around aimlessly.

      “You need to accept it, not fight against it. You’re going to break sooner or later, Hannah. James can help you- you just have to let him. You’ll feel better afterwards, I can promise you.” Letting my head fall back against the rest, I let out a breath going through a yellow light. “My parents hate me, too. They’ve got the prodigal son making more money than any one person should. They got the man decorated from the military. And then there’s me- the drop out- the loser. They don’t understand why I can’t do anything. I’ve been compared to Nick and James my entire life. First, I was the accident, and then I was the dumbass. I went from being the baby that always got what he wanted to being a disappointment that can’t do anything but ask Nick for money.”

      “How are you okay with that?” Hannah’s eyes bored holes into the side of my face, and I frowned deeply as I pondered her question. None of this bothered me anymore, but I couldn’t say when that’d happened. It just was, and I was content with life.

      More or less.

      “There are just some things you can’t change. I can’t change the fact that I’ll always live in Nick’s and James’ shadows. So, I guess… you just have to figure out what you can change. For me, it’s not a matter of forgiving. Nick and James always back me up, but I don’t ask or do anything that wouldn’t make sense. I’ve driven this car for six years. I got really good at figuring out if a woman wants me, or just wants to be around my brothers. In the end, you can either accept that your family ostracized you, or you can chase their ghosts until it kills you. Either way, the only person’s life you’re affecting is your own. The sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be. James really likes you, and I know Nick does, too. He told me that seeing you like that at the studio made you seem more real- that he was more assured about hiring you. So, the question is- are you going to take the job for you, or to try to teach your dad a lesson he won’t understand?”

      For the first time in my life I was the one that felt like a big brother, and Hannah was quiet as I slowly wound through the streets. The snowmelt made the roads wet, but the piles were smaller even than they had been last night. Focusing on that change, I released Hannah’s hand to take a sharp turn onto a side street leading to the south end of town.

      “I think… I will talk to James. Erh… do you think he’ll understand I don’t want to date right now?” Nodding firmly, I took in a deep breath at Hannah’s acceptance. Across the cabin she sniffled hard, and I reached into the door compartment to grab some take out napkins.

      “He’s 36 years old, Hannah. If you say you want something more casual, he can handle it. Besides, it’s totally understandable that you don’t want to add to your plate with this new job fresh out of college. Nick is going to work you ragged, and he knows that.” Tossing the napkins at her, I reached to turn up the heat a bit as Hannah righted her tear stricken face. “Do you want me to bring you home or to our building, or what?”

      “I’ll go with you, if that’s okay.” Rolling my eyes, I eased off the gas to do a U-turn in a parking lot entrance.

      “Of course, it’s okay. I offered. Just so you know, Nick hates that consideration crap. If someone offers you something, you take it- no questions asked.” This time Hannah’s laughter was real, and a smile stretched my lips. Flicking on the radio, I surfed through stations before deciding on some hip-hop. My head bopped back and forth to the beat, and out of the corner of my eye I watched Hannah do the same.

      Maybe she just needed a good dose of young adult partying to put everything in perspective. Drinking, dancing, glow sticks- those were the remedies of youth. Working my phone out of my jean pocket, I drove slow as I searched through my contacts for my latest girl.

      She knows how to party.
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      Carefully knocking on Nick’s door, I took a deep, stabilizing breath as I waited for him to open the barrier. My heart thudded hard in my chest, and I dug against my fingernails as anxiety knotted my belly. In mere seconds the hunk of wood swung open, and I went wide-eyed at the sight that greeted me.

      Nick wasn’t wearing a shirt, and sweat gave his skin a glossy sheen as it stretched over rippling muscles. He wasn’t as bulky as his brother, but he was obviously strong. Pursing my lips together as he swiped back his damp hair, I blinked hard before blood rushed to heat my face.

      “I- I’m sorry- James… he’s not here, and I-“ Trailing off as Nick held up a hand to stop my pathetic attempt at speech, I clenched my jaw together tightly.

      “I actually wanted to see you, Hannah. Come in. I have something for you.” Turning away, Nick sauntered into his studio apartment, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. He wore low slung jeans, and my gaze scanned him from head to toe before I noticed the work-out machine in the corner of his room. Forcing myself to put one leg in front of the other, I shut the door with stiff arms before he spoke up again. “I have a job for you.”

      “A job…?” Surprise colored my voice, and Nick was nodding when I turned to him. Easily he pulled on a t-shirt, and I took a few more steps deeper into his space. A thick file sat on his bed, but there wasn’t anything to suggest he did any work here. Absent of even a coffee table, his room was bare, and I glanced around until he grabbed the manila folder and thrust it at me.

      “Do it. You have two hours.” Propping open the file, I sucked in a sharp breath at the mess that waited for me. Everything was written in sloppy pen; some words I couldn’t even understand as I glanced over the top page. “Prove you can make up for your lack of people skills, and I’ll hire you, right here, right now.”

      “Two… hours? This’ll take five- at least…” There had to be a hundred pages to transcribe, and I couldn’t even be assured there weren’t any errors. Glancing up at Nick, I opened my mouth only to get cut off again. He stood so close I could see the individual drops of sweat on his neck, and I held my breath while he cocked his head. His intense eyes sent a shiver down my spine, but he only furrowed his brows together.

      “Do it in two, and you can start on Monday.” Jerking his chin behind me, Nick forced my attention away from him and to a small desk fit for a middle schooler. “You’d better start. Time’s ticking.”

      The desk was outfitted with a pen, pencil, and notebook, and I sat in the uncomfortable, hard seat to dive into this project. My attention tunneled to the point where I didn’t notice Nick anymore while I tackled the first page. Grabbing my pencil in firm fingers, I started nibbling on my bottom lip as blood roared in my ears.

      Crouching tightly over my work, I ignored the ache behind my eyes and against my spine. Where words were scratched out, I had to figure out what was originally there. Numbers and figures didn’t make sense, math was wrong, and I found myself constantly remembering to breathe. The handwriting was terrible, words flowing together to create one continuous line instead of letters.

      “Time’s up!” Nick’s booming voice made me jump, and my head whipped up to watch him snatch the notebook I’d been writing in. Panic hit me hard; I was only three quarters of the way done, and I pushed myself up to grip the edge of the desk.

      “I’m not done! I just need another half hour- forty-five minutes max.” Reaching for the folder, my fingers cramped at being outstretched, and I winced as Nick shook his head. Wandering over to drop onto his bed, he flipped open the book with practiced hands.

      “I never said you had to finish it, Hannah. You just had to do it. And honestly, you got a lot farther than I expected you to. Now, sit down so I can go through this.” Blinking slowly, I relaxed a little at Nick’s assurance before sinking into my seat. In that moment it felt like a cloud, and I raked my hand through my hair before he spoke up again. “Your little talk with Ethan seems to be seeping in. I take it you decided to take whatever advice he gave you?”

      “You know about that?” Without looking away from my work Nick scowled lightly, and I pursed my lips into a thin line. He sported faint tan lines on his back and biceps that were clearly visible in the bright lights of his apartment, and I shook my head hard.

      “Of course, I do.” Nick’s answer was short, almost mocking, and I gnawed on my lower lip diligently. His expression evened out, becoming more focused on what he was reading, and I narrowed my eyes to watch each tiny change in his features. No shirt barred my view as my gaze trailed over strong shoulders, and if he noticed my intense stare, he didn’t speak up.

      “What do you think?” Talking into the quiet room, I held my breath as Nick grunted absently, flipping back and forth between pages.

      “Your math is perfect… some of these terms aren’t right, though. For what you did in the amount of time you had, I’m thoroughly impressed. I hope you understand that doesn’t happen often, Hannah.” My eyes widened, snapping to Nick’s face as he shut the book with a soft clap. “You start Monday. 8a.m..”

      Shock rendered my body useless, and smoke would’ve poured out of my ears from how hard my brain worked. Questions circled raced around my skull, crashing with thoughts and creating a mess as I processed what Nick had told me. All the while he watched me, his expression guarded, and my lips twitched upwards before the spell he’d cast faded enough for a coherent statement to form in my mind.

      I start Monday… At Dunn Financial Advisements International… My squeal was loud, and I sprung from my chair to bounce across the room. I must’ve been fast because Nick did nothing to stop me from hugging him, but in that moment I didn’t care that he was now my boss. The smile that stretched across my face hurt my cheeks, and I giggled in excitement even as his sharp, masculine scent slithered up my nose.

      “Thank you! Thank you so much!” Squeezing around his neck, I shuttered my eyelids tight to keep my tears at bay. Nick patted my back stiffly, and he cleared his throat roughly. Slackening my arms, I couldn’t help but grin until his palm dropped from my shirt to slip between us.

      “Get off my lap, Hannah.” Tensing at the demand, I jumped up as if Nick had burned me, and my face flamed. Standing up, he brushed himself off while studiously refusing to look at me. “I’ll call your school and let them know you’ll be finishing your semester out in the field.”

      “O- okay… thank you, Nick. You have no idea how much this m-“ A soft knock cut me off, and I clamped my mouth shut as excitement sent tremors down my legs. Shuffling around me, Nick only nodded on his way to the door. Twisting to watch him open the barrier, I released a slow, heavy breath through my nose. My butt tingled, and I rubbed against my jeans absently to get rid of the sensation.

      That chair was really uncomfortable.

      “Thanks.” Nick’s tall, broad body blocked my view, but when he turned around the kick the door closed he had Chinese food bags in his hands. “You want any, Hannah? I got the good stuff.”

      The smell of orange chicken filled the room, and my mouth watered; Chinese food was a guilty pleasure. Nodding as Nick set the bags on the counter of his kitchenette, I wandered over to watch him unload cheap, heavy boxes and tuber ware. Instantly I spied the one I wanted, and I reached to grab it with greedy fingers.

      “…Have you gone pole dancing since you fell?” Pausing with my fork poised at my mouth, my gaze flickered to Nick to find him staring at me before he swallowed roughly. “I was worried about you. I can understand why it’s so important to you.”

      “Eh… yeah, I have. A little bit. I just had an… off day. Everyone’s got them.” Shoveling my forkful of rice between my teeth, I set my utensil down as my lie turned my food to ash on my tongue. Staring down at my box, I chewed a few times to gulp down the grains and open my mouth. “I- I just told myself that my family didn’t like my dancing so much that it became true… Falling really opened my eyes, and then Ethan told me that the only person’s life I was affecting was my own… and- I guess it helped me start to accept that it wasn’t the dancing my parents didn’t like- it was college entirely.”

      “Weren’t you on your way to see your father when Ethan bumped into you?” A small, guilty smile picked up the corners of my lips, and Nick hummed absently before continuing. “You were chickening out. That’s not a bad thing, Hannah- you shouldn’t waste your precious time and effort on people that don’t care about you.”

      “Yeah… I’m starting to realize that. That’s actually why I was here. I don’t want to be in a relationship with James, but I do like him… He just…” It was hard to describe how I felt around James, and Nick was silent as our chewing resumed. James’ wasn’t the kind of man I thought I would be attracted to; he was crude but sweet, and the way he acted contradicted the way he talked to me. He wasn’t confusing in any way, but I just knew we wouldn’t go anywhere.

      “He’s brutish and crude, and when he realizes it he’s sweet and charming. I know. That’s why he never has a steady girlfriend. I can see what he sees in you, though. You’ve got this thing in you that just sucks people in, and you can’t turn it off. So, the more he wants you, the less you want him- not because you don’t like him, but you don’t want to lead him on. Right?” Nodding miserably, I stabbed a piece of chicken and shuffled my legs as they rested, folded around each other. Nick’s bed was surprisingly hard, and I managed to scoop up some rice before opening my mouth.

      “Sometimes I just don’t answer his texts, but I feel so bad after. He was so interested in me, and it just kind of happened, and now I feel like I’m in a hole I can’t get out of. I’m a terrible person, but James was a lot more interesting when I was being paid to listen.” My throat tightened even as I uttered the words, and I set my food down carefully to rub my knees. Guilt sloshed in my chest and twisted my stomach, and next to me Nick sighed heavily. Reaching for my hand, he straightened my fingers and fixed my palm up to drag his fingertip from my middle finger knuckle outward.

      “There’s this… story, I guess. From your pointer knuckle up to your middle phalange-“ Tapping the underside of the middle bone in my finger, Nick paused for a moment as warmth spread up my arm to calm my guilt. “That’s how many people you’ll love, truly love, in your lifetime. Maybe it’s romantic or platonic- I don’t really know. I heard it when I was in Sicily years ago, and it struck me as one of the more realistic stories. It’s okay to enjoy someone for their company, but that doesn’t mean you have to have any strong feelings for him or her. That’s what I got out of it, at least.”

      “I like that story…” Mumbling softly, I smiled while Nick released my hand, and I flexed my fingers before a little laugh bubbled up from my throat. “I like that story a lot. Do you have any others?”

      Picking up my take-out box, I gave only a little attention to not making a mess as Nick hummed. His smile was wide, and he leaned back against the wall to cross his long legs. This was something I couldn’t do with James; his stories always made me cringe.

      Savoring the relaxed atmosphere, I listened when Nick launched into another world tale with a lightness in my chest and Chinese food stretching my stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t be nervous, Hannah. You’ll do great.” Stroking Hannah’s knee as she sat fidgeting in the passenger seat, I put my car in park to idle against the sidewalk. The sun was bright, the day warm, and she flashed me a strained smile before reaching for the visor again. For once she wasn’t wearing a turtleneck; this 60 degree weather meant she’d bake in it. Instead, her bust was held back by a silk blouse, and her abs were hidden under a knee-length pencil skirt.

      Scanning Hannah through narrowed eyes as she checked her make up for the hundredth time, I clenched my jaw together and held back a grunt. Sexy couldn’t even begin to describe her, and against my jeans my cock strained as it had for the past half hour.

      “Don’t say that. Please, please, please don’t say I’ll be great. I don’t want to be great- that’s too much expectation. It’s my first day. I just want to get in on time for right now.” Grinning at how fast she spoke, I only shook my head before she popped open her door. “Thank you for the ride- I’ll see you later, James.”

      Waiting for Hannah to rush into the building before pulling off the curb, I raked my hand through my hair as I drove towards the west end of town. The difference was palpable even inside my car; run down buildings rose up on either side of the street, and children too young to be out alone were causing ruckus. Pulling into the parking lot of a seedy, little restaurant, I parked and hauled myself out of my car with tight muscles.

      Dropping myself onto a stool that groaned under my weight, I flagged the bartender for a beer mindlessly. The time only read 8:44 in the morning, but I couldn’t find it in me to care.

      Next to me, Frank scraped his plate before speaking up without so much as a glance my way.

      “I fucked up.” This was such a short admission, gravelly and rough, and I ducked my head in a silent question until he continued. “I need your help.”

      Furrowing my brows, I pursed my lips together to tilt my head, staring blankly at Frank. He hated me, I knew; he had every right to hate me after everything I did to get under his skin.

      And yet, he asked me here for help.

      “I’ll do what I can.” Truthfully, I didn’t know or care about what he needed, and Frank stiffened noticeably at my response. Dropping his fork with a harsh clatter, he made a noise of disgust that had the hairs on my arms standing on end. He looked twisted and stressed, and I couldn’t help but wonder what had him so riled up. Still, I kept my mouth shut. That was the best option when dealing with him and hoping to avoid a fight I knew I couldn’t win.

      “I need a surgeon. Here’s a list.” Passing me a folded piece of paper, Frank dug a few crumpled-up bills from his pocket and tossed them onto his plate. “Two days. Bring them here.”

      Just like that Frank stormed off, and I glanced around the otherwise empty place to unfold the paper. My beer hadn’t even arrived yet, but the thought was instantly wiped from my mind as I scanned the list.

      Needles. Saline. Feeding tube. Sauna. Restraints.

      Prenatal vitamins.

      My eyes widened at such specific needs, and I twisted to stare at the door.

      “What the fuck did you get yourself into, Frank?” Muttering to myself, I hopped off the stool and shoved the paper in my pocket. No one was around to answer my question, but I could guess well enough. Shaking my head wildly as I went back to my car, I rolled my jaw as my mind worked furiously.

      As surprised as I was that Frank had called me, I wasn’t sure I wanted in on whatever shit he was knee-deep in. I didn’t even know how he got my number; Nick hadn’t given it to him, nor anyone else, for that matter.

      Not that any of that mattered because I couldn’t get out now. Some part of me still obsessed about Frank, and that was why I made this trip. I could’ve ignored his call and all that would come of it was silent glares and animosity.

      I made it downtown before I decided to call Nash, and he picked up on the second ring. His voice filled my car, deep and drawling, and I set my phone on the center console as he spoke.

      “James- hey. What’s up? Did you already drop off that girl for her first day with Nick?” He sounded much too cheerful for me so early in the morning, and I grunted as I stopped at a red light.

      “Yeah. Have you seen Frank lately?” For just a second Hannah entered my mind, but I pushed her back as I posed my question. The speaker crackled loudly, and the light turned green before Nash offered a response.

      “Not in a week and a half or so. He said he had some shit to do and was going dark. Why?” Groaning softly at that, I banged the steering wheel weakly; if Frank didn’t tell Nash what was happening, he certainly didn’t want anyone to know about it.

      I was a necessity to whatever he was planning, nothing more.

      “Nothing. Forget I asked.”

      “Uh… okay? I’m going to hang up, then.” Just as he promised, Nash hung up, and I reached to rub my face in irritation. This is such a shit show.

      My day went by fast, and I didn’t even bother with the surgeon part of Frank’s request. Everything else was fairly easy to get; most medical supply stores sold most of what I needed. Even the prenatal vitamins were over the counter, and by the time the sun had started to set my trunk was weighed down heavily.

      Frank’s scrawling handwriting told me he needed a six-month supply of everything, and I scowled at the orange glow slathered across my hood. I’d spent all damn day running around just to avoid thinking about what that crazy bastard was going to do. I was an errand boy; that was what my life had been reduced to.

      It was illegal on so many levels, and I parked my car outside my apartment building to sit there for a moment. Frank knocked up a drug addict, and now he had to get her clean and healthy enough to carry. My lips thinned at that; he’d never struck me as the kind of man to care about that. Staring into space, I silently pondered if he’d grown a conscious in the past year or so since we’d last seen each other.

      I doubted it, but the possibility was there.

      “Fuck…” I didn’t want children- not in this crappy world. Frank was even more acquainted with the darkness than I was, and I wasn’t sure there was anything that could change my mind.

      Hannah’s image blossomed in my mind’s eye, and my eyelids shut tightly. She had her reservations about me, I knew. I wasn’t stupid enough to think she’d want a relationship on top of what she was going through. University- a new job- her life was just starting, and I wouldn’t get in the way.

      But fuck did I want her. On those nights she stayed over, I couldn’t think of a time when I was more content to hold her. Waking up to her hair splayed across my chest and her soft breaths tickling my neck was an addictive pleasure.

      This was how it was going to stay until I could work up the balls to ask her out once she’d settled into her work place. As long as I could have her, I didn’t care how it happened. Clenching my hands into fists at the thought, I took a deep, sharp breath before pulling my keys from the ignition and climbing out of my car.

      My apartment was empty, and I went a few doors down to knock on Nick’s door. As usual he answered immediately, his shirt unbuttoned and hair tousled from countless, raking fingers. Before I could even open my mouth, he spoke up, leaning on the door frame to cross his arms over his chest.

      “She’s not here. Ethan took her out to celebrate her first day of work with his girlfriend and one of her friends.” Frowning under my brother’s keen, sharpened gaze, I glanced down the hallway even though Ethan wasn’t there. “You have to remember that Hannah’s the same age as Ethan, James. It’s not a bad thing to party on special occasions, you know.”

      “I know it’s not. That’s not what I was thinking.” My words came automatically, and Nick snorted roughly to draw my attention. His face contorted in annoyance, sending a scowl across mine as he shook his head.

      “You think he’s going to try to move on her, or put her in a situation that makes her uncomfortable. You’re not her father, James. She doesn’t need or want anyone looking over her shoulder criticizing her decisions. If she wants to go party with Ethan, then she will go, and you’ll end up pissing her off by getting your panties in a wad.” At the mention of that bastard I stiffened, and Nick arched an eyebrow as his frown deepened. “So, it is about him. James, Hannah has enough on her plate. Don’t complicate it.”

      “It’s not about him. For fuck’s sake- why do you always have to psychoanalyze me?” Nick’s eyes narrowed on me as I lied through my teeth, and I clenched my hands into fists. “Just because I know him doesn’t mean I feel guilty for his decisions, Nick.”

      “… If you say so. But I’m warning you now- this is going to get ugly quick if you don’t back the Hell off.”
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      Looking out over my office, I crossed my ankles to lean on the door frame as I took in the bright atmosphere. The upturn the weather had taken had a visible effect, and I reached absently to loosen my tie. Everyone was eager to leave, to spend some time in the sun before it disappeared. Glancing down at my watch, I stared at the ticking second hand as it slowly but surely made its way to the 12.

      “You have a nice night, Nick.” Thomas waved as he past with a smile on his face, and I nodded in acknowledgement. The man had been my secretary since middle school, and for a moment I scanned his form as he took the long way around the cube farm.

      He was as gay as a roundabout, and he didn’t think I knew he was dating one of my senior staff members- who happened to sit on the far right corner of the farm. Watching them pass by each other, I could clearly see Thomas’ naughty, little smirk, and one of my own stretched my lips.

      My mind went back to the day we met in home economics. Thomas had the biggest crush on me, but he never acted on it. Thus, a great and comfortable friendship was born.

      One of the only true friendships I had.

      “You’re not leaving for the night?” Tearing my gaze off Thomas, I sucked in a sharp breath as Hannah sidled up next to me. She was light footed, and the slight shock of her words zinged through me. Clearing my throat, I shook my head while she watched, her bright, blue eyes sparkling with curiosity.

      “Not right now, no. What about you? Any plans for tonight?” I already knew the answer to my question, and Hannah shrugged to bring my attention to the stack of folders in her arms.

      “I’m just finishing this. It’ll probably be a while.” She shuffled in her heels, a surefire sign of a liar, and I frowned down at her before she cracked. Heat blossomed in her cheeks, and she ducked her head to mumble as amusement bubbled up against my ribs. “James asked for a date, but I said ‘no’ because I was working late. At least now it’s not a lie?”

      “You need to tell him you’re not interested, and you probably won’t be. Seriously, Hannah, you’re to the point where you’re stringing him along.” Turning on my heel, I wandered into my office and wasn’t surprised when she followed me. These past two weeks since she began working were filled with these little moments. Most of the time, I found myself enjoying it- even looking forward to it. Everything she said had merit in some way or another, whether it was intellectual or emotional.

      For someone I once thought was shallow, Hannah was very much filled with a colorful depth she was only just beginning to explore.

      “I did… but he asked me anyway.” Leaning on my desk as she sat in a chair, I groaned at her little tidbit of information. Reaching to rub my neck in agitation, my fingertips tingled from the sharp surge of annoyance that warmed my blood. Hannah watched me, searching, and I rolled my brother’s idiocy around in my head. James’ and my conversation two weeks ago floated up to fill the space between my ears, and I glanced at Hannah with a heavy sigh.

      “Well… I don’t know what to tell you. I mean, you’re not the kind of girl to tell him to piss off, so you’ll just have to find another way, Hannah. Let’s drink and do paperwork, huh?” Without waiting for an answer, I wandered over to a low cabinet to open the doors and grab two wine glasses. There was a time and a place for certain kinds of alcohol, and I reached for a nice bottle of red wine to pop the cork expertly.

      “Why are you single anyway, Nick?” Hannah’s question came out of left field, and I stiffened as I poured our drinks. “You’re a great guy.”

      Twisting to pass her a glass, I held back a frown at the curiosity in her gaze, and my chest tightened. My thighs buzzed with the physical memory of her perfect, tight ass in my lap, but I only leaned on my desk to take a gulp of my wine. Every time she came to me instead of James, the rush that surged through me was unparalleled.

      I was a shitty brother, but Risha was right- Hannah was a person no one could dislike. That made it so much harder to keep her out of my head.

      “I’m single because money is the biggest threat to love. I don’t mind dropping a few grand on a woman as long as she’s upfront about it. Most of the time, they’ll put up a front- pretend and lie. I can’t stand that. If you want money, just tell me.” My voice roughened, and I stared absently at the carpeted floor to avoid looking at Hannah’s expression. I knew what she’d show me- pity at the fact that I think this way- but I didn’t want her pity. “After a while, I was content with simply dating and sex for the company.”

      “When I worked for Jonny, he told me all the time that the men that came into the club didn’t want to feel like they were paying the girls. Some of the good ones said it’s an art to keep the men from realizing how much they were taking out of their wallets. I would watch between my sets, and it looked really hard. Most of the time, the guys were drinking and belligerent, but the girls still acted like they understood and sympathized. That’s why Jonny never let me on the floor- I can’t do that.” Involuntarily flickering to Hannah, my eyes narrowed on the goosebumps that washed her unprotected arms. “I guess… the only difference is scenery.”

      “I guess it is.” Echoing her, I lifted my glass to my lips as Hannah glanced at me, copying my action. Something dark and excited passed through her eyes, and mine trailed down her front to rest on the files in her lap. “You already did all of that, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe…” Many things I might’ve been, but an idiot wasn’t one of them. My ears twitched at the sultry note in Hannah’s answer, and beneath my shirt I grew hot as she openly checked me out. She probably didn’t realize how blatant she was, but it’d been a long time since a woman looked at me like this. Usually their gazes went straight to my pants, but not to the bulge I would’ve preferred.

      “Does James know you have a crush on me?” Capturing Hannah’s gaze, surprise rocketed through me when she didn’t blush fiercely and look away. Ethan had mentioned experiencing the same thing, and I clenched my jaw tightly. She was shy about the strangest things, but direct questions weren’t on that list.

      “I don’t know.” Nor do I particularly care. It was almost as if she’d said that part out loud, and I drew my brows together as she took another sip from her glass. A sick part of me was glad beyond measure that Hannah wanted me and not James, and I didn’t bother to beat it down. My brother was chasing after unrequited desire; Hannah had already told him she didn’t want him in that way.

      The fact that they were still friends with benefits was irrelevant.

      In the growing silence we stared at each other, and with each heavy, passing second my abdomen tightened. The tent in my pants was almost noticeable, and I gulped down the rest of my wine before setting the glass on my desk.

      “Do you remember what I told you during our interview?” Sauntering over to Hannah on stiff legs, I gripped the arms of her chair to lean in close to her face. Through narrowed eyes I watched her nod, and I put my weight on one arm to drag my fingertips down the opening of her blouse. “Good. I don’t like to repeat myself.”

      Popping one of the snaps, I didn’t bother to hide my grin as Hannah sucked in air with a whistle, thrusting her chest against my knuckles. Pink flooded her cheeks, but she was as still as the grave. Traveling down, I fingered the bridge between her bra cups before opening my mouth.

      “Tell me which part you like better- foreplay or sex?” Anticipation coiled in my gut, causing my voice to tremble lightly as I pried apart a second snap button. The bink echoed around the room, and I relished the quake that ripped through Hannah as I moved further south.

      “Foreplay…” Rasping her answer, Hannah squeezed her glass and curled her fist in her lap. Humming softly, I grabbed the dangerous cup with my free hand to bring the rim to my lips. Licking the stain of her pale lipstick, I drained the wine before setting it on the floor, and my heart pounded hard against my ribs. Desire burned my veins, turning my blood to vapor that filled my head with a luscious red as her taste settled on my tongue.

      “I’m going to wind you up, Hannah…” Opening another button, I brushed her faint abdominal muscles with my fingertips as my mumble caused her eyelids to flutter delicately. “My rules are simple. You’re not allowed to touch yourself, or let anyone else touch you. I want to see how much it take to break you.”

      “What does that mean?” Hannah’s murmur reverberated through me, traveling straight down to my cock, and I ground my teeth together. My hard on strained against my pants, but I didn’t draw any attention to it yet. Tracing her muscles, I hooked my finger under the last button before tugging gently. It wasn’t enough to pop it open, but her chest still jumped.

      “It means I’m going to tease you until you beg me to relieve you. I’m going to pull and pinch and rub, but you’re not going to cum until I say you can. I want to push you to the edge and keep you there until you can’t handle anymore… but…” Tangling my fist in her shirt, I grabbed Hannah’s face roughly, and her eyelids popped. Wide pupils stared at me, giving me a window into the havoc I was wreaking on her, and I squeezed lightly before continuing. “If you break the rules, or beg when you’ve still got a ways to go, I’ll stop. Everything will stop. Permanently. Understand?”

      Shock rippled across Hannah’s face, and I cocked my head as her puffed lips wobbled.

      “You’ll fire me?” A laugh tore from my throat, and I leaned back to release her with a shake of my head. The intensity of the moment backlashed on me, and for a moment I was lost as my mirth bounced around my office. Clutching my chest, I nearly choked on the burn before cracking my eyes open.

      Hannah was beet red, lips a thin line and embarrassment leaking from her pores. The sight instantly calmed me down, and I knelt down to her level to pick up her chin. She wouldn’t meet my eyes, and it hit me hard at how serious her concern was. Sighing as the raging fire in my abdomen was momentarily swept to the back burner, I shook my head again and tugged on her shirt.

      “I won’t fire you for that. I meant I wouldn’t touch you, please you, anymore… not that I wouldn’t let you work for me. You’re a big girl, Hannah- you can compartmentalize work and pleasure, right?” There it is. The awkwardness… I knew it was in there somewhere.

      Hannah sagged with relief, and I couldn’t help but smirk when she nodded. Working the buttons on her shirt, my fingers trembled with desire even as her lacy, forest green bra disappeared. Grabbing her hand, I pulled her out of the chair and gave her a moment to set her files down before heading for the elevator.

      AND that’s it! That was a long sneak peek, actually half the book!

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      You can get the Full book for $0.99 or FREE with Kindle Unlimited on Amazon right now by clicking here : The Three Rich Brothers
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      Title Is Knocked Up By The Billionaire!
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      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I flipped absently through the bills that were slowly but surely piling up on my desk. A sweet, sugary scent permeated the walls to my office, and I took a shallow breath deep into my lungs. Dropping my chin into my hand, I let my envelope slip from my fingers before reaching for my computer mouse.

      “I made a .9% profit increase from last month…” My grumble bounced off the bland walls of my office, and my lungs deflated with a gust. “That’s better than being in the red, I guess. Paying bills online is a godsend.”

      With just a few clicks I managed to keep the electricity on; I kept the water running; the rent was paid, and I leaned back in my swivel chair to flop my head back. Staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t stop the scowl that crept up onto my face. Running a bakery was so much more work than I had imagined, and none of it actually involved baking.

      Livin’ the dream, huh? I would’ve worked out of my kitchen if I knew how insane it was to have my own business.

      A soft knock pushed me back to the present, and I groaned loudly before picking myself up from my chair. Shuffling across the tacky, old carpet, I ran my hand through my hair and rolled my stiff shoulders. Of the three employees I had, only one still knocked on my door; and it was the most annoying kind of interruption.

      “How many times have I told you not to kn-“ My tongue tied as Brena sheepishly stared at me, but it was the person behind her that drew my gaze. The woman was tall, blonde, and wore perfectly applied make up on her long, narrow face. Her skirt suit was impeccable, and there wasn’t a single hair on her head that was out of place.

      “She asked for you, Nat.” Scurrying away, Brena disappeared beyond the hallway bend, and I pursed my lips together. This woman didn’t introduce herself, simply staring at me with intelligent, expectant blue eyes. Leaning on the door frame, I crossed my arms over my chest before opening my mouth.

      “How can I help you?” Furrowing my brows, I scanned the woman once again only to catch sight of my worn sneakers. Clenching my jaw, I viciously beat down the surge of insecurity that came from seeing what could’ve been four hundred dollar heels. Snapping to the woman’s face, my eyes narrowed on the perfect smile that stretched her lips, letting her perfect teeth show through.

      And who said money can’t make you a beautiful person?

      “Would you mind if I came in to talk? I’m here on behalf of Farber Properties.” For a moment I was still, my mind churning to figure out why this woman was even here. She waited patiently, and I huffed softly before pushing myself off the door frame.

      “I pay my rent on time, so this can’t be about that.” My office was sparse; I didn’t even have a chair for her to sit in, and I sat on the edge of my desk as she shook her head gracefully.

      “No. I’m talking to all of the business owners in this plaza to get your opinion about an overhaul remodel. I understand you’ve only just started renting for your bakery 7 months ago.” Setting her little, thin briefcase on my desk, the woman pulled out an even thinner file to lean back on her heels. “Before I get into anything, I should introduce myself. I’m Sasha Newton, a property assessment manager for Farber. I just want to let you know that we don’t plan on evicting you- I understand all too well how hard it is to start a business. Our overhaul remodel plans are for expansion onto the current building, making any repairs and upgrading our current blocks, and creating a bigger parking lot.”

      Sasha spoke fast, and I pulled my lower lip between my teeth as she flipped open her folder.

      “In your contract, it’s stated that you’ll be exempt from any property improvement fees or rent increases for two years. However, I can’t do much about how your business might suffer during the construction. From what I understand, you already have quite a few regulars, but your profit margins are still expectedly low.” My fingers curled into fists at that, and Sasha pulled out a flimsy piece of paper with a flourish. “This is a compensation form. We’ve already averaged out your expected growth based on the past 7 months you’ve been with us. We’re prepared to cover the loss of business you’ll experience regardless of whether or not you actually do lose any profit.”

      “Wai- woah- hang on there…” Waving my hand, as if it made a difference, I gulped down the frog in my throat as my heart beat harder. Sasha met my gaze coolly, but the heat that spread across my cheeks wouldn’t be doused. “You’re saying that you’re going to compensate me for losses I might not even sustain? So, I could increase my profit margin and you’d still pay me, no strings attached? That’s basically free money…”

      Carefully setting the folder and the paper on my desk, Sasha sighed softly as skepticism raced through my veins. My mind whirled, trying to keep up with what she said and what it meant.

      “As stated in your compensation form, you’ll be compensated until your profit margins exceed 27%... but yes, essentially. Your bakery has been growing at a rate of 1.45% per month, so I don’t see you breaching the maximum allotted percent before construction is scheduled to end. Based on this, you’ll be receiving a compensated amount of 13.33% starting at the beginning of the month and so on until we’re finished remodeling.” Blinking slowly, I tried to follow all that math before Sasha offered me a bright smile. “I mean, on top of your profit growth, you’ll be receiving 13% increased cash flow… no strings attached. It’s yours to do with what you wish, Natalie. No one is going to come back to collect it. It’s not a loan.”

      “Ehm… okay… so then you really don’t need my opinion, you just want to make sure I don’t get fed up about the interruption and start making a fuss…” Speaking slowly, I rolled the idea over my tongue with a slight shake of my head. “How long will this last?”

      “We’re estimating 8 months for everything, but we’re going to be paving and remodeling first, which shouldn’t take more than 3. Your compensation contract is for the project in its entirety.” Sasha ignored everything I had said but my question, and I frowned deeply. Her bright gaze sharpened with impatience as the silence wore on, but she didn’t try to rush me. Mulling over what she’d said, I weighed my options as best I could.

      Owning a bakery in a city like this, with very few novelty shops like mine, was a crazy gamble that had paid off. I had regulars in just these past six months or so; people detoured specifically to come to my bakery. Surely three months of hardship wasn’t going to deter my customers?

      “Cool. Okay. When is this supposed to start?” Snatching the contract from my desk, I busied myself with reading as the tension instantly slipped from the atmosphere. Just like my father said- never sign anything without reading it thoroughly first. Shrewdly appraising the thin piece of paper, my frown smoothened out at the details presented.

      At least Sasha didn’t go off giving misinformation to make an already attractive offer seem like a once in a lifetime amazing opportunity.

      “We’ll be starting in two weeks if all of our current tenants agree.” Nodding absently, I rolled my lower lip between my teeth as I thought. Everything looked right on paper; everything sounded right when spoken. This was a great deal considering most owners hike up the rent to cover the construction costs they incur.

      “Okay.” Grabbing a pen, I carefully wrote my signature at the bottom of the page, resigned to the fact that this was the easiest way to go. Passing the sheet to Sasha, I heaved a sigh as she slipped it back into her folder and then into her briefcase. She didn’t offer me her hand to shake, but her mega-watt smile was once again shining at me. Resisting the urge to frown, I couldn’t help but think I’d just made a huge mistake.

      “Great! I’ll be sending you a copy of the contract for your records. So, we’re all done here. I’ll let you get back to your bakery, but I will be coming back in a month and a half or so to check on you and the other tenants.” Walking Sasha to the door, I held back a groan at the idea that she’d be back. She was just so perfect- as a woman it was hard to ignore how much more posh she appeared than I was.

      God- Natalia… talk about a blow to my fragile self-esteem.

      Once I was alone in my office, I glanced down to glare at my stressed, much too used jeans and bleached white t-shirt. The fabric used to be a grayish blur color, hanging off my shoulders stiffly; now it was just a sad reminder of how expensive it was to own a business.

      “Fuck.” Blowing out a hot breath, I shook my head hard before gathering up my unruly, brown hair. Absently rolling the mass into a bun, my fingers ached lightly from misuse. Lowering them, I stared at my palms to contemplate the difference between typing and baking.

      “Natalie! I closed up and I’m clocking out! See you tomorrow!” Brena’s call was chirpy, like a bird, and I wandered back to my desk to lock my computer and put away my files. Cleaning was a slow process; one I despised with a passion but still needed to be done. My body moved robotically while my mind pondered what this construction project would mean for my business.

      In no way whatsoever was I located in a bad area, and my bakery was growing at a rate I hadn’t expected. I spent a lot of time choosing the perfect location. The busy causeways that split the city in two had a clear view of this plaza, and the entrances were easy to traverse. Even the sidewalks were bright and free of cracks, and there wasn’t a terrible amount of walking to get from one plaza to another.

      But no one wants to deal with construction smells, or noise, or that stupid man that sits in the street and directs traffic. No matter how nice the area, construction almost always meant a sharp drop in business. Grimacing at the thought, I took a deep breath and shut the drawer to twist the key.

      “They better plant some flowers or something in front of my bakery.” Grumbling to myself, I grabbed my bag and made my way to the door, flicking off the lights as I went. “And who says bakers are always bubbly, overly happy, overly excited human versions of puppies…”

      Beyond the hallway that led to my office was where the magic happened, and I smiled as I took in the still, industrial sized mixers and empty baking racks. The air was thick with the smell of sugar, chocolate, and peanut butter. Glancing at the walk-in refrigerator doors, I pictured the multitudes of doughy concoctions that were waiting until the right moment to get put into the oven.

      Rounding the large, glass display cases, I stood amongst tables and chairs to stare at my handiwork. My chest tightened, knowing I was finally achieving what I had worked so hard for. Three confectionary schools, a business school, and $700 grand in debt was paying off at last.

      Beneath my feet the pale pink tiles muffled the sound of my footfall, and I brushed my palm over the back of a delicately carved chair. Closing my eyes, I let the memories of buying them flood my mind’s eye. The sets had been such a steal, with 20 chairs and four tables that didn’t have a grain different than the rest. I’d bought them at an auction, my one and only, along with the display cases and a cute specials board.

      “My one, true love! Good bargains!” Smiling at my own joke, I opened my eyes to scan my bakery one last time. “I’m never going to let you go.”

      Locking the door behind me, I glanced over at the shop only two blocks from mine. A sign advertised their sale, two for one on all panties and bras. Wandering closer, I nibbled my bottom lip absently as I debated actually going into the shop. They sold much more than just lingerie, after all; it was a major reason I hadn’t breached the threshold.

      The display window showcased a variety of handcuffs, from regular metal ones to fluffy ones to ones made of leather. Above them on small shelves were an assortment of ball gags, and even higher still were whips that hung attractively from hooks. Staring at the assortment, I pursed my lips together as curiosity slowly but surely overtook me.

      A soft bell chimed when I found the courage to open the door, and the shop’s bright, fluorescent lights warmed the crown of my head. Racks of lingerie were organized by color to my left, and to my right were all of the accessories a person might need. Standing there stupidly, I flexed my hands against my bag straps before a pretty associate bounced towards me.

      “Hello and welcome! I’m Lillian- do you need help finding anything?” Lillian spoke with a high, happy voice, her breasts jiggling as they strained her low, v-neck shirt. Gulping down my nerves, I offered a shaky smile as she watched me expectantly with bright hazel eyes.

      “Ah- actually, I’m not sure what I should be finding. I’ve never been in a store like this…” I wondered if she got many customers like me as Lillian nodded a bop of her head. She was so cute, with a little button nose and slim cheeks, that it almost looked out of place. Heat suffused my face at the notion that I had expectations about a shop like this, and she smiled knowingly before offering me a response.

      “I get it. So, did you just want to look at lingerie or are you more interested in what else we have to offer?” Licking my lips, I glanced around before my gaze landed on the right side. There were objects I couldn’t even name- ones I had never seen before- and my heart fluttered in my chest.

      “I guess your other stuff?” My face flamed at how dumb I sounded, and Lillian let out a little giggle before gesturing me to follow her.

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, you know. So, some of the basic stuffs are handcuffs, whips, ropes- stuff like that. Pretty self-explanatory. This is really the kind of shop that masters like to come to when they need to replace old equipment.” Leading me to a stand of fuzzy handcuffs, Lillian carefully extracted one to hold up with her thumbs. “There are several versions of pretty much everything. If pain isn’t really your or your master’s style, you can use these. We also have thick, metal ones for that extra bite.”

      “Oh.” Lillian furrowed her brows at my noncommittal response, hanging the cuffs back to scan me from head to toe. Crossing her arms over her generous bust, she hummed softly before opening her mouth again. Discomfort slithered up my throat, and my mind whirled trying to follow what she’d already revealed.

      This was like talking to someone in a language I didn’t really know.

      “You know, we have a sort of expo for anyone wanting to learn about this stuff. Some people are really dissatisfied with their sex life, and they don’t know why. It’s just a matter of finding out- you’ll never know unless you try sort of thing. I can give you the address and time of the next class, if you want.” Blinking slowly, I took a moment to reflect on what Lillian had said.

      Dissatisfied with my sex life? Check.

      There wasn’t really much more to think about, and I nodded with a sheepish smile.

      “Please. I’m not sure if this is my kind of thing, but there’s no hurt in trying, right? Do I have to pay or anything?” At my question Lillian shook her head, turning to lead me to the cash registers. Hanging on busts above the back wall were leather masks, and I stared at them with wide eyes as she rounded the counter.

      “Nope- it’s free. It’s really for men and women that want to know more. No one is going to tie you up. Most of the time you just talk, maybe participate in a demonstration. The doms that teach there have that particular kink, or maybe they’re looking for a new sub. Sometimes it’s even vice versa- a person that’s very dominate will find a sub in one of the attendees. Anyway, you don’t even have to use your real name when you sign in. So, here’s the address. It’s next Friday at 4p.m., and we have them every other week. It’s always the same day and time if you can’t make this one.”

      Passing me a piece of stationary, Lillian smiled again as I took it in unstable fingers. The street address was unknown to me; I’d have to use GPS to find it. Waving the paper lightly, I walked as fast as I dared back towards the door to scurry to my car, clutching it tightly in my fist.
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      “Well, what do you think? How do I even dress for this kind of thing?” Groaning at myself in the mirror, I picked at my high waisted shorts with a grimace. “God, help me.”

      Fluffing my dark green blouse, I smoothed the silk fabric as anxiety buzzed through me. I had spent an hour choosing this outfit, but now that it was on me regret was starting to cloud my mind. The clerk from the novelty shop hadn’t said anything about a dress code. Hell, she didn’t even tell me what, exactly, was going to be happening tonight.

      But I left work early, so I have to go. I can’t not go. I’m so screwed- holy shit…

      “Fuck it!” Turning away from the mirror, I ran my hand through my straightened hair before snatching my bag off the foot of my bed. It’d taken me longer to tackle my mane than it had to pick something to wear, and I was almost out of time. Fishing out my phone, I made sure it was charged before stomping out of my bedroom.

      My flat wasn’t large, but it still took longer than necessary for me to exit it. Glancing down the hallway, I took a deep breath at the emptiness that met me. The perks of living with a bunch of old people.

      “Just relax, Natalie- it’s noncommittal. There’s no harm in checking it out. I probably won’t even like it, and I can leave without feeling bad. Being a stereotypical baker with a dark secret…” Mumbling to myself on the way down from the second floor, I shook my head before a sharp ping sounded. Emerging in the lobby, my gaze instantly settled on the little, older than dirt lady that was always sitting on her handicap chair. She didn’t notice me, her own eyes trained on the door as if she was waiting for her dead husband to walk through them at any moment.

      It was sad, really, and I was as quiet as I could be as I snuck out. Her faded blue eyes didn’t even register me, her white, wispy curls clinging to a face that was too wrinkled to show emotion. Rumor in the building was that her family was just waiting for her to die, so none of them ever visited.

      I really didn’t want to end up like her, but she was a nice distraction until I made it to my car in the small lot next to the complex.

      “… This has to be the place. I’m going to literally smash my face into my car if it’s not.” My anxiety built up with each command my GPS gave me, and I sat in my car to stare at the ordinary looking, typical suburban house. Peering through the passenger window, I made sure I had the address right before finally turning off my car. Lights poured through the curtains, illuminating what must’ve been every room- and the bodies that mingled inside them.

      “Talk about an insane electric bill…” Hoisting myself out of my small, silver two-door, I grumbled to myself to ease some of my nerves. Dropping my keys into my bag, I smoothed down my shirt for the millionth time before rounding my car. The walkway was lined with small, purple flowers that were still blossoming under the early evening sun. My low heels clicked lightly against the concrete, and I held my breath as the beautiful, oak and glass front door came closer.

      “This is it. No turning back.” Knocking gently, I tensed when the door almost instantly opened. Staring with wide eyes, I looked up at the broad-shouldered man that met me, his form hidden behind a simply, dark gray button down. A black mask covered his entire face but his mouth, and my heart pounded against my ribs at the small smile he shot me.

      “Hello. Are you here for the seminar?” His voice was silky smooth and a little rough, and I nodded dumbly as my tongue failed me. Stepping to the side, he gestured me into the house with a grand sweep of his arm. “Come on in. We’re just about to get started with the generalized portion of our night.”

      My body moved without thought, stepping over the threshold, and I tore my gaze from the man to look around the entryway. The room was rather large, but there was nothing in it but a wall holding yet more masks. Each one was black, their styles ranging from what was easily discernable as masculine to feminine.

      “Please pick one. You’ll be required to wear it at all times, and you can take it when you leave.” Scanning the ceiling to floor display, I flexed my fingers until one mask stood out to me. It would cover my whole face, minus my jaw and mouth, but it wasn’t molded plastic like the others. Instead, the mask was made of silk, with delicate swirls that looked suspiciously like cupcake icing swirls. Ribbons would keep it in place, and I reached for the delicate piece before turning to the man watching me.

      “Nice choice.” Still smiling, he took the lace fabric from my fingers and gestured for me to turn. My breathing shallowed, heart hammering against its cage as he carefully fitted the mask to my face. “Please let me know if it doesn’t fit well.”

      With practiced hands he held up the mask and worked on the ribbons, and I held my breath as the fabric molded to my features. The fit was perfect, soft against my skin, and I pursed my lips together. Carefully pulling the top ribbon along the length of my crown, he tied it off before grunting softly.

      “It fits perfectly- thank you.” Before I could twist around the man leaned along my side, popping open the door that led to the house. Low music instantly pumped up from under me, and adrenaline surged through me. People mulled everywhere, and I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth as I scanned them. Relief meshed with everything else swirling inside me at the casualwear around me.

      Anonymous eyes flickered to me as I slowly walked deeper into the house, and goosebumps washed my arms and across my chest. Most people wore black masks, but others wore red ones of varying sizes. My mind was blank in the face of so many faceless people, and I slipped behind a slim woman in a sundress to stand in a corner.

      Peeking around from my spot, the noise of conversation floated in one ear and out the other. There was too much to see, to hear, to really focus on anything. Energy buzzed along my skin, and I crossed my arms under my bust to take it all in.

      “It’s a little overwhelming, isn’t it?” Jumping at the deep, smooth voice that sounded behind me, I twisted to stare at a red masked face. An inviting smile tilted his lips, and heat crept up my neck as I nodded silently. “They’re going to start the generalized seminar in a few minutes. Would you like me to escort you?”

      “Sure… okay… thank you.” Dark, dusky brown eyes lit up, and an unsteady smile picked up the corners of my mouth. For a moment I only stared at him, quietly assessing his soft features and stocky build. He was only a few inches taller than my own 5’5” height, his frame hidden by a starched button down and plain, serviceable jeans.

      “Is this your first time at an event like this?” Nodding, I licked my lips while my fingers tingled with nerves, and the man hummed softly. “If you have any questions, feel free to ask me.”

      “How long have you been coming to these things?” Before answering my question the man slid his palm along mine to lead me away from my little, protected hovel. Following him deeper into the house on stiff legs, I gnawed on my bottom lip as we weaved through the crowd. Wandering from the living room to the dining room, my nerves skyrocketed at the rows of chairs that replaced where a table should’ve been.

      “Almost eleven years. What can I call you, if you don’t mind my asking?” Taking the very last chair in the very last row, I clasped my hands together as the man sat backwards directly in front of me. Resting his chin on his hands, his sheer comfort helped ease the tension in my shoulders, and I shook my head.

      “I don’t know?” Warm eyes narrowed on me, and everywhere they looked goosebumps welled up on my skin. Grinding my teeth, my chest tightened with each passing beat of my heart. Leaning in close, he took a deep breath, his eyelids fluttering and lips thinning.

      “You smell like peanut butter and chocolate. How about Peaco?” My mouth moved, silently rolling the nickname over my tongue, and my smile was all the answer he needed. Rocking back, he reached to rub his hand through his wavy, dark brown hair before speaking up. “Peaco. I like that a lot…”

      The man trailed off, his eyes flickering to the entryway behind me, and I twisted to find what had stolen his attention. A woman in a red mask leaned elegantly on the door frame, and I scanned her tall, shapeless form. Even her floor length sun dress couldn’t give her any curves; she almost looked unhealthily skinny.

      I should ask her to come by my bakery. She could use it. The thought tugged down the corners of my lips, and I tore my gaze off her just as the man before me lifted himself to his feet.

      “I’ll be right back.” Sauntering away, he spared me no glance as a sour taste spread across my tongue.  When I looked over my shoulder they were both gone, and I released a sigh filled with annoyance.

      “Great… This was a mistake.”  Standing up, I grumbled to myself and clutched my purse to my chest. “Shitty, shitty idea.”

      Irritation hardened my footfall as I left the dining room and made my way through the crowded living room. Inching around a pale cream, leather couch, I narrowed my eyes on the only barrier between this disaster and my freedom. My bee line was swift, and I reached for the handle only to pause. Against my skull my inner voices argued, drowning out the music that pumped softly through the house.

      Don’t be a quitter. Especially over a guy like that. Squeezing the door handle, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as that voice became the loudest. When did a man stop me from doing anything?

      “Don’t be a little bitch…” Slowly releasing the brass handle, my whisper was filled with conviction that slowly beat back the scorn in my heart. “Fuck that guy. I’ll at least stay for the general seminar.”

      “Do you always talk to yourself?” Déjà vu hit me hard, and I jumped at the voice that sounded behind me. A warm, hard body stopped me from turning, trapping me face first against the door. My heart pounded against the wood so hard I was afraid it’d make a dent, and I squeezed my eyes shut as stiffness invaded my muscles. “Because if you do, just know that it’s sexy as all Hell.”

      “L- let me go.” Grinding out my demand, I silently cursed the weakness in my voice. Slowly pulling my hair over my shoulder, the man dipped his nose into the crook of my neck. Sucking in air with a whistle, I clenched my hands into fists even as his fingers wrapped around them to pull them up on either side of my head.

      “What if I don’t want to? What if you don’t want me to? I saw you in the dining room, and I wanted to know if you really do smell like peanut butter…” Gasping lightly, I bit down on my bottom lip as heat flushed my cheeks, and chapped lips curved against my neck. “I’m so glad you do. I love peanut butter.”

      “Now that you know, will you let me go, please?” My voice was a little steadier, and the man lifted his head to press a chaste kiss to my cheek.

      “Of course I will, Peaco. Before I go, I just want you to know that you have a glorious ass, and that is also something I find incredibly attractive. You should be more aware- that man you were with wasn’t one of the good ones… although I’m sure you figured it out already.” Blood rushed to my face at his compliment, mixing with mortification that he’d witnessed my blunder. The man made no move to let me go, and I shivered lightly as he kissed the pulse point in my neck. “I knew you were that kind of sub. Not having a choice makes it easier to think. You can say ‘no’, but that would mean you’d have to go back to dealing with all of those things you don’t want to deal with, right?”

      Gulping down the lump in my throat, I nodded slowly without thought. Against my back the man’s heart was steady, strong, and it carefully brought my own back into rhythm as he nosed the crook of my shoulder. Tiny, weak voices protested, wanting me to tell this stranger to let go of me.

      But I couldn’t, and he shuffled closer to sandwich me against the door.

      “You can call me Nash…” Taking a deep breath, Nash groaned softly and tightened his grip on my fists. “Fuck. Your smell- I wonder if you taste like peanut butter… You’re going to stay with me, and at the end of the night I promise you- I’ll find out just how delicious you are.”
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      Leaning back in my chair, I pursed my lips together while my mind rushed to process everything I had just seen and heard. My gaze was glued to the woman only a few rows in front of me, following the lines of rope that bound her. She looked perfectly content, her vibrant, yellow hair held back from her face. Her hands were bound before her, and I rubbed my palms together as my chest tightened.

      “What do you think?” Tearing my eyes off her, my nervous smile was all Nash needed before he nodded firmly. His mask was different from the others, only covering half his face.

      His was the only one that was gold, creating the perfect scape to highlight his dark eyes.

      “I- I don’t think I would go too far… but-“ Trailing off, I let out a shaky laugh as discomfort swarmed my chest. “I don’t know. There’s a lot of things that I don’t seem to know when it comes to this.”

      “That’s perfectly okay, Peaco. There’s no shame in learning.” Draping his arm across the back of my chair, Nash tugged gently on my hair before opening his mouth. The quiet conversation of others did nothing to drown out his voice, but I still leaned closer to listen. “I don’t find tying you up attractive. It’s not part of my kink. I learned very early on that no two people’s preferences are the same, though they may be similar.”

      “So, what is your… kink…?” Red flushed my cheeks as I stumbled over the word, still getting used to such casual language. Sighing, Nash lifted his shoulder in a half shrug before slouching slightly.

      “I enjoy using my hands. I want to feel your pulse racing without having to shuffle around rope of handcuffs. Compared to some, I’m fairly docile in that respect. Truthfully, though, the sex is secondary to what really boils my blood.” Stiffening as his lips caressed my ear, my breath caught in my throat at the warm air that tickled my skin. His tongue sneaked out to drag along the crest, and his tone was lower, rougher, when he spoke up again. “I like slaves. I like to take women like you that have the weight of their world on them and break them down to the core. Women that aren’t used to being ordered around but want it. Women that would never be caught dead in public being told what to do, how to do it, and when to do it. I want you to learn to trust that I would never make you do something that goes against who you believe is yourself. And then, I want you to submit to me knowing that no one will ever be able to shake that belief.”

      My pupils widened at that, and shivers raced down my spine even as Nash took my chin in his free hand. His face was so close; his breath racing down my nose and flecks of gold shining from his eyes. Holding my breath, I opened my mouth only to close it again until he smiled in understanding.

      “The goals of a master and a slave aren’t physical pleasure, Pe-“

      “Natalie-“ Cutting Nash off with a whisper, I gulped down the lump in my throat and clutched my bag tighter. “My name is Natalie.”

      Goosebumps washed my arms and chest, and Nash spread his fingers along my jaw. His mouth moved, silently rehearsing my name in the intense silence I had created. God- I’m an idiot. Why did I tell him my name?

      “Natalie… very pretty. I am more than happy to have you naked and thrashing underneath me- but there’s more to this life than that. This is about trust, respect, and giving. It’s a real relationship.” Every ounce of blood in my body rushed to my head, and he gave me a shit eating grin before releasing my face. My skin tingled where he’d touched, and I leaned back into my seat with a big sigh.

      “I- I haven’t been in a relationship in a while. I’ve been so busy… I don’t even know where to start.” Nibbling my lips, I stared at my lap until Nash stood up in my peripheral. Holding out his hand, he waited patiently as the weight of the situation settled on my shoulders. My gaze narrowed on the rumples in the old, used faux leather of my purse, and I furrowed my brows. His fingertips sat on the edge of my field of vision, outstretched and speaking louder than anything else.

      This- this is where to start. I heard it clearly, tantalizing and sweet, and I carefully released my bag to reach for his palm. Nash didn’t immediately wrap his fingers around mine, waiting until my smaller hand was firmly above his. My heart pounded against my ribs, blood rushing in my ears to drown out the sounds and conversations around us.

      Leading me out of the dining room and a staircase at the back of the kitchen, Nash didn’t rush me even as a sense of urgency swathed my body. Ascending to the second story of the house, I followed in a blur of creams and light browns that coated the tunnel like hallway. Softly knocking on a closed door, he pushed open the barrier when no one sounded in protest to tug me inside.

      Alone, I clutched my bag to my chest as Nash’s height and build really became apparent. At least 6 feet tall, his form was clothed in a dark gray, silk shirt and black dress pants that seemed tailored. He didn’t give me much time to ogle him, carefully taking my bag to set it on the floor at the end of a bed I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Sit on the bed.” Blinking at the commanding undertone in Nash’s voice, I tensed and ground my molars together. The surge of defiance that swept through me was quelled by the expectant glint in his eyes, and I slowly climbed onto the bed to sit in the middle. My low heels threatened to puncture the dark green duvet, but before I could reach for them his hands were there.

      “Ehm- so… why is everyone else wearing red masks and you’re wearing a gold one?” Posing my question, I bit my lip when Nash dragged his fingers along my ankle and down my foot. The sensation flexed my toes, and a shiver lodged between my shoulder blades. Heat slithered up my leg, and I closed my eyes to fend off the almost unnoticeable pulse from my abdomen.

      Stop that, idiot. It’s been a while, but you don’t fuck on the first date. This isn’t even a date. What are you doing? Silently berating myself, I took a breath before opening my eyes to find Nash’s on my face, a slight smile tilting his mouth.

      “They’re simply preferential, Natalie. Red is uniform for experienced doms and subs, but it’s not mandatory. When was the last time someone pleasured you? I can’t imagine you’re that responsive, right?” Mortification flushed my cheeks, and I shook my head a little too hard. Removing my shoes, Nash chuckled lightly as he set them on the floor to climb up next to me. The bed was large enough that we could sit side by side, and I crossed my legs before willing my tongue to work.

      “It’s been… a while. Like I said, I’ve been really busy.” I didn’t go into details, and Nash didn’t press for more information. My mind wandered back to the last time I’d even looked in a man’s direction; the memory twisted my face in distaste. “After I broke up with my last boyfriend, I kind of put guys on hold. We were together for a year, but it just wasn’t something I wanted to sustain anymore.”

      “I see. With my kind of kink, ‘boyfriend’ and ‘girlfriend’ are relative terms. It’s very difficult to find someone that understands the difference between what I want and what they perceive as a relationship. Most of the time, they end up believing there’s something more when I made it very clear I wasn’t looking for that.” Humming softly, I ducked my head in a nod as my mind churned. Our situations were so opposite; Nash wanted a specific kind of relationship while I just wanted something.

      Or, at least, I did before I started my bakery. But now there’s no time for men…

      “Why me?” Posing my question into the ensuing silence, I tilted my head to look at Nash. His expression turned thoughtful, and I held my breath until he opened his mouth.

      “If you’re in this long enough you can sense it- the person that can fulfill your kink. I’ve spent 8 years sifting through what I don’t want in a woman… I was going to approach you, but Judas got to you first. I knew that asshole would do something to turn you off, so I just had to wait.” A frown overtook Nash’s face, and my own twisted in disgust before he continued. “He calls himself that because Judas was the disciple that betrayed Jesus, and he thinks of himself as a rebel. He doesn’t care about his partner- he just wants to choke you. That’s why he left you. He found a more attractive neck.”

      “That’s… that’s messed up… on so many levels.” Reaching to touch my neck, I cringed at the idea of someone’s hands wrapped around me. A solid arm slithered along my back, and Nash squeezed me lightly with a soft sigh. Goosebumps washed my chest, and my breath caught in my tight throat when he rubbed soothing circles along my shoulder blades.

      “Yes, but unfortunately it’s not uncommon, Natalie. Do you have any other questions for me?” My brows came together, and I closed my eye to collect my thoughts. I’d dodged a major bullet; there was no doubt about that. Pushing the scenarios from my mind’s eye, I took a deep, stabilizing breath only to let it out in a huff.

      “You said sex was only secondary, so what are we going to do up here? I can’t really wrap my head around this.” Nash’s gaze bored into the side of my face, and after a moment or two he pulled me down onto my back to hold me to his side. Cupping my cheek, he forced me to look at him as my heart started to thud harder. His expression was so intense, and I pursed my lips together before he opened his mouth.

      “I also said I wanted you underneath me. Make no mistake- sex is important. It’s just not as important for me as your obedience. Are you on birth control?” Nodding, I shivered when Nash ran his fingertips sensually down my spine, a soft gasp filling what little space was between us. His words were low, a mere mumble, and his nose bumped mine to coax my eyelids shut. Holding my breath, my mind went blank as desire coiled in my abdomen.

      He could play me like a fiddle, and we’d only known each other for half an hour.

      “Good. You’re nervous- alert. I want to spend a relaxing night with you in this bed, Natalie, and to do that I’ll need to tire you out.” His lips brushed mine when he spoke, and I whimpered pathetically. Taking Nash’s face in my palms, I kissed him fully before he tightened his grip on me. Nudging his knee between my thighs, his acceptance sent a rush of heat to my core. Moaning softly as he pressed the fabric of my panties against my folds, I did nothing to stop his tongue plunging behind my teeth.

      Our kiss deepened, and with each gyrating motion of his leg my body temperature increased. I gave no thought to the fact that this was so out of character; Hell, being at this event was something I never thought I’d do. Slipping my fingers up into his hair, goosebumps washed my arms when my hands brushed heavily over the thin ribbon that held his mask on.

      Rolling on top of me, Nash pushed my legs apart to grind his thigh against my apex. Grabbing one of my wrists, he trapped my arm above my head with a groan that set fire to the embers inside me. My right arm fell before he could take it, and I tilted my hips up before tearing my mouth from his. Panting hard, I clenched my jaw tightly as he peppered hot kisses down my neck.

      “Fuck- you smell ready… It really has been too long, Natalie?” My loud moan bounced off the walls in answer, and I arched my back when Nash sucked gently on my collar bone. “I bet you’re already wet for me…”

      Unbuttoning my blouse with practiced movements, Nash inhaled sharply to suck the warmth from my chest. Against the light green lace of my bra my nipples hardened, tightening into peaks that ached for his attention when he hadn’t done more than look. Harsh pants filled the room, and his palms slid heavily down my arms to peel back the cups.

      A split second of insecurity washed over me, a memory breaking through the red haze in my mind. My hands moved automatically to cover myself, but Nash was faster. Jerking my wrists back above my head, he grabbed my chin to squeeze. Forcing my eyes open, they widened at the fierceness that met them, and my heart jumped into my throat.

      “Don’t cover yourself. You’re beautiful no matter what anyone says. Repeat it- ‘I’m beautiful no matter what anyone says’.” Leaning up to my face, Nash bore his weight down on me as he hot breath flowed across my cheek. Cotton coated my tongue, and I opened my mouth only to produce silence. “… You don’t need anyone to validate you, Natalie. Just say it…”

      “I- I’m beautiful…” Rasping, a gasp tore from my dry throat when he released my face to palm my breast. “-n- no matter… what anyone says.”

      “Good girl.” Murmuring softly, Nash gave me a chaste kiss before tweaking my pebbled nipple. Leaving my face, he gripped my breast to lick the peak heavily. Arching into his mouth, my silent plea didn’t go unnoticed before he started to nibble and suckle.

      “Ah-h-… pl- please- Nash-“ Moaning, I ground my hips against Nash’s leg as his tongue and teeth sent bolts of pleasure to my core. Twisting with desire, my abdomen clenched to spill my dampness onto my panties, and he released my wrists to reach down. Unfastening my shorts, he slid underneath them to prod my clit with experimental fingertips.

      “So wet- just like I knew you would be.” Parting my flushed, aching folds with his middle finger, Nash spread my juices up my slit to circle my nub. “Fuck-“

      “Oh sh-h-it!” Plunging two fingers into my channel, Nash’s loud groan mingled with my squeal to make a beautiful sound that echoed in my ears. Writhing as he curled and retreated only to surge back in, I spread my legs wide in wanton abandon. His mouth traveled the valley between my breasts, leaving a trail of thick saliva that burned my skin.

      Tilting my hips to the rhythm of his hand, I clutched the pillow above my head to arch my body. Nash’s fingers stretched my channel, making ready for the hard length that gyrated against my thigh.

      Retreating from my channel, Nash’s wet fingertips slipped up to my clit to rub furiously, and my thighs quaked. The harsh fabric of my shorts scraped my legs as he pulled them down roughly, and I kicked out my feet to send the material flying. Spreading my legs as far as I could, I trembled at the heat of his gaze on me as he leaned back on his knees.

      “You look even better naked, Natalie.” Gasping when Nash gripped my thighs, I bit down on my bottom lip to crack open my eyes. His shirt was unbuttoned to reveal the lightly toned planes of his chest, and his pants were hanging off the foot of the bed. Blinking slowly, I barely managed to wonder when he’d taken them off before the spongey head of his cock slipped along my slit.

      Flying to Nash’s face, my eyes widened at the rapture I found there as he watched himself become slick with my juices. His was an expression that burned into my memory, never to be washed away.

      In one easy thrust Nash plunged into my depths, and our cries mingled in the open air. Dropping onto his elbows, he trapped me beneath his hot body to crash his lips on mine. My moans were muffled by his mouth, his tongue delving behind my teeth to tangle with mine.

      Setting a steady pace, Nash tangled his hands in my hair to hold me down as the pleasure of his assault threatened to send me into the clouds. With each thrust his grunt flowed down my throat, and I clamped down on his length. The sharp ridge of his cock caressed my walls, delivering the sensations I had been denied for so long.

      “Cum, Natalie- let me feel it.” Mumbling against my lips, Nash’s low command was the thing I needed to fling myself over the edge. With all of my strength I squeezed his cock, my eyes rolling slightly from the force. Pleasure washed over me, body spasming as he bore down on me. His hips stuck to mine as he rode my orgasm, and I ground my teeth together as my heart slammed against my chest.

      “Fuck- fuck- fuck- fuck- fuck!” Pressure built behind my eyes, and my breath left my aching lungs in a gust when I fell back. Flexing his hands in my hair, Nash released a heavy breath of his own before ducking his head into my neck with a groan.

      “You cum so beautifully. I’m going to fuck you until you can’t make that face anymore.” Thrusting his hips, he drew a rasping gasp from my lips even as I nodded furiously.
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