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SITTING IN THE DANK, dusty cave on day three of our boring-as-hell recon mission, watching trucks move in and out of the small village below, sucked as bad as the first day. No, we didn’t just sit there with our thumbs up our asses watching through Walmart binoculars, but the details of what we were exactly doing are ones I can’t share. Now don’t get me wrong, we weren’t complaining. The alternative to boring was the possibility of some of our team members not making it home. So we’d take quiet and boring anytime. Wait, that makes us sound like pussies. We’re not. We’re fucking Marines, but only a dumb fuck has a true death wish.

Since our arrival in that shithole, we’d lost a brave, young Marine while on our way to the barren hillside cave complex we were set up in. Fuck if I knew how these people live there and like that. Anyway, we lost SGT Daniels due to poor fucking intel and a route that left us exposed and flapping out in the wide open like the proverbial sitting ducks. Despite knowing the proposed route was shit, we followed orders because orders were fucking orders. Bet the stupid fucking higher-ups wished they would have asked us, since we were the ones who had been traversing this godforsaken place time and time again, not them. Then again, maybe not. Maybe they didn’t really give a flying fuck.

The loss of SGT Daniels was locked away in my mind to be dealt with at a later date. None of the team could afford the distraction of grief until later.

I was a long way from Iowa and my old life, in more ways than just distance. Crazy thing was, if I survived this deployment, it would be my last, and this time next year, I would be back home. My plan to get away from everyone and everything back there had been accomplished, but it had left me hardened, and if I was honest with myself, completely soulless. My ghosts followed me and haunted me daily. You can run from shit, but you can’t keep it out of your head.

When I joined the 2nd Recon BN, Force Recon Company, I knew I would end up in dangerous situations, but I didn’t care. No, I wasn’t reckless in that I would put my fellow Marines in jeopardy, but if I needed to die to save them, I would do it in a heartbeat. That was loyalty, not reckless heroism.

Afghanistan was the fucking shits. You never knew when you might stumble across a raggedy-ass group of Taliban stowed away in a hillside or when they might try to sneak up on you. Despite what intel you received, the friendlies could end up wolves in sheep’s clothing. You trusted lightly and always covered your ass.

Barely twenty when I joined, I was now twenty-five. Most people looked forward to turning twenty-five because their insurance dropped. Me? I looked forward to it because it meant I was closer to being done with this shit. God willing, I would celebrate my birthday with my family next year. My mother’s heart had been crushed when I told her I had dropped out of the University of Iowa and was joining the Marines, but I needed an escape. Now I was ready to return home. Home….

The thought had no sooner flitted through my head when the unmistakable crunching, ripping roar of artillery hitting in our “backyard” disrupted my thoughts. Yeah, that Hollywood bullshit of booms, whistles, and shit? Don’t believe it. You rarely heard it until it was on top of your ass. Yeah. No more “boring.” Goddammit. Every Marine in our party jumped to position as we assessed the damage. Our ears were ringing, and everything was muffled as we reacted the way we were taught.

Semper Fi.
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“Feel Invincible”—Skillet

 

“THIS IS BULLSHIT, KASSI, and you know it! I hate you going there to dance, knowing all those fucking perverts are staring at you and touching you. It’s not right. Let me get a job to help with the bills so you can get a normal job somewhere.” Matt followed me across our tiny living room to the front door as I prepared to leave for work.

“Watch your mouth, Matthew. And no! For the last time, you are not getting a job. I want you to be able to concentrate on school and football this year. It’s your senior year, and it’s important for you to excel so you can have a chance at some good scholarships. They’re watching you for football and academic scholarships, and that’s important. I’ve got things covered. Also, no one’s allowed to touch us on stage unless we give permission. Okay? So don’t worry about me, I’ve got this.” We had this same argument nearly every night I went to work at the Emerald Shamrock. No, it had never been my ambition to be an exotic dancer—oh hell, I was a stripper, let’s be honest—but it paid the bills better than the waitressing position I started with, and certainly better than working at the hardware store.

Once Matt graduated high school and went on to college, I wouldn’t have to struggle as much because, God willing, I would be a nurse by then. My first year had been almost a waste because the curriculum each semester was different between a bachelor’s and an associate’s degree in nursing. Some of the classes applied, but most wouldn’t until I was able to go back to finish my bachelor’s. If everything went well, I would be able to go back soon after graduating as an Associate Degree Nurse. The end of my final semester was fast approaching. Until that day came, during the week I was taking my required courses and clinicals, and on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, I took off my clothing for a leering audience.

Yeah, that was my life for the time being, but I would make it through this.

“Oh come on, Kassi, my grades are good every year. You know they have been. I’m sure taking a part-time job isn’t going to kill my grades. Besides, I don’t even know if I want to go to college right away. I’ve been thinking a lot about joining the Marine Corps after graduation. And I hate that you gave up your dreams and opportunities for me.” He tucked his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and looked away from me. My heart dropped to my feet when he said that.

“Don’t be hasty, okay? Wait to see what offers you get before you decide to run off to the military. Those recruiters will make everything sound right as rain, and then once you sign on the dotted line, they tell you ‘oh, sorry, but you belong to Uncle Sam now, so you’ll do what we want.’ I don’t want to see you shipped off to Afghanistan and then get a knock on the door that my little brother is gone. Please, promise me you’ll wait.” This was driven by the fact that our dad had been a Marine for a single enlistment before he met mom. When he came home after his four years as a Marine, he had been out with friends and met mom at the bowling alley, and the rest was history. I came along nine months later.

My eyes plead with him as he looked at me out of the corner of his eyes before he tipped his head back and glared at the ceiling in frustration. Tossing my bag that held my costumes on the old microfiber couch we had grown up with, I stepped closer to him and held his shoulders to make him look at me.

“I didn’t throw away my dreams, Matt…. I’ll still finish nursing school. It’s just going to take me a little longer to get my BSN, and by a different route, but I would do it over again as many times as needed in order to keep us together.”

Since our parents died, I’d struggled to keep what was left of our family together. Both Mom and Dad were only children, and our grandparents had passed away at various intervals as we grew up. The only family we had left were some distant cousins near Chicago. Tooth and nail, I had fought to gain custody of Matt so he didn’t go into the foster care system. The state didn’t want to grant custody to me at first because I was only nineteen myself, almost twenty. They didn’t think I was prepared to take on the responsibility of becoming a mother figure to a fifteen-year-old.

At the time, I was working at a hardware store in Ames and had finished the first year of nursing school at Iowa State. Now I was almost done with nursing school. Literally, I had less than a single semester left. Well, for my associate’s degree anyway. My plans had originally been to go to Iowa State University to get my Bachelor’s in Nursing. Matt was right that I gave up my scholarship, but I didn’t regret it. A scholarship didn’t keep me and my brother together.

So, I had moved home, enrolled in the community college, and was lucky enough to get into the program relatively soon thanks to my grades, the classes I had already taken, and my scores on the nursing entrance exam. Initially, I was working at the hardware store here that was affiliated with the one back in Ames, but the pay sucked.

Unfortunately, after our parents died, we had to sell our childhood home because I just couldn’t afford the house payment and taxes. Mom and Dad had a little more debt than we realized, so almost all the life insurance they had went to bury them and to pay off their bills. We had enough left over to get a reliable car and pay the deposits on this one-bedroom apartment. Because he was a growing young man, I felt he needed his own space to get away to do homework and just be alone, so I gave up the single bedroom for Matt. I slept on the couch in the living room, and we just made it work. We shared the closet, since it was the only big thing in the whole apartment, spanning the entire length of the bedroom.

After custody was finally granted, I quit my job at the hardware store and took the job at the Shamrock so I could support the two of us and afford to attend community college. It also gave me weeknights to be around to help Matt with school work, study my own stuff, and have dinner at a decent time. It worked, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t exhausting. Sometimes I slipped back into my “anger stage” of the grief process and found myself being furious at our parents for leaving us and taking away my dreams. Though my mother died instantly in the crash, my father had survived… for a short period. He made it through surgery, but while in ICU, his heart just stopped. The doctors said his heart had been weak and the surgery was just too much. Maybe, but I believed he just gave up when he found out my mother didn’t make it.

Blame was easy to throw around when I was angry. Part of me was still in disbelief and anguish, questioning why my dad didn’t fight harder. Why couldn’t he have been strong enough and fought for us?

Those were the times I really had to dig deep within myself to remember they would’ve never purposefully left us alone. We’d been a close family, and it never occurred to any of us that we wouldn’t be there for each other forever. Sometimes shit just happened and life sucked.

Not to mention, it had been scary as hell being the main parental figure for my brother, knowing I hadn’t made all the best decisions growing up. Yeah, here I was, far from perfect and yet responsible for guiding my brother toward success. Between the grief of losing both of our parents in one fell swoop and the sudden changes we were forced to deal with, it was rough at first. It took some time, but we worked through it and learned as we went along. Never did I try to be his “mom” though, and we both relied on each other to pull things together.

Now, a little over three years later, my little brother was nearly a grown man, I just turned twenty-three, and I was praying to finish nursing school without anyone finding out I worked as a stripper.

Ugh!

That was the biggest reason we moved over to Spirit Lake after we sold the house, fear of running into the people we knew from our small town every day and having them ask what I was up to now. Thankfully, I had been able to land this job through a girl I used to work with at the hardware store. Her cousin was one of the other dancers, and they helped me get hired on a mostly cash basis with my position being listed as “waitress” so I wouldn’t have the awesome, extraordinary job title of “stripper” show up on a background investigation later or, God forbid, to hit the CPS radar since they still liked to nose in our business every so often. Which was asinine considering my brother was dang near an adult. They were such a pain in our ass. Everything added together made me feel like I continuously walked a tightrope.

My eyes flicked to my watch, which had belonged to our mother, before returning to Matt. Hell if he wasn’t starting to look more and more like our dad every day. It was both heartbreaking and heartwarming to look at him. We had the same dark brown, nearly black, hair and sky-blue eyes. To me, of course, that was where the similarities ended, because where I was lean and willowy like our mom, he was getting broad and muscular like our dad. Everyone said we could be twins, but we didn’t see it. Man, he was going to break hearts in college. Already, he looked more like a man than a boy as he dropped onto the couch with a scowl.

Preparing to leave for work, I leaned over to kiss him on the cheek and ruffle his hair. Geez, it felt weird to feel stubble on my little brother’s cheeks at the end of the day. My hand then rested on his cheek for a minute before I pulled him in for a quick hug.

“We’ll talk about it again. Okay? Love you, little brother. No wild parties while I’m gone.” My words were a standing joke, because that was something I had no worries of whatsoever. We had both been so afraid of CPS getting involved in the beginning, and then being separated after we worked so hard to stay together, that we never threw parties or did anything to have attention drawn to us, even now that we were almost in the clear. Thankfully, Matt was a responsible young man who had always been mature for his age. His face lit up as he wiggled his eyebrows at me and grinned; then the mutinous expression returned before he answered me.

“Just please be careful, sis. Even though I’m almost old enough to be on my own, I don’t want to lose you. Physically or mentally… you’re all I have.” The last was spoken so quietly I wasn’t sure that I was meant to hear it. He got back up and followed me to the door. My arms wrapped around him in a brief, but tight hug. Gathering up my bag again, I scooped my keys off the hook by the door. Before I could catch further lecturing by my younger brother, I quickly descended the stairs outside our apartment and climbed in our dark blue Honda Accord and backed out. I cast one last wave to my brother before he went inside, and I put the car in drive and headed to work.
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“Bring Me To Life”—Evanescense

 

“YOU’RE UP IN FIVE, Sparkle!” I double checked the bobby pins holding my wig to the wig cap, ensuring they were secure, and took a last look in the cracked mirror at my station. Crazy what a blonde wig and an elaborate rhinestone-encrusted eye mask did to totally disguise my appearance. Looking back from the mirror sat a stranger’s image. No matter how many nights I saw this blonde woman staring back at me through the glass, I couldn’t reconcile her image with my own. Maybe that was a good thing. Shaking my head to dispel the image from my head as I stood, the sound of the crowd cheering signaled the end of Candy’s routine and told me it was time to shake my money-maker, so to speak.

My eyes closed, and I took a deep breath, inhaling the persona of “Sparkle,” and strutted out onto the darkened stage to take my opening place. The lights on stage were out until the first strains of my favorite routine song began. As Jason Derulo’s “Talk Dirty to Me” began to play, the spotlight lit me up. The heat from the light warded off the chill I was experiencing, being so ridiculously scantily clad, and the familiar smells of smoke, spilled alcohol, body odor, sweat, and cheap perfume assailed my nostrils.

My costume for this routine started out with a short, silver, fringed skirt, which barely covered my ass, a cropped, sparkling silver top that tied between my full breasts, a silver and black lace bra, and a lacy black thong with rhinestones decorating the front. Yeah, not much.

The club followed a combination of dress codes that were required by law and imposed by the owners, the Demented Sons MC. Our nipples remained covered by various pasties of our choice, thank God, and we wore the skimpiest thongs we could get by with because it generated better tips. After nearly three years of this, I had grown comfortable with being nearly nude on stage. Whether that was good or bad, I wasn’t sure, but I had perfected stepping into Sparkle’s persona, which was brimming with attitude and confidence. In a way, it was like becoming a completely different person; one with endless spunk, sexual confidence, and total control of her world.

As usual, the crowd hooted and hollered from around the stage that jutted out into the bar. They weren’t allowed to touch us inappropriately, as I told Matt, but if you wanted better tips, they always wanted to tuck them in the band of your thong during and at the end of our routines. Some nights I had to grit my teeth at the “accidental” wandering, grazing fingers.

Tonight was one of those nights.

It wasn’t that they scared me; it just pissed me off that these assholes all assumed because I took off my clothes for them, I wanted their grimy hands all over me. But at least it was a lot safer since the guys from the MC had bumped up security after a few incidents with one of the girls getting beat up pretty bad and then one of the old ladies being kidnapped by a rival club because they thought she was one of the dancers. It was some scary shit, and something I would never tell my brother, but they were doing their best to keep us safe, which was more than I could say for some of the other strip clubs.

Toward the end of my routine, I was hanging upside down from the pole in just my thong and the glittery pasties when my eyes met with the narrowed gaze of one of the MC members. He was sitting back against the wall, and I just happened to see him through the crowd as people jostled each other near the stage. For that split second, I felt my chest and face flush more than it was already from the exertion of my performance. My heart raced, and it seemed wetness flooded between my legs. Embarrassed, I flipped backward off the pole with my heels dropping in a single staccato beat before strutting, dipping, and shaking my ass off stage as I gathered the last of my tips.

Fuck. It wasn’t like I had never seen a hot guy before—hell, damn near every guy in the MC was hot as hell. Nor was this guy new to me. He had been here a lot lately, pulling extra security, and I had definitely noticed him. Who wouldn’t? Our bartender had told me his name was Hacker. It sure seemed like the poor bastard was stuck with the weekend shift a lot.

Damn, he was a sexy specimen of a man, and he made all my girly bits stand up and take notice. The thing was, I steered clear of men in general because there was just no extra time in my life to dedicate to a relationship. Between school, work, and taking care of Matt, I simply had nothing left. Yeah, Matt was pretty self-sufficient at seventeen, but I wanted to be there for him.

Cinnamon was heading on stage after me, and as I passed her, she spoke quickly to me. “Hey girl, you have a customer in the Red Room requesting a dance.” Shocked, I looked up from tying the top back over my boobs.

“What? No. I don’t do private dances. Everyone knows this.” My nerves were on edge, and I was getting pissy with Cinnamon when it wasn’t her fault. The hurt look on her face told me I shouldn’t have tried to kill the messenger. She was the one who got me my job here and the only dancer who knew my full story. I really liked her, and she had sat listening to me many a night when I started to feel overwhelmed by the responsibilities in my life.

“From what I hear, when Shirley told him that, he told her he was paying extra in order to get you to go in there, and it would be in your best interest to go. Do what you want, but if it’s who I think it is, you may want to take this one.” Before I could argue further with her, she bussed my cheek and rushed toward the curtain and out on stage.

My blood was boiling. Dammit, I made enough money dancing without having to be groped by some drunk-ass, rich businessman. Honestly, staying away from private dances had definitely cost me a lot of extra money. Hell, I could have made a killing with lap dances and private dances, but I needed to maintain some of my dignity. Then there was the little matter of not wanting to get too close to anyone and risk blowing my disguise. There was just too much at stake in my life right now. Besides, how awkward would it be to walk in a patient’s room and have them recognize me from dancing on the pole at the Shamrock? Umm, yeah, I’ll pass on that scenario. That type of degradation was too much for me to deal with, so I set off toward the Red Room to tell the guy thanks, but no thanks. Even though I was working this job, I had my limits.

The rooms were actually clean and nice with a small stage around a pole, a leather love seat, facing the door, and a music system in the corner where you could choose the song you wanted to perform to. The particular room I was heading to was lit up with hundreds of twinkling red party lights suspended from the ceiling. Each room had a different color—hence the Red Room, Blue Room, Green Room, and Purple Room.

Pushing the door open, I barged in still dressed in just my thong and top, with the rest of my costume clutched in my hand, and stopped dead in my tracks. Reclined on the seat sat Hacker, and my planned tirade froze on my tongue.

Shit, he was hot.

My brain may have actually frozen too, because the diatribe I had planned just swirled aimlessly in my head.

“Close and lock the door.” His deep voice poured over me like warm honey. It curled around me, thick and warm until I felt like I was momentarily floating.

Doing something I never did, and unsure why I did it then, I followed his instructions, shooting him a curious look over my shoulder. With the door closed, the sounds out in the club were reduced to a barely audible hum. After the door was shut and locked, I turned around and pressed my back to the cold door. My heart pounded, and my hands shook slightly. Thoughts jumbled around in my head, refusing to form complete sentences, and I was still at a complete and total loss for words.

“Ummm, so I don’t usually do private dances, and I’m pretty sure, uhhh, all of you know this.” My eyebrow arched up in question, and I tugged my bottom lip with my teeth.

“And I don’t normally pay for one.” His smirk should have pissed me off, but it just made my thong wetter. Holy shit. And those damn sexy eyes shifted from blue to greenish blue as he sat studying me in the red glow of the room. His tattooed arms were crossed over his chest, and I couldn’t help but appreciate the definition in them. Damn, I loved a guy with great arms… and… wait for it… he had a neatly trimmed beard.

Be still my heart.

“So, I guess, uhhhmm, I guess I could dance if you really wanted me to, and since you guys pretty much, umm, sign my checks. Just don’t expect this every night I work.” Stuttering, I felt the need to set some boundaries after all. “Okay? Do you, umm, have any requests?” Jesus, I sounded like a freaking idiot.

Why couldn’t I form intelligent sentences in front of him? Where had “Sparkle” gone? This was ridiculous! Dammit! And why was I entertaining this?

“Yeah, I do. Put on ‘Emotionless’ by Red Sun Rising.” I did what he said, and as the music started to fill the small room, I grabbed the pole, cool in my hands, and stepped up on the small stage. Closing my eyes in an attempt to channel Sparkle once again, I swayed and slid along the pole. As I wrapped a leg around the pole, I imagined wrapping my legs around his hips as I sank down…. Holy shit! Stop it, Kassi!

Taking a deep breath, I inhaled the spirit behind the music, the faint smell of his leather cut, and a hint of whatever cologne he was wearing. His scent caused shivers of awareness through my body, head to toe.

“Open your eyes. Look at me.” My eyes opened, and I realized he had leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees as he watched me move on the pole. Silently, he held out a hand to me, and without thought, I reached out, taking his hand in mine. As soon as his fingers wrapped around mine, I felt a jolt of electrical awareness.

He gently tugged me down off the stage until I stood between his spread legs. My breath caught, and my lips parted as my tongue nervously traced over my bottom lip. I never saw his other hand coming until it was too late. My voice was a breathless whisper as I realized he was removing the rhinestone-encrusted filigree mask.

“No!”
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“In the Dark”—3 Doors Down

 

NEVER HAD I WANTED anything to do with any of the dancers at the Shamrock. Sticking my dick in somewhere I knew half the male population had already been just didn’t hold a lot of interest for me. Never had. Besides, that hadn’t worked out too well for Hollywood and that nasty bitch Cherry. Still didn’t know what he was thinking there, but at least he and Becca were happy and things had worked out between the two of them. Just because I didn’t want to be tied down didn’t mean I begrudged my brothers who did.

The guys gave me shit all the time because I never had women hanging on me or crawling out of my bed in the morning. Just because I could count on my two hands the number of women I’d been with since I left college over eight years ago, it wasn’t a crime. It was my fucking life. Now, I’m not saying I was a choirboy, because of course I’d experienced a few one-night stands and quick fucks in the back of the clubhouse, but none of them held my interest long, and none of them stayed in my bed. I didn’t sleep with any of them. I fucked them. That was it.

No breakfast the next morning. No misleading soft words. Just sex. Nothing more, nothing less.

Thanks to the trouble we were having with a bunch of the nomads from the Demon Runners, we had all been pulling extra duty at the Emerald Shamrock, which further cut back on any free time I might have had. Not that I was really complaining, because I knew Sparkle only danced on Friday, Saturday, and Sundays. After the first time I saw her dance, I volunteered for the weekend shifts, using the excuse that the other brothers had families to spend their weekends with, and I never really had plans.

Truth? I couldn’t get enough of the sexy blonde that wasn’t a blonde at all. Her wig was good, but I could tell it wasn’t her hair. Her skin was too warm and olive tinted to be a blonde. Despite the false image and the fact she hid behind a mask, there was no way to fight the draw I felt toward her every time she brought that sexy ass out on the stage. She was my own personal siren, and I had a bad feeling she would lure me to my destruction.

She had a body to die for—long, muscular legs; curvy hips; big, perfectly shaped breasts; full red lips that caused to a man to think crazy, dirty things; and those bright blue eyes that a man could drown himself in.

Her pink tongue running along her bottom lip was nearly my undoing. When I reached for her mask, it was instinctual and impulsive. I needed to see her as bad as I needed to breathe. Really see her.

When she grabbed for my hand a second too late, her eyes wide and her grip firm, my eyes narrowed. What did she have to hide that she always wore the mask? Not that it mattered, because I wasn’t planning on asking her to marry me. Like I said… fuck relationships.

What I was having a hard time fighting was the uncontrollable need to see her unfettered and coming unraveled in my arms. It was so strong, it was nearly a tangible thing.

“Shhhh.” My hand set the mask next to me on the couch and reached out to cup her neck, drawing her and her full red lips closer to my own. Her hands dropped to my shoulders to maintain her balance as she leaned toward me. When our lips brushed against each other with the barest whisper of contact, it was like a frisson of electricity ten times as strong as the one I felt when our hands first touched.

The kiss was deep and frantic before either of us comprehended, and our tongues lashed and teeth nipped at each other’s lips in a rush. Her hands clutched at my shoulders, and mine reached for her hips and pulled her onto my lap until she straddled my throbbing cock.

Fuck, she was going to kill me. Who the hell was this girl?

Her fingers tangled in my hair and grasped at the front of my cut as mine reached around her to cradle her close to me at her back and hips. Her barely covered pussy ground against my cock as we sat there dry humping like a couple of high school kids. One hand slipped around to knead her perfect, firm, full tit through her barely there shirt. Goddamn, they were totally real. She moaned as my hand continued to stroke and knead first one then the other of her beautiful tits. Rubbing my thumbs over her nipples elicited a soft moan from the gorgeous woman in my arms. Shit. What the hell was I doing?

Sanity broke through the muddled haze that was my brain, and I gently broke away from the magnetic pull of her lips. We both were breathing heavily; her with her forehead resting on my shoulder and me with my face in her hair. The hairs of the wig were soft, but I craved the sight and feel of her own hair.

“Let me see your hair, beautiful.”

“You can see it,” she mumbled into my shoulder. A chuckle slipped from me, and I leaned back to tip her chin up to look at me. Her eyes were downcast, and I tipped my head at an angle to place myself in her field of vision.

“Sparkle—no, what’s your real name, sweetheart?”

Her teeth grabbed her bottom lip and worried it in indecision. She took a deep breath before she met my eyes with her beautiful blue eyes, rimmed in thick dark lashes. This soft, sweet girl was nothing like the alluring seductress, Sparkle, that took the stage, but I liked this side of her even more than I would have thought.

“Look, I don’t do this. I came in here to tell you I don’t do this. I don’t know what just came over me, and I have to say, I feel more than a little like a slut right now. I need to go. I still have two more sets tonight because Monique called in sick.” Her eyes begged me to believe her words as she tried to back off my lap. While I understood she needed to go back to work, I wasn’t ready to let her warm body go. My arms held her hips in place, which caused her to press into my cock again. We both groaned at the jolt of pleasure from just that little bit of contact. Something told me that fucking her would be unlike anything I had ever experienced, like it may be so explosive I may be tempted to consider… no. Never mind that thought.

“Relax, babe. Despite how tempted I am, I’d rather not do this here in a strip joint, and that wasn’t my intent, okay? Honestly, I just wanted to talk to you, just needed to have you to myself for ten minutes. But mark my words, my cock will be buried in that warm, wet pussy of yours sooner rather than later. You feel me?” My words were whispered in her ear as I tried to calm my raging hormones and work up the ability to let her go.

Shit, I felt like a teenage boy with his first real hard-on. What the hell kind of magic was she weaving? What the hell was happening to me?

Her quick intake of air was the only response I got before I loosened my hold on her and she rapidly scrambled off my lap then grabbed her costume pieces and held them as if they could cover her near nakedness. She could wrap herself in a gunny sack, and I would still think she was beautiful, so I didn’t know why she was worried about covering herself.

“I’ll be here until you get off. Let me take you home after your shift is over.” She had reached the door and stopped with her hand on the knob as she looked over her shoulder at me with an expression of surprise and an emotion I couldn’t quite place.

“No. You can’t come to my home.” Her eyes were wide and startled, much like a deer in the headlights look, before she put her mask back on and slipped out the door. My eyebrows raised in surprise, and then anger bubbled up in me. Wondering if she was looking down on me and thinking I wasn’t good enough for her because I was a member of the MC had me instantly pissed. Then my mind quickly wandered to another conclusion. Don’t fucking tell me she has a damn old man waiting on her at home! Motherfucker.

My fist dented the door slightly when it met the metal surface. What the hell was getting into me? I really didn’t even know this girl. Why the fuck did it matter if she was with someone? It shouldn’t matter to me. She was just some girl I drooled over on a stripper pole. Right? Yeah, of course.

And hell, it wasn’t like I couldn’t find out every second of her life if I really wanted to, but I would rather she give in and let me in on her own. The normal, sane Hacker would have just said “fuck it” and went about his way alone. Instead, I pushed those semi-lucid thoughts away and allowed the anger to suck me in again.

Simmering in my irritation, I slammed out of the private room and stormed down the hall toward the front door and outside to get some air. I paced the parking lot several times before I came to a decision and re-entered the club looking for Bo, the bartender. He knew all the girls, and I was going to get some answers from him about little Miss Sparkle instead of hacking into her life like I was tempted to. If she actually did have a man at home, I didn’t know what the fuck I was going to do, because I didn’t poach, but this minx had my insides in fucking knots.

I wanted her, and that said something considering my history.

I was so fucked, and I just didn’t realize it yet.
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“Confident”—Demi Lovato

 

DAMN, IT HAD BEEN a long night. Cinnamon and I had each picked up one of Monique’s slots, and I was wiped out. You wouldn’t think just one extra routine would be that difficult, but added on top of the inner turmoil of my little interlude with Hacker, my body and mind felt drained. Thankfully, my performances were all done by midnight, so I could head out and not have to stick around until closing. If I had been into private dances, I could have made a lot of extra money until close, but now was another time I was glad I didn’t, because I just didn’t have the energy.

My costume was stuffed in my tote, and my wig was carefully packed in a special bag to protect it. Shit, I had spent too damn much money on it, but I wanted it to look as real as possible to keep customers from wondering and questioning me. None of the girls questioned it since they just chalked it up to part of my costume and me thinking I would get better tips as a blonde. Whatever. I never corrected them.

When I slipped out the back door tonight, no one would recognize me as the dancer they called “Sparkle,” that was for sure. My face was scrubbed free of makeup, I had gathered my long dark hair up into a ponytail, pulled my boots on, and slipped on my jacket to ward off the uncharacteristically chilly night for early July. My bag over my shoulder, I headed toward the door, throwing out goodbyes to the girls as I left. Cinnamon joined me as I passed her station, and we met up with security at the back door and headed out. We weren’t supposed to leave out the back door without security after what had happened to Hollywood’s old lady and poor Stacy before her. Another safety measure I actually appreciated.

Cinnamon and I both noticed Hacker at the same time, and she let out a soft giggle when she heard me exclaim a whispered “Shit!” He was leaning on his bike next to my car as we approached, and his eyes followed my every step.

Why wasn’t it illegal for him to look so damn good? My eyes took in his mussed dark hair, muscular arms and the tattoos that wrapped around them, the way his jeans hugged his thighs, and the way his gorgeous eyes followed my every move. Holy Jesus, could the man be any fricking hotter? All my mind could imagine was climbing him like a monkey in a tree.

Bad thoughts! Go away! Ugh!

“Girl, what did you do to get that gorgeous hunk of man? You holding out on me? And if you don’t want him, you can toss him my way.” Cinnamon winked at me as she climbed in to her car before I even answered and locked the doors. After her car started, Hacker spoke and told the burly security guard that he had it from here. My heart started to race knowing I was about to be alone with him again. The security guy, Bull, lifted his chin to Hacker and deserted me.

Fuck. Asshole. You know, like it was somehow his fault.

“What are you doing here? I told you I didn’t need a ride.” Thankfully, my voice sounded more confident than I felt at that time. At the word ride, I thought to myself I’d sure like to ride him, though, and then my mind conjured up dirty images of our limbs entwined and slick with sweat.

Wait. What? Where did that come from? Holy Mary, Mother of God, it’s really been entirely too long if I can’t keep my mind out of the gutter. My cheeks flushed with heat. Good thing it wasn’t bright enough for him to notice—well, I hoped it wasn’t.

It wasn’t like I was a virgin, but I hadn’t dated anyone since getting custody of my brother, and my last “hookup” had been almost a year ago when Matt was staying with a friend. Hell, that was also my last real “date,” if one cared to get technical. On second thought, I could’ve possibly been a born-again virgin after all that time.

My inner pondering was interrupted by the panty-wetting sound of his voice. Mmmm, I’m telling you, his voice was straight velvet. Like suck-you-in-and-happily-smother-you, rich and smooth.

“Come have a drink with me, Kassi. It’s still early. I’ll be on my best behavior. Scout’s honor.” He held up his right hand, and I had to wonder if someone as sinfully sexy and blatantly naughty was ever a Boy Scout. He was total sin on wheels. “Please?”

Glancing down, I looked at my watch, noting the time. Matt wouldn’t be expecting me until after closing time, so technically I had the time. Not that he would begrudge me a little “me time,” but I still felt like I should be at home if I wasn’t working. Being responsible for my brother made me feel guilty about taking time for myself even though I knew there was nothing wrong with it. Indecision colored my expression, and Hacker latched onto my wavering resolve like a bloodhound on a scent.

Wait a minute… how did he know my name?

“You know you want to. I won’t let you drink too much, or too little. Come on….” When he folded his hands and rapidly batted his thick, long eyelashes at me, I couldn’t hold back my laughter. He grinned back at me, and a single dimple sealed my coffin.

Why? Why did he have to have a dimple? Shit. I was done for, and I knew it.

“Okay, fine. You wore me down. Now put away the dimple. That’s not fighting fair. Who told you my name, and where are we heading? I can’t go too far because I do have to get home shortly after closing time. And I only have one request….” I wasn’t sure if he would go for my request because I knew how some guys were about stuff like this, especially the guys in his club. But before him, I honestly had no desire to even talk with any of them, so I was a little surprised I was not only giving in with him, but contemplating going all in. My teeth worried my bottom lip as I debated whether to ask him or not.

“Hmmmm, one request and she has to be back by closing so she gets home on time…. Are you Cinderella?” Pursing my lips to hold back my smile, I shook my head no.

“Boyfriend waiting at home for you? Husband?” Ha! As if. Again, I shook my head no after a short burst of laughter snuck out. Was that a look of relief that I saw flash through his eyes? Before he kept asking and hit too close to home, I reached out to grab his hand and batted my eyelashes in a comical rendition of his earlier expression. My personal life needed to stay personal until my life was situated.

“We ride your bike.” My teeth worried my bottom lip in my characteristic nervous habit, waiting for him to say he didn’t let bitches ride his bike or something equally chauvinistic but praying he wouldn’t. I hadn’t ridden on the back of a bike since I was seventeen and my boyfriend had one. The only thing that bummed me out when we broke up was that I freaking loved riding on the back of his bike. Probably the single thing that guy had going for him, in retrospect. My parents hated it and him.

Please, please, please, I chanted in my head.

“Whaaaat? You want to ride on a big, bad biker’s bike? As in… with boobies against my back? Oh! The scandal!” His expression of mock horror and his falsetto voice had me busting a gut. His sense of humor was winning me over right along with that dimple. And those eyes…. Shit, no lie, he had the whole package. My eyes dipped involuntarily at the thought of the word “package.” Damn, I couldn’t help it! Like I said, I was a hormone-laden, born-again virgin—yeah, I’ve decided that actually is possible—with my senses being assaulted by at least 6’3” of raw, sexy man-god. Or maybe I was a secret closet slut. Sue me.

In anticipation, I held my breath.

He took a step closer to me, and his face lit up with a smile. That dimple was in full force, and I gently touched it with a fingertip, feeling that flutter in my belly as our skin made contact. “I told you this here is illegal. It’s unfair and unjust manipulation.” Evidently, my entering his personal space gave him permission to do the same because his hand reached for my ponytail, and he gently wrapped the long strands around his hand, letting them slide through his fingers as it unwound from gravity and it’s sheer weight.

“And it should be a crime for you to cover this dark, gorgeous hair, but you do it anyway. I knew you were a brunette.” He met my gaze. “It makes your eyes even bluer, if that’s possible. You just gonna stand there looking sexy as hell or you gonna get on the back of my bike, darling? And Bo told me your name, but funny thing is, he doesn’t know much else about you….” His voice took on a deep, husky quality that had my girlie parts tingling. Watching him swing his leg over his bike and settle in took my breath away. With much effort, I peeled my eyes away from his ass and legs. Lordy, he was just too much. For once in… well, forever, I wished I didn’t have all the encumbrances and responsibilities holding me back from being young and carefree. For a brief moment, I wondered what it would be like to be able to bring a man home.

My inner Kassi smacked me and frowned her disapproval at me. Oh, screw off, I told her as I climbed on behind him with an excited smile. I looped my tote handle over my head and one arm, flipping it to my back.

“What are you waiting for? Let’s get this show on the road!” I yelled over the rumble of his motor as I held on for the ride.
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“Up All Night”—Hinder

 

JESUS.

What the hell was wrong with me? First, women didn’t get to me like this. Not for a long damn time. Second, women did not, and I repeat, did not ride on my bike with me. Ever. Lastly, I did not date… not since… well… also for a long damn time. But the feel of this girl’s tits on my back with her body pulled tight to me was making me think all kinds of crazy things I didn’t normally think.

Fuck. Just… fuck.

Good thing it wasn’t too far to where we were heading, because I swore my brain was shutting down every time her body made contact with mine. In fact, my brains may have been leaking straight to her tits. Damn, that was an example of how fucked up my mind was at that moment.

When I turned toward Fillenwarth Beach, she held tight around my waist as we turned to whip a bitch and pulled up in front of the Nautical, my new favorite little bar and grill. It wasn’t my imagination that her fingers ran lightly over my abs after I backed in to a spot in front of the place and cut the power to my engine. For about the millionth time since I first laid eyes on her months ago, I wondered what the chances were I could convince her to come home with me. Vividly depraved visions of how she would look spread out beneath me in my bed, cheeks flushed and panting, flooded my head.

For fuck sake, I need to pull my shit together. Hell, the only women who had ever even been in my home were my mom and sister, yet here I was thinking of bringing her into my private haven.

My bike softly ticked as the motor cooled, and my hand rested on her clasped hands over my abdomen. Before letting her go, I scanned the road, then looked over my shoulder to let her know it was safe to get off.

The look on this gorgeous girl’s face was priceless. The cool air had her cheeks flushed, her crystal-blue eyes sparkling, and her hair had pulled loose from her ponytail in places, leaving soft wisps framing her delicate jaw. The happy smile that covered her face, beautiful even devoid of makeup, lit her up and made her appear so young, I had to question how old she was. She had to be at least twenty-one if she was working at the Shamrock, but shit could be faked. No one knew that more than me.

Bo wasn’t a fountain of information as I had hoped. He knew her name was Kassi and that she only worked the weekends—hell, I knew that already—no friends or family ever came in to see her, and that was about it without looking in her file, because he didn’t get into the dancer’s personal lives. Could I have found out more on my own? Yeah, but only if I went back to one of my computers. And like I said, it seemed incredibly wrong to invade her privacy like that.

Huh. I wasn’t sure where that blip of conscience came from because God knew, with the exception of a few of the brothers’ old ladies, I had a history of deep distrust of women, and honestly, I was a bit of a woman hater. Kassi was just… different.

“How old are you, sweetheart, because right about now you look like a little kid on Christmas morning?” There we go, that was a smooth cover. Okay, so my brain isn’t completely mush. Good to know. She got a coy look and lifted a brow at me. Her slender hand raised and pulled her band from her hair, and she finger combed it to work some of the tangles out. It was like a silky dark curtain that my hands ached to touch.

“Ahh, so what if I am underage? Then what would you do?” Fuck. That was like a bucket of cold water thrown over me. My feet automatically stepped away from her, and I felt my stomach drop to my feet.

Sonofabitch…

Her laughter was rich and enveloping as she grabbed my hand and pulled it to her lips where she placed a laughing kiss to my knuckles. Her eyes glittered with amusement.

“Well, I guess it’s your lucky night because I’m twenty-three.” Her smirk was so damn cute, and the relief that poured over me at her declaration was immense. The little shit. She was going to pay for that.

“Oh, you got jokes, huh? Well, sweetheart, I will remember that…. Now let’s go sit down.” I took her hand, and we walked into the small establishment. Waving at Dusty, the bartender, we wove our way through the crowd to an empty table back in the corner. The waitress came up and set small napkins down, ensuring she leaned over far enough to give me a view down her low-cut shirt and asked us what she could get us. She practically ignored Kassi, and I was about to say something when a soft hand covered mine and a syrupy sweet voice curled around my body and ended right at my dick.

“Hacker, baby, I forget which drink you said I would like here, so just order it for me. After all this time, I trust you.” Then, to my surprise, she leaned over the table, resting those luscious tits on my hands and pressing her full lips to mine before slipping her tongue in my mouth.

Shit, a girl like her just can’t do that to a guy and not have him be all in. My lips, teeth, and tongue damn near devoured her alive before she ended the kiss by biting my bottom lip and tugging it slightly before letting go. Her slender finger slide across my eyebrow, along my jawline, and to my lips where I took it between my teeth and licked the tip before releasing it to speak.

“She’ll take an Crown Apple with cranberry juice. I’ll take a Crown Royal Black, neat.” Frou-frou drinks weren’t my thing, but I remembered hearing Becca, Hollywood’s old lady, order them back in Vegas. As I ordered, I didn’t even make eye contact with the waitress, and I sure as hell couldn’t tell you what she looked like. My eyes were glued to the gorgeous dark-haired minx across the table from me. The waitress mumbled she would be right back and huffed off to the bar to turn in our order.

“So, what the heck was that all about? Not that I’m complaining, mind you, I’m just trying to figure out what I need to do to make that happen once more. Or twice more. Or as many times as I can in one night.” She smirked at me and leaned back in her seat, gazing at me for a minute.

“Well, I just don’t like being ignored because the waitress wants to drool all over my date—umm, not that I think this is a date-date, but well… umm, anyway… she was about to fall out of her top, trying to get your attention, and I see enough boobs in a night without seeing hers. So, I figured I’d give her a big, fat hint that she wasn’t needed tonight. Oh! Unless you’d rather I leave and let you hook up with her instead?” Her eyes went wide in mock innocence, causing me to laugh my ass off at her words, expression, and her general female tactics.

She was like a fresh breath of air to a man held under water for too long. My mind told me I needed to back the fuck up and chill. The interest I had for her couldn’t be more than short term. Long term led to places I swore to never go again in my life—places I didn’t deserve to go.

Not to mention, no matter how beautiful and funny she was, she was still a woman, and therefore not to be completely trusted. Something told me she could easily worm her way inside that cold, dead organ in my chest that somehow managed to circulate my blood, and I could not let that happen. Of course, there was nothing wrong with her being an enjoyable distraction from all the shit we had going on in the club, for the time being. Keep telling yourself that.

“Fair enough. By the way, I hope you like Crown Apple, baby. Oh, and does that mean we’re hooking up? Goodness, you move fast! I thought this was just drinks.” Her face flushed red, despite her laughter. “So, tell me a little about yourself, Kassi…. Is it short for anything, like Kassalene, Kassita, Kassanova?” How I maintained a straight face with those names, I have no clue, but it was so worth the humor I saw dancing in her eyes as she laughed once again. Warmth spread slowly through me at the melodic sound of her laughter and the sight of her smile.

I was so very fucked.

The waitress brought us our drinks, and I paid for them, despite Kassi trying to give the waitress the money for hers. She huffed and puffed a little before conceding and graciously accepting the drink. The waitress walked off after rolling her eyes and muttering under her breath, “Jesus, just let the man fucking pay.” Kassi’s cheeks were flushed a becoming shade of pink, and I couldn’t help but think she was damn adorable.

She sipped from her drink, an obvious stall tactic, before her eyes closed and she made a soft, little groan as she swallowed. Of course, my filthy mind and dick imagined her making those little groans of pleasure as I was fucking the ever-loving hell out of her.

Shit, I was a single man in his twenties, what else would you expect? Just because I rarely had sex these days, didn’t mean my junk didn’t work.

“Damn, that is good. I don’t usually drink, but that is some good shit. I need to remember this for the next time I drink—you know, next year. And for the record, my name is actually Kassandra. Kassi is what I have gone by since I was young. I grew up a ways away from here, but moved here for a change of pace about three or four years ago.” Doing the math quickly in my head, I realized she was around nineteen or twenty when she moved here.

“So, what is a beautiful, smart, young woman like you doing working as a stripper?” I realized there wasn’t necessarily a “type” for a stripper, but despite that, she didn’t seem like a woman who had aspired to be an exotic dancer. She seemed so innocent, smart, and collected. It was hard to reconcile this fresh-faced beauty in front of me as one of our dancers, when she seemed like the quintessential girl next door; one who should have better alternatives. It just didn’t seem to fit for some reason.

“I’ve been working at the Shamrock to pay for college. Not much of a story. We’re not all born rich, and college isn’t free.” Something, along with her lack of eye contact and fiddling with the small black straw from her drink, told me there was a lot more to it than that. What I really wanted to know was why it mattered to me what the rest of the story was. It shouldn’t matter diddly shit what her background included, since I didn’t want her around long term. Right? But some insatiable beast seemed to be trying to claw its way out of me—intent on devouring every detail about the beautiful, dark-haired woman in front of me, running her fingertip through the condensation on the glass.

“So that’s it? No family? What are you going to school for?” Shit. I sure as hell never meant to ask all these questions. Like I said, it didn’t matter. Really, it was irrelevant. If I kept telling myself that, I would believe it and adhere to my thoughts. It just seemed my mouth wasn’t paying any attention to this inner voice of reason, and when it opened, it was pure word vomit.

“Ummm, yeah, not much to tell. No parents.” Her face flickered with a brief glimpse of a deep, ravaging pain. One thing my stint in the Marines taught me was how to read people, but with her, it seemed to be hit or miss. She was pretty good at keeping herself hidden—her real self. Despite that, it was obvious the loss of her parents was either recent, or still deeply painful.

“What about you? My life is really pretty boring. You’re the big, bad, sexy biker dude, surely your story is better than my mundane little life.” Her smile once again jolted my heart like a shock from a defibrillator.

“You think I’m sexy? Nice to know.” The grin that spread across my face was impossible to contain. My ego was preening and arching like a cat inside my head.

“Who’re you kidding? Like that’s not something you’re fully aware of? Every panty for miles around must be wet anytime you come near or open your mouth. The effect you have on women has surely not escaped your notice. Please, don’t act surprised that you affect me physically. It doesn’t mean I’m going to hop in the rack with you, though. Got it? That’s not me. So, if you’re sniffing up that tree, keep moving.” Her sarcastic, dry tone still didn’t ruin the words she had spoken prior to that diatribe. She thought I was sexy. Hell no, I never had a hard time getting women to drop their britches on the few occasions I wanted them to, but like I said, it was a little hard to read her. She seemed so damn closed off. Private.

But she still admitted it. She was turned on by me. My grin wasn’t held back; I didn’t even try.

“First of all, if that were true, that would include my mother and my sister, so no. Just eeeewww, no. Second of all, you think I’m sexy. You admitted it, freely. Say it again.” She rolled her eyes at me but couldn’t hold back a little smile and chuckle. I leaned back in my seat with my hands linked behind my head, waiting for her to admit it again. She crossed her arms over her chest, plumping her already great tits up until they were bursting out of the top of her low-cut T-shirt. Of course, my eyes zeroed in on that. How could they not?

Remember, red-blooded man here.

“You damn well know blood-related family was not included in that statement. That your mind even went there in the first place is slightly disturbing.” Her lips pursed, and a single corner of her mouth raised in humor. I couldn’t help but laugh. This girl had made me laugh more in one night than I probably had in months. Leaning forward, I rested my forearms on the edge of the table before raising my glass to my lips. After the perfect burn of the Crown as it passed my tongue, I opened up to her a little. Well, more than I would with most people.

“Okay, so I went to college on a football scholarship, studying computer science, but got bored before my senior year and dropped out. Joined the Marine Corps—Semper Fi—did a six-year stent, got out, came home, met up with the guys, prospected, patched, and here I am. Parents were not happy about all of that, but they got over it. Sort of. Sister, younger. Two brothers, older. I’m good with computers. I love my bike. What else do you need to know?”

“College boy and military, eh? That’s hot. So, you have a pretty big family. Two older brothers and a younger sister? Are they anything like you? Because if so, I feel sorry for your mom.” She snickered.

“What’s that supposed to mean? And are you trying to say because I’m a biker and a Marine that it’s shocking I went to college? I’m deeply offended, Kassi. And I’ll have you know, I’m damn near perfect, so that would make my mother a happy woman if they were all like me. She could only wish to have been so lucky.” She laughed again at my mock indignation. “You laugh? I’m insulted!” I raised an eyebrow and took another sip of my Crown.

“Oh, Lordy, I need to put my feet up! It’s getting deep in here. But seriously—” Her expression sobered, and she glanced at her glass before looking up at me with those damn thick lashes. “—thank you for convincing me to come here with you. In all honesty, I really needed this. My life has been… well, stressful, to say the least, over the last several years. So anyway, thanks again. I appreciate your persistency. I just feel I need to be upfront with you and make sure you understand this really can’t go anywhere. My life is, umm… complicated, and I just can’t get involved with you. Not just you, I mean anyone.” She stared down at the table as she drank from her rapidly emptying glass.

“Sweetheart, I’m not looking to marry you. And trust me, relationships are not my thing either. That doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy each other’s company in a mutually beneficial way for the night. Right?” My head tipped down to the side in an attempt to get her to look at me. When that didn’t work, I reached across the table and gently tipped her chin up. My finger trailed along her jaw of its own volition. The sensation that bombarded me every time our skin touched was still there, like little ripples of electric current. Hell, just being near her sent this strange wave of energy across my skin. “Do you want another one?” I nodded toward her glass.

“No, but thank you. It’s been awhile since I’ve been on the back of a bike, so I better keep my wits about me. It wouldn’t be good if I fell off, now would it.” She chuckled again.

“Babe, I would never let you fall.” My words were said in dead earnestness, but felt as if they had a double meaning. They were words I actually needed to tell myself, because something told me this girl was different than any other I’d known. With my past, I definitely didn’t need her reading more into this conversation or what may transpire between us.
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“Cake By The Ocean”—DNCE

 

HIS WORDS ECHOED THROUGH my head as I thought about how easy it would be to fall for him. He was gorgeous with his dark, messy hair, sexy beard, and his blue-green eyes. And that body, shit, if he was covered in muscles like I felt on his abs and could see in his arms, then I knew he had that perfect V that led to heaven, or hell, depending on your perspective.

Dammit, why was my mind always going to sex when it came to him?

Because you want to ride him like a cowgirl.

Oh my God, shut up! Great, I was starting to have conversations with my inner slut. That bitch needed to go back to whence she came.

What would it hurt to break this re-virginizing dry spell you’ve been under? Like he said, he doesn’t want a commitment, and you know he’s down to fuck. Casual sex is not a crime, honey.

Shut up! My hand went to my forehead in an attempt to focus my brain and ignore the slut in my head.

“Headache? We can leave if you want. I hate to let you go so soon, but I don’t want you uncomfortable.” And why did he have to be so sweet… and so funny… and so yummy?

Argh! Come on, Kassi. Control. Get some.

“No, I’m good. Just thinking, I guess. So, you don’t do relationships, is there a reason for that? Like, you’ve never had a relationship? Ever? Or have you truly made it into your… what… mid to late twenties without getting bit by the love bug?” A flicker of pain flashed in his eyes, so briefly I would have missed it had I blinked, before he took another sip of his drink, schooled his features, and grinned at me again.

“Why? Jealous if I had?” Nice non-answer. Paired with the expression I saw, it told me there was a story there, and it wasn’t a pretty one. Not that I was going to push it, because he was pretty good at evading questions and we really just met. Another time.

No! We weren’t going to be a thing, so that didn’t matter. For the life of me, I couldn’t fathom why this guy seemed to get under my skin so easily. For crying out loud, I was a stripper, so it wasn’t like I hadn’t gotten my fair share of male interest and propositions, but none of them had ever tempted me like he did.

“Of course not! Why would I be? After all, this is just drinks, right? No relationship, no strings. Doesn’t mean I didn’t want to know if you’ve ever let your guard down enough to let someone in. Curiosity, I guess.” My straw made a slurping sound as I finished the last of my drink. Maybe one more wouldn’t hurt, but the waitress still hadn’t been back to check on us, so I tipped the glass, gathering an ice cube with the tip of my tongue and pulling it into my mouth. When I looked back up at him, his eyes were wide, and he looked like he had swallowed his tongue. The snarky little inner slut in me chewed up the piece of ice and used my tongue to pull out another one. Yes, I knew I was playing with fire….

He gulped down the last of his drink, slapped money down on the table for a tip, and slid out of the booth, grabbing my hand and pulling me behind him. “Let’s go.”

“But I was thinking of getting another drink.” My protest was all bullshit to tease him a little more. It was just too freaking fun to mess with him. He gave a chin nod to the bartender who gave a single raised hand before shouting, “Later, Erik! Thanks for stopping by.”

As we stepped out into the cool night air, he pulled me to the side of the building in front of the place next door, which was obviously getting remodeled, pushing me against the wall, burying his hands in my tangled hair, and pressing his lips to mine. For all of two seconds, I thought about how we were right there in the open for anyone driving by or going in the bar to see. Then his tongue teased the seam of my lips, begging for entrance, and my mind blanked. In supplication, my lips parted, inviting his tongue to invade my mouth before his tongue circled and tormented mine. He tasted of whiskey and heaven.

A moan slipped from me as his body pressed closer. Instinctively, my nipples strained toward him and began tingling, as was an area to the south. Pleading the fifth, I may or may not have ground that southern part closer to the hardness pressed tightly against his dark jeans. Just maybe. One hand left my hair and trailed along my side, slipping around back to run lightly under the back of my shirt before sliding down and cupping my ass to pull me snug against him. Against my better judgement, my leg raised and wrapped around his thigh in an attempt to bring that area of me closer to the thick ridge of his, that was so very prominent.

Yesssss, please, my inner slut moaned. Damn, I couldn’t find it in me to shut her up, because at that moment, we were in total agreement.

When we broke for air, we were both panting like we had run a marathon. My cheek rested on the soft leather on his shoulder and his breath fluttered against the back of my head as he held me close. God, he smelled so damn good.

“Your place?” His voice was almost a growl, evidence that I affected him as much as he affected me. The knowledge stroked my feminine ego just a little. Okay, a lot. When his words sank in, my heart dropped a little with them. There was no way I could bring him home, but I didn’t want to explain about my brother. My personal life needed to stay out of whatever this may be for so many reasons. Once again, I battled with the inner slut.

You know you want whatever he’s packing, don’t try to deny it.

Shut up, I have to think of Matt and keeping this life separate from our family life.

Doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the pleasure this stud wants to dish your way.

What if that bitch from CPS finds out I’m not just working as a stripper, but screwing a fricking motorcycle club member? Surely that wouldn’t be good….

Oh, come onnnn, live a little!

“No. Your place.” Was that breathless, needy voice mine?

Looks like the inner slut wins, beeotch. Yessssss!

“I can make that happen. Now. Let’s go.” He pressed a firm kiss to my lips then stepped back, looking into my eyes. When he pulled me back to his bike, I found myself questioning my decision and my sanity.

Shit. Come on, girl, don’t back out now. Don’t be a dick tease.

I’m not!

Whatever makes you feel better, but you can’t go telling a guy yes then crying no. That’s a real bitch move, and we’re not a bitch.

Ha! Maybe I’m not.

Shut up and get on the damn bike.

Grrrrrrrr.

After I climbed on behind him and we pulled out into the night, my doubts left. The warmth of his body where I was pressed against him was enough to erase those remaining doubts. That’s when I knew I was committed to sleeping with him. No question. As we raced down the road, my anticipation continued to build. Jesus, I was going to actually do this. I must be crazy.

Yeah, crazy in a good way though.

My eyes rolled at my continuous inner dialogue with my devilish conscience, aka the inner slut. This was what happened when you didn’t have time for friends. Take note.

We were heading out of town past the strip club and toward Grantsville. Just before we reached the outskirts though, we turned south off the highway and into a little housing development that looked like it was older, but well kept. Slowing, he pulled into the driveway of a surprisingly nice bi-level home. It was hard to tell the exact color in the dark.

The garage door raised, and he pulled his bike in, parking next to a sexy-as-hell, red, vintage Dodge Charger. It was freaking be-yoooooou-teeeee-full. Any other time, I would have been salivating all over it, but we were on a mission. The garage door closed behind us, and he shut off the engine to the bike.

“Not really that I want you to, but this is the last chance I’m giving you to change your mind. You say no, we head straight back to your car.” His deep voice resonated off the enclosed space of the garage. Without hesitation, I climbed off the bike and boldly reached up to cup the front of his jeans. If I was doing this, I was going all in. My nails raked against the slight bulge, and I felt him enlarge as a growly groan escaped him. His head was tilted back, and his eyes were closed. “Motherfucker, baby, there’s no going back now, unless you’re intent on killing me,” he ground out. When his eyes opened, they appeared deep teal in the dim light of the garage. Damn, they were heavenly, and I could totally get lost in them if I let myself.

“Does it seem like I want to back out of this?” Where was this bold wench coming from?

Ummm… hello, I’ve been here the whole time. You just keep locking me up!

It was as if my Sparkle persona was coming out, even though I was far from the stage. It made me wonder if who I was onstage was really so far away from the real me. Maybe it was just my subconscious way of separating the job I did from who I was as a person. Maybe a part of me was carefree, confident, and sexual, and I just kept that part of me compartmentalized to justify what I did to pay the bills. Who knew? Sigmund Freud I was not, and the psychology lesson would have to wait.

He still sat straddling his bike as I leaned over to kiss his lips, ending the light kiss with a gentle bite to his lower lip before tugging it slightly. Lightning fast, his hands snaked around my waist and lifted, pulling me so I straddled his bike, facing him. My ass rested on his tank and my legs sat over the tops of his thighs, ankles crossed on the seat behind him. He fitted me tight against him, grinding my crotch against his erection.

Holy hell, just that little bit of contact had me tingling, and I felt my panties get wet. God, he did insane things to my body. I felt on fire everywhere we touched. He angled his head to take control of my lips in a passionate kiss that sent my heart racing, my girlie parts clenching, and me gasping for breath. Wow.

Now let me remind you, I’m not a slut. I don’t consider myself easy. I’m not a “bad girl” either. Okay? Being a stripper didn’t make me a bad girl, or a bad person, it was just a job. Never had I dated—or slept with—a customer. Nor did I mess with the guys from the MC. That was not my thing, and it never interested me before. It was too cliché, I guess—the stripper and the biker. That sounded like a cheesy romance novel and caused me to snicker in my head.

However, I had that inner-slut, evidently, who thought I’d had enough celibacy and this was the guy to break the drought with. Who was I to argue? Anyway, back to my story…

That was easily the hottest kiss I had ever experienced. When he broke off, our foreheads rested together, and we sat breathing the other’s scent in deep, ragged breaths. He kissed me chastely on the cheek and swatted my ass playfully before lifting me off his lap and getting off the bike.

“Come on, baby.” His hand grasped mine, and he led me up a short set of stairs into his home. I tried not to be too nosey, but I noticed a bright, open kitchen that had the light on over the stove. Stainless steel appliances gleamed in the dim light. We walked past the living room, shrouded in darkness, and down a short hall to a door leading into what was obviously his bedroom. As he flipped on the light, I noticed the bedding was an earth-tone blend in a geometric print, and the headboard was a padded dark brown leather. There was a large contemporary piece above the bed, and I had to wonder if he had actually decorated this room himself, because it seemed too “Better Homes and Garden” for a biker. Can’t lie, I was pretty impressed with his bedroom.

“Wow. Nice room. Can I use the bathroom real quick?” He showed me where it was, and I closed the door. I looked in the large mirror over the double sink and placed my cool hands over my burning cheeks. Second thoughts bombarded me.

Shit, what was I doing? Maybe I should just tell him I wanted to go home. Be that girl. Ugh! I was so stupid. Sure, I could put on the character for the stage, but I was no seductress. Maybe he thought that was the real me on stage and he would be sadly disappointed.

Fuck it. I’m doing this.

After taking care of my bathroom business, I washed my hands and splashed cool water on my face before opening the door into the bedroom. Hacker had shed his cut, and it rested on the chest at the foot of his bed. He stood in his tight black T-shirt with his jeans slung low on his hips, leaning against the wall by the bathroom door. His gaze shifted from my face and slide over my body, giving me chills as if it was his hands were skimming my curves. My heart raced, and I knew I should make sure he knew what he was getting. Or maybe I could pull off Sparkle and just enjoy this for what it was—a one-night, kick-ass experience.

He pushed off the wall, stepped toward me with his green-blue eyes intense, and slid his fingers into my hair, pulling my face closer to his. My hands pressed against his chest and gripped his T-shirt, pulling him closer to me as his tongue slipped past my lips, entering in an erotic dance with mine. Without conscious thought, my hands had grasped the bottom of his shirt and tugged it upward. He took the shirt from me, pulled it over his head, and tossed it to the floor before reaching for my jacket to slide it off my shoulders, letting it drop to the floor with his shirt.

Awww, hell, it looks like we’re doing this thing. Because there was no way I could have said no after seeing his sculpted body and the beautiful swirling patterns of his ink as it flowed over his shoulders and onto his chest. His chest had two swooping swallows, with a smaller scroll tattoo over his heart, which had flowing words in the tattered scroll, reading “Never held, but never forgotten” with a date. I made a mental note to ask about it later. Pulling my shirt over my head, I told myself, like it or not, I was all in now.
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“Hook, Line & Sinker”—Royal Blood

 

AFTER SHE PULLED HER shirt over her head, I scooped her up and dropped her in the center of my bed. She was damn near spilling out of her bra, and I knew I had to get that scrap of lace, and everything else that separated her from me… off. Slowly, I climbed on the bed and kissed the top of her tits before slipping my tongue down under the lace edge. My hand slid underneath her and unhooked her bra, allowing me to slide it off her shoulders and toss it to the side. Everything after that was a blur until we were laying naked together with our tongues and legs tangled. My hands had roamed every inch of her I could reach.

Her skin was like silk over her toned, tight body. She took good care of herself and it showed. Hell, she was a dancer, but anyone who watched her performances knew she was more than a stripper; she was an artist on stage. My hand slid slowly up the inside of her thigh to cup her mound. Her breathing became erratic as I ran my fingers through her silky folds, feeling for the telltale wetness indicating we were on the same page with this. Thank fucking God.

My fingers slid through her slippery moisture, teasing her until she showed me she couldn’t handle much more. When I inserted one finger into her tight warmth, she moaned and bit my bottom lip. Her tongue then ran along it before she drew it into her mouth.

Without breaking the contact of our lips, I reached into my nightstand and pulled a condom from the drawer. So glad I had tossed a few in there on a whim. Fuck, I had wanted to take my time with her and enjoy every inch of her before we went further, but she was driving me crazy with need. She must have heard my rustling around in the drawer and the crinkle of the wrapper as I tried to open it with both hands over her head because she reached up and took it from me to open it. A moan slipped from me as she reached between us, grabbed my cock in one hand, and slowly rolled it down my length.

As the tip of my cock slid up and down through her wet center, she squeezed her knees tightly, panting. Her hands framed my face, and she breathlessly whispered, “Wait!” Well, fuck me running. I was going to have blue balls from hell from this girl.

“Hacker, God, I’m sorry, I just need you to understand I don’t usually do this. I mean, I’ve done this before, I’m not a virgin or anything, but you know…. It’s been awhile. For me. I don’t sleep with customers. Or your brothers. In the club, I mean. God, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to ruin the mood. I just….” Her cheeks flushed a cute pink as she rambled.

“It’s okay, baby. If you don’t want to, we can stop. I ain’t gonna lie, my dick and balls aren’t gonna be too happy, but I’m a big boy, and I’ve never forced a woman before. I’m certainly not going to start now. It’s all right.” When I made a move to get off her, she grabbed my upper arm and the back of my neck, pulling me closer.

“No, I didn’t mean I don’t want to. I just wanted you to know I’m not some cheap slut just because I dance on that stage. That’s all.” Her eyes glittered with unshed tears, and I gathered her close with my arms tucked underneath her, my hands fisting in her hair. My lips brushed along her neck and up to her earlobe, my teeth tugging it gently before I whispered in her ear.

“I know you haven’t been with any of my brothers. You think we don’t talk? You think every one of them without an old lady hasn’t wanted to be in my position? You’re like the elusive wisp of smoke everyone tries to catch. The general consensus was you were in a serious relationship or felt you were too good for anyone from the club.” Taking a deep breath, I spelled it out.

“Look, I feel I need to be honest with you too. You need to understand that this is just… well… what it is. I’m not looking for a relationship. That’s just not me. Quite frankly, I’m an asshole with women.” Not that there had been that many, probably because of my general asshole-like qualities. “If you’re looking for sunshine, roses, the white picket fence, 2.2 kids and a puppy, you’re looking in the wrong place. Are you okay with that?” My breath teased her skin as I spoke.

Her legs finally fell open and her hips raised toward me, pushing me against her heated core again. When she whispered, “I want you.” It was all I could do not to slam deep in her. She had no idea how hard it was to hold myself in check and enter her with slow deliberation. As I slid just partway in, she gasped and tensed.

“It’s okay, baby. Relax. Breathe.” My muscles were quivering with the control I was exerting by holding myself back. God knew I wasn’t small, and she was so fucking tight. When I felt her body start to relax against me, I slid further in, allowing her to acclimate to my intrusion into her core.

“I’m good,” she breathed as her legs wrapped around my hips and thighs, tugging me closer to her warmth until I was completely buried balls deep in her hot, constricted sheath. Jesus, had any other woman ever felt this good?

Being a normal man, even though I may not have had a harem of women in my past, I still loved sex. Let’s face it, sex feels good. Before her, I would have said one pussy was as good as another when your dick was buried in them. Tonight was making a liar of me if I had ever said that. She was like sinking into nirvana. Her toned arms and legs were entangled with mine, and her sheath pulsed around me. Softly, I kissed her once more before I began to move in and out of her heavenly warmth. With each stroke out, I found myself rushing to bury myself back in her. The pleasure was simply indescribable.

“You feel so. Fucking. Good.” Each word was punctuated by a grunt I couldn’t suppress.

Our bodies were both already slick with sweat as I worked to maintain a steady rhythm. My mouth nipped and licked along her body until I was able to pull her nipple between my lips and draw her deep into my mouth. She tasted salty and sweet at the same time as my tongue swirled around her breast. My mouth released the one breast with a pop, and I devoured the other. Her fingers tightened on my back before sliding down to grip my ass. Vaguely, I registered her nails digging in as I continued to thrust into her luscious warmth.

My lips and teeth worked back up to her neck and then to her mouth where I captured her lips with my own. It was like I couldn’t get enough of her taste… her feel… her scent. I wanted to consume her. There was no doubt she was about to come when her body tensed. Her head arched back, pressing into the pillow, and her breasts pressed up into my chest. Speeding up, I thrust deep into her, eliciting a breathy groan from her each time my cock bottomed out in her. God, she needed to come soon because I could feel myself getting closer to detonating with each little gasp slipping from her kiss-swollen lips. Jesus H. Christ, it wouldn’t be long.

“God, baby, come for me. I want to feel that pussy tightening around my cock until I lose myself in you,” I growled into her mouth. As soon as I felt her grind against me while her walls clenched and throbbed around my cock, I was done for. Thrusting deep one last time, my head back with gritted teeth, my own body tensed with the explosion from my cock. Coming with her was sheer rapture running through my body like whitewater rapids crashing violently. When my body was done pulsing into her, I collapsed, grabbing her in my arms as I rolled to my back, leaving her so her leg was halfway over mine and her head was resting comfortably on my chest.

My hand ran absently up and down her back as we lay there in silence. Not sure how she felt, but I felt like someone had rocked my world to the core. It had been a long time since I’d felt possessive. In fact, I had gone out of my way to remain detached in my sexual encounters for a reason, but as my hand stroked her satiny skin, a mantra ran through my head over and over. Mine… mine… mine…

We lay quietly for long enough, I was sure she had fallen asleep. My mind wandered absently as I stared at the ceiling trying to make sense of how I was feeling. So when she raised her head, propping her chin on her fist over my chest, I was a little surprised.

“So, I hate to be a party pooper, but I really need to get home.” Her pretty eyes blinked guileless at me. That was what I said I wanted, right? But if I was truly honest with myself, it disappointed me to hear she didn’t want to stay the night.

What the hell? Since when did I want a woman to stay afterward? Usually, I was quite happy to kick their ass to the curb. Then again, I didn’t usually bring women here, it was only ever my room at the club. She was different, though. Special in a way that I didn’t want to examine too deeply. All my rules seemed to go out the window when it came to her. If I were honest, I also didn’t want her at the clubhouse where my brothers would drool over her. She was mine and I didn’t want to share her any more than I did because of her job. My hand slid down to briefly squeeze her ass cheek.

“Well, hot stuff, you’re gonna have to get up if I need to get you back to your car. Or did you want me to drop you off at home? If you do, I could pick you up tomorrow night to take you to work and you could leave your car at the club for tonight. If you wanted. Unless….” Fuck! I did not almost ask her to stay. Did I? She rolled over and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment before she stood and looked at me over her shoulder.

“I really do need to get my car, but thank you for the offer. And considering our agreement, it would probably not be advisable for me to stay.” Eyes drinking in her every movement, I watched her for a moment as she nervously gathered her scattered clothing and took them into the bathroom to clean up and change. Trying to keep my mind clear, I disposed of the condom in the trash by my bed and entered the bathroom after she came out dressed, to get a washcloth and clean up. As I pulled my jeans on and grabbed a clean Henley shirt, I watched her from the corner of my eye. She sat on the edge of the bed looking at her hands as they twisted in her lap. My boots on, I grabbed my cut and shrugged it on.

“You okay?” Her eyes looked up at me, and I read anxiety and what I hoped wasn’t regret in them. My hand reached out to hers as she stood, and I wrapped her in my arms.

“Yeah, it’s just been awhile, and I’m feeling a little ummm, trampy, I guess. The whole ‘one-night stand thing’ is always a little unnerving to me. Stupid, huh? Sorry. I don’t mean to get all emotional on you.” She stepped away from me. “I’m ready when you are.”

I nodded, and we headed back out to my garage.

“You want to take my car or are you okay with riding back on my bike?” Where was this considerate dickhead coming from? Damn. She bit her lip and looked at me with wide eyes before her mouth broke into a bright smile.

“Would you mind the bike? I don’t know when I’ll ride one again, and I just, well, thought I would enjoy it while I could, you know?” When she smiled that big, bright, beautiful smile, I would have carried her on foot if she asked. I chuckled at her eagerness to ride despite the cooler temps of the evening.

“A woman after my own heart. Let’s go.” The garage door rolled up, and I backed the bike out, turning it around in the driveway. When she climbed on and snuggled up close to my back, it felt like the most natural feeling in the world. One I needed to squash. For both our sakes.

We took off into the night, and I swore I felt the slight rumbled of laughter vibrate through my back from her chest.
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“Believer”—Imagine Dragons

 

AS WE GOT CLOSER to the club, my heart ached at the thought of the night ending. Hacker was an attentive and proficient lover. The pleasant ache between my legs was a reminder of how amazing the night had been. It was almost closing time, and there were still a parking lot full of cars and bikes tonight. He pulled up behind my car and shut off his bike. As I climbed off, I was left feeling awkward and unsure of what to do or say. With my bag clutched tight to my abdomen, I looked at the ground and then up into his beautiful eyes.

“So, umm, thanks. Tonight was nice.”

“Just nice? Damn, I must be slipping.” His words and smirk broke the tension, and I laughed.

“So yeah, it was better than nice. Really amazing, actually. Thank you for the drink and the absolutely amazing sex and the ride back. How about that?” My smile couldn’t be suppressed as I took in his dimple and the laughter in his eyes.

In a moment of bravery, I leaned over to press a kiss on his full lips. I was trying to etch every detail of tonight in my head so I could pull it out and live it again on those lonely nights on my couch at home. My mind knew we couldn’t repeat this night. Not with everything going on in my life. My heart, on the other hand, was a fanciful, hopeful creature.

Besides, he had been honest with me. He and the guys from the MC didn’t seem like the relationship type. Of course, that didn’t mean a girl couldn’t dream, and hell, after that performance, I would’ve loved to have a repeat with him. Any damn time he wanted. Damn. With a sigh, I walked to my car.

After I unlocked my door and tossed my bag to the passenger seat, I looked over at him again. He was still sitting silently on his bike watching me with hungry eyes. So, I gave him a little wave and climbed into the car, locking the door and turning the key to start it. Only it sounded sluggish, and then it just clicked. I tried it again. Still nothing. What the hell? Even though I knew it wasn’t going to be any different, I tried again. Nothing.

Startled, I jumped at the tapping on my window. Hacker’s face looked at me as he leaned down to gaze in the window, and I opened the door.

“My car doesn’t want to start.” Duh. I’m sure he could tell that by listening to the fact that my car wasn’t running. Sometimes I swore I opened my mouth and stupid just rolled right on out. Ugh!

“Try it again and let me listen.” I did, and he said, “Sounds like your battery or maybe your starter. How old is your battery?” Seriously? Should I know that?

“Ummm, I got it with the car? But the car was new when I got it.” How long did a battery last? I thought they could last pretty much forever since the alternator kept charging it. Right?

“Yeah, so it’s probably your battery. You’re lucky it lasted this long.” Shithead smirked at me, and I wanted to smack him. “If I had brought my car, we could try to jump you, but I can’t with my bike. If you want, I can give you a ride home and have one of the prospects pick up your car in the morning, check it out, and change out the battery or starter at the shop. I’ll have them drop it at your house when it’s done.”

Shit. It didn’t look like I had much of a choice. My insurance was bare minimum and covered neither a tow, nor a starter or battery replacement. Also, I didn’t really have the extra cash for repairs, but I didn’t want to admit that to him. It was embarrassing. I would just have to cut back on the grocery budget and eat smaller meals. Hopefully Matt wouldn’t notice, or he’d be on my ass for that too.

Sighing in defeat, I climbed back out of my car after grabbing my tote from the seat. Dammit. This was just my luck. Why did it always feel as if the gods were conspiring against me?

“I’m sorry. I know you would much rather be going back home to bed. I can call a taxi and probably get a ride over to your shop before they close tomorrow, so I can pay for it. I don’t want you to go out of your way any more than you already have. It’s not your responsibility. I appreciate your help with this, though. Thanks.” He leaned his arms on either side of me on the roof of my car, trapping me up against the side.

“It’s no bother at all, really,” he said, tipping his head to the side and ducking down a little to be able to look in my downcast eyes. When I raised my gaze to him, he straightened only to lean toward me until his lips brushed mine as he spoke. “I’ll just have to find a way for you to make it up to me.” I caught the slight smile before he kissed me with a gentleness I wasn’t expecting.

Wow. Every time he kissed me, it was like the first time. When he pulled away, I stood there stunned, with my eyes closed, heart racing and lips parted. After I finally opened them, he was looking at me with a slightly confused expression before he hid it behind his signature smirk.

“Let’s get going. Give me your car key, and I’ll take care of everything.” I was still a little nervous about giving my car key over to a man I didn’t really know. Yet you slept with him. No, correction, you screwed his brains out. Shut up. Stupid conscience. Reluctantly, I handed him my key after fighting briefly with the key ring to get it off.

We returned to his bike, and after I gave him directions to my apartment, he pulled out into the cool night. All the way there, I prayed Matt was sleeping when we arrived.

The bike rumbled up in front of my apartment before I knew it, and he cut the engine. I climbed off and stood there not knowing exactly what to do, so I busied my hands with the strap of my tote, situating it on my shoulder just right and holding the straps.

“So. Déjà vu. Thanks again. For everything, I mean. Tonight and the car. You know.” My hands twisted the strap over my shoulder over and over. That awkward feeling was back again.

“Hey, it’s okay. No need to be nervous, Kassi. We’re adults, right? It’s all good. I had a great time tonight, and I actually wanted to thank you. Because I know that’s not your typical M.O., and I’m flattered you were willing to spend time with me. I really had a great time. Maybe next time you can stay afterward.” What the hell is an M.O.? Next time? Shit. He wanted a next time? My inner slut was jumping up and down clapping her hands. The good, responsible me was looking sternly at me and shaking her head.

“Kassi? What the hell? Where’s the car and who the hell is that?” With guilt bearing down on me, I looked up to the second-floor balcony where Matt stood with his hands resting on the railing, staring down at me with a frown before glaring suspiciously at Hacker. Aww hell. So much for my little brother not finding out about tonight. Taking a covert glance at Hacker, it was hard not to notice his tense posture and narrowed eyes as he gazed up at Matt.

“Okay, then. Ummm, thanks again for the ride. See you tomorrow.” With a quick wave to Hacker, I turned and raced up the stairs. When I got to the top, Matt sat frowning down at me with arms crossed over his chest and a raised eyebrow.

“You didn’t answer me, Kassi. Where’s the car? And who the hell was that?”

Shit, who was the older sibling, anyway? I scowled at him, muttering, “Not now,” and rushed in the apartment. I caught him turning his scowl toward Hacker before he entered behind me and closed the door with a firm hand. Then I heard Hacker’s bike start up, rev loudly, and take off down the road. Crap. Just peachy. I had two men pissed at me. One my brother, and the other a man I just randomly slept with, and I sure as hell didn’t like feeling like a chastised child from either one of them.

“First of all, I don’t owe you an explanation, Matt. I’m the older sister, remember, and I’m a grown woman. So, I got a ride home. No biggie. The car battery is dead, so I was lucky Hacker was there and able to give me a ride home.” Suddenly exhausted, I plopped my bag on the floor and headed to the hall closet to grab my blankets and pillow I stashed there during the day. When I turned to head back to the couch, Matt stood blocking my way, arms crossed with that damn cocked eyebrow again. Little brat. Lord, I loved him, but he was trying my patience tonight. Holding my pillow and blankets, I let out a sigh.

“Matt, I’m tired and I need to shower and get some sleep.”

“Dammit, Kassi. I knew you working at that place was a bad idea. Now you have bikers bringing you home? What the hell? How do you even know him? What if he didn’t bring you home, but instead took you somewhere and, like, took advantage of you or hurt you? Not to mention, what the hell kind of name is Hacker? Jesus, Kassi!”

My face flushed when he mentioned Hacker taking advantage of me. He didn’t know how close to the truth he was, of course it wasn’t either of us taking advantage of the other. It was very, very mutual.

“Hacker’s a nice guy. Believe it or not. As you can see, I’m safe. No worries. And besides, his club is the one who owns the Shamrock. He’s there every weekend pulling security. So I was and am perfectly safe. I promise. Now, if the interrogation is done, Father, I’m getting in the shower.” I smirked at his serious I’m-still-not-happy-with-you face and shook my head. After closing the bathroom door, I leaned against it and worried my bottom lip with my teeth.

Did I make a mistake tonight? Get caught up in a moment? Ugh no! What am I thinking? I’m a grown woman, without a boyfriend. I can do what I want. We were safe—I have an IUD, and he used a condom. It’s all good. What’s the big deal really? Except now he knows where I live, and he has seen what I look like out of my “Sparkle” shell.

How was I supposed to act when I saw him at work the next night? It was easy to tell myself I could always just act like nothing happened. Of course, it may be easier said than done, but no one needed to know that. That way, if he was just blowing smoke up my butt and he didn’t want to see me again, I could salvage some of my dignity. Hell, maybe he wouldn’t even be the club member on security detail tomorrow night.

But you know you want to see him there again, because if there is anyone you want to dance for, it’s him…. Oh, for God’s sake. Damn, inner slut, go away.
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“Wicked Game”—Theory Of A Deadman

 

SATURDAY NIGHT AND I was walking into a damn strip club. Okay, it was our club and I was on duty, but I actually hated strip joints. Unfortunately, I would be there every single night just for the chance to see Kassi if she danced nightly. She was amazing to watch, yes, but I simply liked being close to her—another abnormality for me that I wasn’t willing to analyze at this time. What I hated was other men looking at her, touching her, fantasizing about her. Just thinking about it had me getting pissed off.

Let it go, man, she’s not yours. Shaking my head at my own foolishness, I wandered past the tables toward the bar.

It was still early, and she wasn’t scheduled to be in for another couple hours or so. A stacked brunette was dancing, but she didn’t appeal to me. None of them did, except Kassi. Frustrated, I grabbed a stool at the end of the bar where I could visit with Bo and keep an eye on the handful of customers populating the club at this early hour. Often, I wondered what their lives were like that they would frequent a strip club alone this early on a Saturday night. My mind wandered to the possibilities as I sipped my Crown Black. As usual, I enjoyed the tingling burn as I nursed it. The rest of the night would be water, so I was savoring this glass.
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The night had been dragging by. There had been any number of dancers paraded across the stage, but none of them had done a damn thing for me. I’d been trying to watch for when Kassi came in, but it had been really busy, and I ended up having to step in with the bouncers to break up a fight between a couple of drunk asses and their friends fighting over who the dancer thought was better looking and who she was going home with.

My eyes rolled at the thought. Little did either of the dumbasses know the dancer they had fought over was a lesbian and couldn’t have given a rat’s ass about either one of them. Stupid fucks.

I had just taken my seat back in the corner when “Bad Girlfriend” by Theory of a Deadman started to play on the speakers. My gaze traveled the room, making sure nothing was amiss before taking in the stage to watch for assholes trying to mess with the dancer. When the spotlight lit up on the dancer, the glittering mask and blonde hair made my heart race. Kassi had taken the stage, and I never even saw her come in. Watching her body undulate, twist, turn, and slide along the stage and pole had my fucking dick at attention. Jesus. Innumerable dancers had crossed the stage already, and he couldn’t have cared less. It was not like him, or me, to get caught up in any single girl. That right there told me I needed to back off. There was no room in my life for complications, and starting something regular—I wouldn’t even go so far as to think the other “r” word—would definitely be considered a complication. And for God’s sake, I was referring to my dick as if it was a person. Christ almighty.

Not to mention, I had been taken by surprise when the guy at her apartment called out to her last weekend when I brought her home. Was he the reason she had to get home? She said she wasn’t married, but I wasn’t exactly sure what their relationship was. It didn’t matter, it was just another reason to stay the fuck away from her. If she would fuck around on him, she would… didn’t matter… wasn’t going there.

When her eyes found mine in the crowd, I saw her smile become just a hint bigger, and she kept looking my way throughout the rest of her routine. I tried my best to appear as though I was watching the crowd, not her, but my peripheral vision and overt glances when she wasn’t facing me never missed a second of her movements. When one of the customers reached up and grabbed her ankle as she was blowing kisses to the crowd and sauntering off the stage, I nearly came unglued as I jumped from my seat to get to her.

My feet froze in their tracks as the bouncer, Bull, was on that shit in a flash. Fuck. She wasn’t my responsibility, I told myself. I was only there to help when the bouncers couldn’t handle shit or if the Demon Runners showed their faces. We had taken out several of their members when they had tried to lure us in to an ambush with Hollywood’s old lady, but we didn’t get them all and we knew they were still lurking around town, waiting to get even; we just hadn’t seen them lately.

My hand scrubbed my face as I tried to clear my thoughts, and I sat back down. Maybe I needed to ask Snow to take me off the weekend shift or alternate me with one of the other guys—wean myself off her. Besides my hands itching to touch her again, it was also starting to drive me crazy that all these pricks were seeing her damn near naked. Now that I had been with her, it was getting harder and harder not to yank her ass off the stage and wrap her in my shirt or throw her over my shoulder and take off with her caveman style. The problem with changing my schedule was I felt myself starting to get frustrated at the thought of not being there to keep Kassi safe.

She had become my addiction.

If I was honest with myself, I needed this little bit of contact, even if it was only visual, to give me my fix. If I was being smart and cutting ties, I needed to at least see her—even if it was pure torture to lay eyes on her but not be able to touch her. Fuck, I was turning into a goddamn pussy.

Fuck it.

When I got up from my stool and wandered back to the dressing area, I knew for a certainty I was losing my fucking mind. Making up excuses, I told myself I just wanted to talk to her for a few minutes. Make sure she was doing okay.

Cinnamon was walking out as I approached the door, and she grinned as she watched me walk purposefully closer to her. “Hey, Hacker, now who might you be looking for? Maybe a certain ‘sparkly’ little blonde?”

A smirk was her answer.

“You need me to go get her or do you want to walk the gauntlet back there for her?” Considering most of these girls would love to get themselves attached to a club member, it was indeed a risky venture, indeed. Laughing, I shook my head. “Yeah, I’ll go to her. After all, she’s worth the battle, right?”

Just as I prepared to pass by, she side-stepped in front of me and her expression transformed to something serious. “Hacker, don’t fuck around and hurt her. She acts tough, and she is, but she’s also fragile in ways that would make it easy for a guy like you to tear her apart.”

“A guy like me? What’s that supposed to mean? I’m a great guy.” Trying to make light of the situation, I poured all my charm on and gave her my signature Hacker smile. “She’s a big girl, and I’m pretty sure she can handle her own, but I’m not looking to hurt her in any way. Besides, two consenting adults can’t hurt one another, as long as the expectations are clear.”

Cinnamon pursed her lips and stepped to the side to let me pass. “Make sure you’re clear with her then, hon. She has a lot of things weighing on her. Between school and her brother, she worries a lot, already. Of anyone, she deserves to have some enjoyment for herself, but not at the expense of getting hurt.” As she walked away, instead of being pissed that she had the nerve to confront me, I found myself glad that Kassi had someone who was looking out for her.

Her brother, huh? Hopefully, that was the guy at her apartment. I felt stupid being jealous of a guy who was probably her brother. Making a mental note to clarify what had been bothering me for the past week, I entered the lion’s den.

Weaving through half naked women who took every opportunity to eye fuck me and grope me, my stride never slowed and my eyes never strayed from my destination. Sitting on a small stool in front of a vanity, the beautiful woman consuming my thoughts sat touching up her makeup. As I stopped behind her, our eyes met in the mirror. Initially, hers registered shock at my presence, then her lips curled into a sweet smile, and my heart lurched in my chest.

“Hey, you.” She spun around in her chair to look up at me. “To what do I owe this act of bravery? You’re lucky none of them jumped your sexy ass on your way over here.”

Without even realizing I was making a movement, my hand flipped her hair over her shoulder to trail my fingers down her neck to her shoulder, then slid across her collar bone before slipping down between her luscious breasts. Her silken skin was a powerful magnet to the insignificant flakes of metal that were my hands.

“Needed to see you.” No—needed to touch her, because for the last week, seeing wasn’t enough. “And I got a good taste of how you all feel up there on stage, because my balls and ass may have been mauled more than a bone in a room full of puppies.”

A chuckle escaped her, but it was obvious she wasn’t unaffected by the contact of our skin, because her eyelids became heavy, her lips parted, and her head tipped to the side to provide better access to her glowing pink skin. She was not only beautiful, she was sexy as fuck.

“You saw me. Now what?” Her voice was a husky rasp, another tell that she loved my touch.

“Now what? Now, I tell you I want you to spend the night with me tonight. I’m not into playing games. I want you in my bed.” Her lips teased my dick with the surprised “o” they formed. It was begging me to slide it in the perfect opening her lips provided. She made me feel like a horny teenager.

“Holy shit. You don’t mince words, do you?” The look of surprise left as quick as it had flashed across her face. The coy expression on her face made me want to bend her over her vanity in front of God and everyone.

“Why should I?”
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“Sex and Candy”—Maroon 5

 

WHY SHOULD HE? INDEED, he shouldn’t. Now, let me be serious for a moment. After the amazing night I had spent with him, he hadn’t said much, just watched me, so I figured he was a one and done kind of guy. Which I was okay with, because we had initially agreed not to make it into more than that. Don’t mistake that to mean I didn’t want another chance to worship his classic Greek-God-like body, but I worried about things getting ugly if our relationship became public. By relationship, I meant fuck-buddy status.

Then again, who did I really need to answer to? Matt would be eighteen in a couple of months. CPS probably wouldn’t mess with us too much. It was more keeping the dancing I’d been doing to pay the bills, from affecting my future job as a nurse. If I was able to quit, it might be different, but I didn’t want the connections to come to light. That was the whole reason for my elaborate disguise in the first place.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Please say yes, please say yes. Matt was with his friends at the lake for the night, so I wouldn’t have to worry about explaining where I had been. The timing was actually pretty damn perfect.

“Babe, not only do I think it’s a good idea, I think it’s a brilliant idea.” His boyish grin was my undoing. The sweetness and charm were such a contrast to his bad boy appearance that it completely took me out at the knees. Fucking-A, he was beautiful. Rugged, hot and inked, the perfect combo.

“In that case, I get off at one tonight. I’ll follow you to your house?”

“Sounds fucking perfect.” Watching him lean in, my lips anticipated the intoxicating touch of his, but the jolt of electricity that shot from where our lips touched, straight to my pussy was completely unexpected. It caused my breath to stutter as he pulled away.

“See you soon, doll.” Aww hell, I was going to have to be careful.

Careful, Schmareful. Who cares? Let that boy use you and abuse you for as long as you can.

Jesus, not you again.

Honey, I never left.

Grrrrrr why? Why was I having conversations with my inner slut?

Shutting down the inner slut within me—who I knew was going to get her way, I finished getting ready for my last two sets.

As I gazed at the stranger in the mirror, there were two things I knew for certain. 1) One a.m. couldn’t come soon enough. 2) My heart was in serious danger with this guy.
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Pulling my car in his driveway, I watched as the headlight of his bike turned in and the garage door opened. He pulled into the garage and I got out of my car to enter behind him. It was impossible not to notice how well his jeans hugged his ass as he brought his leg over the bike and stood. When he ruffled his hair into haphazard tufts, my mouth went dry. He was by far the hottest guy I’d ever laid eyes on.

Perfection was the only descriptive word I could think of to describe him as he walked toward me. When we were toe to toe, he wove his fingers in my hair to cradle my head and buried his nose in my hair. His breath feathered across my head as he sat for a few moments just smelling me. “God, Kassi, you should never cover this hair. It’s like the darkest chocolate. You know, not the dark chocolate of those little candy bars my mom always bought, but the special dark ones.”

“Are you serious?” I giggled. It was impossible not to laugh a little at his comparison. He just grinned and nipped my neck.

Those broad hands left my hair to cup my ass. Hoisting me up, he pulled me tight against his rock-hard erection so I obliged by wrapping my legs tight around his hips. My ass was then pressed against the wall so he could free a hand to open the door. The door he then kicked shut as he kept walking and entered his bedroom. With a growl, we both fell to the bed with his forearms holding him up to keep him from crushing me.

Words became nonexistent as our hands grasped and pulled at each other’s clothing. Our lips slammed together and it was nothing but a thrashing of tongues, biting, sucking, nipping for dominance. There was no winner, though. Just frenzied lust.

Once we were both naked as the day we were born, he flipped me to my belly and pushed my mane of hair to the side. Whimpers snuck from deep inside me as he licked and nipped his way across my shoulders and trailed down my spine. When he reached my ass, he grasped each cheek in his hands and squeezed before biting first one cheek then the other.

Warmth and wetness flooded to the juncture of my thighs, even though I shouted a startled, “Hey!” when his teeth had closed on my ass cheeks.

“Shh! Don’t make me spank this perfect ass. Though I would love to see my hand print painted on your beautiful, creamy skin. Besides, you obviously didn’t mind too much.” His hand had dipped between my thighs, where a single finger had then slid through the moisture and along my slit. “Unless your body lies, and I very much doubt that.” Gathering my cream on his finger he reached farther down to circle my clit, causing me to turn and bite the comforter under my cheek. My back arched and my ass raised to tip my sex closer to him. Better access and all….

“You want me, don’t you? Have you been thinking about this? About the things I did to you last time?” My head nodded yes, my cheek sliding along the smooth surface of the fabric under my head. He groaned and whispered in my ear as he clutched my hair in a fist. “The things I could do to you… fuck. Too bad I need to bury my cock in that wet pussy right-fucking now.”

The tell-tale rustling of the condom wrapper told me he would be filling me soon, and my heart raced in anticipation. His fingers gripped my ass cheeks again, lifting and tipping my hips before I felt the nudge of his broad head against my opening. Ever so freaking slowly, he pushed farther in—inch by inch until he was buried deep within me. In a flash, he had scooped my ass up until I was on my knees, his palm splayed on my back, keeping my chest and head to the bed. Slowly, that hand feathered along my skin until he grasped my heated skin.

“Oh God. Yessss.” Was the only intelligible thing that left my mouth after he began to thrust in then push my hips away. The rest was gibberish brought on by the spectacular feeling of his thick member stretching me with each powerful plunge forward. With each drive into me, he pulled my ass toward him, causing his cock to slam so deep, his balls pressed against my clit. The movements combined, sent me into sensory overload.

The familiar tightening of every muscle in my body began to creep in and suddenly ecstasy in the form of the best orgasm of my life burst through my core, spreading to my fingertips and toes, and causing my sheath to pulse and clench tightly around his thickness.

“Jesus. Fuuuuuuuuck!” exploded from his mouth as he pulled me tight to his hips and pressed deep within me. Floating in the aftermath of my climax, which was prolonged by the steady throb of his cock, I was nothing but a pile of satiated, boneless blob. He made a few shallow pushes in and out and I whimpered in pleasure.

Rolling us to our sides, his sculpted arms drew me tight to his body which wrapped around mine like a glove. His warm length spooned behind me, and his arm cradling me against him must have lulled me into a brief snooze, because I reluctantly opened my eyes to him climbing back in bed after, I assumed, disposing of the condom.

Hot breath and the slide of his tongue along my shoulder, proceeded his teeth closing on the corded section of my shoulder. “Mmmmmm. Stop or you’re going to have to give me a repeat.”

His soft chuckle against my ear sent shivers down my spine and arms. “Insatiable wench. You staying with me tonight?”

“Mmmmm. Yeah, because I don’t think I’d be safe to drive. Can you be drunk on sex alone? ‘Cause I think I am.” Laughter along my spine and the tug of the covers from under my limp body were all my scrambled brain grasped, before the covers slid over the top of me and his warm skin pressed to mine, again.

His heartbeat aligned where his front snuggled against my back, and the two beating in unison were my lullaby and the last thing that I remembered before deep sleep dragged me under.
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“The Drug In Me Is You”—Falling In Reverse

 

WE’D STARTED A BLAZING fire we couldn’t contain. Indubitably, she was my drug of choice, and my body craved her like no other. We were ridiculous. Sneaking off every chance we got, like hormone-crazed teenagers. Sex consumed us, and we were insatiable. At the club, in the staff bathroom. In the office. In her car—and let me tell you that took contortionist-like feats to fold my big ass in there and leave room for her to straddle my lap. In my car. On my bike in my garage—I’ll never look at my tank the same again. You name it, and we christened it.

Ask me if I cared. Because I can promise you, I didn’t give a flying fuck where we were, but she drew the line at anywhere too public. Because I didn’t want to risk her telling me no, I acquiesced.

There was a fine line I was walking with her. My heart was starting to defrost and I could feel my addiction reaching astronomic proportions. If I wasn’t at the club or working, I was trying to squeeze in time to bury myself in the paradise of her thighs. Between my shit, her school and her work, it was never enough.

I was fast on my way to being well and truly pussy-whipped. So when Joker and Hollywood confronted me, I knew I had to end whatever we were doing before I was in too deep I couldn’t pull back.

“What are you doing, bro?” Joker was talking to me but fucking with one of his e-cigarettes.

“Huh? I’m working on updating the club’s security system.” My words were spoken as if I was carefully talking to a child or someone on the verge of becoming unhinged. The question had caught me off-guard, and I didn’t know what he was asking.

“Kassi.” Just the sound of her name had my stomach in knots and my heart thudding. His light grey eyes lifted to bore into mine. He had a soft spot for her and I had to admit, sometimes it had me feeling a little jealous wondering if he wanted her for himself. Another clue I was in over my head with her.

“Man, what the fuck are you talking about?” Trying for ignorance in an attempt to stall, I returned my gaze to my computer screens. The familiar feel of the keys under my fingertips, calmed me immediately.

Hollywood stood up from the chair in my room and stepped toward me. Cocking his head to the side, he narrowed his eyes at me. “Don’t be stupid, everyone knows you’ve been banging like rabbits. What I don’t understand is why you’re keeping her at arm’s length. We know you, so don’t deny it.” My temper was beginning to flare because I knew he was right, and it pissed me off.

“So what if we’re two consenting adults who like having sex with each other? What’s the fucking problem with that?” My words and tone were harsh and I knew it, but I didn’t like being called out.

“Hey, amigo, easy. The fucking problem with that, is you bring her to your house. You spend the night with her. You never do that with any of the women I’ve ever known you to be with, and the number is low. Don’t understand that either, but to each his own. My question is more about if Kassi knows this will never be more than fucking. Or are you finally going to admit you want more?” Joker’s expression was a direct contrast to his road name as he stared me down.

“You know I don’t want more, and you know why. Yes, she’s okay with it—we agreed on no strings from the start. But I’m getting bored anyway, and I was actually planning to end this shit soon.” The lie churned and roiled in my guts, stirring nausea and anger within me. “Now if you’re through, I have shit to do.” Anger thrust me out of my chair and had me storming to my bike. With a growl of my pipes, I took off out of the parking lot on squealing tires and bone deep fury.

The thought of never touching her again, of her moving on to another man, was eating my insides like battery acid. My heart screamed she was mine, but my brain shut down that traitorous organ and closed the door on it. For once, the wind on my face and asphalt racing under my tires did nothing to alleviate my aggravation.
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“All Downhill From Here”—New Found Glory

 

IT HAD BEEN A few weeks since the last time I had gone home with Hacker, and he had made no further attempts to contact me or talk to me, even though he was there for my every shift. A few times I had caught him watching my routine with a blatant hunger in his gaze, but usually, it seemed he was ignoring me. He didn’t read my text messages, as they all went unread, so I quit because I didn’t want to seem needy and weird. It was strange, though, because we had been fucking like rabbits every chance we had, then suddenly… nothing. No explanation, no fuck you… nothing. Just nothing.

Now, weeks later, he was still here and still hadn’t approached me or contacted me. I couldn’t lie and say it didn’t hurt. Wasn’t that what I wanted though? No strings. Innumerable nights of awesome, amazing sex without pressure or commitment? Even better than a one night stand. Right?

That was one of the reasons I gave myself for why I didn’t sleep with any of the customers or club members; I knew it wouldn’t mean anything to them but a quick and easy fuck because they classified all the strippers as whores. Even though that was exactly what I had told him I was willing to do—meaningless sex. The other was because I didn’t need the complication of a relationship thrown on top of all my life stress. So now, even though I knew a relationship was the last thing I needed, I was actually upset because I thought for a moment he was different and maybe I could make a commitment work for the right guy, but deep down I had known better. It made me feel used and dirty.

What pissed me off even more was, since that night, like a complete fool, I had danced every dance for him. My damn inner slut was correct on that matter. Every night I worked also left me feeling like I needed to scrub the filth and shame off my skin like it was a slimy coating. The leers and vulgar comments from the men who watched me repulsed me more now than ever. It was becoming harder and harder to separate myself and tolerate what I was doing.

But I was finally in my last semester of nursing school, and Matt’s senior year of high school was well underway. The light was starting to twinkle at the end of the tunnel, so I pushed on and kept moving.

It was just a job, I told myself each day I walked through the door to work. One I would only have to do for a few more weeks, God willing. Okay, it was technically a little over two months since this was the beginning of October, but I was trying to think positive. After I graduated, I was hoping to get a job as a graduate nurse at the hospital until I passed my boards, and then I wouldn’t have to be here. I just didn’t know how the finances would pan out. It was hard to top what I made at the Shamrock. Which sucked. If I had to, I would keep working there until I passed my boards, though that was the last thing I wanted to do.

As I took the stage and heard the beginning notes of “Boss’s Daughter” by Pop Evil fill the room, I couldn’t help but notice he was there in his regular spot, like every night. I almost hated him for being able to fuck me and forget me, because I sure hadn’t been able to move on as easily. Asshole.

Hell, I didn’t know why I was mad. Like I said, we both agreed we didn’t want anything further than that night. Too bad I couldn’t seem to stick to my convictions when he obviously could. Unfortunately, my heart had clung to the “next time” he let slip that night. He made me want more… with him. I cursed myself for being five types of fool.

Deep breath and concentrate…

When it was time for my final routine of the night, I couldn’t resist peeking out front. Of course, the asshole was still there. It was as if his sole purpose in life was to drive me crazy. He had me shaking I was so pissed at him. It was stupid, I knew, but it wasn’t fair.

Closing my eyes tight in an attempt to get my shit together, I clenched my teeth and continued to breath in and out as slow and deep as I could. By the time my eyes opened again and the first notes of Joi’s “Lick” started, I had Sparkle firmly in place. My routine went off without a hitch. If there was one thing I could say, I was good at what I did. Fortunately, for the money… unfortunately, for my pride.

Every fucking time my eyes met his, he looked away, but I knew he had been watching me. As I made to exit the stage, a good-looking guy in his late twenties/early thirties called my name and handed me a single red rose with a bill rolled up and stuck in the center. This was the third time he had done this, and I smiled as I thanked him, taking no lengthy notice of his interest. Never again. Nope. Should have stuck to my rules weeks ago, and I would be a lot better off.

When I slipped through the curtain to move back stage, I pulled the bill out and about shit myself. It was a hundred-dollar bill! Fuck me running! Wow. Usually it was only a ten. It almost made me feel guilty for being like that to the poor guy. Yeah, I said almost. This time, I was sticking to my guns. I grabbed a towel from the chair at my tiny station, untied the mask and patted the sweat from my face to salvage my makeup, and sat down to look in the mirror. Jesus, I looked tired. Late nights studying during the week, dancing nights on the weekend, and studying during the day was taking its toll on me.

I’m getting closer, I reiterated to myself and sighed.
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Over the next several weeks, the same good-looking guy was there each weekend, and each time he had a rose for me with a hundred-dollar bill in it after my first performance. If the guy was loaded enough and crazy enough to tip me a hundred bucks a day, more power to him.

I still ignored him, except for thanking him. Hacker was still holding down the stool at the table in the corner. And I was still disgusted with myself.

The only thing different was… every time I looked at Hacker during my performances, he was openly staring at me with lust practically steaming from his pores. Of course, he never made so much as an attempt to do anything about it, and at that point, I would be more likely to knee him in the dick than do anything else with it.

I also knew he had to have noticed my admirer. Let’s face it, the guy saw everything that happened in the club, just as his brothers in the MC did. His clenched jaw and narrowed eyes gave him away when I turned to free the snagged curtain from my costume last week. Yeah, well screw you. You had your chance, I thought to myself.

When Spice, one of the new girls, came up to me after I exited the stage and told me I had someone, who said he was my boyfriend, waiting in the Blue Room for a dance, I was fuming. Are you fricking serious? He doesn’t talk to me for months—Damn. Months—and he thinks he can pull that shit again and call himself my boyfriend. And expect a private dance? Oh hell no. Enough was enough. Storming out of the backstage area, I was heading up there to give him a piece of my mind, and he was going to be sorry for being a presumptuous asshole.

Angrier by the second, I stomped to the Blue Room and flung the door open. There was no one in the room, but there was a red rose on the small couch in the corner where the customer would usually sit. Was this his way of apologizing or did my admirer leave it there for me? Looking closer, the hundred-dollar bill told me it was from my admirer. So preoccupied with my anger and picking up the rose, I didn’t notice the door closing until it clicked and locked. Spinning quickly around, I was shocked to see my admirer standing there with his hands in his pockets, smiling nervously at me. Well, I wasn’t expecting that.

“Umm, hey, I don’t do private dances. The bouncers should have told you that. I’m really sorry if there was a mix-up.” He stood staring at me for a minute before he spoke and walked closer to me. My gaze on him was wary as I wondered what he was doing, especially since I told him I didn’t do this.

“Sparkle, sweetheart, I know you don’t do dances for other guys. I’ve been watching you, and it pleases me that you have been saving yourself for me. But we’re different, you and I. We’re special. That’s why I’ve brought you a rose every night you’re here. I tip you generously. You never refuse my flowers or tips, so I know you feel our connection. You and I both know we have a special connection. Not like the rest of those heathens out there.” Holy shit. Was this guy for real? Who would’ve guessed a good-looking guy like him would be nuts and this desperate for a woman.

“Uh, yeah, about that, I dance here and people tip me. It’s what they do. It doesn’t mean anything. You realize that, right?” He was insane if he thought my accepting his tips or his flowers gave him special privileges or made us a couple. My heart raced nervously as he was seriously in my personal space by this time, and I placed a hand out in front of me to keep him from getting any closer, but he just walked into it and kept walking until I was cornered against the wall.

“I love you, and I know you love me. You don’t have to pretend like we’re strangers anymore. I know you were trying to keep everyone from knowing you are taken because you’re afraid of losing your allure as the untouchable Sparkle. But it’s okay. We’re alone here, so no one will see us.”

No shit. He was right, we were alone. The damn door was locked, the panic button was on the opposite side of the room by the music controls, and the rooms were nearly soundproof. I needed to get to the door and get it unlocked so I could get the hell out of there. Trying to make my escape, I started to move minuscule steps sideways to get around him and to the door. That’s when the pounding started on the door. The muffled voice on the outside of the door was enough to distract him momentarily, so I made a dash around him toward the door.

Damn if he wasn’t fast though. He grabbed my arm, spinning me around and pulling me against his body before I made it to the door. His breath was hot on my face, and I struggled to get loose, even though I knew it was pointless. He was too strong. The pounding continued on the door, and I tried to reason with him, but his hands were all over me. Touching, squeezing, groping. My struggling only seemed to turn him on as I felt the evidence of his arousal pressing into my hip.

He grabbed the flimsy gauze top I had tossed on before stomping over here, causing it to rip down the front. At first, he seemed surprised by what he had done, but quickly the lust in his face overtook the surprised expression. He grabbed my breast, cruelly twisting my nipple in his hand. In pain, I cried out and struggled franticly in his arms. Oh God, I prayed. Please don’t let him do this to me. No.

“Stop fighting me, Sparkle!” I tried to knee him in the balls, and he backhanded me, knocking me to the side. In desperation, my hands flailed to grab something, but I was too far off balance and I fell to the ground, landing hard on my side. By this time, I was sobbing and trying to crawl backward from him, but he was still faster. Never in my life had I thought I would be raped. Nothing prepares you for something like that. When he straddled my legs, holding them together with his and sitting on my knees, my hands took over, swatting and scratching wildly. It felt like a savage animal had taken over my body, and I was in a feral mode for survival. He was stronger than me, but I wasn’t giving up.

My sobs were violent and uncontrollable by this time, and I had begun to resign myself to what was going to happen. Despite the initial fierceness of my struggles, I was no match for him and he was overpowering every move I made. It made me feel more helpless and alone than I had ever felt in my life. He was pressing into the center of my legs, trying to get them apart as he laid fully on me, crushing the air from my body.

“Shhhhh, I didn’t want it to be like this the first time, Sparkle, sweetheart, but you didn’t give me a choice. I’m going to make love to you, and maybe then you will realize how much I love you and how good we are together.” His face was pressed tight to the side of my head, his lips next to my ear. My tears were running into my wig. In a detached manner, I thought how strange it was that my wig hadn’t come off in the struggle.

The next thing I knew, he was off me with a surprised shout and there was a loud thud and multiple grunts. My body reflexively curled into a ball on the floor, and I cried as I stared blankly at the texture of the wall. Tremors racked my body, and I curled tighter.

Gentle hands touched me, but I instinctively began screaming, kicking and fighting as if my life depended on it.

“Baby, it’s me! It’s Hacker! Kassi, stop! You’re going to hurt yourself!”

I don’t know if it was my name from his mouth, the actual sound of his voice, or maybe just his smell that registered with my brain, but my wild eyes focused and found his face. My hands clutched his leather vest, and I buried my face in his chest as my body shook and sobs inundated my body.

Through it all, his hands pulled the pins holding on my wig until it was off and his fingers combed through my hair in a soft, calming rhythm. His lips occasionally brushed my head, and he soothed me with soft words like one would a scared colt. My hands clung to him long after my sobs eased to sporadic hiccups.
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“Coming Undone”—Korn

 

THE NEED TO KILL the asshole that had been assaulting Kassi was still heavy on my mind and body. I was afraid to ask her how far he went because she was just starting to calm down. His pants were undone and his dick was out, but I wasn’t sure, and I hated fucking thinking about it. For the millionth time that night, I cursed that I didn’t have keys to all the private rooms, and I had to wait for Bo to find the right one to open the door.

It was pure chance that I had even found out she was even in there with someone. I had gotten up to piss, and as I passed the hall to the private rooms I saw her go in, then seconds after, some guy followed her in and the door closed and locked.

At first, I was just pissed that she would willingly go into a room with someone after she told me she didn’t do that. So, I beat on the door without thinking. When I thought I heard a muffled scream through the door, I had pushed through the crowd to get to Bull where he stood by the bar, surveying the crowd. Then it took Bo what felt like forever to find the key ring to the private doors in the junk drawer. Why the fuck they weren’t kept with the bouncers, I didn’t know either, but that was going to change.

Joker arrived in no time, with Soap to take over for me. I had told Bull to call Snow and have him send someone to replace me, after I beat the dog snot out of that piece of shit that was on top of her. Thinking about it again made me see red, and I was fighting to keep myself calm.

“Hey, man, just get her home safe. We’ll take care of shit here.” Joker wasn’t living up to his name because he almost looked as pissed as I felt. Not that I was overly surprised because we tried our best to keep the girls safe and run a clean establishment. When one of them got hurt, we felt responsible.

“Thanks, bro. I appreciate it.” Tossing my keys to Soap, I told him to make sure my bike got taken back to the clubhouse, and I would get it tomorrow. Then I nodded to both of them and carried Kassi out of the room with her face hidden in my cut and behind the curtain of her long, tangled hair. At least no one would know who she was if they noticed us. Instructing Bull to quietly get her things, I cut down the hall to the door back by the backstage dressing area.

Kassi’s friend, Cinnamon, came running out with Bull, and I wrapped Kassi in a blanket that Cinnamon grabbed from the office. Fiercely, I told Cinnamon not to mention a word of this to the other dancers, and if anyone asked where she was, say she had gotten sick. Placing her gently in the passenger seat of her car, I literally had to peel her hands from my cut, her fingers were so tightly clenched in the leather. She whimpered, and I crouched down to hold her close until she was calm again.

“Baby, we need to take you to the hospital to make sure… uh… he didn’t hurt you or anything.”

“No! No hospital! I’m okay. He didn’t. He wasn’t able to actually… Oh God… Just get me out of here. Please!” Her sobs started again and nearly broke me. Dammit, I wanted to go back in and punch that fuckwad a few more times. The problem was, I was so angry that I didn’t trust myself not to kill him. That was the last thing the club needed coming down on them right now. 

“I’m going to take you back to my place then, okay? I don’t want you to be alone right now. Or would you rather go home? I can take you to your place, if that’s what you want.” Her head shook back and forth rapidly, and she sniffed as she sat with her hands curled in her lap and her head bowed, her hair a dark curtain.

Jesus, I fucking hated seeing her that way. The Kassi I knew was strong and vibrant, not browbeaten and afraid. Placing a kiss on her head, I made sure she was buckled in and tucked out of the way of the door before I closed it. Then I rushed to the driver’s side and climbed in. Shit, I had to slide the seat all the way back and lay it back a little so I wasn’t hitting the roof with my head and the dash with my knees. Damn small fucking cars.

The drive was silent, with only the occasional sniffle from my passenger as she lay with her head resting against the window. After we pulled in my driveway, I got her in the house and settled in my guest bedroom with the covers pulled up against her ear as she lay on her side. Not sure what to do, I was sitting on the edge of the bed stroking her silky, dark-chocolate hair and alternately smoothing the blankets across the top of her arm and shoulder.

Never having dealt with anything like this, I wasn’t sure what the best course of action was for her mental well-being. Part of me felt like I should get up and leave her in peace, but the other part of me didn’t want to leave her alone. The problem was, I wasn’t sure which she wanted and what was best for her. I knew what I needed, but that didn’t play into this situation at all. What I wanted was to gather her up in my arms and never let her go, but I didn’t think that would be good for either of us really. Her sniffles had ceased, and her breathing was even once again, so I assumed she finally fell asleep.

With a sigh, I stood to leave the room, telling myself I would check on her throughout the night. Pulling out my phone, I called Snow to give him an update. After I hung up, I prepared myself for a long sleepless night. The first thing I needed was a shot. I had thought about giving her one to calm her nerves and help her sleep better, but first I didn’t want to leave her side, and then she was sleeping.

Fuck. This was not good.

What the fuck happened tonight? She never did private dances, and one of the bouncers was always supposed to be stationed outside the room in case a dancer hit the panic button. Of course, with the clusterfuck we experienced trying to get the door open, that wouldn’t have done much good anyway. Jesus, we needed to change things at the club. After all the trouble we’d been having there lately, we needed to be better prepared for whatever trouble may arise.

Quietly, I went upstairs to the kitchen to pull down a shot glass and my bottle of Crown from the cupboard. I set the glass on the granite with a clink, unscrewed the bottle cap, and poured a generous shot. Looking at the clock to make sure it wasn’t too late, I pulled up Hollywood’s number on my phone. As it rang, I downed my drink.

“Hey, bro, Snow just messaged everyone telling us what happened. You got Sparkle there with you?” His voice sounded shocked. But then again, no one knew she and I had some history. My life stayed pretty private from everyone.

“Yeah, man. She’s pretty shook up. I’m not sure what to do for her, but she didn’t want to go home.”

“She’s a good girl. I can’t believe that shit happened to her. What the fuck, bro? She never does private dances. She may keep to herself, but everyone knows that. I’m actually a little surprised you of all people stepped in to take care of her. Of course, we could all tell you had a fascination with her, but truthfully, what gives?” I could hear Becca in the background. “Bec wants to know if you need anything for her.”

“Nothing gives, I was the one on watch, and I just felt responsible for her. She wouldn’t let me take her to the hospital. She claims he didn’t….” The words stuck in my damn mouth. Clearing my throat, I continued, “He didn’t, um, you know… and nah, I’m good. She’s sleeping in my guest room right now. I’ll take her home in the morning.”

“Did you call her brother? He’ll be worried as shit if she doesn’t come home tonight.” Brother? Awww hell. The guy at her apartment. Fucking-A, I felt like a dumbass. Especially considering I never clarified it the whole time we were screwing each other’s brains out. Probably because I didn’t want to admit she might be capable of two-timing someone.

“Didn’t know she had a brother. How’d you know?” No way would I admit it grated on me that Mason knew something about her that I didn’t. Of course, I could have found out every detail of her life if I wanted, but I wasn’t going to invade her privacy like that. It was killing me not to know everything about her, but I still didn’t want to do that.

“Becca ran into her at Fareway, and she was with her brother. I guess Sparkle recognized her from when that shit went down at the club with her. Bec said she’s a sweetheart, nothing like some of those bitches from the Shamrock.” Becca murmured in the background again.

“Bec says just give her some time, and let her talk if she wants. She said she could give her the number for the lady she talks to about her shit. I’ll text it to you.” God, he hit gold with her. He better not fuck it up.

“Thanks, bro, and tell Becca I said thank you. I’ll pass it on to her tomorrow when she gets up. I’m gonna go check on her, then try to get some sleep. Later.” Setting the phone down on the counter, exhaustion was creeping in.

Pouring another shot, I took a deep breath and inhaled her scent clinging to me from carrying her close. Tipping it back, I enjoyed the sweet burn before setting the glass down and leaving everything sitting on the counter as I made my way back downstairs.

First, I rummaged in her bag to find her mobile. Hoping her brother had a photo attached to his contact info, I rifled through her recent calls until I saw a pic that looked like it could be him. Once again, I could easily go up to my computer and find every fucking thing about her brother, but honestly, I was tired as hell and didn’t really want to go back upstairs to my computer room.

Opening the text messages between them, I saw him refer to her as “sis” and knew I was good. I wasn’t sure what she would want him to know. So, I shot off a text telling him she had to close and was going to crash at one of the girl’s places close by because she was too tired to drive. Little sequential dots ran through the bubble showing he was typing.

Matt: K. U sure ur ok? Need me to get a ride there and drive u home?

Me: I’m good. See you in morning. Luv u!

Matt: K. Luv u 2!

Geez it felt weird to type as a chick. Shaking my head, worried I was messing up but too tired to care, I dropped into my recliner in the family room area. Needing something mindless, I turned on the TV, lowering the volume until it was barely audible. I didn’t want it to wake her. I flipped through the channels one after the other, but I wasn’t really paying attention to what was on, so I just left it on a random channel and stared blankly at the screen. My head dropped back to the chair, and I closed my eyes for a minute.

I must have dozed off because I startled awake by an almost inhuman scream. Jumping up, I rushed into the room to find her screaming and thrashing in the bed. Shit. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I gently shook her to wake her, speaking slow and calming words. She woke swinging, but thankfully I was pretty good at ducking punches. With the shit I had seen in the Marine Corps, nightmares were no novelty to me.

“Oh my God, Hacker, I’m so sorry!” She must have finally realized what she was doing, and she covered her face with her hands. She cried silently into her palms briefly before I sat on the bed and gathered her close. Not sure what to do, I did my best to soothe her with my hands on her back and soft-spoken words of comfort. It should have been awkward to me, but consoling her seemed to come naturally. When I tried to pry her hands from my shirt to get her to look at me, she slipped her arms around my torso and squeezed me in a death grip with her face buried in my shoulder.

“Easy now, I need to be able to breathe, you know.” She let loose a laugh, which ended in a soft, hiccupped cry. Her face was still pressed tightly to my shoulder, so I stroked the back of her head again. “You all right? It was just a bad dream. You’re safe here, baby. I promise.”

“Please stay here with me and hold me?” Oh fuck. No way could I do that. She was fragile right then and my body was already on high alert having her breasts pressed tightly to me and her scent weaving around me in every direction. For Christ’s sake, I was a twisted asshole to have urges like that toward her after what she had just been through.

Damn.

“Baby, I don’t think that’s a good idea. After what you just went through, I think it’s probably best that I just sit back out in the family room. I’m only a few steps away. Not far at all.” God knew, I needed some distance between us.

“No! Please. Hacker, I need you to hold me. I need to know I’m not alone. Even though he wasn’t able to actually… Well, you got there in time, I mean. I’m just shaken up, and I want you to hold me so I know I’m safe. Please?” Her hands had loosened from around my back, and she framed my face with them. She was shaking, and her hands were freezing despite the warmth in the house.

Those ice blue eyes of hers seemed to mesmerize me, and before I knew it, against my better judgement, I was climbing on the bed to pull her back to my front and wrapping my arm around her. She took my hand in hers and laced her fingers with mine as she tugged it tight around her body and up between her breasts.

Fucking Jesus. My eyes rolled in my head.

“Erik.”

“Huh?” she whispered as she lay clutching my hand.

“My name is Erik. I figured since I’m going to be laying here to protect you, you should at least call me by my real name. Right?” I chuckled softly in an attempt to lighten the mood.

“Erik.” She said it almost as a question. Like she was testing the feel of it on her tongue. When she snuggled her ass into my crotch, I felt myself harden. Proof positive that a cock had no emotions nor empathy. Shit. Not now. She didn’t pull away, and she seemed to relax. Thank God I had left my jeans on. The next thing I knew, she was letting out soft little snores. Who would have known that would be cute? On her it was fucking adorable.

Before I knew it, I was dozing too, and plagued by X-rated dreams of the beautiful brunette snuggled up close to me.

True fact: I was going to hell.
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My dreams were so damn vivid, because not only could I taste her sweet kisses, but I could feel her hand running over my jeans along my cock. My mind was starting to go fuzzy in that half-dream state. Not wanting to wake and lose that fucking amazing feeling, I kept my eyes closed and forced myself to stay sleeping. When my hands filled with soft breasts, and I felt small teeth sink into my neck, I jolted awake only to find my hands exactly where I had dreamed they were, and Kassi was indeed stroking me and her leg was entangled with mine.

Trying to calm my raging hormones, I whispered her name, sure she was sleeping.

“Kassi, baby, wake up. You’re dreaming, and if you don’t stop, I’m going to make a complete and utter ass out of myself.” She didn’t stop, and her sleepy eyes looked deep into mine when she raised her head.

“Please, Erik. I need this. Please don’t leave me with the memories of his hands on me as my last memories of a man. I need you… just for now. I promise I won’t pressure you after this. Just please give this to me.” Her desperate, whispered plea left me so incredibly conflicted. On one hand, I wanted her worse than anything. On the other hand, I was barely awake and neither was she. We were in no condition to decide something like this.

My half-asleep brain is what I blame for what happened. Our clothes disappeared, and I was rolling on the condom I had snatched out of my pocket before my jeans went flying, then sliding in her before either of us could think. God, she was pure heaven on earth. Sex had never felt so damn good. My cock buried deep in her tight pussy was like falling into straight paradise. Her legs tightened around me as she pushed up and closer to me. I buried my face in her neck, inhaling her scent to burn it to memory. Her nails clawed at my back, but I welcomed the burning pain. Neither of us spoke, only slight moans and grunts were uttered as we lost ourselves in each other.

Her sharp little teeth marked my neck the same as mine did to her. I knew my beard was leaving redness in its wake as it rasped along her milky white skin.

When I felt the edge of ecstasy creeping up my spine, I began thrusting erratically harder, deeper. Her whispered “yes” was all the encouragement I needed, and I exploded as her walls clenched even tighter around me in her own release. As I rained kisses along her shoulder, we rolled together with me still nestled tight in her warmth, as satiated sleep drifted in around us.

My last conscious thought was that I wished things were different and I could keep her forever.
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“Something Just Like This”—The Chainsmokers & Coldplay

 

BRIGHT LIGHT DISTURBED MY closed eyes, causing me to wake, and when I felt the heavy arm over my waist and the large leg thrown over mine, I suffered a momentary panic before I remembered where I was and realized it was Erik’s strong, inked arm holding me—exactly as I had asked him to.

Last night was a bit of a blur, but I remembered most of what happened. I also remembered waking here after an awful dream where the events of the evening had replayed in my head with dream-world distortion. And I remembered Erik being there to console me. Erik… I loved his name.

The man in question was wrapped around me, and I could feel steady puffs of warm air against the back of my neck as he continued to sleep. His warmth cocooning me, I was lulled into a feeling of pure contentment. My mine wandered, and I wondered what it would be like to wake up every morning like this.

It was right about then that it dawned on me we were naked. As jaybirds. Hazy memories of begging him to make me forget the events of the evening slipped in one after the other until I had replayed how he had soothed my fears in the dark of night. Every moment. Every panted breath. Every moan. Every sigh. They may have started out as fuzzy memories, but I remembered. Lord, did I remember.

Oh shit. Closing my eyes in disbelief, I couldn’t believe I had asked that of him. Not that I regretted it, but I knew it wasn’t what he had wanted. Deep down, I knew he only brought me here because he was doing his best to take care of me after I refused to go to the hospital. He would have done it for any of the dancers if that had happened to one of them instead, I told myself.

He also tried to refuse me. Oh God… My eyes clenched tight, nose scrunched, and I pulled my lips between my teeth to prevent myself from moaning aloud in mortification.

Inch by inch, I worked my way out from under his heavy body, thankful beyond belief when he still slept deeply after I sat up on the edge of the bed. Looking around, I found my clothing scattered in the sheets of the bed and on the floor. Embarrassment flooded me once again as I searched on my hands and knees for my bra and underwear. Finding the glittering facets of my bra sparkling from under the bed, I had to wonder how the hell it ended up so far under the damn thing. Chalking my thongs up to a lost cause when I couldn’t find it anywhere, I gathered everything else I could find.

Not wanting to go home in the skimpy-ass, ripped clothing I left the club in, I slipped his T-shirt on that I found at the foot of the bed. It still smelled like his cologne and the leather from his cut. Gathering it tight in my hands and pressing it to my face, I took a deep breath to savor it for just a moment before violating the sanctuary of his laundry room to rummage through his clothes in the dryer where I pulled out a pair of basketball shorts. They hung to my shins and I had to pull the string so tight I looked like I was wearing a full skirt. Damn, Hacker, big much?

Knowing I looked ridiculous, but not giving a single shit, I returned to the bedroom and rummaged through his jeans pocket to find my car keys. Glancing up to ensure he was still out like a light, I breathed a sigh of relief when his eyes were still closed and his breathing still even. Like a psycho stalker, I risked a moment to stare wordlessly at his masculine beauty. God, he made me wish my life was different. He made me wish he was mine—that he wanted to be mine.

Dark lashes fanned across the top of his cheeks, messy hair stuck up in short clumps in every direction, and his beard looked a little wild, as if it needed a trim. Like a god in repose, he was more breathtaking than he had a right to be. Wishing I could see the turquoise blue of his eyes one last time, but at the same time so glad he was sleeping soundly so this didn’t have to be awkward, I grabbed myself by the lady cojones and turned away from him.

Snagging my bag from by the doorway, I kept moving before I changed my mind. Silently, I tiptoed up the stairs and out the front door to make what, to any passerby, would look like the walk of shame to my car. Not that they would be far off from the truth. Thankfully, I didn’t encounter anyone, and I was able to make my escape unnoticed. Dang, the November air was cold on my bare legs, and I wished for a jacket something fierce.

My car started like the little dream she was—now that she had a new battery that is—and I backed slowly out of his driveway, glancing one last time at his house. Nothing stirred in any of the windows, and the rest of the street was like a ghost town. My heart gave a lurch and ached like someone was squeezing it tight in their fist. Blinking away the building moisture in my eyes, I pulled away from the man who had unknowingly become my anchor in the chaotic storm that was my life.

It was too early for anyone to be at the Shamrock, but I dug blindly for my phone in my purse and called to leave a message that I wouldn’t be in tonight or tomorrow. It would put a dent in my budget, but I knew they would understand since I never called in sick, and I’m sure everyone knew what had happened by now.

Shit, I didn’t know if I would ever be able to go back. The thought of never seeing him again released the dam of my tears.
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“Gone Forever”—Three Days Grace

 

I WAS MAD AS a motherfucker when I woke up and she was gone. Knowing it was for the best didn’t help. Foolishly, I had let myself get too attached to her when I knew better. Call me crazy, idiotic… a fool.

Pain under my ass had me raising my hip and reaching under to pull out the offending item. An unbidden smile curled my lips at the tiny slip of satin covered in shimmering, sparkling rhinestones. From a distance, I heard my phone ringing. Rolling out of bed naked, I shamelessly took the stairs two at a time to get to the upper level where I had left it on the counter.

Glancing at the caller on the screen, I answered. “Yeah.”

“Hey, bro, just wanted to check on you and Sparkle. She okay this morning?” Reaper said in greeting. Hollywood must have told him she stayed here. Goddamn, those two gossiped worse than fucking women. They were lucky they were two of my best friends.

“Kassi,” I said absently, flipping a blind out of the way as I looked out the window to verify her car was indeed gone. Though I knew she must have been gone for ages, I still looked to both ends of the street for her. Taking in every detail of my neighborhood in that quick glance, I let the blind snap back into place.

“Huh? Whoa, wait. You’re on a real first-name basis with her? She never once gave any of us the time of day! Ouch, babe, be nice!”

Steph then yelled in the background, “Tell him to mind his own damn business!” before she laughed, and I heard little Wyatt cry. My heart gave a painful jerk at the sound.

“Yes. No. I mean, well, it’s complicated.” Huffing out a breath, I dropped my head.

“Well, I thought I’d let you know Joker and DJ took care of the asshole that fucked with her. He won’t be pressing charges against you, and he won’t be back in the club. We didn’t involve the fucking cops, but he knows better than to open his mouth or the video surveillance from the club will mysteriously turn up at the mayor’s office and at the news stations. Come to find out he’s on the fucking city council, so he for sure doesn’t want that shit getting out. Stupid little prick.” Rustling and cooing confirmed he was with his family. Fuck, I couldn’t take much more of that, so I had to let him go.

“Thanks, man. I’ll be in touch. I got some shit to take care of before I go in tonight. You need anything, let me know. Later.” I couldn’t get off the phone fast enough.

“You too, man. Later.” Ending the call, I headed to my room to shower and get my ass in gear. Her scent still lingered on my skin like ambrosia, and I knew I needed to scrub it away if I had any hopes of moving on and getting through my day.
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Walking into the Shamrock, I found the early crowd was already in place around the stage. Fuckers had no life. Jesus.

Climbing onto the end barstool, I noticed Bo headed my way with the bottle of Crown Black and a short glass. By now, he knew me well.

“Hey man, Sparkle okay? When I got the message she called in, Arnie was pissed. God, he’s such an asshole. Shit, I run this place more than he does lately, but he wants to bitch me out because she’s the biggest draw and she won’t be here. For one, like I can help that, but more importantly, she was attacked last night, right fucking here.” He shook his head in disgust, and his sandy braid swung back and forth.

“She called in?” Knowing I wouldn’t be seeing her tonight made my chest tighten. Not that I was surprised, but I figured she would at least call or text me after last night. Guess that was my answer. She didn’t want dick shit to do with me. Not that she hadn’t warned me and not that I needed her kind of complication in my life. Regardless, I wanted to check on her, but I also didn’t want to push her or fuck with her since she made it clear where we stood when she left without a note or even a “fuck you” this morning.

He leaned onto the bar. “Yeah. Left a message calling off tonight and tomorrow. I called her back to tell her no worries, and that’s when Arnie heard. He came in to grace me with his fat-ass presence long enough to sign the paychecks then waddle out. Lazy fuck.” He snorted in derision. “He grabbed the phone and told her if she isn’t here Friday, she’s fired. I tried to call her back after he left to tell her to disregard, but just got her voice mail.”

“Fuck. We need to fire his ass. Next church I’ll bring up offering you the manager position. You’re doing it already. Not to mention, it would be a great pay raise for you.” I sipped my Crown. Worry for Kassi ran laps in my head. Just to make sure she made it home okay, I had driven past her apartment on the way. When I saw her car parked there, I just kept my ass moving. Now I half wished I had stopped.

Bo laughed. “Shit, you get that approved and, hell yeah, I’ll be your manager. In a heartbeat.” Nodding my chin to him, he pushed off from the bar and went to help the customer flagging him down. As I continued to nurse my Crown, I mentally listed all the reasons I needed to leave her the fuck alone. The number one reason being, the last thing I needed in my life was a woman.

That hadn’t ended so well for me last time.
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“Whataya Want From Me”—Adam Lambert

 

AFTER ARNIE THREATENED TO fire me if I didn’t show up the next week, I forced myself to go back to work. Driving myself crazy, I went through our budget a million different ways trying to see if I could stretch my little bit of savings to cover us until I could get a job as a nurse. It would have been ridiculously tight, and there were just too many variables that could push us to the point of destitution. So, I continued to shake my fucking ass in front of the nasty scum that inhabited the Shamrock.

Yeah, I was fed up.

Honestly, it was the nicest strip club for miles with the best working conditions, but let’s face it, the regular clientele were still usually creeps. Getting close to graduation and the end of my tunnel was leaving me feeling frustrated and unable to separate myself and utilize Sparkle. I hated that Hacker was able to just write me off and wouldn’t even acknowledge me, despite still covering the MC’s Friday, Saturday, Sunday night shift like clockwork.

He looked like he had been losing sleep, but I told myself I didn’t care and it served him right.

Right there was another stressor on my plate. My stupid ass fell in love with someone who didn’t give a shit about me. Numerous times I had asked myself if that was possible. Could I truly love him after the short time we’d spent together? Despite telling myself he wasn’t worth it and I knew the lay of the land when we hooked up, I really thought he might actually be a little bit interested in me. Especially after the last time, when he was so caring and sweet to me after my attack. Over four weeks later and he hadn’t said one word to me. Not a single word. Asswipe.

Granted, I never saw him with another woman. Even when the waitresses and other dancers flirted with him, he treated them with what appeared to be total indifference. Sometimes he was there with the black-haired, drop-dead-gorgeous Joker, sometimes with DJ, the handsome young prospect, sometimes with Hollywood, Reaper, or Gunny. But never with a female. At least he hadn’t lied about not doing relationships. Well, unless he just didn’t ever bring her, which, duh, that would make sense. How many guys brought their old ladies to the strip club?

You know what? Fuck it. Maybe I wouldn’t wait for him to make the first move. Maybe he was waiting for me to make the first move, and there we both were sitting on our hands, wasting time. Chewing on my bottom lip nervously, I asked Bull to get him to come backstage and to tell him it was important.

“Sure thing, cookie. I’ll go grab him.” Watching Bull walk toward Hacker had my stomach churning. Damn, was I doing the right thing? Well, too late. I was going to get to the bottom of this so maybe we could leave the past behind us and work on a future. My body sensed his nearness before he even reached me. His broad shoulders shrugged through the backstage door, and his blue eyes met mine. My fingers ached to touch him. Feel the bristle of his short beard rasp across my chest. Oh God.

“Hey. Bull said you needed me for something important. Everything okay? Someone fucking with you?” There was a brief flash of anger before his cool mask of indifference slipped into place.

“No, it’s nothing like that.” My teeth were terrorizing my lip, and my hands were wringing so hard I was afraid I would break my own fingers. Shit. “Hacker, I can’t take this. What the hell? After the first time, you were so sweet and alluded to there possibly being a next time with us, so then we ended up fucking like sex was going out of style, and then nothing. Then you rescued me, and we… well, I started thinking maybe we had something, but then you ignore me for weeks. You’re tearing me to pieces. I….” God, this was harder than I thought. “Umm, look… I….” I blew out a frustrated breath. Spit it out for God’s sake, Kassi!

Stepping closer to him, I tentatively reached a hand out to his face. My fingers blazed with heat as soon as I touched him, sending licking flames of desire through every molecule of my being. My lips parted in surprise at the feeling, and he stepped closer, cupping my head in his strong hands before kissing me. The inferno within us exploded, and our bodies pressed tight together. My fingers clenched his shoulders before moving to grip his biceps. My tongue tangled and twisted with his, the passion building between us like a fury. He pulled loose and bit the tendon of my neck, marking me as he ravaged any part of me he could reach.

Our hands wandered and gripped. My nails scored his back as I held tight to his rippling muscles. I didn’t even remember moving them under his shirt and leather cut. He pressed his erection tight to my clit, and it only took us grinding like high school kids for me to reach a blinding climax. White flashes exploded in my vision as my empty pussy clenched over and over, wishing he was buried deep inside me.

My voice was breathless, my words broken as I tried to come back down from the clouds he had lifted me up to with his skilled body.

“Holy shit. That was… oh my God.” Words escaped me as I tried to gather my wits from where they’d scattered. “Hacker, I tried not to. Fuck, I tried. But, well… I care about you. Deeply. Like maybe to the point where I—” He didn’t let me finish before his face hardened and his hand slipped over my mouth, silencing my words.

He untangled my leg from his waist and stepped back, putting cold, unwanted space between us. His eyes closed tight, and his mouth pressed into a firm line before uttering the words that would cripple me.

“I didn’t contact you? Phones work both ways, you know.” The look on his face told me he realized his mistake because I had tried to contact him. “But it doesn’t really matter.” He shook his head and looked upward as if looking for divine intervention.

“Erik. I… I love you,” I whispered, desperate for him to not let us go.

“God, Kassi, don’t. Please don’t. I thought we were on the same page here. Never did I mislead you. In fact, I explicitly told you I didn’t do relationships, and you said you were good with that. You knew it would just be sex for us. You can’t go changing the rules after we agreed.” His voice had gotten louder with each word. Then he took a deep breath and continued in a softer tone, caressing my face with one large hand. “Kassi… you’re smart, beautiful, and fun to be around. But I told you, if you’re looking for wine, roses, and the white dress, baby, that’s not me. I’m not that man. And I never will be. You deserve someone to sweep you off your feet. Don’t settle for less.” His hand left my face, and just the loss of that brief, simple contact was like being swallowed by an arctic blast.

He stood there looking at me for a fleeting second before he shook his head, in disgust or frustration, and walked away.

He walked away.

Just like that.

With each step he took, my heart ground under his boot heel a little more. A single tear slid down my cheek, followed by a torrent of the stupid things.

Rushing to the makeup area, I jerked some tissues from the box and dabbed at my leaking tears before anyone could see them. Thank God no one had seen what had transpired back there between us. That would have been just another knife to my heart, having everyone laugh at me behind my back knowing I had been used in the back hall by one of the patches and tossed away. Jesus, I was such an idiot.

Fuck, unrequited love is a bitch. She gouged out your heart, piece by piece until you couldn’t even cry. Then she stole your soul, your very breath, and made you cry again. I cursed myself for being a fool, but it seemed we couldn’t choose who we loved and we couldn’t simply un-love them.

So, on top of studying for my finals that were next week, working a job I hated, and getting little to no sleep, I could add crying daily over a man who I now knew didn’t give two shits about me. In a nutshell, I was a fucking mess.

God… saying I was stressed was seriously an understatement.

Deep breaths. In. Out. Focus. You can do this.

Upside? That was my last night. My interaction with Hacker had decided it for me… I wasn’t going back there again. Fuck Hacker, fuck getting a reference, fuck all those sniffer’s row penis wrinkles. I didn’t need to add to the pain by seeing him each night I worked, knowing he felt absolutely nothing for me.

My grades were good enough that I should graduate with honors. Despite that, I was still studying my ass off. So, I wasn’t worried about not getting the approval to take my boards, and the plan was to take them the first date in January they were available, giving me enough time for me to take a prep course for the boards. Then if all went well, I would be able to get a job no later than February. That was doable, especially since I gave in and let Matt get a part-time job. He waited tables at a little, but very popular, Mexican restaurant on the lake. He only worked two nights a week while in school, but he wanted to work full time over Christmas break.

So, between my savings and him working, we had already decided I could quit anyway. Thank God. Because I swore, if I had to go in there and see Hacker one more time, I was going to break. He was killing me; each night he was there, a stab wound to my soul that wouldn’t heal.

Scratching out a quick note changing my next—and last—song, I ran up and handed it to Jack, our DJ. Technically, I should’ve had another routine after this one before Cherry did the final number of the night, but Cinnamon would cover for me. She needed the extra tips anyway, thanks to some shit she had going on with her brother. Not my circus, not my monkeys. I was having a hard enough time keeping my own monkeys from turning into flying monkeys.

With my final number coming up soon, I was starting to feel freedom beckoning. Jack nodded that I was good to go with the last-minute switch, telling me, “Don’t sweat it, I got you, girl.”

Closing my eyes and taking a deep cleansing breath behind the curtain, I knew this was it. I would be free. No more feeling the need to scrub my skin raw each night.

I got this.

My costume, wig, mask, and as much of my “Sparkle” attitude as I could muster, were ready. The saxophone started, indicating my routine was starting. The crowd knew then I was coming up next, as this was one of my signature songs. Yeah, I had intentionally chose this to be my last song, because I wanted to tell Hacker that I was worth it but he fucked up. So, I strutted, shook, and was grinding my little tush off, taking an occasional quick peek at him in his usual spot back against the wall, as Fifth Harmony’s “Worth It” blared from the sound system. Tonight, it was Joker with him. Hacker’s jaw was clenched, and his eyes narrowed as Joker was talking to him. From Joker’s expression, he looked exasperated. Not my problem what their issues were.

Bye, Hacker. Eat your fucking heart out.

After I finished, I exited the stage for the last time, and promptly puked in the first trash I passed.

Ugh.
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“I Stand Alone”—Godsmack

 

COULD THERE BE ANY more ways she could rub salt in my wound? Fuck.

It wasn’t bad enough I had to sit there and look but not touch her each night she danced. It wasn’t bad enough the fuckers around the stage got to touch her and I didn’t. It wasn’t bad enough she called me back there to talk to her and I couldn’t keep my fucking hands off her. And it wasn’t bad enough she told me she cared about me—that she fucking loved me—tempting me to go against every single rule I lived by.

No. She had to dance to that fucking song as if I didn’t know with every fiber of my fucking being she was worth it? God-fucking-damn. The agony pouring from my chest was burying me. It was dragging me down and smothering me. Trying to crawl out of it was just making me sink deeper like quicksand. I could still smell her perfume, sweet and rich. I could still taste her lip gloss. When she exited the stage, I knew I should try to talk to her. Should being the operative word.

Saying those cutting words to her when she called me back and said she cared about me was one of the most devastating things I had done in a long time. Each word was like razor-sharp shards ricocheting around in my chest cavity, slicing my heart and soul to fucking ribbons. Those words had singularly done what none of the IEDs in Afghanistan had been able to accomplish… they completely eviscerated me, leaving me a mutilated mess inside.

“Goddamn, you fucking stubborn ass. You have been a miserable fuck since she got attacked and you took her home. The whole club knows something happened between the two of you, because you’ve been like a zombie since then. You’re fucking up shit that you normally could do with your eyes shut. You’ve rescheduled jobs over and over. If you’re not careful, the business you built from nothing is going to return to that—nothing. You sit here and stare at her like a lovesick puppy, or like you want to kill every poor bastard in here. Just go talk to her and work out whatever the fuck you have going on in that brain head of yours. ‘Cause bro, you’re gonna lose it, and you’re gonna jeopardize your place in the club if you don’t get your shit together.” He squeezed my shoulder in a show of support, but I shrugged him off and drank from my third Crown. What he was saying was not news to me. Snow had called me in his office twice in the last week to first chew my ass and then tell me to pull my fucking head out of it.

“Whatever, man. I gotta piss. I’ll be back.” My chin lifted to him as he shook his head, and I walked off. Truthfully, I felt bad for being a dick to Joker. Deep down, I knew he was trying to help. He was here and in the club because of me. He and I had been brothers before the club, in the Marine Recon team. Much like Hollywood and Reaper, he and I had been through a lot of shit while we served. During long nights of recon and watching monitors for the fucking bad guys, when not a damn thing was happening or moving, we had talked. He was the only living soul who knew why I joined the Marine Corps, leaving behind my family and a promising future.

Everything he said? It was all truth. The problem was, even if I wanted to take her somewhere to talk, I couldn’t leave him here alone. And that fucker, he was my friend and my brother… while everything he said was true, he should know. He should know why I couldn’t have her. I didn’t deserve her. Never would. He evidently didn’t understand like I thought he did.

I gave up my chance at happiness eight years ago.

However, I did feel like I owed her something to soothe the desolation I saw in her eyes after the cold words I used to slay her. Steeling my resolve, I decided I’d talk to her and tell her I wouldn’t come back after tonight. It was just too hard—no, that part I wouldn’t tell her.

Aw, fuck it. It would be better for me to just leave her alone. After all, I had done what I needed to do—let her see who I really was. Right? A class-A prick. I hurt her bad enough she would hate me for a while and then get past this, past us.

When I returned to the table, Joker was on his phone over near the front door where it wasn’t so loud. Sitting down with resignation, I absently drummed my fingers on the table.

Joker came back to sit, silently, at the table, and a couple more of the girls finished up. It was just shy of midnight when Reaper came walking up to the table and leaned over to talk in my ear over the noise.

“Look you sad-sack fucker, go talk to Kassi. You’re falling apart. We see it, you know it, but you’re too damn stubborn to fix whatever the issue is. I’m gonna be blunt. Do you love her?” Did I love her? Did I even know what that felt like anymore? I did once, but it was so fucking long ago. And it was the reason I vowed to never love again, because it had gotten me nothing but anguish.

“I can’t.” My answer to both loving her and talking to her.

“You can, and I’m pretty sure you do. I’m here to relieve you. Besides, Wyatt is teething, and I was glad for the break just to get away from the poor guy for a little while. His tears were gutting me, and Stephanie told me to go to give me a break. She sends her love, by the way. Look, come outside so I don’t have to yell.” He started to walk to the front door, leaving me no choice but to get up and follow him.

“Shit. Be right back, Joker.” He tipped his chin at me and waved like the smug little motherfucker he was, as he sipped his beer. Narrowing my eyes at him, I knew then that the fucker had called Reaper.

With a sigh of resignation, I headed to the door where Reaper was waiting for me. When we got outside, he turned to me with evident frustration.

“Look, Hacker, trust me when I tell you life is short. Do you understand how damn lucky I was that I found Stephanie and Remi again? Because the night we met, my stubborn ass thought it was a ‘dumb idea’ to leave my contact information. I thought I wasn’t good enough, I didn’t need the complications, she didn’t need the possible heartache if I didn’t come back in one piece, blah, blah, blah. All the shit I thought I knew, just because we had known each other less than twenty-four hours. Little did I know, she was it for me. She had my beautiful little girl all on her own, and by the grace of God we found each other again. But not before things got so bad with me that… fuck… I… well, you know Hollywood and Gunny saved me. And I know you’re aware of some of this story, but, man, I’m telling you, you will never know if you don’t try. I get that you have some shit you’re carrying with you and you keep it locked up so tight no one knows what it is, but you gotta live, man. What if she’s it for you? You gonna just let that go without a fight?” His eyes pled with me to understand. I thought maybe I did, but what if, in this case, he was wrong?

“You know what, I’ll go try to talk to her. Okay?” I still wasn’t a 100 percent convinced he was right, but I was willing to try if nothing more than to get everyone off my back.

We headed back inside, and he split off to go sit with Joker while I wound my way through the tables to the back hall leading to the backstage dressing area for the second time that night. Knocking on the door, I felt like my stomach was doing hula-hoops around my asshole.

Candy answered the door, and her eyes lit up before they blatantly slid over me from head to toe. “Hey, sugar. What can I do for you? You want a private dance? Cuz if you do, I’m your girl.” She smirked, and I couldn’t help but chuckle a little. She was saucy, and I appreciated that, even if it did nothing for me.

“Sweetheart, I appreciate the offer but I’m looking for Sparkle.” The disappointment was evident in her expression, but she covered it well and bounced back with a smile.

“Nah, baby, she ain’t here. She left after her last dance. Said she was headed home, at least I think I heard her saying that to Cinnamon. Sure you don’t want that dance?” With a wink, she waved and closed the door after I politely declined.

Heading to the back door, I entered the code and stepped out into the cold December air. Scanning the parking lot for her vehicle, I noted she was already gone. Nothing but an empty parking space surrounded by cars covered in winter road grime. Christmas was just around the corner, and all we had was sloppy, dirty snow left. Absently, I wondered if it would snow before Christmas to cover everything with bright, pure white. A fresh start.

After the last snow storm two weeks ago, I broke down and bought my new Ford truck. After my baby, my rebuilt Challenger, was almost a goner when I lost control on the ice after a little old lady slid through a stop sign. Hello, big hint, nice to meet you. I had gotten lucky that time, and I wasn’t pushing it. So, the black 4x4 still smelled like “new” and leather as I started it up and waited a minute for it to warm up before taking off.

The streets were pretty deserted tonight, and for that I was glad, because I made better time.

Disappointment flooded me when I got to her place and her car wasn’t there. Maybe her brother had it. So I put my cut back on for a little extra windbreak and tromped up the stairs two at a time before rapping loudly on her door since the doorbell was dangling by a thin cord. What a fucking shithole. Surely, she made enough to stay in a better place than this…

No answer.

I pounded again.

Nothing.

Shit. Where was she?

On my last round of rapping hard on the flimsy door with the side of my fist, her neighbor’s door flew open. A scowling, scrawny dude jumped out, and I damn near pulled my gun on the fucker. God, I hated it when people popped up out of nowhere. My heart was ricocheting off my rib cage.

When he took me in, his eyes stopped on my hand where it remained hidden in my cut, gripping my pistol, and his expression changed from pissed off, “I’m a bad ass,” to “oh shit” in 2.2 seconds. I almost fucking laughed. Almost. Okay, maybe I did just a little.

“They aren’t here.” Okay. No shit, Sherlock.

“Do you know where they might have gone?” It was late for fuck’s sake. Where would they have gone at this time of night?

“I didn’t ask. Sorry.” He looked over my shoulder, then down at the parking lot. Probably trying to see if there was a big bad “biker gang” with me coming to kill him. Dumbass. He abruptly closed his door, and I heard the chain slide.

You know I had to laugh at that.

Well, hell. I guess maybe this was a sign. Leave her the fuck alone. Tucking my hands into my cut, my trip down the stairs was a lot slower than the one on the way up.

My talk with Reaper and Joker had me thinking. I hadn’t been myself lately, that was true. So that night, I made a promise to myself to pull my head out of my ass and move on. With time, she would get over me. A tiny little voice at the back of my head whispered, but will you get over her?
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“Drive”—Incubus

 

SOMETIMES WHEN I COULDN’T sleep, I drove around looking at better places to live. My dream destinations, you could call it. When I got home after my last night, Matt was still awake, and I was too wound up after my last dance, so I knew I wouldn’t sleep anytime soon. Which is why, at a little after midnight, Matt and I were driving around looking at houses and nice apartments like neighborhood stalkers.

“Man, look, Kassi, that one would be nice. All the houses are really nice looking around it. It even has a two-car garage. Maybe I could get an old car and work on it.” Matt was looking out with his nose against the glass, steaming up the window as he spoke. Sometimes he reminded me so much of when he was a little boy.

It was a cute house. Older and kind of small, but obviously well taken care of. It even had a fenced-in backyard. I sighed, as much in love with it as Matt seemed. Maybe I should check into it. It wouldn’t hurt to talk to them. Maybe we would get lucky and it wasn’t ready to rent yet and would be available by the time we could move in. I jotted down the number on the “for rent” sign and tucked it in my purse without Matt seeing. No need to get his hopes up.

“If I am able to get a nursing position right away, I’m thinking of getting me a small car and giving you this one. I want you to have a reliable car to take to college, not an old beater you have to work on every day just to keep it running.” Making a mental note to call the landlord tomorrow, I slowly pulled away from the curb. It had been warmer today and the dirty snow started to melt, leaving some spots on the road a sheet of ice after it froze with the dropping temps. I didn’t need to wreck the car before I could give it to him.

“Kass, don’t stretch yourself to make sure I can take this car. We have a little time. We’ll worry about it later.” He smiled at me, and I had to smile at his endless optimism and maturity. While I still felt like he had to grow up too fast, I was so damn proud of him. “Think the Mickey Dee’s drive-thru is open still? We should get an ice cream,” he mused. Only a teenager would want ice cream in the middle of winter. Aw, who was I kidding? I wanted it too.

“Let’s go see!” We laughed like two little kids and drove toward the golden arches.
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After a brief discussion with the woman who owned the little house, I was pulling up and parking in the driveway. My hands were shaking, and I was nervous going to look at this house when I knew it wasn’t in the budget yet. But I had dreamt of it all night, so after I dropped Matt off at school, I called the number I had scratched on the napkin in my purse. Now here I was meeting with Nancy, the owner.

She stood at the door by the driveway and smiled at me as I parked and shut off my car. I waved at her before grabbing my purse and climbing out into the biting cold air.

“Whoa! That wind is a killer!” I blurted out when the wind gusted and almost stole my breath.

“Come on in. I keep the electric and heat on, so the pipes don’t freeze. It’ll be warmer inside.” She opened the door, and I followed her in, closing the door behind me.

The house smelled of fresh paint, and there were plain-Jane, but new, white appliances in the kitchen we stepped into. The tags were still on them. Taking a glance around, she told me to walk around and check it out. So, I slipped off my boots and beanie by the door and stepped into the cute living room with a big picture window that looked out over the front yard. There was a small eating area with an opening that looked into the kitchen. The hardwood floors had been either well taken care of or recently redone as they gleamed in the sunlight streaming in through the open blinds.

“So, what did you say you do for a living, Ms. Donahue?” Ugh. I hadn’t. Clearing my throat, I thought about my answer, sure she was going to tell me to get lost.

“Ummm, well, I was working as a waitress”—my official job title had been waitress—“but I’m graduating from nursing school in a few days.” I had taken one of my finals this morning after speaking with Nancy. “I’m hoping to get a job at Lakes Regional after I pass my boards. So, I have to be honest, Miss Nancy, I don’t know if I can afford this house right now.” My heart broke a little as I turned to look at her.

“It’s just Nancy. Goodness, don’t make me feel older than I am! And what a small world, I just retired as a nurse! When this house came up for sale next door to me, I decided it was a good retirement investment since I could keep an eye on it myself rather than messing with a rental company. My sons helped me remodel it. So tell me a little about what you want to do as a nurse. How have your grades been?” She looked calculating, and I had to admit, this slightly Amazonian-looking woman made me a little nervous despite her steel-grey hair and kind eyes.

Well, here goes nothing. “If my grades on my exams are good, I should graduate with honors. I know they say we should all work Med/Surg for a while after we graduate, but I have been hoping I could get one of the internships to work in the Emergency Department. I’ve already talked a little with Tom, the head nurse of the ED, and he said he couldn’t guarantee anything as far as my acceptance would go, but that they would have two openings for the internships starting the first of February. Of course, I would have to apply once I take and pass my boards, but I’m optimistic.” My heart was heavy, but I tried to smile.

“Hmmm… well, would you be the only one on the lease?” That calculating gleam never left her face.

“No, well, yes, ma’am. What I mean is, I would be the only one on the lease, but my younger brother will be living here as well. He’s a senior this year, and he turns eighteen in May. Ummm, our parents… passed away….” It was still so hard to say even years later. “I was able to get custody of him. It’s kind of a long story, but anyway, he would live with me until he left for college.” Just talking about my parents brought that oh-so-familiar pang to my heart.

“No boyfriend, fiancé, or husband?” Uh, no.

“No, ma’am. Just me and Matt.” She tapped her pointer finger to her lip.

“Well, why don’t you look around a little. There are two bedrooms and a bathroom on this floor, then a storage room and the laundry downstairs. The owners had wanted to finish the basement but never did before they sold it to me and moved to Florida. My sons were going to finish it, but they are so busy with their own lives, I didn’t want to ask too much of them, so I told them it would wait. Anyway, I digress. Do you think that would be enough room for you two?” Did I? Our entire apartment probably would fit in the living room and kitchen alone.

“Oh, heavens yes! I’ll look around. Maybe it will still be available after I get my license.” Smiling, I walked down the hall, peeking in the bathroom and into the bedrooms. It was all very neutral, but so clean and so much nicer than what we had now. We would each both have our own rooms! My hands on my cheeks, I looked in the small walk-in closets each room had. We would have our own closets! I couldn’t help but jumping a little in place.

Calm down! It will probably be unavailable by the time you’re in a position to rent it. Why did my inner self have to be so negative? She was all for bad decisions with Hacker. No! I was not thinking about him!

I smiled at Nancy as I passed her to go down the basement stairs located straight in from the door we entered. The basement was nothing fancy, but there was no sign of water seepage or major cracks in the cinderblock walls. The washer and dryer were mismatched, but if they worked, it would mean no more trips to the laundromat at ten o’clock on my Wednesday nights.

Nancy was talking upstairs, and I could hear her muffled voice ending what sounded like a phone call, so I figured it was time to head up to tell her I wasted her time.

Shuffling in my socks, full of resignation, I walked back into the kitchen from the stairwell to find Nancy waiting for me in the kitchen, leaning against the counter with her phone in hand. She looked up from the screen as I walked fully into the small but beautiful kitchen.

“Well? What did you think?” she asked.

“Well, I love it, Nancy. But I’m afraid I may have gotten ahead of myself. I’m so sorry to have wasted your time, but I was so excited when I drove by and saw it last night. If only I had already gotten the job at the hospital.” My disappointment heavy in my chest, I looked down at my twisting hands.

“Yes, about that. You said you graduate soon, right?”

“Yes, but I won’t be able to take my boards until the first week of January. Which means a month and a half before I would possibly have a job as a nurse.” My lip between my teeth, I prepared to tug my boots on.

“Wait. Look, I hope I’m not wrong, but I consider myself an excellent judge of character. What if I have a proposition for you? You see, I retired out of the ED, and Tom and I know each other very well… after all, he took my position when I retired. So, let’s just say, I spoke with him and he has the authority to hire you as a graduate nurse until you pass your boards, annnnnd let’s just say he would then transfer you over to a registered nurse and enter the internship program, providing you pass your boards? Of course, you would need to bring him proof of your present student status and pending graduation. Your Nursing Department Head should be able to provide that information with a letter of pending graduation providing you pass all of your final exams, if your grades are what you say they are.” My heart was racing, and I had to shake my head because I had to have dozed off and was surely dreaming.

Stuff like this did not happen to me.

“Excuse me?” Somehow, I knew I had to have heard her wrong. “Did I really just hear you correctly? I’m really concerned there is something wrong with my hearing.” My eyes blinking rapidly and mouth hanging open, I was sure I looked like a dipshit, not an honors nursing student.

“Well, I haven’t had great prospective renters coming through in the two months since I put up that sign and posted the ad. You seem like an honest, stand-up young lady, and I’m excited you are becoming a nurse and you’re interested in my field of choice. In my old hospital, no less. So my thought was… if I can call your current landlord for a reference, you and your brother were willing to help me get the garage cleaned out here and at my house, your brother was willing to shovel my snow this winter, and you would agree to have coffee with me once a week to keep me in the loop about the goings-on at the ED—sans patient info and all—I would allow you to break up the deposit into three months, and you could move in as soon as you could. I’m sure you have to give notice wherever you are, but I’m flexible. So, what do you think?” She looked at me expectantly. My mouth wouldn’t make words. She had completely blindsided me.

“Cat got your tongue?” She chuckled.

“Yes! I mean, no. I mean, yes, that sound amazing! This just seems too good to be true, ma’am,” I stammered. My stomach was littered with butterflies conducting a mosh pit.

“Great! And it’s Nancy. Not Miss Nancy, not ma’am. Just Nancy. I can see us being excellent neighbors, Kassi. May I call you Kassi?” I mutely shook my head yes. “So, when do you think you could move in? Or if you need to think about it and call me back, that’s fine too.”

She made a move to the door, and I blurted out, “Wait!”

She turned back to me with a patient smile.

“No! That sounds amazing! I’m actually on a month to month on our apartment. I’ll talk to my landlord today and give notice. We could probably start moving in right away, if that’s okay. We don’t exactly live in the crème de le crème of apartments, so they only require a two-week notice once your lease is fulfilled, which happened several months ago because I didn’t want to sign another lease with hopes of moving after getting a nursing job.” My smile was about to crack my face, it was so big. Tears were filling my eyes because I couldn’t fathom the good fortune I had just been bestowed.

“Of course! I’ll contact my lawyer and have him draw up the lease agreement with the terms we discussed, and you can swing by anytime Wednesday to sign them and get the keys. I won’t be going anywhere until the evening.” My newfound friend, and soon-to-be landlord, reached out a hand to shake mine.

Her hand was cool but work-worn as only years of being a nurse with frequent hand washings could be. But her handshake was firm, and her other hand curled over the top of ours.

“Thank you so much, Nancy. I don’t know what else I can say that would express my level of gratitude I feel right now!” I exclaimed, and she scoffed.

“It’s okay, Kassi. We nurses need to take care of each other.” With a wink, she led me out of the house, locking the door behind us and heading to her house. She tossed a “see you Wednesday” over her shoulder before bustling into her home, and I pulled my beanie down over my ears.

Jumping up and down, clapping my hands like a child, I whisper-screamed a “yessssss!” before climbing into my car and hurrying to get the poor beast started and warming up. It hurt that the first person I wanted to call was still my parents and the next was Hacker. Shaking him and my sadness from my mind, I backed out of the driveway to head back to the apartment. I had a lot to take care of this afternoon before Matt got home from school, and I had to study tonight for my exam tomorrow. Not even that could put a damper on my mood.

Matt and I would be able to celebrate Christmas in our new home!
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“Emotionless”—Red Sun Rising

 

IT WAS CHRISTMAS EVE. I was supposed to be at my parents’ preparing for the morning. My oldest brother, Jon, was home from Ankeny with his two kiddos. It’d been too long since I’d seen them, and I told him I would help get their presents put under the tree from Santa. But I called and told him I’d be running late. Why? Because I was sitting outside the address I hacked from the DMV to find her.

Through the sheer curtains in the large picture window, I could see a tree lit up with twinkling Christmas lights. This was the fourth night I’d sat out there staring at the house, wishing I had the nuts to knock on her door. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get her out of my head. She was there when I went to sleep; she was there when I woke.

My gaze slid over to my passenger seat where a small, flat, pink package with a large, glittery, dark pink bow rested. It seemed so small and insignificant against the large leather seat it sat in. The truth of the matter was, its significance was monumental. It was the first gift I’d bought a woman, other than my mom or sister, in over eight years.

The week before, my sister, Bexley, and I were at the jewelry store picking out the gift from us kids to our mom. Every year for Christmas, we got her a charm for a silver bracelet my dad helped us buy her when us kids were just little things. It was heavy as hell with all the little silver charms on it, but she wore it religiously. We were going to have to get her another one soon if we kept this up because it was nearly full. None of us kids want to break the tradition though.

As we looked at the charms the saleslady had set out on the glass cabinet, I glanced down and saw a silver stethoscope charm with a diamond at the diaphragm and bell end. When I pointed it out as something I wanted to see, my sister looked at me like I was crazy. Looking at the shining charm held in the palm of my hand, I knew I needed to get it. Asking the lady to put it on a silver chain, I told her I would be buying it.

See, in my search for Kassi, I found out she had just graduated from nursing school. I knew she was in school, but I didn’t know it was to be a nurse. She had been simultaneously holding down her job at the Shamrock, raising her brother, and going to nursing school. She didn’t know it, but I was so damn proud of her. With Christmas just around the corner, I wanted to get something for her. At the time, I hadn’t thought about how I would give it to her; I just got it.

My sister had put her hands on her hips and demanded, “Okay, Erikson, why haven’t you told me you have a girlfriend?” Fuck, I hated it when she called me my full name, and she knew it, but saying anything just had her doing it more.

“I don’t.”

No matter how much she begged or cajoled, I remained tight-lipped.

“I’ll find out one way or another, you jerk.” Her shrewd expression made me smile and shake my head at her.

She had been bugging me every day since, trying to get me to slip up, but I still hadn’t said a peep. Wouldn’t, either.

So, there I sat outside her house, wondering what to do. The package still in the seat, I sat on my ass, not moving.

Figuratively grabbing myself by the balls, I scooped up the package and quickly climbed out of my truck before I could change my mind. My feet carried me, crunching across the snow-packed road until I stood on the sidewalk looking straight at her front door. It was hard to breathe because of both the cold and the cold feet that were trying to latch onto me. Shifting my weight from foot to foot, I had to fight the urge to turn around and head right back to the warmth of my truck cab.

“Shit, I’m a Marine. I’ve done crazy shit and lived. I can do this.” Encouraging myself, I took the first step and then the second until I was at the foot of her small front porch, looking up at the door. My breath came out in puffs of white in the cold. Inhaling the frigid air, I stepped up onto the porch and reached for the doorbell. Pressing it once, my resolve diminished, and I gazed at the package before setting it in the center of the porch and jogging quickly back to my truck.

Like a fucking criminal, I leaned my seat back until I could barely see over the door and out my window. At first, I didn’t think anyone was home, but then a shadow passed in front of the window. The door opened a crack before she leaned out and looked up and down the street. In my head, I told her to look down.

The glittering of the package when she flipped on the porch light must have caught her attention because I saw her finally look down at it. When she knelt to grasp it in her hand, her dark hair cascaded over her face, obscuring it from my view. She crouched there for a moment as she turned it over in her hands. Her brother appeared behind her, and I could barely hear the murmur of their voices as I sat silently in my, now cold, truck. Her brother took the small present from her, and I watched as he gently shook it next to his ear before pulling it back down, shrugging and handing it back to her.

Wishing I could watch her open it, I was disappointed when she took the package inside and closed the door. If I would have stayed there and actually handed it to her, I could have watched her. But afraid she might throw it back in my face or worse, I just couldn’t do it. She may have gotten the wrong idea too. What was the right idea though? To be honest, I didn’t know why I bought it. Other than it was Christmas, and I knew she had very little family. I just wanted her to have a nice gift to open.

I just wanted her.

No. No, no, no, no, no—it just wasn’t a good idea. It hurt too much to think about letting someone in and giving them the power to demolish my heart again. Despite how hardened I felt I had become over the years, the damage had been so deep, the cracks so plentiful in my chest, it may not take much to utterly destroy me. So instead, I decided to just torture myself with her from afar. God help me if she finally started seeing someone, because it would really shake the foundations of my resolve to stay away. That or it would be the end of life as I knew it.

My heart shoved back in the cage I kept it locked in, I drove off toward my family.
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“Breath”—Breaking Benjamin

 

Late January

 

SITTING IN MY CAR with my head on the steering wheel, I ran my fingers back and forth over the mystery silver stethoscope necklace no one ever claimed they got me, and willed myself not to cry. This should be a happy time for me. My boards were over, and I had just found out I had passed. I was officially a registered nurse. My internship would be starting at the hospital soon.

Even working as a GN, I loved working in the ED—Emergency Department. It was exciting. My day was different each and every time I went in. Granted, yeah, there were a lot of little-Johnny-has-the-sniffles patients, but I didn’t even care. The nurses I worked with, with the exception of one, were all great. They were helpful, mentored me, and encouraged me.

There’s a saying in the nursing world—that there are two types of nurses: the ones who teach and mentor new nurses and those who eat their young.

That one nurse? I was convinced she was one of the ones who eat her young. She was an evil witch, and I couldn’t even believe she was a nurse. I tried my best not to let her ruin my shift on the days I was unfortunate enough to be on the same schedule she was. I figured there was one in every bunch so I deal. Then there was Marcus. He was a great nurse, but a conceited ass. Thank God for Hunter being my preceptor—the person who trained me—and not Marcus. Ugh.

Anyway, enough dawdling.

Shit. What was I going to tell him? I hadn’t thought this out very well, even though I had run a million scenarios through my head since I found out two days ago. God, how did people do this? Was there an instruction booklet on how to tell a guy this? Maybe it would have been different if we were a couple. The fact that he didn’t want anything to do with me changed this whole situation exponentially.

At first, I had been glad he didn’t want a relationship because I wasn’t in a position to be in one either, but when thoughts of him continued to bombard my mind, I had to wonder if maybe he was “the one.” After he saved me and was so loving and tender, I really thought things were changing. Instead, he ditched me again.

There was the problem… you can’t have the one if the one doesn’t want you.

Now, regrettably, I had a sticky situation… my dilemma had me sitting in my cold car trying to decide the best way to approach him with this so he didn’t get the wrong idea and completely and totally hate me, rather than just hold absolute indifference toward me like he did now. Tears burned behind my eyelids as I fought to keep them at bay.

Times like this, I missed my mom so much. She should’ve been here for me to talk to. To hold me. To tell me I was strong and I could weather any storm. To tell me she was there for me. Instead, I had no one. My mom wasn’t here, and thanks to the wicked fates, I lost my dad in the same day, leaving me utterly alone in the newest fiasco of my life. Matt didn’t even know, because he didn’t need any more crap on his young plate, and I knew he would want to hunt Erik down. He was my fierce little-big warrior, even though he was only seventeen. But no matter his fierceness or size, he was no match for Erik in a fight, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.

Inhaling deeply, I prepared to get out of my car and enter his clubhouse. “Here goes nothing… everything,” I muttered to myself. Of course, a tear chose that moment to escape, just as I approached a man I recognized from the Shamrock, when he and Hacker would pull security. Quickly brushing it away, I pasted a smile on my face and stopped close to him.

“Umm, hey, is Erik, umm, I mean Hacker, here?” The man narrowed his eyes and tipped his head at me slightly, like a puppy would as he was trying to figure out something he hadn’t seen or heard before. God, please don’t let him recognize me.

“Maybe. Who’s asking?”

“Could you tell him Kassi is here? It’s kind of important. I’m sorry, I hate to come here and bother him, but the guy at the gate said he thought it would be okay.” When he smiled, it transformed his dark features into something beautiful. Jesus, this place was crawling with gorgeous men.

“No! It’s no problem at all.” His hand waved toward the door as he cupped the end of his cigarette to light it with his Zippo. “He was in sitting at the bar just a minute ago.” He snapped the lighter closed, drew in on his cigarette as he motioned toward the door, then walked around to the side of the building out of the wind. Something in the sudden change in his attitude made me leery and cautious, but I steeled myself and opened the door, snow sweeping in with me and swirling through the air like glitter before landing on the warm floor and melting.

Oh God.

Hacker was at the bar all right. With a half-naked blonde cooing and rubbing all up on him. His hand reached around her and grabbed her ass that was hanging out of some really short cut-off sweats, and he buried his face along her neck. It was like being in a nightmare where the floor dropped out from under you and you just kept falling and falling. My stomach flipped, and my hands tried to keep my sob from escaping as tears poured down my cheeks. God, I was so stupid. He was groping that slutty-looking woman right in front of me. I was sure he saw me, because his eyes caught mine for a millisecond before he grabbed her ass, but it was enough time for him to show me exactly what he thought of me being there, which was not a damn thing.

My plan, initially, was to send a message to him to see if we could meet somewhere and talk alone. After his history of ignoring all my text messages, I quickly shot that plan down. To have to see with my own eyes what he was really like and why he didn’t ever answer was tortuous. Even though he told me he didn’t do relationships and I had ignorantly accepted his terms, to see him with someone else hurt.

In shame, and with my heart shattered, I spun to push out the door but ran flat into the wall of muscle that was Joker, coming back in the building.

“Whoa! Hey, Kassi, what happened?” His large hands grasped my upper arms as he tried to get me to talk to him.

“Nu-nu-nothing. I gotta go,” I stammered as I broke loose and ran out the door.

I didn’t make it to my car before I heard a husky, female voice holler out to me.

“Hey you! Wait!” Turning, I saw it was the blonde, and her crazy ass was outside in that ridiculously-not-there outfit. She had on less clothes than I used to strip in, for fuck’s sake. She must be drunk or crazy. It was cold as a witch’s tit in Idaho! And call me a bitch, but I didn’t really have anything to say to his latest bed warmer.

“Look, I gotta get going….” I tried to keep walking, but she grabbed my arm, turning me toward her.

“Honey, he sent me out here to see if you needed something. Joker told us you were here to see Hacker, so he said to see what you needed. You look really upset. Are you okay?” Was I okay? Something between a laugh and a sob escaped me.

“No. Not really. But don’t worry about me. Tell him I’m good.” Raising my arm to pull it out of her grip, I started to walk backward. “I’ll talk to him another time.”

“He’s kind of a jerk, but he has a sweet spot for me. If you tell me what you need, I can go talk to him for you, and maybe I can get him to come out here to talk to you in private.” I think I’m going to throw up. He has a sweet spot for her? Oh God.

You know what? Maybe this was someone’s way of telling me to just let her tell him instead. Maybe that would save me the heartache of having to be near him but not be able to touch him. Use her as a go-between. Squeezing the bridge of my nose in an attempt to quell the headache building, I figured “what the hell.”

“Can you… can you just tell him I’m pregnant? I don’t want anything from him. I just wanted him to know. He knows how to get in touch with me.” Jesus, I wanted to die. The situation was so frigging humiliating.

“Oh! Whoa. And it’s his? You’re sure?” She really seemed sweet, despite her looks.

“Yeah. I’m sure.” My shoulders slumped. The whole situation sucked, and resignation slid over me.

“Okay, honey, let me go talk to him for you. I’ll be right back.” She trotted off to the door and slipped inside.

What the hell was I doing? Why had I told her that? Shit. I should have just sent a letter or something equally as cowardly. Now some stranger, who was in his bed mind you, knew my business. Great. Just frigging great.

In the cold swirling snow, I stood looking at the door she had entered, wondering if I should just go back in, but I didn’t. I waited.

And waited.

My stomach churned. Nausea roiled in me.

Finally, she came back out. Her expression told me it wasn’t good. What had I really expected?

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry. He said he didn’t want to talk to you. I tried my best, and I told him it was important. Told him your situation, but…”—she looked so sorry for me—“he said he didn’t even know if it was his, and even if it was, he didn’t care because he didn’t want anything to do with it or you. You must not know him well, because everyone knows he doesn’t do relationships. God, honey, I hate to be the one to tell you this. The guys, though… they aren’t really family guys, and Hacker more so than the rest. I wish there was something I could do.” She had big tears gathering in her eyes.

He had called our baby an “it.” No matter how much I tried to explain to her that I knew it was his, she shook her head at me and told me I might want to look at other avenues because he wasn’t going to budge on this. She looked at me with such pity it drove stakes of pain into my body. Other avenues? What exactly did that even mean? Choking on a sob, tears streaking down my face in the cold wind, I turned and rushed to my car, slamming the door.

What the fuck was I going to do now? For the millionth time, I asked myself how this happened. Look, I wasn’t stupid, I knew how babies were made, but I had a fucking IUD. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Thankfully, the worthless thing hadn’t caused any damage to the growing baby and my doctor was able to take it out. Of course, it would mean frequent checkups to ensure all was progressing well and the little peanut was snug where it was supposed to be. I didn’t care. I would go in every day to make sure he or she was okay if I had to.

Obviously, it was meant to be, if through all those odds, there the peanut was.

So I sat there crying, knowing I needed to get the hell out of there, but unable to concentrate enough to drive.

A sharp knocking on my window had me jumping. Looking out of the window in fear it would be him telling me to get the hell off their property, I was surprised when I saw a big grouchy-looking guy with a full beard and a few silver hairs at his temples. His leather vest had a patch that said Snow and President. So, I rolled down my window and he spoke, though it sounded more like a deep growl.

“You okay?” Sniffling and wiping my eyes with the back of my hand, I tried to hold it together.

“Umm, yeah. I’m sorry, I was just leaving.” He didn’t look convinced, but he let me back out, and as I pulled out of the gate and the prospect waved, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see him watching my car pull away with his thick arms crossed over his barrel chest. I drove down the road until I was sure I was out of sight from their club and pulled over to the edge.

Between my tears and the pain in my chest, I could barely drive.

God, despite my life being great on outward appearances, it had just crashed down around me, and no one was the wiser. Unless you counted the one who shattered my heart and life with his careless words… ones that he couldn’t even tell me himself.

Hacker. I told myself I hated him. But regrettably, my true feelings were far from that. Those feelings were the reason I wished I could fall in a hole.

Even though he had ignored me after that last night, I thought this would… shit, I didn’t think it would make him want me, or love me, but I thought he would at least want to be a part of his baby’s life. Instead, I sat trying to figure out how I was going to raise a baby as a single mother whose “baby daddy” wanted nothing to do with me or his own child.

At least I had my job in the bag before I started to show.

Fuck my life.
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“Lost In You”—Three Days Grace

 

THINGS HAD BEEN REALLY quiet with the Demon Assholes. We were hopeful that they tucked tail and ran, but my gut told me they were just chilling somewhere, regrouping and waiting. Time would tell, but until then we were still on high alert for any shit.

Taking a sip of my Crown as I sat at the bar in the clubhouse, I thought of the night so long ago when I sat drinking a Crown with a beautiful brunette. Fuck. I couldn’t keep her out of my head for a day. Joker and I had been shooting the shit, and out of the blue, there she popped in my head. I was getting better at keeping her from taking over my every emotion, but fuck if my chest still didn’t ache at the thought of her.

Once again, I told myself I did the right thing. For both her and for me.

“This snow has been the shit, bro. My bike fucking thinks I forgot about her. Sometimes I think we should move the club somewhere warmer… like Florida or Texas.” Joker looked so damn miserable talking about his inability to ride his bike, I had to laugh. He and I had gotten pretty close over the last several months. Between him, Reaper, and Hollywood, they were probably my best friends, but since Reaper and Hollywood went and got families, it’s like I was always the third wheel, even if it was all of us together. Not to mention, it tore me apart being around their kids. It made my skin so tight I felt like I’d crack and bleed out.

Reaper’s wife, Steph, was the little sister of one of my best friends from high school, Sam, but he and I lost touch when I joined the Marines. Now, other than the occasional times we were all out at the same place, we didn’t really hang out. Of course, I was glad everything had worked out between them, and I loved that she was married to one of my brothers.

“Shit, man, you act like you haven’t ridden in a year.” Laughing, I couldn’t help but tease him for being a whiny little bitch. He glared at me as I continued to chuckle.

“Feels like it. ¡Chingado!”

“Pussy.”

“Dick.”

“What are you two bickering about?” I looked up from my drink to see Gretchen sidling up to me. As soon as she leaned against me, Joker hauled ass. Like I said, little bitch, leaving me alone with her. He knew I rarely messed with the club bitches, especially her. I let out a sigh when I heard him calling the next game with the winner between Gunny and Soap. Shit, I was on my own.

“What’s up, Gretchen? You need something?” Trying not to look her in the eye, I hoped she would get the hint I wasn’t interested in talking to her. Of course, that didn’t seem to give her the hint at all. Fuck.

The door to the clubhouse opened and closed, letting in a gust of cold, snowy air for a brief moment as Joker headed out to have a smoke before his game of pool. She leaned closer to me and ran her fingers through my hair before running her tongue along my neck. The door opened and slammed shut again. Goddamn, people. It was getting fucking cold in here. Jerking away from her and grabbing her hand, I glared at her.

“Fuck! What the hell, Gretchen? Don’t ever fucking touch me without me asking. Which, by the way, I never will.” At that moment, I saw over her shoulder, and the sight made my heart stop.

Fuck me. Why God? Are you trying to kill me? She shouldn’t be here. Inwardly, I groaned. She assaulted my senses even from across the room. The swirling bursts of snow that chased her in through the door carried her scent to me, leaving me feeling as if someone took me out at the knees. How did just her scent do that to me?

Knowing what I had to do to get her out of here, and hating myself for being such a piece of shit dick, I hauled Gretchen close to me with a hand on her ass and buried my nose in her neck as I continued to watch Kassi through Gretchen’s hair.

Just go. Please, go now. Don’t enter my space where I may not be able to fend off your assault on my soul….

My chest imploded when her hands covered her mouth. Blindly she turned and fought with the door to get out. Joker was just coming in, and she slammed into him. When his hands wrapped around her upper arms to steady her, jealousy and anger boiled up in me. He was my brother and friend, but if he didn’t get his hands off her soon, I was going to punch him in the throat.

See? That’s what I’m talking about! This single girl was fucking with my head, running my brain and feelings through an emotional blender. And making me jealous of my own brothers? Fucking hell.

She pushed away from him, darted around him, and lurched through the door. He looked at me in surprise, confusion, and then disgust. That’s when I realized I still held Gretchen by the ass and she was looking over her shoulder at the sight of the recent commotion. Shoving her away in revulsion, I felt vile. “Get the fuck away from me.” The calculating gleam in her eye and the twist of her red lips made me nervous without knowing why. Growling at her in loathing seemed to do the trick because she sneered at me and stomped off. Uncaring, I turned my back to her. The door opened and closed again. Good riddance.

Fucking-A! We needed to shitcan that nasty bitch. She did nothing but try to stir up trouble, but still I had blatantly used her to chase Kassi away, which had been a fucking douche move. The only people who messed with her anymore were the dumbass prospects who hadn’t figured shit out yet. Well, except for Reload, only because he still had a girlfriend. That is, until she got sick of him running for the club all the time, I figured.

Most women who weren’t familiar with club life had a hard time dealing with some of the shit. They had issues with things being club business and automatically assumed it meant we were fucking around on them. Like Becca had once thought. Regretfully, that thought process was what got her spunky little ass inadvertently kidnapped. She hadn’t trusted Hollywood, so she followed him where she shouldn’t have, ending up in the wrong place at the seriously wrong time.

Just another reason I didn’t think women needed to be around full time. They became a liability and a weakness to the brothers. Not that I didn’t love Cammie, Steph, Becca, Louise, and Mama, because I did. But they distracted the men who loved them. At least they weren’t my problem or concern 24/7.

That fucking door opened again, and I turned around to bitch at who was opening and shutting it when I saw it was Gretchen coming back in. No matter how much of a bitch she was, I knew she hadn’t been responsible for the door each time, so I bit my tongue.

“What the fuck was that?” Joker said from behind me.

“No clue what you’re talking about,” was my monotone answer.

“Seriously? Kassi came to see you, and instead of talking to her, you chase her away. What the fuck, man?” My eyes flicked momentarily to his incredulous expression.

“I didn’t chase her away. I didn’t even talk to her.”

“No, you, who may I note never has a damn thing to do with any of the fucking skanks around here, just so happened to grab Gretchen’s ass as Kassi was coming in to talk to you. Total coincidence, right? I’m not buying it. You’ve become a real dumb fuck for someone who’s supposed to be so fucking smart.” His arm rested on the edge of the bar as he stood sideways trying to get me to pay attention to the conversation. Thing was, I wasn’t interested in conversation. Especially one that was about Kassi.

“If that’s what you think.” Chugging the last of my Crown without a glance in his direction, I jumped up from the stool, shoulder checked him, and walked to my room, slamming my door. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone.

Throwing myself back on my bed, I opened my phone and went to my pictures. Scrolling through, I pulled up a picture of Kassi while she was hanging upside down from the pole, her blonde wig swept the ground and her hands trailing her body. God, I was a sick fuck.

There were probably hundreds of pics of her dancing, walking from her house to her car, working at the hospital. The dancing pics were from times when I acted absorbed in my phone, but I was actually zooming in to steal snapshots of her to have when her magnetic pull and my cravings for her got too bad. After the last time she stayed at my place, I slept in my guest bed for a week, because the sheets smelled like her. If anyone knew that, I’d never hear the end of it.

Daily, I made myself not go to her. It was for the best that I left her alone. Yeah, I was a twisted fuck and I had tracked down her new residence, which I would still randomly drive by like a creeper. Since the night I left her an anonymous Christmas gift on her front step, I drove by at least once a week. No matter how many times I thought about her, dreamt of her, needed her, I knew she didn’t need me and my shit, and I tried to convince myself I didn’t need her.

Trusting in women, a woman, had been my downfall once, and I wasn’t going to let it happen again. No matter how much I wanted to with her. Besides, I obviously wasn’t that great of a boyfriend if someone would rather…. My heart constricted, and I couldn’t even finish the thought.

Pain shot through my body like a lightning bolt through my chest to the bed below. Clenching my phone in my hand, for the hundredth time I wondered if maybe things could be different with her.

No.

I couldn’t let myself contemplate those thoughts. Things were better this way. Me, my brothers, my bike, and my computers. Loyalty from my brothers, predictability and control over my bike, and everything electronic… that worked for me. Fuck women, fuck trust, fuck it all.

Besides, we barely knew each other. Like a lovesick, twisted, lost soul, I had watched her dance for months. We had fucked twice. She had texted me several times, and I forced myself to ignore them. Then she up and quit without saying a damn word, went radio silent, and the one time I caved and stopped by her apartment after she quit, someone else answered the door and had no idea who she and her brother were. She obviously didn’t want anything to do with me, and it hurt even though it shouldn’t. Still, I tried to respect her wishes, and my conscience, and leave her alone.

Never had a girl had me this twisted up inside. Not even Layla… and I had thought our love was the end all, be all.

But she was here today. Looking so beautiful and pure in her short wool jacket and cute beanie pulled low to her eyebrows, over that long, dark hair, and her cheeks flushed bright pink from the cold, but even devoid of makeup she was gorgeous. Don’t you want to know why? Maybe she was in trouble and needed your help. Maybe she came to tell you she loves you and can’t live without you, and you just broke her heart because you’re trying so hard to guard you own? Maybe she’s the one you need to take a chance on?

Fuck! Where the hell do these thoughts even come from?

My mind was a clusterfuck of thoughts, with my conscience battling with my inner demons every damn day.

Despite my words to myself, my mind went where it hadn’t gone in so very long. A place I desperately tried not to think about. My fucking chest hurt even more at the agonizing thoughts that crept into my head. But it wouldn’t leave my brain once it settled and began to fester.

Reaching into my nightstand drawer, I pulled out a tattered and faded piece of paper and a half empty bottle of Crown and twisted off the lid. Tracing the blurry shape with my finger, I lifted the bottle to my lips with my free hand, and wondered, as I always did.

The screen on my phone lit up next to me. Glancing at it, I saw it was a text from my mom. She had been calling and texting me nonstop for the last two weeks. Rarely, did I go this long without seeing my family. Telling myself I would call her later, I made the decision to go see my parents tomorrow. Maybe it was time I came clean with them about why I left years ago and joined the Marines.

Until then, I drank to quiet the thoughts that were swimming in my head, consuming everything happy and good in their pathway. I didn’t deserve happy and good.

The worn and ragged paper slipped from my fingers to the bed as I finished the bottle and closed my eyes.
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“Drowning (Face Down)—Saving Abel

 

TRUDGING INTO WORK THE next night, I pasted a smile on my face and walked up to the nurses’ station. Report was about to start, and I was almost late for the first time ever. Hunter looked at me with a raised brow, and I held a hand up. “I don’t want to hear it. I’m here… two minutes to spare, but I’m here.”

“Yeah, I see that, but are you okay? You’re looking a little… uhhh, rough.” Rolling my eyes, because that’s just what a girl wanted to hear from the hottest male nurse in the ED, I gave him a droll look. Thankfully, he wasn’t a jerk, he really was concerned, but it still did nothing for my ego. We walked together to the conference room for report.

“Shut it. It was a crappy couple days off. You have no idea.” Blowing the hair that escaped my braid out of my face, I plopped my tired ass in a chair right as the dayshift charge nurse came in to give report.

“If you need to talk, we could stop at the Coffee Bean in the morning after shift change. I’m told I have a good listening ear,” he whispered as Betty started report. Not wanting to get chewed out for talking during report, I nodded my head. Hunter was not only hot, he was a real sweetheart. We had become good friends since I had started, and he had been my preceptor. Nothing past that had happened, and I appreciated him not hitting on me like Marcus did every time I worked with him.

It was crazy busy as usual, and we were nonstop all night. By the time 7:00 a.m. rolled around, my feet were killing me. If I looked rough at the start of the shift, I knew I looked like complete shit at the end. But that didn’t mean I didn’t enjoy my work. I still freaking loved working in the ED, and my internship started in five days.

My hope was to get my Trauma Nurse Certification as soon as I could complete the Trauma Nurse Core Course. We were only a Level IV Trauma Center, which meant we were at the Community Level; we provide advanced trauma life support but transfer for higher levels of care. In simple speak, we assess them, provide necessary diagnostic needs, stabilize them, then shipped them out via life flights or ambulances, depending on their acuity. Someday, I would love to work in a Level I Trauma Center, but for now, I was perfectly happy where I was.

“You still on for coffee, Kass?” Hunter paired up with me as he came out of a patient’s room after handing them off to the oncoming nurse.

“You know what? Yeah. I’m not in the mood to go home yet. I can’t stay too long, since I have buttloads of laundry waiting for me, and I have to drink cocoa or I won’t sleep.” He laughed as he bumped his shoulder to mine.

“Sounds good. I just need to grab my bag from my locker. Meet you there?” I nodded as he veered off toward the break room where our locker rooms were. Pulling on my gloves and my beanie, I dreaded stepping out the ED doors to get to my car. Damn, I needed to move somewhere warmer. It was times like this I wish I had opted for the remote start on my car so it would be warm quicker.

Diving through the door of my freezing-cold car, I tossed my bag to the passenger seat and started her up, cranking the heat up to high. It took a few minutes, but soon I saw Hunter walk over to his truck and do the same, except his truck was running and probably all nice and toasty warm as he dove in. Damn, I was a grumpy Gus.

We pulled out at the same time, and I followed him over a few blocks to the coffee shop. We parked next to each other and walked up to the door. Before I could reach it, he pulled it open and ushered me through. When his hand rested on my lower back briefly as I passed in front of him, it didn’t give me chills like when Erik had done it, but it was comforting and felt nice to have a man perform such a cursory, but chivalrous action. He didn’t leave his hand there long, and I found myself missing the light pressure almost immediately.

The smell of coffee was rich and divine as I approached the counter. If I wasn’t working again tonight, I totally would have gotten a caramel mocha latte. Unfortunately, duty called, so hot chocolate it was. Placing my order, I caved and ordered a chocolate scone to go with it. When I pulled my wallet out of my jacket pocket to pay, he held his hand gently over mine and told the barista he was paying.

“What? No! You don’t have to pay for my stuff.” I was huffing at him, but he just laughed.

“Kass, I know I don’t have to, but I want to, and I invited you. It’s my treat.” Why that embarrassed me, I wasn’t sure, but my face felt like it was flaming. Partly because I hadn’t been on a real date in a long time, but partly because he was so dang sweet and cute, and he was buying me stuff. It made me feel like I was in middle school again.

Not that I assumed this was a date!

“Well, it just doesn’t seem right.” My face burned hotter. Ugh!

He smiled as he shook his head. After he paid for our items, we grabbed a corner table and waited for the barista to call our names. It was plenty warm in there, so I shrugged my coat off, hanging it over the back of my chair.

“So… what’s going on with you that has you so wound up?” He pushed his Henley sleeves up and rested his chin on his knuckles as he waited for me to answer with his cute raised eyebrows. Hmm, in all the weeks I had worked with him, I never noticed he had tattoos on his arms. Hot. Not as hot as Erik, but… oh my God! Why did he have to invade every thought I had?

“Hunter, I don’t really want to talk about it. It’s embarrassing, and it sucks. I’m such a freaking idiot.” My head fell to my hands, and I heard the barista called our names.

“Hold that thought, I’ll get our drinks.” He stood up, and I looked up at the ceiling, willing myself not to start crying. Shit, I was so damn emotional lately. My eyes were blinking rapidly to hold back the tears that threatened, and of course he caught me as he sat down.

“Hey… it can’t be that bad. Maybe I can help.” His large hand rested on my forearm on top of the table. When he didn’t remove it right away, I fought my tears again and bit my lip.

“No, trust me, there isn’t anything you can do to help. This is all on me.” Picking at my scone and avoiding eye contact, I debated what I should tell him.

“Well, a lot of times we feel alone when we don’t need to. Kassi, you know I’m here for you. I really care about you, and I want to help, but I can’t if you won’t let me in.” This guy. Damn, why couldn’t I have fallen for him? How long did it take to get over someone who was no good for you and who totally shit on you?

Steeling myself for his censure, I debated how to word it and what all I should tell him. Just biting the bullet and telling him the truth seemed the best option, but do you have any idea how hard that is?

“I’m afraid I’m going to lose my job.” His brows rose in surprise and my head dropped in shame. “I’m pregnant,” I whispered. Here’s where he tells me that wasn’t what he was expecting and he wishes me the best of luck and hightails it for the door. Aaaaand cue uncomfortable response…

“Wow. Okay, that ummm… well… wasn’t even close to what I was thinking.” Am I good or what? Now cue placating B.S.…

“Kass, I don’t know the whole story, but I’m sorry because you don’t seem overly thrilled. And I guess, I don’t know what to say, but I’m here for you.” Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner. “What can I do to help? Shit, I didn’t know you were seeing anyone. Whoa. So, what does the baby’s father have to say about it? I’m guessing that must be part of the problem. Isn’t he being supportive? What can I do to help?” Wait. What? My face sat frozen while my mouth hung open.

“Can I get you an award for being, like, the most unexpected guy in the world? Dang. Okay, hang on… you just really shocked me.” Fidgeting with the wrap around my cup, I absently lifted the cup to my lips and promptly burnt the shit out of my tongue. Seriously?

“Oh my dawd, that wath hot!” I wanted to go stick my tongue in a snow bank. Maybe my whole head. His laughter as he went to the counter didn’t help much. He came back with a cup of ice, which I stuck my tongue in without thinking. When I realized he was still laughing, I looked up at him. As I did, the cup lowered and there I sat with two ice cubes momentarily stuck to my tongue until they dropped back in the cup with a plunk.

“Well, that was attractive. Wow. Do it again?” He laughed and brushed a loose strand of hair from my face. When his fingertips grazed my cheek, we both went silent. Palm against my jaw and fingertips curled around my neck, he stared into my eyes.

“Kassi…”

Oh boy.

“What about the baby’s father?” His words were uttered softly as he continued to look at me in expectation. He really was an especially good-looking guy. And he had been such a good friend. It was okay to appreciate that, right?

“He’s not in the picture. By his choice.” My sneer slipped out as I shook my head in self-disgust for thinking Erik would change his feelings about relationships or at least have a heart where his own baby was concerned. No matter how much sarcasm, anger, and hate I tried to drum up and hold onto, my heart still stuttered at the thought of him. He had hurt me so badly, though, leaving me bitter and scarred. My chest literally ached thinking about how he had so heartlessly dismissed us.

“Let me be here for you. In any way you need me.” Ummm, was he saying what I thought he was saying? Oh hell.

“Hunter, it’s not your responsibility. You’ve only known me a for a month. Trust me, you don’t want to burden yourself with me and my problems. No matter how good a friend you are, I can’t do that to you.” Placing my hand over his and curling my fingers over his to pull his hand free, I held his hand between mine on the table. It was difficult to meet his eyes. What he said next got my attention with a quickness.

“What if I want you regardless? What if I want to be more than friends with you?” His soft-spoken words were full of intense emotion.

“Oh! I… I don’t know if that’s a good idea. We work together, Hunter. Don’t they frown on that? The last thing I want is for you to get in trouble at work because of me. If I’m honest with myself, I also have to think of myself and the baby. I can’t jeopardize my internship. Well, that is if they don’t fire me for being pregnant when they hired me, even though I didn’t know it at the time. God, this is such a mess!” My head dropped in defeat.

“There aren’t any fraternization policies between nurses at the hospital. There have been several relationships that have started there. Come on, Kass, just give us a chance. That’s all I’m asking.” It was so tempting. He was so tempting. Raising Matt, school, and work had taken up all of my time and emotions, but now that I had graduated and Matt was doing really well in school, things had calmed down. Well, that was to say, they had until I found out I was pregnant. It was emotionally draining, being alone. Doing everything on my own.

Just try it. Shit, it’s not like he asked you to marry him. My inner self chastised me and rolled her eyes at my hesitancy.

“Umm okay, so what? You want to go out?” A small smile crept on my face.

“Yeah.” He grinned. “That’s exactly what I want. How about we get out of here so you can get some sleep before we work tonight. You’re off tomorrow night, right?” Hmmm, he was paying attention to my schedule. Maybe he really did like me. “Like me” as if we were in 5th grade. Lordy, was I getting too old for this shit….

“Yes, I am.”

“Good, let me pick you up at about six, and I’ll take you to dinner. Nothing fancy, just there’s this little bar and grill by the lake I’ve been wanting to try out. I think your company would make it better. What do you say?” His smiling expression couldn’t disguise the eagerness in his green eyes.

“Okay. But I don’t want this to make things weird for us if it doesn’t work out.” Losing his friendship would devastate me. He’d really become a rock for me, and I appreciated the gift he had been in my life lately.

“Never, Kass.”
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Hunter had told me to dress casual, so I squeezed my ass into a pair of my older “heavier” skinny jeans. You know the ones you keep for those times your weight fluctuates. Since I had quit dancing, and with the baby, I had definitely gained weight and was having a hard time fitting in a lot of my “skinny” clothes, which was a real blow to my self-esteem and the catalyst for starting a gym membership. Pregnant women could stay fit too.

Shuffling through my clothes was depressing. It mostly consisted of scrubs, jeans, T-shirts, and hoodies. Oh! There at the back of the closet I saw a pink Henley that had crystal buttons at the vee of the neck and a pretty swirling design printed down both sleeves. Casual yet kind of nice, and I hadn’t worn it in forever.

After I slipped on a pair of black riding boots, I looked in the mirror on the back of my door. My hands smoothed the shirt down over my thicker, but still essentially flat, stomach. Images of my belly growing with Erik’s child assailed me. Visions of him talking to our child through my belly as his calloused hands framing the bulge of our baby nestled within slipped in before reality swooped in and snuffed them out.

The doorbell rang, and I heard the muffled voices of my brother and Hunter through my bedroom door. Nervousness seeped in to the point I nearly backed out and sent a text to Hunter telling him I was sick. “You can do this, Kassandra. You have weathered worse storms than this.” Great, now I was talking to myself out loud. Did pregnancy cause dementia?

The look on Hunter’s face when I stepped into the living room where he was waiting did wonders for my self-esteem. Warmth spread across my cheeks. His eyes had widened, and his jaw hung loose before he blinked, closed his mouth, and cleared his throat.

“Wow. You look beautiful, Kassi. I mean, not that you don’t always look beautiful, but I’ve never seen you in anything but scrubs. I’ll shut up now. So, are you ready to go?” Matt stood behind him and slightly to the side. His messy, dark locks of hair flopped in his eyes, as he gave me a thumbs-up, causing my blush to morph from pink to flame-red in fear Hunter could see Matt in his peripheral vision. Oh, dear God, that kid.

“Let me grab my jacket and purse.” Stepping around him, I gave Matt my best “knock your shit off” look and pulled my shorter wool peacoat out, but before I could slip it on, Hunter had taken it in his hands to hold as I pushed my arms through the sleeves.

“Thank you.” My cheeks felt on fire, and I was sure I was cherry-red by that time.

“My absolute pleasure, beautiful.”

Like the gentleman he was, he opened the truck door and helped me inside before closing the door behind me. Watching him walk around the front of the truck toward the driver’s side, I noticed he had obviously skipped his shave today and had a really nice scruff going on. Instead of making him look sloppy or lazy, it was rugged and hot as hell.

After climbing behind the wheel, he headed over toward the restaurants that lined the lake. My heart started racing when he took the turn toward Fillenwarth Beach. Oh shit. Did the gods really hate me so much?

When he drove past the Nautical, I breathed a sigh of relief. Until he whipped around and stopped in front of the building next door. Knowing that particular place was under complete renovation, I knew we were going into the Nautical.

Why? Why did it have to be the place Erik had brought me the first night? Looking to the heavens, I wondered why I was being punished. What misdeed did the powers-that-be determine I had committed?

Hunter shut off his truck, and before I could get unbuckled, he was around to my side, opening the door for me. As I stepped down to the ground from the running board, it brought me nearly chest to chest with him. Those green eyes of his glittered in the light emanating from the bar. His breath mingled with mine, our lips nearly touching. A group of laughing guests exiting the establishment brought the moment to an abrupt end.

We both stepped back, but when I did I hit the running boards with the back of my calves and almost lost my balance. Strong arms caught me, pulling me upright again.

“I’ve got you.” My face felt on fire, both from my gracelessness and the way he made me feel.

Cherished.

Special.

A girl could get used to treatment like this. Just let go of Erik and move on.

Too bad that was easier said than done. Who was it that said, “the heart wants what it wants”? Emily Dickinson? Well, it should frickin’ listen to me instead, because it was making my life hell.

Walking into the Nautical hand in hand with Hunter, I noted all the laughing faces. People having a good time with friends, watching sports on many of the televisions, shouting when their favored team did well, and smiling amongst themselves.

The same bartender was at the bar with a cheerful grin on his face as he joked with patrons at the bar, along with another bartender talking to some customers further down the bar as he mixed up a couple of drinks for them. Many people were sporting T-shirts with their logo and “Get Nauti in Okoboji.”

Hunter squeezed us into a table halfway through the bar, along the wall, and we both looked over the menu. After the waitress took our order, we sat companionably, taking in the energy of the room. Thankfully, it was a different waitress than the night Erik and I came here.

What the heck? Could I not keep him out of my thoughts for a single day? Taking a deep breath, I vowed to push his memories into a little box in my mind and stash it away in the recesses of my head. Hunter was a new page in my life. He was not a rebound. He was a really great guy, one that wanted to be in my life and that of my unborn baby.

If I kept reminding myself of his impressive qualities, maybe I could completely erase Erik from my field of vision and my heart.

It could be done, right?
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“Through It All”—From Ashes To New

 

THIS IS SUCH A bad idea, I told myself for the hundredth time. Once again, I found myself sitting in the dark in my truck across from her house. While I’d sat there trying to decide if I had the balls to go to her door, I had watched her brother leave and knew she was home alone. Was it even fair to try to convince her to give me a second chance after what I had done to her the day she’d come to see me? That had been such an incredibly douche move, and not one I was proud of.

The last couple of weeks had been hell. She had set up residence in my mind, occupying my thoughts nonstop. So many times, I wanted to share something with someone and she was the first one to pop into my thoughts. Out of the blue, I would think I smelled her perfume, and it would hit me like a hammer to the chest. Because of all of that, I had desperately tried to stay away from her. Thinking if I quit seeing her, watching her, I could push her from my mind. So, coming to the realization that I loved her was a serious moment for me. It was a tough, bitter pill to swallow with my history, but I knew there would be no happiness for me without her.

My eyes trailed over to the passenger seat where a big teddy bear sat with a satin heart held to his chest reading, “Be Mine.” There was a box of chocolates beside the furry beast. Corny, yeah, but it was Valentine’s Day, and I figured it was the perfect day to try to make amends. Just as I grabbed the bear and reached for the door handle, a truck pulled into her driveway.

“Shit. Now what?”

A guy with khaki pants and a leather jacket jumped out of the truck and headed to the door with a handful of red roses. With increasing trepidation and denial, I watched as he nervously ran his hand through his hair before taking a deep breath and knocking on the door. Fuck no. The knife slid between my ribs to my heart. What utterly broke me was seeing her open the door to him and throw her arms around him after he handed her the flowers. The twist of the knife was her smile, followed by her hands framing his face and her kissing him with such tenderness before motioning him inside.

Moments later, they emerged from the house, hand in hand. He assisted her into the truck, closing her door after she was settled in her seat. The ache in my chest grew in magnitude until it felt like a vice around my heart. Because seeing all of that wasn’t enough abuse, I sat and watched as they drove away together.

My pain slowly morphed to anger. Anger at myself for pushing her away. Anger at myself for waiting so long to go after her. Anger at her for not waiting for me. The last, I knew wasn’t fair, but at the time it seemed completely logical. In my frustration, I beat on my defenseless steering wheel. That should have been me with her.

So, there it was. She was lost to me before I even had her. Joker was right; for someone so smart, I was a dumbass.

Starting my truck and pulling away from the curb with a squealing of tires, I told myself I was fine; I would deal with this and move on. This shouldn’t surprise me. She and I both knew we wouldn’t work out. I shouldn’t be mad at her for moving on. I should be relieved. Anger continued to brew, simmer, and boil inside me. It began to consume me bit by bit, like the tide morphing a carefully constructed sandcastle into nothing.

Returning to the clubhouse, I saw Steph talking to Reaper in the parking lot. Parking my truck next to his, I got out and noticed their kiddos were bundled up in Steph’s SUV. Remi was waving at me through the window, a big smile on her precious face. As soon as I saw that sweet smile, my anger began to dissipate, and I went back to my truck and grabbed the bear and candy.

Opening her door, I reached in, handed her the bear, kissing her lightly on the head and tossing the candy on the front passenger seat. Her squeal told me she loved the stupid thing. Better she get some enjoyment from it than tossing it in the trash, I supposed.

“Well, that was random….” Reaper smirked at me, having no clue about the short history behind the large bear.

“Thank you, Uncle Erik! I love him soooo much!” Her smile was contagious, but I couldn’t help the pain I felt every time I was around one of the guys with their kids. Longing engulfed me before I shoved it away.

Even my own niece and nephew rarely saw me. I loved them like crazy, but I wasn’t safe to be around them. I didn’t deserve to be around them. And it hurt too fucking much.

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.” The crack in my voice was surely a figment of my imagination. My heart felt like it slowed, each thud feeling powerful enough to burst through my chest cavity as, instead of Remi, I saw another child with dark hair, no more than six years old. One that I watched the life seep out of all over my hands. Looking at my palms, I expected them to be stained crimson, as they were once before. Sounds around me faded to murmurs. Nothing existed but my hands in front of me. No. No, no, no, no. Not now. Not after so long… Screams. Confusion. Cries. Devastation everywhere….

“Erik!” With a start, I whirled on the balls of my feet, fist balled and arm drawn back. My eyes seemed to slowly clear as they darted franticly around. Steph stood in front of me, arms up with her palms facing me the way one would try to calm a raging animal. Reaper’s arm stretched across her, ready to push her to safety, if need be. He recognized the torment within me, and he was right to protect her. After all, he understood it very well.

Breath coming in rasping, heaving desperation, I could only shake my head as I backed away and returned to my truck. Dammit, that was Steph and I had damn near decked her. I’d known her since she was barely more than a toddler, when her brother Sam and I became friends in first grade.

Fuck, I wasn’t fit company tonight.

Ignoring Reaper’s shouts, I pulled out of the lot like a bat out of hell. No specific destination in mind, I just drove. Maybe if I drove far enough and fast enough, the memories would evaporate like a mist. Memories of innocent children who would never know love, laughter, or happiness. All because I failed. It didn’t matter that I tried. I still failed.

And the most innocent of them all? The one that truly haunted me every day of my life? The one who never even took a single breath. That sweet child will forever haunt me, running my heart and soul through the ringer.

My phone rang, but I didn’t even look at the lit screen. When I didn’t answer, the ringing stopped. Only to start again right away. The “fuck you” button was my next response. When the phone rang for the last time, I held down the button, shutting it down. Doing what I seemed to do best, I pushed everyone away.

Though I desperately tried, I still ached for bright blue eyes and dark silky hair. Losing her had left a void in my chest cavity. She had been the first girl since Layla to make me wish I was a different person, a better person.

After driving aimlessly on the backroads, I turned back toward town and headed into my parents’ neighborhood. Each house I passed brought back memories every time. Playing hide-and-go-seek in the yards. Picking the flowers out of old lady Newman’s flower bed to bring to Jenny Howard—I was seven, cut me a break. Climbing up into Kevin McDaniel’s apple tree in his front yard to pick apples for my mom to make apple pie for all us kids. Tossing the football over and over in front of Brad Emerson’s house. Yeah, I had a great childhood, even with all the bumps, bruises, scrapes, and broken bones over the years. It was full of memories and experiences I wouldn’t trade for the world.

Pulling up in front of my childhood home, I sat at the curb taking in the massive Victorian. We had so many good times in that house. Every time my parents talked about selling it and getting something smaller and easier to manage, it made my chest ache. Everyone in town referred to it as a mansion, but to us it was just home. My dad had been an amazing father, even though he was a real estate developer and he had traveled a lot when we were really young. He always made time for us when he was home, but once we got in high school and we were all playing football, he never missed a game. Whether home or away, no matter where he was.

The house was big, I couldn’t deny that. There were six bedrooms and a total of six bathrooms in the big brownstone. Jonathan had the room at the top of the stairs, Maddox had the next one, with a Jack-and-Jill type shared bath between them, then me with my own small bathroom, and Bexley was across the hall. Of course, being the only girl, she got one of the rooms with the biggest bathroom. My parents had theirs on the main floor with their own bathroom, and the room next to Bexley, with its own bathroom was saved as a guest room. We had a big family, so there was always someone visiting. Then there was a half bath on the main floor for when we had get-togethers or people were over. Like I said, it was a big house. A big beautiful house full of memories… and bathrooms. I chuckled to myself.

It would really suck if they sold it.

Even though we were all grown and gone, there were times we randomly just crashed there. Even Jonathan and Rachel, who had moved to Des Moines after she graduated college. There was always an excuse. We drank too much. The weather was bad. It had gotten late and we were tired. It didn’t matter the excuse, every one of us knew it was really just that, an excuse. Staying in our old rooms grounded us… brought us back to Earth when we felt we were drifting weightless in the universe.

The exact reason I ended up here tonight.

Stepping down from my truck, my feet instinctually guided me up the stone steps onto the wraparound porch. There was no need to knock. Family was always welcome.

As soon as I walked in the door, the familiar smells of my mother’s candles enveloped me. Hanging by the door was the framed reminder of the one thing I never wanted to receive. My Purple Heart Medal was framed in a shadow box with the letter and certificate. The only medal no service member wanted to receive. I fucking hated it. That fucking thing would never hang in my house.

Breathing deeply and avoiding the framed reminder like it might bite me, I headed to the living room where I knew I would find my dad with his feet up and leaned back in his recliner as my mom sat on the couch working on one of her cross-stitch designs. Yep, she glanced up with a smile, her blonde hair glowing warm golden from the fire in the hearth, as my dad greeted me.

“Hey, son. What brings you by? Wasn’t sure you were even still in town since you haven’t been over in so long. No Valentine for you this year?” He didn’t mean anything by it, but damn that cut deep. My half-hearted smile had my mom chastising him. She always could read us kids like a book.

“Oh, Gordon, stop. Remember what I said? Besides, you act like he’s in grade school and didn’t get any Valentine’s Day cards.” A small chuckle slipped out, and I felt my soul warm. This was what I needed.

“Oh, he knows I’m just giving him shit, hon. Good to see you, Erik. Sorry to ditch you the first time you visit in months—ahem!—but this old man needs his beauty sleep. I have an early morning tomorrow.” My dad was nearly silver on the sides, but still more “pepper” than “salt” on the top. After a heart scare a few years ago, he converted the basement into a home gym so the grey hair and his deep laugh lines around his eyes were the only sign of aging marring his youthful appearance. Hell, I hoped I aged as well, but at the rate I was going, I would probably run myself to the ground before I was forty.

“Yeah, you’re so old, Dad.”

“It ain’t the years, son, it’s the miles.” He laughed as he came over and hugged me. Nope, I wasn’t ashamed to hug my dad. Not one bit. “Don’t be such a stranger, Erik. It’s good to see you. Love you, son.” He spoke quietly in my ear before he stepped back and went to kiss my mom good night. Once upon a time, I had wanted that. The love they shared. Then, I felt like I didn’t deserve it. Now, I didn’t know what I wanted.

After he had closed the bedroom door down the hall, my mom stared me down with those knowing eyes. “Sit down and tell me what you’ve been up to, Erikson.” She insisted on calling all of us kids by our full names. She was the only one, and because she was my mom and I loved the hell out of her, I let her get away with it. Still, I gave her a shake of my head and a wry smile as I dropped unceremoniously to the couch next to her.

“Same old, same old.” My head dropped to the back of the couch, and I closed my eyes. After sitting quietly for several moments, I sighed. “Mom? How did you know dad was the one?”

“Shouldn’t you ask him how he knew I was the one?” She snickered, and I looked over at her with one eye, keeping the other closed.

“Really, Mom? I’m trying to come to you with real-world problems. Isn’t a mom supposed to be thrilled if her son comes to her for advice? Besides, we’ve all heard the story about how he saw you out with your friends one night and the heavens opened and angels sang. A million times. Somehow, I don’t think that’s the way things really went down.” My droll tone just made her laugh harder.

She smiled at me as she set her project to the side and gave me her undivided attention.

“Is this the same girl you bought the necklace for? Or the one you bought the candy and bear for?” Jesus, sometimes I hated living in a small town. Trying to figure out who told her could literally take days with the endless array of possibilities in this town. Which was exactly why I wouldn’t even try.

Shaking my head at her nameless source, I closed my eye again and blew out a frustrated breath. “They were both for the same girl.” Slitting my eyes to gauge her response, I could see her foot swinging and her arms crossed over her chest. Not a good sign.

“And the reason I haven’t met her after nearly two months… or more?”

“Jesus, Mom. Can we focus here?” I exclaimed in exasperation.

“Don’t use the Lord’s name in vain, Erikson. Not in my house. Now tell me about this girl.”

“Forget I said anything. Honestly, it doesn’t matter. I fu—uh, I mean… I screwed up and now she’s with someone else. Case closed. You know, I think I’ll crash here tonight. I’m too damn tired to drive home, and it looks like it could snow again tonight.” In all honesty, I slept more nights at the clubhouse than my own lately, because my bed and the guest bed reminded me too much of Kassi.

Making a move to rise from the couch, my mother, never one to give up easily, put her hand on my leg to stop me and spoke seriously. “Erikson. Please. Tell me what’s going on with you. Ever since you joined the Marine Corps you’ve been different. I’ve worried about you every day since then. What did you do that was so bad she can’t possibly forgive you?” Her soft hand cupped my cheek before gripping my chin between her thumb and pointer finger to make me look at her.

In resignation, I pulled slowly away, covered my face with my hands, and bowed my head. “It was before that, Mom. Before the Marine Corps. Why I joined, actually. And yeah, I think I messed up pretty bad by just being plain stupid. Now I just have to figure out how to get over her.”
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“Send Me An Angel”—Highly Suspect

 

Mid-May

 

“OH MY GOD, HUNTER! It won’t fit! Ow!” My complaints were muffled and seemed to fall on deaf ears, until Hunter looked up to my eyes and spoke.

“Shit, Kassi, just hold still. It’s just a little tight. Maybe if I….” Hunter grunted with exertion. “Maybe you should try a different one.”

Looking down over my belly that seemed to have doubled in size overnight, I huffed. “I’m not trying a different one. I like this one. You can make it fit. Just try harder, but hurry or we’re going to be late for work!”

The first shoe had gone on just fine. But now the left one wouldn’t fit, no matter how much he loosened the laces. These were my favorite pair, and I wasn’t going to wear mismatched shoes, nor was I taking off the one shoe I had been able to get on. Because let me tell you, at seven months and some change, it was difficult to bend over, so getting that first shoe on had been one hell of an accomplishment.

“Baby, I know you love these shoes, but you need to be realistic. If you can’t get them both on, then we need to try a different pair. It looks like maybe you’re retaining a little fluid. You probably shouldn’t have added sa—”

“No. Don’t say it. If I want to salt my tortilla chips, I’m going to salt my tortilla chips. End of discussion. Here, let me see it.” I reached for the offensive shoe, and he placed it in my hands, shaking his head at my stubbornness the entire time. I mean, who wants to eat tortilla chips that have no salt on them? Is it my fault the Mexican restaurant we ate at last night uses unsalted chips? Of course not.

My swollen fingers worked the laces as loose as they would go before I attempted to lean sideways in my chair to get at my left foot. Wiggling it back and forth, I finally was able to shove my foot in. Looking at Hunter in triumph, I shot him a smug smile. His deep laughter and beautiful smile made my belly flutter, like it did every time.

“Now how are you going to tie it since there is about three quarters of an inch left to work with on each side?” His words were broken up by his uncontrolled laughter.

“Well, the damn thing’s tight enough, I doubt it will fall off.” My rationale seemed legit to me. He blew out a breath and rubbed a hand over his face, trying to disguise the smile I knew was still there at my expense. It didn’t make me mad at him one bit.

In the last several months, we had developed into a comfortable arrangement. We were pretty much together, but we both were still holding back. He would swing by to pick me up when he was on his way to work on the days we worked the same shift. That way Matt could have the car for school. Every so often, he stayed the night, but neither of us had mentioned moving in together. Part of me felt he was afraid he would scare me away; the other part of me was sure he was waiting for me to bring it up when I was ready.

That was the thing though. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I would ever be ready. Once bitten, twice shy and all.

His hand caressed my face, and his firm lips brushed against mine. Absently, my hands went to his shoulders, sliding up his neck to sift through the back of his medium-cropped hair. He was such a great guy, and I counted myself lucky that he had been so good to me. Not just anyone would be willing to step into the shoes another man discarded so carelessly. He had been my mental saving grace over the last few months. He had also helped heal my shattered heart. He carefully gathered up the jagged pieces and gently fitted them together as best as he could.

Yes, there were gaps. Yes, I was still fragile and broken, but with his help I was mending as best as I could.

I had pushed the raw pain into a safe little compartment, but it slipped out at the thought of Erik. No matter how hard I tried, and despite how much he had hurt me, I couldn’t forget him or get over him. Probably another reason why I hadn’t solidified things with Hunter. It didn’t seem fair to Hunter, when I had such a small piece of my heart left to offer. It was like cheating him.

Hunter was so damn beautiful and so damn good—as in he was an amazingly giving and caring person. Any girl would be lucky to have him. I was lucky to have him.

“Kassi, we need to go. God, I wish we didn’t.” He growled out the words against my kiss-swollen lips. Oh, and he was such a good kisser.

Knowing he was right, I let out a frustrated sigh.

“Fine, but we’re picking this back up when we get home. After I make supper anyway.” No one told me being pregnant made you horny as hell. Then again, it wasn’t like I had a lot of choices of insightful pregnancy mentors. No matter how turned on I was by him though, food came first. Tonight, I was making spaghetti. Oh, and garlic bread, because… yeah… carbs. Hey, a girl had to have priorities.

His lips tipped up at the edges before he leaned forward to give me a quick peck on the tip of my nose. Lord, this man was so easy to love. And I did. I did love him, but it was just a different kind of love. My heart just needed to heal, and I prayed in time I could fall truly and deeply in love with him—as in love with him as I was with my baby’s father.

“Let’s get going before we’re late, baby. Don’t you have your appointment over your lunch today?”

“Yeah, Dr. Porter is coming down to the ED to see me.” Perks of being a nurse in the same small hospital where your doctor worked. She made “ward calls” when she was able. She had arranged to see me right before she had a scheduled induction at the hospital, and she said she needed to talk to me about something. Win for me because I didn’t have to waste a day off going to the doctor’s office just for a monthly checkup. Everything seemed to be going well—umm well, except for this fluid retention because I loved salt so damn much—so I wasn’t worried it was something bad she needed to discuss.

Standing up and holding his hand out to help me heft my large ass out of the chair, Hunter pulled me to standing and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close. Well, as close as one can get with a rather large abdomen protruding between us.

“So, have you settled on any names for him? Or are you still going over your list of twenty-five names?” Such an exaggeration… There were only about, ohhh… twenty first names.

“Actually, yes, I have. I’ve narrowed it down to three. Okay, maybe four. But it’s a surprise.” Regardless of the blatant disregard for his soon-to-be child, I prayed daily that someday Erik would want something to do with his son. That was the driving force behind giving my baby boy his father’s name as his middle name. That meant my choices were Sebastian Erik, Jakob Erik, Beckham Erik, and Alexander Erik. But I couldn’t share that with Hunter without him asking about the significance of “Erik,” since it was the middle name for all of them.

“Oh, come on… don’t I get a say so?” He was joking, but the question threw the metaphoric bucket of cold water over my mood. Pasting a smile on my face, I just laughed, kissed him, and gently extricated myself from his hold. Using the excuse of grabbing my work tote and looking to make sure I had my lunch, clipboard, stethoscope, bandage scissors, tape, hemostat, and all my other “what-if” supplies packed, I turned my back to him. My inhaled breath was uneven.

Hunter wanted to step up to the plate as a father figure to my baby. I knew he did. It just seemed so disloyal to Erik, despite his coldhearted treatment of me. Why was the heart so foolish in who it loved? Composing my features, I turned back to him with a bright smile.

“Okay, I have everything. You ready?” Looking into his eyes, I knew he regretted mentioning having any input. It was almost an unspoken rule with us that he treaded lightly in regards to the baby. It was foolish of me to hold back with him on this. Deep down, I knew it was me who needed to decide where our relationship went from here, because he was obviously all in. That was so damn difficult for me, and it shouldn’t be.

“Yeah, babe, I’m ready. Here, let me get your bag.” He extricated the handles from my fingers and slung it over his shoulder. His smile was still as beautiful, but the light in his eyes had dimmed. Now I felt like shit. He was never anything but good to me.

Following him out the door, I mentally began to prep for work. Thankfully, I still had a job. Tom had been extremely understanding when I broke down and told him about my situation. He had agreed to play it by ear, and as long as there were no complications with my pregnancy and my OB said I was clear to work, then I would have a job. The moment that changed, we would have to reevaluate. Luckily, everything had gone textbook perfect so far, and I had completed the Trauma Nurse certification with flying colors.

The ride to work was uneventful, and we settled into the typical routine for the night. My appointment with Dr. Porter, my OB, had gone okay. She was mostly concerned about my fluid retention, slightly elevated levels of protein in my urine, and my hypertension. So we were watching me for preeclampsia. Yay.

Hunter had been busy all night with some college kids who had been in a car accident who were suffering from the typical aches, pains, and one had a broken arm. Two of my patients were siblings and were there for fever and cough. Gotta love spring cold season. The other was a guy who had caught his hand in a table saw and was lucky to still have a hand. Dr. Morris was stitching him up as I assisted. He was just putting in the final suture when the trauma notification system went off on the overhead page system.

“Thought tonight was too good to be true. Well, Kass, are you ready for some excitement?” The doc tied the last suture, and I stepped in to clean up the used supplies as he told the patient how to care for the wound and what to watch for.

We had just gathered outside the ambulance entrance when we heard over the radio, “Twenty-nine-year-old male, code in progress. Cranial injuries. Multiple lacerations. Significant blood loss. Possible fractures to right tibia and fibula. Two minutes out. Be advised.” Shit. It was going to be a busy night.

If only I had known that night would haunt me for a long time to come.
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“Fake It”—Seether

 

THE WEATHER HAD BEEN beautiful lately, and I had been riding my bike every day for almost two months. It was the only thing that gave me peace. Slowly, I had been getting my head straight. Coming clean with my mom had taken a huge burden off my chest. She had cried when I told her everything and couldn’t believe I hadn’t come to them before. When I told her how messed up I had been, and still was, and how I had just needed to get away from everything, she didn’t really understand. Not that I expected her to, but she was stronger than I anticipated, and she sat and listened. Then she held me as I cried. Like a fucking baby.

Rolling up to the clubhouse, I saw I wasn’t the only one who had been out enjoying the weather today, if the line of bikes parked in the lot was any sign of all the guys riding that day. There were a couple of the old ladies there with their kids, and I saw Reaper manning the grill under the trees at the side of the building. Today was the monthly family picnic, and since the weather was nice, we had been able to have the last two at the clubhouse, rather than in Reaper’s shop at his place.

Snow, Vinny, Gunny, and Butch were all sitting with cold beers in their hands shooting the shit. Reload and DJ, the prospects, were refilling the coolers with beer, soda, and juice packs for the kiddos. Joker and Hollywood were standing at the end of the bikes talking, and Joker was sporting his new E-cig. It gave me a chuckle because the first day he showed up with one, he pulled out a lighter out of habit and almost set fire to the damn thing. He was trying so hard to quit smoking, but this was his third attempt in as many months. We all kept encouraging him and telling him it can take a while and not to get down on himself when he fell off the wagon.

They waved at me as I pulled up and backed into the end of the row. After I parked, I climbed off and walked up to embrace Hollywood and Joker.

“Hey, bro, nice ride in, wasn’t it? Shit, this damn thing sucks. ¡Esta es una cagada!” Joker looked at the E-cig with distaste as he shook it and looked it over. “Fucking thing isn’t working. Be right back.” He walked off to his bike, presumably to get a different one. He was funny as shit with those things, but I wouldn’t laugh out loud at him because I was proud of him. Nah, that’s not true. I still laughed my ass off at him, but I really was proud as hell of him.

Hollywood chuckled as Joker walked off, then turned to me. “Thanks for setting up the security system for me at my house. When the old one shit the bed, I thought Becca was going to have conniptions.” His eyes naturally scanned the area until he spotted his wife and son sitting with the other old ladies near the tables covered with food. Everyone was waiting for the items from the grill to be done. The chubby baby boy was flapping his arms as he stood on Becca’s knees and watched Remi, Wyatt, and Dice’s granddaughter, Bella, playing on the ground in the center of their chairs.

“No problem. I told you I would either fix the old one or hook you up with a new system. Your hardware was all good, but the software was shit. It was an easy fix to upload mine to it, with a few modifications. I’m just glad it gives Becca some peace of mind.” One of the prospects brought me a beer, and I pulled my bottle koozie from the Nautical out and slipped in on before tipping it back. The bitter brew was ice cold and hit the spot. Even though I was a whiskey guy, I enjoyed a cold beer when the weather got nice.

Glancing around again, as Joker rejoined us, I noted the rest of the brothers were here and spread around the area already. Cash, Two-Speed, Soap, and Smoke were off to the side playing a game of horseshoes. The only ones missing were Pops and Mama Jean because they had already set off in the new toy-hauler RV they had bought to go traveling in. Last we heard, they were on their way to Arizona. I made a mental note to check in with him later to make sure they were okay.

We made our way over to everyone gathered by the game and the grill, so I could greet my brothers and the family members that were present. Even though I had my blood family, these people here were the ones who helped me get my shit straight when I came back from the Marine Corps. Fuck, I was a hot damn mess then. It was hard to believe I had actually tried to pick a fight with Snow, Gunny, Vinny, and some of the others that first night.

It had been right after I got home, and I had been drowning my sorrows as they played pool at the Oasis one night. All the shit in my head had been messing with me, and my fucking demons were bearing down on me hard. At that point, I was probably lower than I had been when I ran off and joined the Marines. The rational part of me knew I needed to pull my head out of my ass and fight back, because I had family and friends that loved me, needed me, but there was the wicked, little, whispering voice telling me how worthless I was… what a failure I was… how no one would want me around when they found out all my darkest secrets.
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“You fuckers think you’re badasses with your cute little matching leather vests?” My drunk ass had bumped into one of the guys as he was setting up his shot, and when he stood up and growled at me to watch where the fuck I was going, the alcohol made me brave and my demons made me masochistic.

“What the fuck did you just say?” They all looked at me like I had lost my ever-loving mind. How right they were. Home on terminal leave from the my six-year enlistment in the Marine Corps, I had deftly lied my way through all my out-processing assessments, just like I had during my redeployment physicals and psych exams. My head was brimming with guilt from Layla to the hostages I had failed on my last mission. Getting the shit beat out of me was a necessary evil, it would seem.

“Do you know who we are?” Oh, I knew who they were.

Everyone in town knew who they were.

The Demented Sons had been in this town as long as I could remember. They were actually a pretty badass group of guys, and they kept the troublemakers and shitheads out of the town. Not only that, but if you messed with one, you were getting them all. So, it was no surprise when I ended up with a wall of leather in my face after my drunken comment.

Evidently, alcohol helped me become a glutton for punishment. “You fucking heard me. You’re nothing but a bunch of fucking pansy-ass fucktards. Riding around together like you’re something special.” My inebriated poking of the bear continued until finally the Viking, the guy whose turn it had been, reached back and nailed me in the right cheekbone.

Unable to balance well as it was, the hit knocked me backward into a table, turning it over and landing me flat on my back. My glass went flying, as did the item clenched in my other hand so tight, the prongs had left my palm bleeding.

The room was spinning, and I swore I saw stars as one of the other guys knelt to pick up the object where it fell near his feet.

“Gunny, wait!” The Viking he called Gunny had my shirt clenched in one fist and the other drawn back to rain hell on my poor, already swelling cheek. He squatted down and held the item in my face. The purple ribbon and dangling gold heart were coming in and out of focus, as I looked at it with repulsion.

“Where did you get this? Is it yours?” He continued to hold it out, and the other guys were waiting for my answer as well.

“Fuck that piece of shit.” The words spat out of my mouth with contempt and the blood pooling in my mouth from the hit I took from the Viking.

“Answer me, boy. Is. This. Yours?” His tone brooked no argument, and I should have said something smart to allow the dark blond Viking to continue beating the shit out of me, but I was tired. Bone weary, emotionally and mentally done. My eyes closed, and my head fell to the side. Weakness leaked from my eyes to land on the dingy carpet.

“Yeah. It’s mine.” The words whispered from my lips.

“Shit.” The Viking let go of my shirt and stood. With his hands clenching and unclenching, he spoke in a deep growl. “What branch?”

“Marines,” was my tired reply. “Semper fucking Fi.”

“Jesus.” Several of them murmured.
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The Viking, as I had dubbed him, was Gunny, obviously. Snow was the one who had picked up the Purple Heart Medal I had been grasping. From that day on, they would stop by to check on me as I worked at the local feed store. It was just a job to give me something mindless to do. Throwing feed sacks and hay bales all day fit the bill.

What I didn’t know at the time was the majority of the members had been prior service. The club had actually been started up by seven veterans who had been lost and flailing after coming home from Vietnam. They banded together to keep each other sane and to recreate the camaraderie they needed. Those feelings were what drew most of the members in. Yeah, most of us had issues, I ain’t gonna sugarcoat shit. But we understood each other. We were there for each other. No matter what.

Gunny was the first one to suggest me joining the club when he saw my bike parked out in front of the store one day. At first I had rebelled and told him I didn’t want anything to do with them. I wanted to be alone. The only person I really talked to at the time was my buddy Kayde, who was still finishing up his enlistment. He had another couple of years left and had been talking about settling by me since I was more family than his own.

That would be Joker. The day he was patched at the end of last year had been one of the happiest and proudest moments of my life. He was like my little brother already, and then he actually became my brother through the patch.

Anyway, Gunny finally wore me down. He spent so much time talking to me, he started to bring small parts of me slowly back to life. Still, there were parts of me that were so black, I doubted anyone would ever find a light that could breach through the dark desolation I felt.

That was until Kassi. She was that bright ray of sunshine I had been waiting my whole life for, and I chased her away. Straight into the arms of another man. It didn’t get any more cliché than that. Cliché or not, it still fucking hurt. Ripped out my heart. When Reaper had asked me if I loved her that night, he had planted a seed that took root, and I couldn’t eradicate it no matter how hard I tried.

She was so deeply embedded in my mind, I thought I saw her everywhere, her scent followed me, and she infiltrated my dreams every night. Despite all of that, I was doing my best to let go and move on. Thoughts of her no longer brought me to my knees. Now I just felt a slight twinge in my chest. The true test would be to actually lay eyes on her. I wasn’t quite brave enough to test myself with that, so I avoided anywhere I thought she might be. Better safe than sorry, right?

Reaper yelled out that chow was ready, and everyone made their way through the line, heaping food on their plates. Laughter and friendly voices filled the air as everyone ate and conversation flowed around the group. Some people didn’t understand the draw to an MC, but this was it. It was about family.

“No date today, Hacker?” Joker laughed, and I wanted to punch him in his laughing damn face. That fucker could always seem to sense my thoughts, and I swore he said shit just to piss me off.

“Fuck no. And where is your date, asshole?” There was a flash of something in his eyes before he laughed. I had a feeling there was something going on with him, but he hadn’t said anything. He had gone out of town unexpectedly last week, and he had been scarce around the clubhouse. Come to think of it, I had stopped by the Tattoo shop to have him touch up my ink and our other artist, Roy, said Joker called to have him reschedule his appointments for Monday and Tuesday.

“Don’t laugh, fucker. If you don’t have a woman stashed somewhere, then where the hell did you run off to last week? What the hell’s up with you?” When I put him on the spot, he looked away and took a big drag of his E-cig. Do you even call it a drag on a fake cigarette? Hell, I didn’t know. Either way, I could tell I had touched on a nerve.

Hollywood broke out in a giant grin before he shouldered Joker.

“What the fuck? You holding out on us, Joker? You and Hacker both. Being all fucking mopey and shit. If this is about some chick, we need to find you each a good woman and get you settled down.” Hollywood tipped up his beer, but his laughing eyes told me he knew he was hitting nerves.

“What the fuck ever.” I snorted in disgust. “I don’t need anything.” Fucker thought just because he was happily shackled, the rest of us wanted to be. Man, screw that.

“Fuck.” The little voice rang out at a moment that seemed completely silent. Remi was sitting at a small table set up for the kids, with Reaper and Steph in chairs next to her. Reaper looked at me and mouthed “Really, fucker?” before he said, “Damn, man, y’all need to watch your fucking mouths. My little girl is copying your dumb asses.” Steph turned wide and chastising eyes on him.

“Really, babe? Like you’re any better. Do you listen to yourself? That little girl will be able to cuss better than a sailor by the time she is in first grade!” We all groaned.

“No! No sailor talk! That’s blasphemy!” My expression of indignation had everyone laughing.

“Man, shut the hell up. After all, you jarheads are just glorified sailors.” Hollywood snickered.

When I jumped up out of my chair in his direction, he jumped up so fast his chair tipped backward, and he was scrambling back and laughing his ass off. Knowing I was coming after him, he quickly handed off his plate to Becca and started moving away from everyone.

“Yeah, that’s right you little Army fucker, you better run.” I couldn’t keep a straight face anymore though, and I was laughing as hard as he was by the time I tackled him to the ground. We wrestled around for a few minutes before we both flopped back to the ground, staring up at the thick white clouds in the crystal-blue sky above with breathless laughter. Someone nudged me with a booted toe, and I glanced up to see Snow shaking his head at us.

“You children finished? You’re setting a bad example for the actual kids.” He stood there with his arms crossed looking down at us.

“Did anyone ever tell you that you look like a young Clint Eastwood?” My question had him trying to hold back a smile.

“Well, technically, he could be like Scott Eastwood, then,” Hollywood chimed in with his signature grin. He and I laughed, and Snow reached out a hand to help me up. After I was standing, I did the same for Hollywood.

“You dumb asses got jokes, huh? I’ll remember that….” Though he was definitely trying to hide it, his smile broke through his stern mask as he walked off toward the coolers, shaking his head.

“Love you, bro. You know I was just fuckin’ with you.” Hollywood reached an arm out to hook around my neck to pull me close. “We loved you jarheads. For real. Someone had to take our hand-me-downs.”

Laughing, I replied, “Fuck off. You loved us because you little Army men needed heroes, too.”

As we went back to eating, the good-natured ribbing went on for a while between those of us in the club who were veterans. No different than any other time. It never failed when we were all together. Though we gave each other shit, we respected each other regardless of the branch any of us served in, because ultimately, we all served. That was a bond no one could ever sever. Regardless, we each had a certain loyalty to our own branch.

After I finished with my plate, I tossed it in the trash and sat back down by Reaper and Steph.

“Dang, Erik, what the heck have you been doing? You’ve always been in shape, but you look like your muscles have muscles!” Steph poked my bicep with one finger.

“Ha ha. Cute, Stephy. Just been spending more time at the gym.” Like every waking moment I wasn’t working my computer security business or working something for the club. It seemed to be help keep my mind off Kassi. At that point, I was desperate for any distractions I could get.

“You need to make sure Colton goes with you. I wouldn’t want him to lose that sexy body I love so very much.” Winking at Reaper, she multitasked by trying to eat, hold a conversation with us, feed Wyatt, and keep his busy hands from upending her plate. Moms were pretty amazing like that.

She was doing pretty good until little Wyatt decided he was done eating and was wiggling all over the place, trying to flip her plate, pull her blonde hair, and scoot down to the ground where his sister sat eating some grapes. Poor Steph was playing hell with him and trying to eat. Without thinking, I reached over and grabbed him from her, pulling him to my lap. At the dead silence that suddenly became unavoidably noticeable, I looked up to see everyone staring at me like I had a dick coming out of my forehead.

“What?” In confusion, I glanced around the group where every set of eyes was riveted to me, mouths open, catching flies. Wyatt used my distraction to his advantage and latched his little fingers into my beard. The fifteen-month-old was strong, and he held it in a killer grip.

“Hey, you little beast. Easy on the beard, buddy.” Leaning close to him, I smelled sunshine and baby shampoo in his dark hair. His bright blue eyes, exactly like his daddy, looked at me with fascination as he continued to pet and pull on my beard. He felt so right in my arms. This… this was what I had missed out on. Fuck.

“Well, fuck me. ¿Qué carajo?” The awestruck words came from Joker. He was the first to speak.

“Are you feeling okay, Hacker?” Reaper was the next one to speak. Shit, these guys were acting like I had just said I was giving away my bike or something equally as shocking.

Hollywood grinned that signature smirk and had to run his big mouth too. “Hacker, that’s the first time I’ve seen you come within ten feet of anyone’s kids… let alone hold one. We all thought you were maybe… allergic to babies.” He was so full of shit.

“What the fu—uh…” Almost slipped out more damn cuss words in front of these impressionable little ears. “Uh, sorry, Stephy. That was close.” She was still staring at me with her plate suspended in the air and her mouth open.

“I… uh, I guess I just haven’t wanted to before now.” My muttered response earned me a wry look of disbelief from those closest to me. There were still a few covert glances thrown my way, but everyone had pretty much resumed their conversations. Yeah, I was fully aware my grabbing Wyatt to help Steph out had been uncharacteristic of me, but I didn’t realize everyone had noticed my aversion to being close to their, well, any kids. Come to think of it, the only one I ever really had anything to do with was Remi, and she was five now and more like a mini adult. That little girl had everyone wrapped around her finger. Remi and I had been buddies since Steph came back from Des Moines with her. Then again, she was like one of my nieces and nephews. Of course, I never held any of them.

I imagined Kassi with her belly distended with my child. She would be beautiful. Radiant. Glowing. Christ, I needed to stop thinking about her. But it was hard when we were all together with everyone’s family in attendance. Looking around at the brothers and their old ladies made me covetous. Not of their women, but of their relationships, the outpouring of love between them. Before Kassi, I couldn’t have given two shits about being at the family get-togethers alone. Dammit, this blows. She still took up too much real estate in my head.

“I can take him now if you want.” Steph’s voice broke into my quiet introspection. Noticing Steph had finished with her food and Reaper had taken her plate from her, I handed Wyatt back to her. The pang at letting him go surprised me. The questions crept into my mind again. Seeping around my gray matter, they began overlapping, and even physically shaking my head couldn’t make them go away.

Had it been a boy or a girl? Would he or she have had my dark hair or her light hair? Would I have been a good dad, like Reaper and Hollywood? Would I have loved them as deeply as the love I noticed in both my brothers’ eyes?

Memories and guilt assailed my mind, on top of the repeating questions, and I needed to get away. Like immediately. The only thing that cleared my head when it got this bad was asphalt flying under my wheels and the wind in my face. So, doing the only thing I knew to clear my head, I told everyone I was taking off, said my goodbyes, and climbed on my bike.

My pipes rumbled as I pulled out of the lot and onto the highway. It was mere seconds before I was exceeding the speed limit without a single, flying fuck that I could be arrested for how far over the limit I was going.

When the roar of pipes came up behind me at an accelerated speed, I looked in my rearview and took a quick glance over my shoulder. My heart rate jumped at the possibility it could be someone who didn’t have my best interests at heart. Relieved breath left my body when I noted it was Joker on his black V-rod. Damn that motherfucker was fast.

He pulled up next to me, and we followed the road up into Minnesota. Handlebar to handlebar, we navigated the twists and turns of the road. This was peace. No words, no worries, just the wind and the road. The best therapy on God’s green Earth.

Hours had passed by the time we crossed back into Iowa. The sun was going down in a kaleidoscope-colored sunset just as we skirted Spirit Lake on 240th Avenue. Twinkling ahead were the lights of town. As I took the last curve at the south side of the lake and was approaching the turn to continue on 240th, there was a burning sensation in my arm.

“Fuck!” Looking down at my arm, I noticed blood running from the painful area and knew some motherfucker had shot me. “What the every-loving fuck?” I shouted, causing Joker to look over at me. His eyes widened behind his helmet, and he had just signaled for us to pull over when my back tire broke loose. No matter what I would have done, there was no saving it. Joker had time to slam on his brakes and swerve away from me before my bike started to roll.

Most people may think getting thrown off your bike and rolling down an asphalt road would be painful. Maybe it was, but whether it was adrenaline or I was checking out that fast, I didn’t feel a thing and the world spun by in near slow motion. By the time I stopped rolling, my vision was blurring and the sounds of Joker yelling were muffled.

This just turned into a very bad day….
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“Second Chance”—Shinedown

 

FLASHING LIGHTS AND SIRENS were present and visible before the ambulance pulled into the bay. The sirens shut off as they made the turn in to the hospital, but the lights continued to flash and spin as they came to a stop and the doors flew open.

“Here we go, Kassi.” Hunter and I were both trauma junkies. Not that we wished for people to get hurt, but we were all over that shit, getting them fixed up or patched up when they did.

As the paramedic began relaying the patient’s current stats, vitals, and condition to us, we were all rushing as one to the doors leading to the trauma room. Thankfully, they had resuscitated him by the time they arrived. Many don’t make it back from a code situation. To make it worse, it was hard to assess him at a glance because he was covered in blood. In my mind, I was already anticipating this poor guy would need at least two pints of blood; he looked like he’d lost a lot.

As we transferred him from the gurney to the trauma bed, his tattooed forearm and hand flopped out from under the blanket. My eyes studied that arm as I helped tuck it safely on the bed. My mind spun, a niggling, a wisp of something, but just on the fringes of my mind, memory struggled to surface. By rote, I transferred the fluid bag to the hook on our trauma bed.

In a split second, it hit me like a bolt of lightning. Stumbling backward and bumping into Hunter, my gaze shot to the patient’s face. That’s when I noted the beard, though it hadn’t registered initially, as it was covered in blood and an oxygen mask. With shaking hands, I attached the oxygen and set the rate at the doctor’s instructions.

“Kassi, you okay? You’re white as a sheet.” Hunter’s voice sounded as if it came from a hundred miles away as I robotically went through the motions to care for the patient I now knew was Erik. “Kassi! Look at me!” He spun me to face him, and it snapped me out of my emotional trance.

“I’m good.” My voice only betrayed a slight waver as I answered. Clearing my throat, I repeated in a voice I was proud to say was firmer, “Really, I’m good.”

I’d never know if it was Hunter yelling my name that stirred him or the sound of my voice, but as I stood there, my arm was seized by a firm, sticky hand. Looking down, I saw it was Erik’s bloody hand. His head and neck were still stabilized by the C-collar, so he couldn’t turn his head to me, but his eyes bore into me with fear and question. The blue seemed to glow bright turquoise in contrast to the darkened, dried blood covering his face. His eyes widened further as they took in my obviously pregnant belly, but before I could say anything, they rolled up in his head, and I heard the most dreaded phrase to be uttered in a trauma.

“We’re losing him!”

Snapping back into my zone, I compartmentalized the fact that this was the father of my baby dying on the bed. The rest of the trauma team and I ran through the situation like we were trained. It was fast, furious, but precise. Truthfully, I should have excused myself because of the personal aspect of this case. My charge nurse wouldn’t have held it against me, but deep down, I knew I was good at my job and he needed me.

We had just defibrillated him after getting a shockable rhythm. Everyone cheered momentarily and took a relieved breath when he returned to a normal sinus rhythm. We went back to work stabilizing his injuries, and it wasn’t long before we received the notification that CareFlight had landed and we were on the move, rolling to get him transported to Sioux Falls.

The whole incident took way less than an hour but felt like a lifetime from start to finish. When I watched them load him up into the helicopter and rise into the air, my heart was on the chopper with all of them. My emotions had run through an emotional blender tonight, and my ability to compartmentalize deteriorated the moment he was in the air.

When I dropped to my knees, the wind whipping my hair loose from my braid and covering my face, Hunter was there to wrap his arms around me.

“It’s okay, baby. It’s tough when we get them and they’re so touch and go, but you can’t let it get to you personally. You’re going to burn yourself out.” His lips pressed into my hair on top of my head. For a few moments, we sat there silently, and he let me just cry. Even though Erik had pushed me away and said he didn’t want anything to do with either me or our baby, the shock I saw in his eyes when he saw my belly gave me pause. He knew, but maybe it was a shock to be faced with us?

Either way, seeing him on the verge of death, not knowing if he would make it, tore my heart to shreds before it lifted off with him. The love I had tried to bury resurfaced to take my entire world and psyche by storm. He was a sudden tornado from clear skies, and I didn’t have a clue how to handle it because I hadn’t had time to prepare. Oh, I thought I had, but little did I know there was no preparing for that.

So, I prayed—for his survival, the future, and my heart.

As my sobs tapered off to sniffles and hiccupped breaths, Hunter tipped my face up to gently place his lips to mine. But for the first time since we had become a couple, I felt like I was cheating… cheating on him, cheating on Erik, and cheating on my heart. So I tucked my head down to break away from the kiss. My chest felt devoid of all vital organs. Empty and aching.

“I’m okay.” Inhaling a deep but unsteady breath before raising my gaze to his was one of the most difficult things I’d done all night. My mind was scrambled, and I couldn’t string my thoughts together, so I stood with his assistance and started back toward the ED.

Entering through the sliding doors into the bright lights of the hospital, my knees nearly buckled when I looked down and saw the bloody handprint wrapped around my arm. It was perfectly clear, as if someone had shoved their hand in dark-red paint and slapped their handprint on my forearm. It was a garish and violent reminder of the hold he still had on me.

My eyes were riveted to it as Hunter guided me to the scrub sink to wash it off. He gently scrubbed it, the foam turning pink as he continued to work the dried blood loose. When the hysterical laughter bubbled forth from my throat, he looked at me in concern. That was when the shaking started. Violently, my entire body erupted in tremors.

Without warning, I leaned forward and vomited into the sink. My stomach continued to heave until it felt like it was turning itself inside out. Hunter held my hair back and wiped my face with a cold rag handed to him by Jenny, the charge nurse for the night.

“Hunter, maybe you should drive her home,” she offered. “She looks awful, and I’m starting to worry about the baby. Tabitha is on her way in, so I can spare the two of you for a bit, but if you can make it back, that would be great.” The second half she whispered, and it barely registered as I continued to shake and stare at the stain still visible on my arm.

Mouth slightly slack, I stood transfixed by the stain and the sight of the pink foam that remained in the sink mixed with the contents of my stomach, and I felt heaves building again.

“Fuck, Kassi, come on, baby. Breathe. Here, sit down for a minute and take a drink.” Wordlessly, I obeyed, drinking hesitantly from the paper cup, every motion stiff and unemotional. “Look at me, baby.” At the back of my mind, I knew I was breaking down and would crumple soon if I didn’t do something, but I couldn’t make my mind and body sync. “Look at me!” It took him physically lifting my face with his two hands cradling it for me to see him.

“Let’s go home, okay, baby?” Still mute, I vacantly nodded as he took my hand and led me toward the doors. Jenny stood with me as he went to get his truck, rubbing her hand on my back in a motherly manner meant to comfort. If only it were that easy.

The big truck rolled up to the curb, and he ran around to open my door. He and Jenny helped me heft my significant bulk up into the seat. She must have grabbed my bag because she handed it to him, and he stored it in the back seat. Warm lips brushed against my cheek after he buckled me in.

Our trip home was silent, but I noticed his frequent glances in my direction.

We arrived at my house in what seemed like mere minutes, and he was bustling me inside and into the bathroom. He started the tub and gently sat me on the closed toilet. Shoes off, he undressed me with practiced and gentle hands.

Before I knew it, I was standing nude and he had shut off the water. He knelt at my feet and kissed my stomach before looking up at me, his green eyes full of worry. Gently, he guided me into the tub, where I slouched chin deep in the hot bath water.

The shock was beginning to wear off, and I felt the silent tears track down my cheeks and drip into the now warm water.

“Kassi, I’ve never seen you respond like this to a trauma. Baby, we’ve dealt with cases worse than that and you held your shit together. Do you think it’s the baby? Hormones and all? Maybe you need to think about taking some vacation time until the baby is born.” He sounded so worried as he spoke and wiped my tears away with his thumb. It was a hopeless gesture, however, because they ran like rain, stream after stream down my face.

“I don’t have that much time saved, and I’ll need it after he’s born.” My whispered reply ended in a soft sob.

“Fuck.” He ran his hand through his hair, causing it to stand up in crazy directions. “Okay, well, I need to go let Matt know what’s up. Then I need to head back to work. I wish I could stay. Are you gonna be okay in here by yourself?” Absently, I nodded, pulling my gaze from the water to glance up at him with a quivering bottom lip.

The press of his lips on my cheek as he moved to stand pulled me out of my daze. My dripping wet hand shot out of the water and grasped his wrist in a death grip.

“Thank you.” It was all I could manage, but he understood.

“Anytime, baby, anytime. I’ve got you and little man. Okay?” My tearful eyes lifted to where he now crouched by the side of the tub. His concerned expression morphed into his signature smile, and he softly buried his fingers in my hair. Untangling them seconds later, he stood.

“Hunter, can you see if you can find out if he… umm, you know, that trauma patient, can you see if he made it?”

“Yeah, of course. I’ll see what I can do.” He kissed the crown of my head and exited the bathroom, shutting the door with a soft snick of the latch.

Sliding down further, I completely submerged my head, eyes open, looking at the distorted shape of my belly through the rippling water. In that moment, my feisty little man gave a massive kick before somersaulting around inside me. This little pint-sized munchkin was going to be tough like his daddy.

His daddy.

He’s gonna make it. He will be fine. I kept telling myself these things over and over in hopes that my positive thoughts, hopes, and beliefs would actually make it happen.
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Sleep eluded me. For hours, I tossed and turned, my mind constantly running circles. Hunter hadn’t called to give me any updates on Erik’s condition. Of course, I feared the worst, but prayed for the best. A ripple through my stomach followed by a foot to my ribs had me adjusting again. It was as if even my little man knew something was terribly wrong. Rubbing my belly in an attempt to soothe my little acrobat, I felt my eyes finally get heavier. Just as sleep crept in, a large hand slid around my abdomen and Hunter’s warm body spooned up behind me.

Desperate for answers, I woke and turned my cumbersome body over to look him in the eye. The room was dark, with just the hint of daybreak slipping around the curtains.

“Hey, I thought you were sleeping. I’m sorry. I tried to be quiet when I came in because I didn’t want to wake you. How are you feeling?” His voice was quiet and tired.

“Honestly, I haven’t slept more than maybe thirty minutes all night. It seems I’m not alone in my need for sleep. You sound exhausted. I’m so sorry I fell apart and left you to deal with the shift on your own.” Our hands met and fingers twined. Asking about Erik was on the tip of my tongue, but I held back.

“No more traumas, and Tabitha came in, so we were okay staff-wise. It was just a steady onslaught of spring sniffles and snuffles. Why the hell people wait until the middle of the night to come in or bring their kids in, I have no damn clue. Fucking idiots, let your kid sleep.” A huff of breath followed his mini rant.

Unable to stand it any longer, I tried to make my question sound normal and basic curiosity. “Did you ever hear anything about the guy from the motorcycle? He was in rough shape.” The words were bitter on my tongue, and I felt nausea churn in me.

“It didn’t look good. Turns out the poor fucker wasn’t wearing a helmet, so he had multiple cranial lacerations and a possible fractured skull on top of a possible broken fibula, some cracked ribs, multiple lacerations, and a fucking gunshot wound that hit an artery. The blood loss wasn’t from the crash like we thought. Some dumbass was probably poaching and shot the guy while he was on his bike, making him wreck. He was in critical condition last I heard. Sucks for him, huh?” Though I knew he didn’t mean to sound so callous, the words sliced me open. The pain in my chest made it hard to breathe.

In fact, the pain doubled me over. Suddenly, the pain shot through my back to my belly like I had been skewered. My agonized scream preceded the rush of warmth between my legs.

Something was wrong. My mind knew it, but the pain was excruciating, and I couldn’t make sense of it. I barely registered Hunter’s worried shouts.

“Kassi! Jesus, Kassi, fuck!” He had pulled the covers back, but I couldn’t leave the fetal position I curled into. It hurt so damn bad.

Vaguely, I heard him rattling off my address.

“Yes… I don’t know… Possible placental abruption? … Approximately thirty-two weeks… Possible preeclampsia… God, please hurry.” His words faded in and out.

“My baby!” It took a moment to realize the bloodcurdling scream had been me. Sobs mingled with sharp, vicious pain and shortness of breath. “God, please no, please no!” If I lost both Erik and my baby, I would die. Even though I didn’t have Erik, he had my heart. I was a fool for pretending otherwise. Now, it was too late for us and maybe too late for his son.

The next thing I knew, someone was asking my name and if I could tell them what had happened. Words were more than I could manage. Hunter held tight to my hand as the EMTs carefully loaded me on the stretcher. My vision was blurry, and everything seemed to move so fast. My screaming must have woken Matt, because he touched my face and told me he was following in the car and he would be there for me.

Poor Hunter must have nearly lost his hand, I was squeezing it so tight. I’m not sure if I blacked out or if I just lost track of time, because one minute they were bumping me up into the ambulance and the next I was in a bed in what I assumed was Labor and Delivery. They had the monitors hooked up, and there were nurses, doctors, and respiratory staff quietly rushing around the room. Everyone seemed so calm compared to the panic in my head.

“My baby!” No less than eight heads turned my way. With everyone being so calm, I thought we were too late. Just when the frantic terror started to seep through the cracks of my fragile sanity, there was a massive shift and ripple in my belly.

Shaking like a crashing diabetic, my hands gently spanned the mound that was my world. The relief at feeling him move was indescribable. My eyes searched for Hunter in the organized chaos. He had been talking to Dr. Porter over by the door but was moving quickly toward me after he heard my shout.

“Shh, Kassi, it’s okay. You have a partial placental abruption. Everything seems stabilized and the baby looks good. Dr. Porter wants to keep you for a couple of days just to be sure everything stays manageable, especially with the concern for preeclampsia on top of this. Your BP has been elevated since the ambulance ride over. She said she’ll be back in a few minutes to talk to you. The best thing you can do is relax.” Deep down, I knew he had just given me a rehearsed nurse-to-patient spiel. Something wasn’t quite right, and I could see it in his eyes.

“What else?” The question came out as a harsh demand, and I instantly felt bad for being shitty with him.

His head dropped slightly, and I knew I was right.

“What. Else?”

“Shit. Dr. Porter could explain this better if you could just wait.” His green eyes pled with me to wait, but I wasn’t going to. Nope. Not happening. This was my baby and I wanted to know what we were up against. I wasn’t stupid. Since taking the job in the ED, I’d already had two patients with placental abruptions come through. One little baby boy made it; the little girl wasn’t so lucky.

My stomach chose that moment to tighten in a painfully sharp vice.

“Dammit! Oh my God!” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the nurse look at the fetal heart monitor strip, look at Hunter, then whisper to another nurse who looked at the strip, then me, then Hunter before rushing out the door. Oh, she tried to make it look casual, but I knew those tricks.

The pain slowly subsided as the first nurse stepped to the foot of the bed and began transforming the bed as she explained she was just going to check me. Check me, my ass.

It seemed the tightness was returning. It was damn close to the last one. My body broke out in a cold sweat, and in no time, my hair stuck to the sides of my face and neck. Jesus, that hurt! Panting breaths were all I could manage.

“Fuck, this hurts!” After my outburst, my teeth gritted, and I screamed through my clenched jaw. The nurse, who had been quietly checking my hooha under the blanket, looked up at me from between my knees. She was so short, I could barely see her over my protruding belly. What I did notice was she had on the prettiest lemon-yellow scrub top.

“Ms. Donahue, when your next contraction starts, I want you to bear down and push.” Say what?

“No! It’s too early! He has to stay in longer! Wait and are you a doctor?” My hands gripped the side rails as my head came up from the bed. Hunter held a cool rag to my forehead, and I shook him away. A primitive growl escaped my throat as the next contraction rushed over me. By this time my head was pounding, and I knew it was partially due to my elevated blood pressure.

“Okay! Push, push, push!” Knowing I looked like shit, but not give a single fuck, I continued to growl as my body developed a mind of its own. They don’t tell you any of this in nursing school, nor pregnancy and birthing classes, but I was pretty sure I knew what possession felt like in that moment.

Pushing like my and my baby’s very lives depended on it, which they might, I felt a rush between my legs, and the nurse looked shocked as amniotic fluid covered that lemon-yellow top but for only a split second before she went right back to coaching. My brain was all out of whack, but I remembered thinking, at some later date, I may laugh about how funny she looked soaked in amniotic fluid mixed with blood. However, it wasn’t until that later moment that I realized I should have been worried when she had me pushing, 1) without the doctor present, and 2) without properly gowning up.

What did register at the time was that there was way more blood than I felt there should have been in that “gush.”

“What the hell is going on? Hunter! What is going on? I’m a fucking nurse! I’m not stupid! Tell me!” My screams were torn from my body. Thankfully, before he could issue more empty platitudes, Dr. Porter came in. Always calm in the face of wild tigers, aka pregnant moms, she pulled up a rolling stool and sat between my legs, which were bared by then. Great, now my hooha was out there for God and everyone to see.

Fucking hell, why is the room wobbly?

“Hey, Kassi. You just couldn’t wait for this little guy to be here, could you?” Distorted visions of my OB doctor were coming in and out of focus.

“Doc?” My enormous abdomen chose that moment to tense up into the most painful squeezing pressure I had ever experienced in my life, and I felt like there was a watermelon trying to squeeze through my pelvic floor. Like a concrete watermelon. With no give. What. So. Ever.

“Fuuuuuuuuuckkkk!” The expletive ground out of my clenched jaw.

“Okay, Kassi, listen to me. His head is right here. I think we can get him safely here without jumping the gun and rushing for a cesarean, but you need to work with me. You need to push, Momma. Are you following me?” The words were slightly muffled, and I was so damn tired. Despite that, I felt my head nod an affirmative answer. “Okay, good. Push! There you go! Push! Push! Push! Push!”

“Stop yelling at me!” this crazed beast inside me shrieked at the doctor. But hell if I didn’t push, push, push, push, just like she told me to. Exhaustion was creeping in, but the pain was awful. Biting my tongue not to scream Erik’s name, I tasted the metallic tang of blood.

“There you go! His head is out!” There were softly spoken words next. Suction… warmer… ready… CareFlight… NICU standby… They all ran together. The mush in my head tried to sort through the words to get them to make sense, but it was a losing battle.

Lips pressed to my temple. Hunter? No…

“Erik?” For a moment, he was there. Turquoise eyes beaming with love and pride for our son.

“Kassi! Come on! Pay attention! Push, Momma! Now!” In a way, time stood still; in another, it seemed to be moving at light speed. Suddenly, a tiny little naked being was laying on my chest. He was so little, and he didn’t look like he was breathing. Suddenly he was gone. A flash of him in a plastic box. Nurses nearly running behind him as he shot out the door.

“No. Don’t take him. Please? God. No. Please.” My shout slipped out in a mere whisper. It was impossible to reach for him, like I was trying to tell my arms to move but they weren’t getting the message. So damn tired.

My head lolled to the side, the effort to hold it upright suddenly just too much.

“Kassi! Baby!” Hunter was so damn far away. Why?

What the hell was happening? No answers were forthcoming from anyone around me. Hunter was pushed back against the wall as the room filled with so many nurses. Why didn’t we get this many nurses on shift at once down in the ED? That wasn’t fair…. Then, I could’ve sworn Erik was in the room. Erik, we had a baby boy. I named him after you. I love you….
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“Prayers for the Damned” – Sixx:A.M.

 

KASSI’S BEAUTIFUL SMILE LIT up the room. Her fingers slid along my shoulder, up my neck, and into my hair before our lips melded. Pulling her close, we rolled until I was half over her, our legs entwined, our hearts beating as one. Fuck, I didn’t know how I was lucky enough to have her, but I wasn’t squandering this moment for anything.

“Don’t leave me again.” Her words were whispered in my ear as my lips and teeth found her neck.

“Never. Never again.” My promise was made. Sacred. True.

As our clothes melted away, I felt the heat of her skin against mine. It was as if every surface of our skin touched and burned with licking flames of desire. She surrounded me, and me her.

When I slid home into her wet, welcome heat, I felt whole for the first time in years. It was even better than the other times with her. This beautiful gift of a woman was my savior, and I was a fool not to see it before. It was as if she had been sent to me to grant me the absolution I needed but didn’t deserve. Could I take it? Accept the forgiveness that was almost within my reach?

Her sigh mixed with my quick inhalation. As the pleasure climbed to heights we had yet to experience, her heavy-lidded eyes saw into my soul and her full lips curled into a smile I would give anything to see every single day.

Like I was crazed, I drove into her. Faster, frantic, grasping for the ecstasy only she could deliver.

When my heart felt so full it was stretching at the seams she had stitched so lovingly, and my body felt on the verge of implosion, she rested her hands on my cheeks to frame my face… a featherlight touch like butterfly wings. Time stopped, and we were alone in the universe.

“Erik, we had a baby boy. I named him after you. I love you….”

My body jolted awake, and I started to pull at the wires tethering me down. Scorching-hot pain shot down my arm and through my chest cavity. The dream being ripped from me hurt nearly as bad, and I wasn’t sure which caused my tortured scream.

My body was on fire, but not in a good way. Every movement was pure agony. Even breathing hurt. Alarms and beeping filled my ears as a nurse rushed in to silence the screeching tones. She checked the wires coming from my gown as well as the tubes that seemed to be everywhere.

“Mr. Jaeger! It’s so good to see you awake!” Her cheerful voice was nails on a chalkboard to my raw nerves. How the fuck could every single cell of your body hurt that fucking bad? Not even after getting shot in Afghanistan did I hurt so much.

“Fucking-A, woman, do you have to be so loud?” What I meant to come out as a sharp rebuke, was a scratchy, hoarse whimper. It was truly pathetic.

“Shhh, you were just extubated today. Your throat probably feels a little dry and raw. Let me go get you some ice chips and tell the doctor you’re awake.” No shit, it felt dry and raw. I felt like someone had used a sandblaster down my damn throat.

Voices registered from somewhere outside my room. “Give me my fucking coffee.”

“Hang on, dickweed. Let me get in and set everything down.”

“You can’t go in. That nurse made me get out when all his alarms started going off. She rushed out again, but told me to wait out here. She wouldn’t tell me if he’s okay or what. I heard him scream, man. I’m dying here. I called Snow, and I texted you. Fuck, I feel sick.”

“Well, fuck that. I’m not standing out here.” The footsteps got louder as they got closer to my door. The voices carried down the hall, and it wasn’t long before the faces of Joker and Hollywood came through my doorway. Worry etched lines around their mouths until they saw me sitting up in bed watching them.

“Jesus fucking Christ. You scared the shit out of us, bro,” Hollywood, my ever-poetic friend grumbled.

“Goddammit, Hacker. Don’t ever do that shit again. That’s twice I’ve had to save your ass after you got shot.” And there was Joker… my little shithead friend, standing with two cups of Starbucks in a holder and a bag of something that had my stomach growling in desperate hunger. Unfortunately, he was right. He had been there to save my ass both times.

“Like I did this on purpose?” my voice rasped out.

“Shit, you sound like hell, and you look even worse.” Joker could always be counted on to make you feel loved. No lie, it was good to see them both, no matter how much I felt like a bag of smashed assholes.

The nurse bustled back in the room with the doctor in tow. “I told you to wait outside, young man.” She shot a pointed look at Hollywood, and her loud voice rang out causing me to cringe, in turn causing me to groan with the movement. “Now see? You’re upsetting him.” Was this woman for real? What kind of nurse couldn’t tell that I was hurting, not upset by my fucking brothers being in here? Even rolling my eyes hurt.

The doctor, an older man in greenish scrubs with the signature white doctor’s coat, approached my bedside. “Well, Mr. Jaeger, it’s good to see you awake and alert. I’m Dr. Simpson, the doctor on duty today. You took quite a spill on that motorcycle of yours, and we weren’t sure you were going to live to tell the tale. Do you want your friends to step out while I do my exam?” Shaking my head no nearly had my head exploding. He shined a light in my eyes, poked and prodded, which almost earned him a punch to the face, then had me doing all kinds of crazy-ass shit that made my unused and battered muscles scream. By the time he was done, I was almost in tears and I wanted to puke from the pain, but I would die before I let Joker and Hollywood see that.

“You were a very lucky young man, Mr. Jaeger.” I sure didn’t fucking feel like it. “The swelling in your brain had us very concerned, as did the arterial bleed from the gunshot to your brachial artery. I sure hope they catch those poachers and you press charges.” Huh? “All in all, you were incredibly lucky for someone who took a tumble down the road at about sixty miles per hour without a helmet, and after catching a stray bullet.” Stray bullet? My eyes sought Joker’s for affirmation.

Joker looked to Hollywood, who gave a nearly imperceptible shake of the head, then back to me before his lips pressed together and his mouth flattened. He shook his head at me and held his pointer finger over his mouth in a shhhh motion. My eyes narrowed at him, but I didn’t say anything to the doctor.

“From what I understand, you have your friend here to thank for his quick thinking, or you probably wouldn’t have even been here to have this conversation. He’s a real hero.” A muscle clenched and ticked in Joker’s jaw. He hated being called a hero. He didn’t feel like he was a hero. None of us ever did. It was evident he was thinking about the same thing as I was—of another time I had him to thank for his quick actions. Neither of us really wanted to think of that day. Ever. It hurt too much. Opened too many wounds. Made us feel weak.

There was a look on Hollywood’s face that told me he noticed our expressions. He didn’t know much about my time in the Marines Corps. Sure, he knew I had served and that I had worked with Marine Force Recon doing surveillance and security, but neither Joker nor I had ever discussed our experiences. We’d only shared general military memories and good-natured ribbing between the branches we had represented. Neither of us wanted to talk about specific missions. Some we couldn’t, even if we wanted to.

“So, how long before I can get out of here?” Hospitals gave me hives. The sooner I could get out of there, the better. So what if I felt like a freaking Mack truck had run over me… then stopped and reversed over me. It was making me feel claustrophobic being in this room, shackled to this bed by wires and tubes.

“Mr. Jaeger, you had a very close call. I’m not sure if you understand the seriousness of your condition. We kept you sedated for four days to give your brain a rest so it could heal. You were given two pints of blood, and you nearly lost your left arm. You’ve had vascular reconstruction, and there was some nerve damage. While we hope it will be temporary—”

“Wait. What? So, am I still going to be able to ride?” Panic begin to set in at the thought of never feeling the wind rush by as the asphalt rolled under my two wheels.

“Well, that will depend on how diligent you are with your physical therapy and how your body heals. I would like to keep you here in ICU until tomorrow morning to monitor you. You’re not quite out of the woods with your head injury, nor your arm. If there are no deteriorations, then tomorrow morning I’ll have you transferred to the step-down unit where we’ll start physical therapy coming by, and then as long as there are no further complications, you can be discharged. So, three days minimum. If there are no complications. Okay?” The doctor was waiting for my answer. That wasn’t really what I wanted to hear, but it was better than him saying I had to stay another week. I just knew, by the time I was cut loose, I would be climbing the goddamn walls. Not to mention, the work I would be behind on.

“Fine.” My eyes closed as I rested my head to the side on my pillow and let out a frustrated breath. It was starting to pound, and my arm burned and throbbed.

“If you don’t have any other questions, Jodie, your nurse, will go over your PCA—your pain pump—we’ll be setting up. It’ll give you a little control over your pain management. Things will probably get worse before they get better in that department, I’m sorry to say.” I’m sure he thought he was being heartfelt, and maybe he was, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

“Sure. Whatever.”

The really loud nurse came back to my bedside and explained about this fucking pain pump that I could push a button and give myself a boost of morphine. She explained how it wouldn’t allow me to overdose but would give me some autonomy. Too bad. My life was so fucking sucky right now, I would have gladly succumbed to an opiate-induced haze that I never woke up from. If I couldn’t ride my bike, I couldn’t be in the club. They would medically “retire” me, which was just a nice way of saying I wasn’t any good to them. Just like the Marine Corps did.

The founders had wanted to ensure the club stayed a motorcycle club and not a car club, so they wrote into the bylaws that you had to be physically capable of riding. The bylaws had stayed that way because everyone had agreed with that up to this point. So, unless I could ride, or the club voted I could stay, I was done if I didn’t regain function of my arm.

After she left and closed my door, Hollywood spoke up.

“Don’t worry about your arm, bro. We know you’re too damn stubborn to not regain use of it.” He cleared his throat. “So, I’m sure you caught that we know it wasn’t poachers, but we can’t let the hospital or the cops know the truth or they’ll stick their noses in our damn business. I’m also sure you know who we think it was. Now, tell me… what were those looks for? I’m not stupid, and I know Joker didn’t like being called your hero. I get the basic inference, but there was more.” My mouth stayed sealed as I stared blankly at him through heavy-lidded eyes. It must have been the pain meds kicking in that loosened my tongue.

“I should have died years ago. But this motherfucker,” I pointed toward Joker with my good—no, better—arm, “he saved me. He saved me when he should have let me die.”

“!Chingados! Goddamn it, Hacker, don’t. Don’t you fucking say that! You were my brother then, as much as you are now. I wasn’t going to let you lay there and bleed to death. Either time. Fuck that. And fuck you if you think I should have.” Frustration laced his words, and self-loathing crashed over me in waves. He’d gotten shot because of me. Because he’d been helping me and not paying attention when hell was raining down upon us from every direction.

“Someone want to tell me what the fuck y’all are talking about?”

At the sound of Reaper’s voice in the doorway, I muttered to myself, “Jesus fucking Christ.”

My loud-ass nurse entered the room hot on Reaper’s heels. Maybe she was actually going deaf and didn’t realize how loud she was. Whatever her excuse, I couldn’t wait to either be transferred out of here or for her to cart her big mouth home. “Excuse me! But there is a two-visitor maximum in ICU.” Reaper crossed his arms over his chest, turned to her, and gave her his best get-the-fuck-out stare.

“Well, one of you is going to have to leave.” Her voice was actually a little quieter as she turned on her heels and rushed out of the room.

“Thanks. She was annoying as shit.” My voice remained raspy but was laden with relief.

“Joker?” Reaper focused his attention on first Joker, then me. “Hacker? One of you want to tell me what y’all were talking about when I walked in?” Fucker still had that damn Tennessee accent that he never seemed to be able to shake. Almost made me smile.

Joker palmed his forehead before sliding it down his face. The look he gave me spoke volumes, and part of it was an apology for sharing a moment that we both wished we could forget. Shrugging my indifferent permission, I remained silent.

“It was Hacker’s last tour in Afghanistan. We’d been working a hostage situation. The Taliban were holding a bunch of kids hostage at a school. Several of their parents were informants and interpreters for US troops, and they were trying to use the kids as bargaining chips to get them to turn themselves in. Of course, they would be killed, but if they didn’t, the assholes were threatening to kill the children one at a time. It was supposed to be easy.” His expression turned bleak as my stomach churned and my heart began to race. He didn’t look at me, just stared sightlessly out the window.

“As you can probably guess, it didn’t go easy at all. We had followed intel that was supposed to get us into the building undetected to rescue them. We got all the way down the back road and through the back alley, with the school in sight. That’s when all hell broke loose. The school had been rigged with explosives. We tried. Fuck, we tried. There were kids screaming. Hacker ran in with a few of our guys. The rest of us were covering their exit. They were carrying them out when gunfire came in from every direction. We didn’t even know where to shoot back because the shots came from everywhere. Hacker and two of the others went down. I was closest to Hacker, so I made my way over to him. The kid… Goddamn… there was so much blood, I didn’t know if it was his or Hacker’s.” He took a shaky breath. Listening to him tell it made it run through my mind in technicolor. It was like being there all over again. I looked at my hands and saw they were covered in blood. Telling myself over and over it wasn’t real didn’t work.

The memories were sucking me in. Blinding me. Cutting out all sound except the shrieks of dying children as I felt my life drain from me. That night, I had been shot in the leg, hitting my femoral artery. Fuck… just how many times could a man get shot in an artery and live? I mean, yeah, it was different arteries, but when you saw people in movies who had severed arteries, they bled out and died. Why were the powers that be allowing me to live? How was it that Joker was the one to save me both times? Wasn’t I meant to die even one of those times? These were all questions I would probably never have answers to.

My heart didn’t want to be here anymore. If I had slipped into oblivion, as my lifeblood seeped from my body, I could’ve maybe seen my little angel. Could’ve gotten away from all my fuck-ups.

“Fuck… Hacker! Look at me. Come on, brother, look at me.” Rapidly blinking and inhaling deeply, my gaze began to focus on Reaper as he spoke low and calming words. “We’re here, man. You’re here.” My heart beat a rapid tattoo so hard I felt it banging on my rib cage.

Hollywood stepped closer to my hospital bed. “This is what you’ve been dealing with? Why haven’t you ever said anything? You know we get it. We’ve been there.”

Eyes closed, heavy with the effects of the morphine, I muttered, “Kayde… Joker… got shot because he was trying to save me. Even shot through the leg himself, he didn’t let up pressure on my wound.” I hated that my words were weak. “He could have died, and for what? The kid died. In my arms. There was so much goddamn blood…. They all died. We weren’t fast enough. We weren’t good enough…. I’ve never been good enough.” The last was said so quietly, the guys didn’t catch it. Except for Joker. His face was a mix of anger and sorrow. I fucking hated him feeling sorry for me. Sometimes I hated that I’d broken down and told him my truths that dark, lonely night in Afghanistan.

Hollywood spoke frustrated, harsh words meant to make me listen. “What would he have died for? What we all would die for, Hacker. The greater good. And brotherhood. There is no greater love than to give up your life for your friends… or brothers. There isn’t a one of us in this room, or in the club, that wouldn’t lay down his life if it mean we would save our brothers. Some may say that carries over from our military service. Some may say it’s just inherent in us. What drew us all together. Whatever the reason, we’re all here for each other and our families.”

They all stood around me, looking solemn. Reaper, Hollywood, and Joker. My friends. My brothers. “I really fucking love you guys.” Not that I was certain, but my words might have begun to slur. Random thoughts swirled in my head.

Kassi. So beautiful. Even pregnant.

Pregnant.

Wait. Was that a real memory or the fucking drugs?

My eyes were starting to feel so heavy. “Check on Kassi. She’s pregnant with that fucker’s kid. I saw her. Fucking hate that. Well, not that I saw her. I mean… fuck, I don’t know what I mean. You see her?” By that time, I wasn’t sure if my words were clear or even made sense.

Digging myself from the blackness that was clawing at me, I struggled to keep my eyes open. “Bring me my laptop too. Hey, where’s my cut?”

Muffled words. Something about getting a new one. Hell no. No new cuts. Want my old one. So fucking tired….
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“Through Glass”—Stone Sour

 

DAMN, I WAS GETTING tired of being in ICU. It had already been three full days, today being the fourth, since they shipped me to Sioux Falls after I hemorrhaged from the abruption and nearly lost Sebastian. Hunter had filled me in on the seven transfusions I had received before my brain reconnected with my body. Evidently, I had bled out a lot. They couldn’t get it to stop. The thought made me shiver at the possibility that my baby Baz could have been like me, without either of his parents.

Since coming to, the day after he was born, I had been able to go down to see him twice. The first two days, they wouldn’t let me out of bed. By the third day, they allowed me to transfer to a wheelchair to go to NICU where I would sit outside the plastic incubator box and watch my tiny son lie there, feeding tube down his nose, IV lines running, monitoring wires a stark contrast to his almost translucent skin, tiny little chest moving with exaggerated movements each time he inhaled or exhaled.

Today, I was supposed to be able to hold him, actually place him on my chest where I would be able to feel his soft, warm skin against mine. Kangaroo care, they called it. He had been eating the minuscule amount of milk I had been able to pump, so I knew he was at least getting the colostrum that held the nutrients and antibodies from me that he would have gotten had he been born full-term and I had breastfed him. Okay, so not eating, per se, but being fed through the tube. Worry plagued me that he wouldn’t know how to latch on or that our bond would be tarnished by this separation.

He was only three pounds, fifteen ounces when he was born. A small chihuahua weighed more than him. As expected, he had lost weight, but was still doing well, all things considered. The staff had told me he would have to be over four pounds, able to maintain his temperature, and hopefully eating on his own, not from a tube, before he could go home. In other words, we had a long road ahead of us.

To top off the adversities he had overcome, he had his umbilical cord around his neck during birth. Had I been more coherent, I would have known the concern the nurses were exhibiting over the strips was my itty-bitty son experiencing prolonged late decels. Late decelerations of the baby’s heart rate during a contraction could signify compression of the umbilical cord, or other reasons that cause decreasing oxygen to the baby. Decelerations could be normal, but it depended on when they occurred, how long they lasted and if they then accelerated appropriately afterward.

Yeah, sometimes being a nurse paid off, but then again, sometimes that knowledge just led to more worry.

Anyway, there had been some concern over the effect that may have had on his brain. Though I didn’t consider myself a religious person, I certainly hadn’t had a shortage of prayers for little Sebastian’s continued positive progress.

Kylie, my nurse today, had just helped me get settled in my chariot, aka my crappy-ass hospital wheelchair. She was hanging my IV fluids from the hook she raised at the back. A warm blanket had been tucked around my legs, and I was impatiently waiting for her to get all of my monitors paused and everything temporarily disconnected before we left the room. Movement outside my room had me looking up.

My heart leapt in my throat as I recognized the leather vests with the patch of Hades on the back. The whimper, which snuck unbidden from my very core, occurred at the same time as a set of gray-blue eyes looked up from the floor where the three men stood talking in low tones.

Joker. His eyes widened the moment recognition set in.

If he was here, did that mean Erik was still here? In ICU?

“Joker!” I shouted in surprise. The poor nurse behind me must have thought I was losing my marbles because she stepped around to the front of my chair, blocking the men from view as she checked to see if I was okay.

“Ms. Donahue? Is everything okay?” Kylie had bent over to look me in the eye. I knew she was checking my pupils and my cognition as she spoke and assessed me. Once she had assured herself of my lucidity, she glanced over her shoulder, following my gaze out the doorway.

Her eyes widened in surprise and, if I read her correctly, more than a little fear at seeing a group of bikers out in the hall of her floor. It made me want to laugh at the obvious misconceptions she must have running through her head. “Do you know them?” she whispered in awe.

“Yeah….” My absent reply stretched out as the man I had first recognized knocked on my doorframe. His stormy-gray eyes left me briefly to check out my nurse’s ass, and I had to laugh. He unabashedly shrugged his shoulders as a grin spread across his face.

“Hey, beautiful. I didn’t know you were here. Everything okay with you?” He glanced with worry at my belly, then again at Kylie. He seemed to be gauging what he could say in front of her. Besides, no one wants to ask someone why they were in the ICU, but it wasn’t like it was a secret that I was pregnant. Embarrassment flooded me at the thought of all the guys knowing Erik hadn’t wanted us, though.

“Umm, well, as good as can be expected. Sebastian was premature, and he had… we had complications. But…” My words stuck in my throat. “Erik? Is he…?” No matter how hard I tried, the words wouldn’t come. The guys hadn’t looked jovial as they stood huddled in the hall. The thought that he was here so close and not doing well had my heart hammering in my chest.

“Shit, he was right,” he muttered. “Hacker’s okay, babe. He was beat up pretty bad, but he’s finally awake. Well, he was. They set him up with some pain meds, and now he’s out like a light again. Damn, that’s crazy that you guys are next door to each other. Small world. You sure you’re okay? You’re looking awful pale.” Concern etched his features.

“Yeah. I’m, uh, going to see Sebastian in NICU. This is Kylie, my nurse, she’s taking me down, but I can only be there for an hour today. Will you still be here?” God, I desperately wanted information on how Erik was doing, and I knew the nurses couldn’t tell me.

“We were actually taking off since Hacker is zonked, but I can come back. How about if I give you an hour and a half so you have time to make it back here and get settled before I come in to bother you?” He came closer and crouched in front of my wheelchair.

“Okay.” Eyes fighting tears, my voice shook a little, and it made me feel like a weakling. The back of my mind kept circling with the news that Erik was just next door to me. We had been breathing the same air, just feet from each other, for days and had no idea. Now that I knew, my skin tingled as if it had sent out a blast to locate him and the ripples of his energy had returned to caress the surface of my skin. Whispers of sensation. Feeling his frequency melding with mine. How I wished he wanted me the way I wanted him.

“Damn, Kassi, I fucking hate hospitals and I’ve been here every day since Hacker was admitted. But I’ll come back… just for you. And that stubborn asshole next door.” His smirk made me smile as much as his words. He had been so kind to me when I worked at the Shamrock and on that awful, fateful, gut-wrenching day at the clubhouse. It didn’t hurt that he sure was pretty to look at. Maybe not as beautiful as Erik, but I was hella biased.

His index finger reached out and gently tapped the end of my nose as he stood. “Be back later, kid.” He sauntered out the door and returned to Hollywood and Reaper. They all glanced quickly in my room, Reaper giving a head nod and Hollywood sending me that beautiful smile of his. Joker tossed me a wave, and they headed toward the exit.

What had I said before? Six degrees of separation? Damn, it was a small world.

“You ready, Ms. Donahue? That precious baby boy is waiting on his momma.” Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I absently nodded. Visions of my baby in my arms and against my chest were making my hands jittery in anticipation.

You never realized how uneven the floors are in a hospital until you were riding down the halls in a wheelchair. As we bumped along out my door and took a left, it was impossible not to let my eyes travel in the room next to me. A shaky, rapid inhalation was all I could manage as I saw his magnificent form covered in hospital linens, tubes, and wires. He was bandaged all up his arms, and I was afraid to see the damage he suffered. Normally a large, imposing man, he appeared so broken and fragile in that bed. Before I could take another breath, we had passed his room and were moving down the hall.

The next thing I knew, we were scrubbing for our full three minutes and Kylie pushed me in through the locked doors after the NICU nurses buzzed us in. My mind must have really spaced out on the way to the NICU. Amanda, the nurse caring for Sebastian today, took over as Kylie waved to me. “I’ll be back in an hour. If you need anything, have Amanda call me, okay?” My vision was filled with my tiny boy, but I nodded to Kylie.

“Yeah, okay, sure.”

My fingers itched to reach for him, but I knew the nurses had to settle him with me. They didn’t want me getting out of the chair or stretching, because they were still concerned I may start bleeding again. I had to fight to be able to come down to see him since I was still in ICU, as it was. Also, since he was a patient in the NICU, his nurses were responsible for him, so this first time, I had to wait for Amanda to get him. It sucked. Sitting in a wheelchair wasn’t the most comfortable seat in the world, even with the folded-up blanket under my ass with a chux pad over it, just in case.

It was so difficult to remain passive and patient. My eyes devoured every movement Amanda made as she prepared my itty-bitty boy for my arms. “He’s done really well this morning. He kept down every bit of milk you pumped.” With an encouraging smile, she instructed me to slip my gown down, and then she settled his small body against my chest before she covered him with a soft flannel blanket.

If I had to pick the single most amazing moment of my life, graduating nursing school, holding my baby brother for the first time, my first kiss, even the first time I was with Erik, all paled compared to that moment when his warm, silky soft skin snuggled up against mine. His soft grunts and mewls as he acclimated to my shape were heavenly music to my ears. His wiggling movements were strange but so very sweet now that they were on the outside of me, compared to when he was rolling around inside. God, his scent… straight from angel’s wings.

The love that engulfed me was so overwhelming, tears sprung to my eyes. For a millisecond, I could have sworn I smelled my mother’s perfume, and the warmth that surrounded me left me breathless. “Isn’t he beautiful, Mom?” I whispered to the air around me. Maybe I imagined feeling my mother’s kiss on my cheek, or maybe she really found a way, but in that moment, I knew she had been with me. That she was proud of me and would always be there to watch over my little man when I needed her to.

Tears streamed down my cheeks as I just breathed in the love that was my son. “Daddy wouldn’t be able to resist you if he could see you. I just know it.” My whispered words floated across his downy tuft of hair, and his lips curled into a little smile. The resemblance to his daddy was shocking, as a tiny dimple flashed on his cheek. He was purely irresistible, and my finger touched the tiny dimple before it trailed up along the curve of his cheek, then along his jaw.

“Here, he lost his hat when I moved him.” The little baby-beanie Amanda slipped on him seemed to dwarf his head. “To help him hold in body heat while he’s outside of the warmer. Even though he’s against your body heat, we want to give him every leg up we can.” Her soft-spoken words, along with the gentle care she showed him, told me she loved her job and allowed no room for my worry over the care he received on her shift.

She stayed with me for a few more minutes, offering guidance and education just as she had yesterday when I could only see and touch him in his warmer. My mind absorbed her words like a sponge, my need to be the best mom I could to him, tucking away each tidbit.

Time sped by, and too soon, Kylie was walking through the doors to take me away. Leaning down, I pressed my lips to his head and my finger brushed over his delicate fingers. In a move that made me gasp, his fingers curled around the tip of mine and held tight. “Aww, look at that, Mommy. He’s trying to keep you here longer. Don’t worry, little man, she’ll be back again later.” Both nurses laughed softly as they watched my smile grow. In just a few short days, this pint-sized, precious baby boy had captured my heart. How it was possible to be so absolutely and positively in love with this little bundle in such a short time was a miracle of nature, and words could not describe it.

Back to the ICU we went. God willing, I would be out of there soon. More than anything—okay, that’s not true—more than a lot of things, I wanted a damn shower. Sponge baths didn’t even come close to being the same as a real bath or shower. Being a patient had given me an all new respect for caring for patients.

As we rolled past Erik’s room, I saw he was still sleeping peacefully. Which was good. His body needed rest if it was to heal properly.

Of course, that didn’t stop me from wanting to ask Kylie to stop. But I didn’t.

Sighing internally, my thoughts returned to how yucky I felt. Yes, being here as a patient definitely made me want to be a better nurse. Not that my nurses weren’t great, because they were. It just made me realize that we could maybe prepare the patients and their families better.

Speaking of families, as Kylie helped me back to bed after using the bathroom, I saw my cell phone lighting up. There was text message after text message from my little brother. He was home alone while I was here. Granted, Hunter stopped by and took him out for dinner the first night and checked on him. And yes, he was just shy of turning eighteen, but he was still my baby brother.

Matt: Hey sis! Just wanted to tell u I miss u and luv u! Give my new nephew luv

Matt: Thinking of coming to see you 2morrow after I get off work

Matt: Work breakfast shift 2morrow

Matt: Let me know if that’s ok. Miss you and want to see the small fry

My mouth curled into an affectionate smile as I typed out a reply.

Me: Luv you too! If you don’t think the drive is too much for you I’d luv to see you! And your nephew would too

Matt: Perfect. C u 2morrow! Luv u

Me: Luv u 2 the moon n back!

Matt: Same <3

“Well, that is a beautiful smile if I’ve ever seen one. You light up a room, Kass.” My eyes lifted to the deep voice rumbling from my doorway. Joker leaned against the frame with one of his hands tucked in the pocket of his cut.

He had always been kind to me. I was pretty sure it had something to do with his intuitive nature and knowing I was crazy about Hacker. Part of me was sure he felt sorry for me for being a fool for having feelings for someone who would never return them. Either way, he had been good to his word and returned to see me. “Come in!” Because I was so far from home, not many people had come to see me. The only visitors I had were Nancy, God love her, and of course Hunter on the days he was off. He had wanted to stay here with me, but I insisted he go back to work. I would have felt like shit if he ended up with financial difficulties because of me. He was disgruntled, to say the least, that I told him I wanted him to go back to work.

Waving Joker to sit in the reclining chair in my room, I sat up further in my bed. “Thank you for coming back.” That was when I noticed he had his other hand behind his back. He pulled it around front as he stood in the doorway of the room. The full bouquet of blue flowers in a little blue bootie vase was adorable.

“They said you can’t have it in here, but I could show it to you and it has to stay at the nurses’ station. Sorry. I didn’t know.” He looked so contrite my heart went out to him, and I couldn’t help but smile at him again.

“It’s the thought that counts. Thank you so much!” He walked back out to the nurses’ station to set it on the counter but plucked the card from the little plastic pitchfork they used in flower bouquets.

He handed the card to me and sat down in the chair next to me. As he got comfortable, I read the little blue card.

Congratulations on your new baby boy.

All our best,

The Demented Sons MC

Tears gathered in my eyes. I had been afraid they all hated me for quitting so suddenly. Not to mention, the mess between me and Erik.

“Aww, thank you. That was so nice of everyone to do that, but since I know you’re not all here, thank you for thinking of it.” Brushing away my tears, I propped it on the table that extended over my bed.

“It was actually Snow who told me to get it for you from all of us. But if it gets me brownie points, I’ll take credit.” His mischievous grin was endearing. My mind ran through people I could set him up with, not that he would probably appreciate that. Just the thought of it made me giggle.

“Now what’s so funny?”

Getting my laughter under control, I told him, “Nothing, I was just thinking of who I could set your pretty self up with.” His expression transformed to one of comical horror.

“Good God in heaven, don’t you fucking dare!” Seeing a big tough guy like him recoil in mock terror at being set up on a blind date was hilarious, and I couldn’t contain the laughter that bubbled forth from his actions.

“Ohhh, sure. Laugh it up. Chuckle. Chuckle. How about I set you up instead?” Not that he meant to, but his joking words sobered me in a heartbeat. My quick inhalation had his jovial expression morphing to a serious one. “Hey, babe. I was just teasing you. I know you have an old man already. Can’t say I like it or agree with it, but I get where you’re coming from. Hacker is a dumb fucker.”

The blood rushed to my face at the mention of his name. Joker cleared his throat. “Um, so y’all’s baby was early? Everything okay with him? How’s Daddy handling it?” His words confused me, and I drew my head back in question. What the hell was he talking about?

“Uh, maybe you should ask him when he comes out of his pain-med-induced coma.” God help me, I tried not to have my words sound petty and nasty, but it was hard. Lord, was it hard. Pretty sure I wasn’t successful either.

“The fuck? What in the hell are you talking about?” The honest surprise on his face was strange. This was getting weirder and weirder.

“Erik didn’t—” He interrupted me before I could get the rest of my sentence out.

“Babe, please tell me that you aren’t saying that baby you just had is Hacker’s.” His eyes were wide and full of shock. Well, shit. Maybe he didn’t tell anyone after all. Great.

“Look, I don’t want anything from him. I swear. I’m sorry I said anything. Please forget I did. Okay? I’m not trying to make trouble. Honest.” The last thing I wanted was his club being pissed at me, thinking I was trying to get something from him or them. Or for them to go all moral on his ass and making him have something to do with the son he didn’t want.

“No. No. Kassi, if he was the father, there’s no way he wouldn’t have told me. Trust me on this.” He glanced at the doorway, and I imagined he was debating whether he could cut our visit off and get away from me and my “accusations,” as he must now see them.

“Yeah, well, he is. I guess not only didn’t he want me or Sebastian, he didn’t want you all to know. So… like I said, just forget I said anything. If you want to leave, I’ll understand.” My fingers rolled the cotton blanket, and my eyes couldn’t make contact with his any longer. Shit, why couldn’t I have kept my mouth shut?

“Fuck. Kass. Please, believe me. I know him better than anyone, and if he’d known you were pregnant, there would’ve been no shutting him up. Nor would he have turned you away. I can’t believe that.” His loyalty to his brother was admirable, but I was beyond caring about hurting his or anyone else’s feelings.

“Well, believe it. And if you don’t believe me, ask his blonde bimbo girlfriend. She’s the one who talked to him about it for me.” I knew my voice had turned bitter, but I was bitter. Bitter through and through.

“Wait. What? Girlfriend? Hacker has never had a girlfriend in the entire time that I’ve known him.” Perplexity swam in his eyes.

“Girlfriend. Bed warmer. Cum dumpster. Same thing.” Sarcasm didn’t suit me, and I hated that spiteful anger was beginning to simmer in my gut. Just the thought of him with her pissed me off. Yeah, call me a hypocrite because I had tried to move on with Hunter, but to know I had been tossed away so he could stick his dick in that nasty shit chapped my ass.

“So, wait. You’re telling me that the little baby boy in NICU is Hacker’s? And you spoke with a blonde woman about it? Where? Where did you talk to her?” The seriousness of his face and voice had my attention. I felt bad that I was taking this out on him. I also felt bad that I may have made trouble for Erik with his club, which was dumb, considering I shouldn’t have any feelings for him after everything he had done and said.

“At the clubhouse. How could you forget? I went there looking for him this past January? You’re the one who told me to go in. Don’t you remember? Well, I did go in and he was all over her. So, I left. Then he sent his floozy out to see what I wanted. He couldn’t even be bothered to talk to me.” I knew I had to be looking at him like he was a brain-dead dumbass, but he was truly whacked if he didn’t remember.

He was slowly shaking his head and blinking his eyes. “Kassi… look… that had to have been Gretchen. He has never messed with her like that. I know it was a dick move on his part to grab her when you went there that day, but I can assure you, he can’t stand her. I think he only did that to chase you away because he doesn’t feel he deserves you. He has a fucked-up sense of what he deserves. Top that with the guilt that he carries, he just punishes himself. Non-fucking-stop. But a baby… trust me, honey, that is a whole other story.”

“What kind of nonsense are you talking about? Guilt from what? And why would a baby make things different? I’m telling you, he didn’t want the baby. He even had her come out and tell me I should ‘take care of it,’ like my baby was trash to be taken to the curb. Well, fuck him.”

Joker threaded his fingers through his hair as he dropped his head. He began muttering, but all I caught was “¡Ay, Dios mio!” When he quit all his babbling I couldn’t understand, he looked at me, his eyes a dark storm-gray. “Sweetheart, I promise you, I will find that bitch and deal with her. If I have to, I’ll set the old ladies on her. She is a lying bitch, and she’s had a grudge against Hacker for a long time now because he refuses to touch her, and she wants him. She’s a spiteful woman who will no longer be welcome in the clubhouse. She’s gone too far now. Enough about her, tell me about what happened now that you’re here.”

Giving him the brief synopsis of what had happened, I watched his face run a gamut of emotions.

Standing, he leaned over and kissed my forehead as he tilted my head up at the chin. “We will straighten this out, nena. Okay? Don’t worry. Get better. Take care of Hacker’s… whoa… his son. I’ll be back later.” He then muttered, “!Chingados!” With a brief, sad smile, he left me wondering what rabbit hole I had fallen down.

And Joker spoke Spanish? Huh?
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“Back From The Dead”—Skillet

 

DAMN, I’D BEEN SLEEPING so good I didn’t want to wake up yet. On the edge of my mind, I knew if I woke, things were going to be bad, but in my half-sleep state I couldn’t fathom why. And I had just slipped out of my dream when Kassi was on the precipice of a cosmic “O,” so my mind and body wanted that dream back. Bad. Unfortunately, sleep seemed to be receding quicker than I could hold onto it, and that dream was my gold at the end of the rainbow, getting farther and farther away, no matter how quickly I tried to move toward it.

Was it worse or better that my dreams lately had all been about Kassi? She wasn’t just in them. No, she starred in them, and they encompassed every wish and fantasy I had ever had of her. Like so damn real, I needed to check under the covers when I woke to make sure I didn’t fucking make a mess in my damn bed.

That was exactly what I was doing when I heard the low chuckle and laughing words. “Man, I’m pretty sure it’s still there, but I can call your nurse in to check for you, if you’re worried.” My eyes groggily focus on Joker sitting in the recliner of my room.

“Fuck you. Especially if it’s that loudmouth one again.” He laughed, then stood and walked over to close the door. When he dropped back into the chair, he sat with his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. “Everything okay, bro?”

When he looked up at me, his eyes were full of sadness and hesitation. “Shit, brother, I don’t even know where to begin.” His eyes scanned over to the wall behind him. Taking a deep breath, he looked me in the eye and said, “Kassi’s in the room next door to you.”

At his words, I react without thinking and tried to sit up and jump out of bed. Let me tell you, that was a big mistake. Pain shot through my aching body and stole my breath. Quicker than I was, he jumped up to the side of my bed. “¡Este güey me va a dar un cardiaco! Fuck, man. Calm down. You forget you were in a hospital for tumbling down the road? After you got shot.” Joker’s words sounded slightly muffled through my pain.

The agony that washed through my body like a tsunami started to subside. When I could breathe again, I demanded answers. “The fuck are you talking about? Is she okay? Wait, what happened? I need to go see her.” And just like that, she took over my world once again. Every little bit of her I had tried to forget slipped its way into my head, taking up space I swore would never be occupied again.

“Hacker, stop. She’s okay. Well, all things considered. ¡Que Mierda!” His hand covered his mouth as he dropped to the chair again. “This is a fucked-up mess, bro.”

This was a man I had known for a lot of years. He had joined the Marines from San Antonio, Texas and had tried to leave his past behind him. What I had noticed over the years was, when he was emotional or angry, bits of Spanish slipped out. Remnants of a chaotic childhood with his tiny Hispanic grandma being the only normal, sane, constant part of it. So now I knew whatever was bothering him was big. And it obviously had to do with Kassi.

Not making me feel any better….

“Kayde.” Because he had been my friend for a long damn time, I reserved his given name for moments when it was just us. “Come on, man, tell me. What the hell has you so worked up?” Christ, she better not have married that asshole. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t an asshole. He was probably a stand-up guy, but if he had her and I didn’t, he was an asshole. Joker’s eyes met mine once again before he let out a lungful of air and groaned.

“¡Jesús! This is hard. Okay. Here it is. Kassi’s next door because you were right, she was pregnant, but not now… She had her baby early.” My mind was rapidly doing the math. If she hooked up with this guy after she had come to see me at the clubhouse, then got pregnant, the baby was so early, it’s survival rate was pretty damn low. My poor Kassi. Shit.

“Hacker, there’s more. That baby… well… uh, so, he wasn’t as early as you might think.” Huh? “He was born at thirty-two weeks, roughly.” He raised his eyebrows at me as he could see me doing the math again. Even though I knew without calculating. I knew. Knew with every molecule in my body.

Holy shit.

My breathing turned shallow. My mind froze, and I stared at the ceiling. Praying. Praying for what, I didn’t know. Divine intervention to sweep in and straighten this clusterfuck out? Maybe.

“That’s impossible. No way. We used protection every time…. She even had an IUD in place. We were safe. It doesn’t make sense! There’s no way that kid is mine.” My hand palmed my face, thumb and forefinger pressing into my eyelids before the pain at the movement registered. Stretching healing skin frigging hurt.

Flexing the fingers of my right hand, I preoccupied my mind with trying to get my left hand to do the same. The fingers barely wiggled. Dammit! Finally, knowing I couldn’t avoid it any longer, I met Joker’s eyes. The delayed response to his words could only be blamed on the damn pain meds. Or my concussion. Or all the shit on my mind vying for first place in my processing department. My file guy in my head was obviously on hiatus. “Wait. You said ‘he’? I have a son? Are you fucking serious? God in heaven. Where is he? NICU? How is he? Did she say? Take me to see Kassi. I want to see her, talk to her. I don’t care what you have to do, bro. I want to see her. Then I want to see my son.” Fuck. I have a son. This has got to be some crazy drug-induced dream. Kassi kept my baby from me? She has some explaining to do. Never in a million years would I have thought she could be that big of a bitch.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa… hold on there, cowboy. First, there are some things you need to know. And let me warn you, you aren’t going to like them.”

“I already don’t.”

By the time he finished filling me in, I was ready to climb up out of bed, fucked-up body and all, and track Gretchen’s dumb ass down and throat punch her. I’m talking bury her ass six feet under. My momma didn’t raise me to disrespect or lay hands on ladies, but she was definitely no lady. Every time I thought about how Kassi could have aborted our baby because Gretchen told her I said she should, I couldn’t decide if I wanted to scream, throw up, or kill someone. God in heaven, what if she would’ve done that? It would’ve been my worst nightmare on repeat.

“Fucking hell, bro. What the every-loving fuck? That fucking, heartless bitch Gretchen… How could anyone think that is okay? Jesus. What Kassi must have gone through. And me an unknowing accomplice to it all with the way I acted that day. Shit, she must hate me.” The feelings that were eating me up inside were running out of room, and it was like I was drowning. Suffocating in emotion. In trying to protect my own heart, I had destroyed hers. Once again, I was reminded of what an asshole I was.

“I think you hurt her, Erik. Deeply. She’s moved on, and it sounds like he’s a really good guy. The feeling I got was she still worries about you, especially with you being the father of her kid. If you asked me, there is definitely room for y’all to talk about shit and at least be an active participant in your son’s life. You know? But for sure y’all will need to talk.” It was another dig to my soul that he said I could be an active participant in my son’s life. And active participant. Really?

No. I wanted to be his father.

Pounding crept up from the back of my skull and wrapped around my head, tightening like a vice. Closing my eyes to block out the light didn’t help one fucking bit. It finally registered that my entire body was feeling that throbbing, aching torture. My hand blindly felt around for that fucking little red button that delivered my pain meds. It was set gently in my fumbling fingers. Cracking my eyes open, I saw Joker standing by my bed, holding the side rail. “I’m here for you, mi carnal.” He put his hand on my shoulder.

The pain was just beginning to feel like it had been turned down a notch when I heard a voice that made me smile. “Hey, baby boy. The nurse told us you woke up. Now I feel bad that I made your father take me to get something to eat. We missed being here.” My mom walked briskly to the side of my bed opposite Joker. When her kiss touched my temple, it felt like I was eight years old again and had just scraped my knee.

“Hey, Mom. Dad.” My dad, normally gruff and tough, leaned over and gently hugged my head to his.

“Hey, Mrs. Sheila. Mr. Gordie.” Only my mom called my dad Gordon. It was her thing for all of us, I guess. No nicknames for her. Joker had been to my parents’ house with me when he came to visit after I got out and he was on leave. He had also been over to enough suppers with me since he moved to Grantsville, so he knew them both pretty well, and my mom took him in like another son.

“Hello, Kayde. Thank you again for staying here with him. He’s been so lucky to have you as a friend.” My mom had no idea the bond we shared went way beyond friendship.

“God, son, you know how to scare the shit out of us. We’ve been here every day because your mother said if we weren’t here, that… well, never mind. Your brothers and sister send their love. They were all here the first day, but we told them there was no need for them to stay when you were pretty stable and we were just playing the waiting game for your head.” That’s when my mom burst into the conversation again.

“Jesus, Erikson. I wish you boys would quit riding those damn motorcycles. My heart can’t take crap like this very often.” Joker had the nerve to look chastised. The little shit. He was such a kiss ass when it came to my mom. Not that she would, but I think if she told him to sell his bike, he might do it to keep her from being mad at him.

At my snort of disbelief at my chickenshit friend, my mom’s focus returned to me. “The least you could do is wear your damn helmet, Erikson. A mother can only take so many scares, and when it comes to possibly losing one of her children, that’s grounds for a nervous breakdown.” My mom’s lecture lost much of its bluster when she started sniffling and she raised my good hand—uh, better hand—to her face. Her hurt made me hurt. The last thing I ever wanted to do was cause pain to the woman who gave birth to me. My mom was what I measured all women by. She was that important to me, and I loved her that much.

“Mom, I swear, I never intended to scare you or make you worry. We weren’t even being reckless at all. We were just enjoying a relaxing Sunday evening ride. It was a freak accident.” My hand cupped her cheek, and she placed her hands over mine. “Don’t cry, Mom.” My words fell on deaf ears as tears coursed down her cheeks.

“If you all don’t mind, I’m probably gonna crash for a bit. These pain meds help, but damn, they kick my ass.” They didn’t seem to hit me as hard this time, but they were weighing down my eyelids with a quickness. “Joker, we’ll finish talking later. Be here.” No, he wasn’t a prospect anymore, and it wasn’t my place to order him around, but he understood what I was saying.

“I gotcha, bro. See you later.” My mind barely registered murmured voices of Joker speaking with my parents. Fuck I was tired. So tired, but Kassi was still next door. I almost forgot I wanted to go see her. But how was I gonna do that? Shit.

“Oh, heyyy… you’re grannn baby isss here, and Ima get that girl to be mine, Momma. Goddamn I itch… fuggin morphine.” My words fought to come out sounding normal, but I was pretty sure they slurred, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I had even actually spoken them. Fucking pain meds. Sleep pulled me in and lured me like a siren toward dreams filled with the beautiful girl next door to me.
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“Into The Ocean”—Blue October

 

BEFORE SHE LEFT FOR lunch, Kylie told me they were moving me tomorrow. Visiting hours weren’t over for hours yet, but already people were leaving. Joker entered my room after a couple passed by, the woman crying as the man held his arm around her and whispered in her ear.

“Hey, beautiful. You mind if I talk to you for a minute?” He stood at the foot of my bed with his hands in his pockets. The usually smiling, laughing, gorgeous man was somber. It sent frissons of fear down my spine. God, please don’t let… I couldn’t even think the words.

“Erik?”

“No, he’s actually doing really well. Well, physically. That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Okay. Um, you wanna sit?” My heart was pounding in trepidation of what he was about to say. Had he told Erik? Even though he had already turned his back on us once, I was so hopeful, now that Sebastian was here, he would rethink at least being in his son’s life. So, while it was killing me slowly that he didn’t want me, I would accept my heart wilting day by day if it meant Sebastian would have his father.

He dropped into the chair by my bed, much as he had earlier. This time he seemed to be carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Joker, are you okay? You don’t seem yourself, at all.”

“There’s been a lot on my mind, chica. Too much. First Hacker, now you and your little one. And some other stuff I have going on. It’s just… yeah, it’s a lot, but don’t worry, I’ll be all right.” He scrubbed his hands on his face before ruffling his hair. “Look, you and Hacker need to talk. He wants to see his son. The problem is, he’s angry at himself. He thinks you’ll keep him from his son because he wasn’t there to help you during your pregnancy, even though you now know Gretchen’s bitch-ass was involved. He’s beating himself up pretty bad, and on top of the shit he already carries with him… well, let’s just say it’s weighing on him pretty heavy.”

Breath left me in a rush. “You told him…?” Then my heart raced as the realization that he told Erik and he wanted his son sank in. After that, the rest of what he said followed. “Wait… what do you mean, the shit he already carries with him? What happened to him?”

“It’s not my story to tell. But I think you need to get him to tell you. Find a way to make him tell you. Just know that he carries a lot of blame and guilt that he shouldn’t and doesn’t need to, but hell if I’ve ever been able to convince him of that. When you both get out if here, you need to sit down and talk. Work out a schedule for your son that works for you both. Don’t let the past rule that little guy’s future. And in case you’re worried, I’ll talk to him and make sure he won’t do or say anything to fuck shit up with you and your old man. Now, I’m not trying to be a prick, but I can tell you he won’t take kindly to his son calling someone else ‘dad,’ that’s for damn sure. Just a heads up, chica.”

“Hunter would never want to take Erik’s place in Sebastian’s life. He’s a really good man, Joker. He’s been there for me through all of this, and now he’s been here for Sebastian, but I don’t think he’d ever expect to replace Erik. He’s not like that.” Part of me felt like I was selling Hunter to Joker with my vehement words—and a little to myself. Not that I didn’t truly believe he was one damn fine man, because I sure as hell did. I actually hated myself for not being all-in with him. Nothing seemed to be able to stop me from feeling like Hunter was getting the short end of the stick with me. That he was only getting half of me, and it was the half of me without a heart.

Deep down, I knew I should end things with Hunter because I doubted I could ever love him the way I loved Erik. It was so unfair to him, almost like stringing him along. Would I eventually come to hate him because he wasn’t the one my heart craved? Would he grow to resent me because I could never return the depth of his love? Maybe that could change with time. People grew to love each other all the time.

I just felt so confused. Hunter was a sure thing and had already proven he would be there for me. Erik was a wild card. He’d already shown me he wasn’t the relationship type, and we had yet to see how much he would truly be in Sebastian’s life. But God did we have passion together. Explosive. Burning. Consuming passion. Did a person ever get that more than once in a lifetime?

“Hey, you don’t need to convince me. As long as you aren’t trying to fuck my boy over, I’m good, and I’ve never gotten that vibe from you. I always liked you, and I really thought you would be good for him. For the record, I’m actually sorry y’all didn’t click like I hoped you would.” His lips tipped up at the corners in a sad excuse for a smile. For a second, I enjoyed his simple male beauty. Not that he held a candle to Erik’s ruggedly handsome and sexy good looks. Erik was beautiful on an earthy level that spoke to my soul. He was like a sculpted Greek god. All chiseled lines and striking features. Beautiful to behold, but too much to touch, evidently.

Yep, Erik sure had handsome friends. But as they say, birds of a feather….

“Joker? Why are you here telling me all of this?” The tips of my fingers just touch his shoulder.

“I don’t really know. My brain’s not working right, I’m so fucking brain-dead. I guess I thought I could come in here and tell you about all the shit he has endured, but then I realized those weren’t my stories to tell. I thought if you understood him better, maybe you and he could work things out. He’s my brother. More than anything, I want to see him happy and free in his heart. I want to see him get the good things he deserves in life. That’s fucked up of me to want to mess up shit with you and your old man, though. Now I feel like a meddling old woman, and I wish I would’ve just kept my damn mouth shut.” He hung his head before he raised his gaze to mine. His turbulent, stormy eyes tired.

“You seem like you’re stretching yourself thin, being here nonstop. Get some rest. Things will be okay. You’re right, Erik and I have a lot to discuss, but your boy is safe with me. I won’t burn him. Especially not concerning our son. All I wanted was for him to want and love our son because he’s his. That’s all. Well… I mean, yeah, I had hopes once upon a time of him realizing he’s crazy about me, but that ship has sailed, and I’m learning how to move on. Go get some rest, Joker.” His hand reached up to his shoulder where my fingers rested on the worn, gray plaid flannel and clasped my hand in his.

“You take care, Kass. You’re right, I’m going to go to bed early tonight, get some sleep. Thanks for letting me ramble. I’ll try to stop by to see you again tomorrow.” With those parting words, he stood and left my room.

As I lay there listening to his footsteps recede down the hall, I couldn’t help but mull over everything Joker had said. Biting my bottom lip and worrying it between my teeth, I watched the slowing activity out in the hall. The clerk had her back to me where she was positioned at her desk at the nurses’ station. The nurses all appeared to be off doing patient care, as they weren’t near the desk.

An idea began to take shape in my head. Carefully, I put on my oh-so-beautiful hospital socks. On top of the covers, mind you, ’cause, yeah, that nasty shit wasn’t going between the sheets. Then I set about untethering myself. Being a nurse, it was easy to pause my IV fluids and disconnect the lines from the port. Ever so gently, I climbed from my bed and drop the portable monitoring device into the pocket of my gown. Ohhh, that thing is kinda heavy… That’s what she said. Can’t lie, I giggled at my own humor.

Of course, I knew I wasn’t supposed to be out of bed, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Whatever, I felt desperate. Really desperate.

Taking tentative steps toward the doorway, I peeked out into the hallway. The coast was clear. Moving into ninja-stealth mode, I snuck out into the hall. It was hard to move cautiously but quickly when your body had been beat to hell from the inside out and you were probably still down a few quarts. Figuratively speaking. Not getting out of bed for much, combined with my body healing, had my legs shaking like a new colt’s by the time I took a last look around and slipped into his room, quietly closing the door. Grabbing my lip with my teeth, I turned around and tried to bolster my courage. God, please don’t let this be a big mistake.

He lay sprawled out in the bed, dwarfing it with his bulk. Those thick, dark lashes fanned across the top of his cheeks, and his lips were parted slightly. My knees nearly gave out, and I wasn’t sure if it was from exhaustion from the ridiculously short walk from next door, or because seeing him brought back all the feelings I had for him. It made my heart literally ache to see him so close. Why, oh why, had I been so foolish as to fall in love with this man? We barely knew each other. In the big scheme of things, some may say it was insane.

Moving slower to ensure my stability, I inched my way quietly to the bed. Glancing at the clock, I tried to gauge how long I had before one of the nurses came looking for me. Shit. Not long.

There was no help for it, I had to sit. So, I gently lowered myself to the chair next to him. For costly minutes, I rested my chin on my knuckles where they were curled around the bedrails. My eyes followed the line of his face, down the strong column of his throat, cataloging every bruise, scrape, and gauze-covered area.

Heart beating so hard I feared the sound would draw the nurses in, I reached tentatively for his hand. My fingertips barely grazed over the back of his hand, tracing the veins and the lines of the ink that reached down from under the Kerlix gauze. The knuckles of his hand were abraded, and I was so preoccupied following my finger’s pathway along the backs of his hand, it didn’t register with me that his breathing had changed until he brought in a shaky breath when my fingers entwined with his and my lips touched his fingers.

Startled, my eyes swiftly darted up to his face. He was just lying there watching me. Quiet. Unmoving. As if I was a wild bird he was afraid of scaring off. Forgetting how much the color of his eyes took my breath away, I was quickly reminded as they remained steadfast, trained on me. As I sat upright, he whispered, “No, don’t go. Please.”

“Erik….” The frog that took up residence in my throat caused my voice to sound like I’d screamed at a Metallica concert all night. Clearing my throat, I looked away from his mesmerizing gaze. “How are you feeling?”

“You know… a little like hammered shit.” The chuckle that escaped the lips I remembered in vivid detail and technicolor was followed by a groan as he held his ribs with his right hand. “Jesus, and it hurts just to laugh.”

“What the hell happened to you? I’ve ridden with you, and you’re a damn good rider. All we heard was it was a motorcycle accident and no other vehicle was involved. Well, other than Joker was with you, but Hunter said he heard you had been shot? Did they find out who did it?” When Hunter’s name came out of my mouth, I watched his expression harden.

“Honestly, I have no clue. Kass, that’s the last of my worries. How is my… fuck… my son? Damn, Kass, you’ve got to give me a few to get used to the idea. Can you understand how hard it is for me to wrap my head around this?” His expression was that of a lost boy before he took his hand and scrubbed his face with it.

“He’s good. He’s lost some weight, but they said that was normal at first. He’s so tiny, Erik. But he’s so perfect.” I couldn’t help it. Tears welled in my eyes at the thought of how close I came to losing him. “They told me he’s a fighter. The NICU nurses call him the ‘miracle baby.’” My words warbled a little through my tears.

“I want to see him so fucking bad, but I can’t even get out of bed myself. I’m going to figure something out. Anyway, how are you doing? Joker gave me a brief overview, but are you doing okay now?” Trying to figure out what was important to tell him, my breath exhaled in a rush.

“Erik, I really don’t have a lot of time. I’m sure I’m not supposed to be in here, I snuck in while no one was looking. I’m good as can be expected. Let’s leave it at that. Okay? So, I don’t know what Joker told you, but his name is Sebastian… Sebastian Erik. I, umm, I hope you don’t mind.” There went my teeth chewing the hell out of my bottom lip.

“Mind? Are you serious right now? Of course I don’t. Except, if you could go with Erickson for his middle name, you would make my mom one happy grandma.” His attempt at humor relaxed me. Obviously, he picked up on my nervousness.

That was another thing I hadn’t even considered. Sebastian had grandparents. Erik had never really talked a lot about them, just that they lived in Grantsville and he had siblings. Which of course meant Sebastian had aunts, uncles, and cousins—besides Matt, that is.

“Your name is Erikson?” I smiled. “I had no idea. Yeah, okay. That would be perfect. Umm, in all honesty, I just wanted him to have your name, so whatever you prefer for the middle name is good. Well, you know, within reason. But look, it won’t be long before the nurses come looking for me… I just needed to talk to you about what you wanted to do. I mean… shit, this is awkward.” My eyes closed, and my forehead rested on the bed railing.

“Hey. He’s my son. Of course I want to be part of his life. No, that’s not true. I want to be his father. I want to help raise him. I’ll be there for whatever you need. You can count on me, Kassi.” His voice sent chills across my skin. “And I’m so very sorry for what Gretchen did. She had no right. I feel sick when I think of what you could have done. If you had—”

“Don’t. Don’t say it. First, I need you to know I didn’t plan on any of this. We were safe on multiple levels. My pregnancy was pretty good, all in all, but I still almost lost him. Yet, he’s here. He’s tiny, but he’s thriving. I don’t know what it is, but he has a purpose, or he wouldn’t be here today. Not with all those odds against him. I love him so much I can’t hardly contain myself near him. Amplified emotions nearly overwhelm when I’m near him. I can’t wait for you to see him. Yes, I’m pissed as hell about what that witch did. But I can’t carry that hate in my heart and have room for all the love that little boy deserves. We’ll figure this out. You just get better, and we’ll figure this out together.” My lips curved into a sad smile. It almost hurt to look at him knowing we would never be together. He would never be mine.

“Yes, we will.” He sighed and looked away from me. “Joker told me I would need to be on my best behavior with your old man. As long as he doesn’t try to take my place in my son’s life, we have no beef, and I’ll let him be. But I promise you…” His eyes returned to mine and they were resolute. “I will never let anyone come between me and my son. Ever.”

“Oh, Erik, he would never do that. I would never do that.”

“Are you happy?” His question caught me off guard.

“What?”

“Are. You. Happy? Does he make you happy? Please tell me he is good to you and he makes you happy.” The words were a whispered plea.

“Yes. He is. When I said he was a good person, I meant it. He… he loves me. And he loves Sebastian.” The tone of my voice matched his. Words spoken softly, whispered as a plea for him to believe me.

“You didn’t answer my question.” Those blue-green eyes bore into me.

Before I could say anything further, there was movement by the door and a woman with white blonde hair and dark brown eyes appeared. She looked incredibly out of place in a hospital, dressed in designer clothing and heels that looks like they cost more than my rent.

“Erik! Oh my God, Erik.” Her hands covered her full red lips, and her chocolate eyes glittered with tears. She took a step in the room before rushing to his bedside.

“Umm, who are you?” Confused, I asked her what was swirling in my brain.

“I’m his wife. Who are you?” Her eyes and voice dripped ice.
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“FML”—Godsmack

 

HELPLESS, I LAY THERE, desperate to go after her. Because I could barely move, all I could do was lay there as Kassi stumbled out of the room. God, the look on her face when she heard the words that infuriated my soul and left a bitter taste in my mouth.

“Layla, what the fuck? Why would you say that? You haven’t been my wife for years. After what you did, how could you even think I want to see you?” Anger exploded inside my body. The machines started beeping in an incredibly irritating way when my heart rate escalated rapidly. The pain was starting to build again, but fuck if I was gonna use my pain pump and not be lucid around this snake in the grass.

“Oh, Erik, please don’t be like that! You know the only reason I agreed to the divorce was because I was distraught. We were young and emotional. We said and did things we both regret.” Her bottom lips expertly trembled. God, she was such a deceitful bitch. An actress of the first order. Looking back, I agreed with the young and emotional part. Foolishly, I had believed myself in love with her and had been willing to do anything for her. The only regret I had was marrying her in the first place.

“Get out of my room. Get out of this hospital. Get out of this fucking state. I don’t know why you’re here, but you’re not welcome.” There were absolutely zero fucks given about hurting her feelings. As I knew better than anyone, she didn’t have any. She was a selfish, heartless bitch of a woman.

“Please. I came here as soon as I heard. I ran into your sister-in-law, and she told me what happened. It scared the crap out of me, and it made me realize I never got over you. I’ve grown up, Erik. I’ve changed. People do that, you know.” What the fuck ever. People may change, but not people like her.

“Quite frankly, it doesn’t really matter to me one way or another. You’re so insignificant in my life that I couldn’t care less what you do or if you’ve changed.”

“Is it her? That woman that was in here with you? It is, isn’t it? She was on the bike with you when you wrecked? She’s your new girlfriend. What does she have that I don’t?” Just the sound of her voice was making me nauseous. The hatred I felt consuming me was not something I wanted to have in my life. Not anymore. Everything I did would be designed and geared toward making myself into a better man, a man my son could someday be proud of. I wanted to be for my son what my dad was for me.

“What does she have that you don’t, Layla? A heart.” My bitter words spat at her. The rapid gasp that escaped her gave me a demonic sense of satisfaction. “That and she gave me something you refused to, but that’s none of your damn business. I’m none of your damn business. What I don’t understand is how you could think that, after all these years, I would want to even speak to you, let alone have you back in my life.” She had the gall to look hurt.

A single tear welled up in her eye and spilled over and down her cheek. Too bad there wasn’t a compassionate bone in my body for her. She was wasting her time and mine. As she dropped her head, the blonde mane of hair I once thought of as spun fairy silk and loved running my fingers through shrouded her face. Silence reigned as she stood by my bed sniffling. She looked up finally, and her hand reached out to touch my face, but I jerked away from her touch.

The pain that sudden movement caused in my head and body made nausea roil in the pit of my stomach. Jesus fucking Christ on a cracker. Groaning, I clenched my eyes shut tight and concentrated on breathing to control the pain on my own.

“Do you need me to call the nurse?” Worry seeped into her tone.

“No. Just leave me alone, Layla. I’ve moved on in my life. You are no longer a part of the equation, and I have no interest in rekindling anything between us. You wasted your time coming here. Leave.” Why did she have to come here anyway? Add her craptastic timing to the shitshow that was my life.

“Well, I have a hotel for a few days. Here.” She handed me a small slip of paper she tore off the hospital notepad on my bedside table. “My new cell number in case you come to your senses. Erik, what we had was special. I know I messed up, and I did it in a bad way, but I need you to forgive me. Give me another chance.” Like hell.

I refused to speak another word to her, nor look her direction. After a few brief minutes, I heard the click of her heels as she crossed the floor out the door.

Crumpling up the paper she had given me, I chucked it across the room. My skin screamed at the pulling of healing skin that motion caused. Call her? She must be crazier now than she was then. What the fuck had Jonathan’s wife, Rachel, been thinking? Granted, she didn’t know all the details of our breakup, but she knew Layla had been a selfish bitch back then. Everyone but me did. Layla must have put on some act to get Rachel to talk to her and tell her about me.

My mind wandered to Kassi. Layla’s declaration as she entered the room appeared to have crushed her. It was anyone’s guess what she had running through her mind after that. She must think I’m a complete and utter piece of shit. What the fuck else could happen? Motherfucker, I felt like I was in a damn Lifetime movie.
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“Mama’s Broken Heart”—Miranda Lambert

 

OH MY GOD, HE was such a piece of shit! He was fucking married. Just the thought of the word had my heart feeling crushed under the weight of a Mack truck. Holy shit, I had a baby with a married man. My hand trailed the hallway railing, that in normal circumstances I wouldn’t even think of touching. Nurses can be such germaphobes. My knees felt as if they might buckle and I would face-plant on the floor.

“Ms. Donovan! What are you doing out of bed?” Kylie’s voice rang out from further down the hall.

Shit. Busted.

Pain, but not the type she would be expecting, filled my eyes when I raised them to look at her as she power walked to me and wrapped an arm around my waist as she ducked under my arm to give me something to hold onto.

“I just needed to get up and stretch my legs.” The lie fell out with my tears.

“Ms. Donovan. Kassi. Besides the fact that you haven’t been cleared to ambulate on your own, I saw you come out of the room next door. You can’t go in other patient’s rooms, especially here in the ICU. You told me you’re a nurse, so I would think you would understand this.” Her words were spoken softly so they remained between us, but she was stern in their delivery. Guilt added itself to the emotions burying me, and my tears progressed to soft sobs. The last thing I had thought of was getting her in trouble. Dammit.

“God, Kylie, I’m so sorry. I hope you don’t get in trouble. Honestly, my brain is so overloaded, I wasn’t really thinking. It’s just… well… he’s… the man in that room is Sebastian’s father.” The last word was expelled from my mouth like a bad taste.

Reaching the edge of my bed, she helped me get back in and reattach all my lines and monitoring devices. Her face was plastered in confusion, and I didn’t blame her. This was a damn Jerry Springer show in the making. The shock of it all mingled with the pain that dwelled in my heart. How could I continue to let this one man hand me such debilitating hurt over and over?

“Uhhhhh, wait. I thought the guy who was coming in to see you was the father. Not that it’s any of my business. I’m sorry. That was wrong of me to say anything.” Kylie’s poor face flamed, and I knew she was thinking she had overstepped her bounds as a nurse with her questions. Good thing we nurses stuck together—well, most of us, anyway. You remember those ones who eat their young, I told you about, right? I held no grudge.

“No. It’s okay. It’s a long, confusing, fucked-up story. Just suffice it to say, every time I think I know what’s going on in my life and I’m getting some semblance of control, then something happens to rip it all apart again. My life has been one big jumble of shit after another. It feels like I’m always fighting to stay ahead of the wave.” My tears had ebbed to sniffles, and she handed me the small box of tissues from my bedside table. You know, the ones I’d probably be paying about ten bucks a box for.

After I finished blowing my nose in a most unladylike manner, she helped arrange the pillows behind me. Then she let out a sigh. “Kassi, I know this may not be what you want to here, but that is life. What fun would life be if it came with an instruction booklet and we knew everything that would happen? Life is ever evolving, and the experiences we have are what prepare us for the next round. The good and the bad. If there’s anything I’ve learned in life, it’s that we only have so many trips around the sun, as they say, and we need to try to embrace every moment before our moments are gone. There is a reason for every single thing that happens, good or bad; we may just not know what it is right away.” Wise beyond her years, she stood next to my bed with her hands holding each end of her stethoscope hanging from her neck. She gave me a small, encouraging smile.

“You ever think of going back to school to be a counselor or psychologist or something?” The dry tone that carried my words made her laugh. I really liked her. Maybe I should look at transferring here after Matt left for college. Get away from where I was. Away from Erik. Shit, that wouldn’t be right either. Because despite the rat he may be, he was Sebastian’s father. If I left, I’d take him from his father. Not to mention Hunter was back home in Iowa and I wouldn’t have him either. Shit.

“Do you need anything else before I leave for the night?”

“I’m still being transferred in the morning?” The farther I could get from Erik and the hum of his electrifying nearness, the better. It was too bad they couldn’t move me tonight.

“Yes. I’m back in the morning, so as long as there are no issues overnight, that is the plan and I’ll be bringing you to the postpartum unit. The doc says, if your OB/GYN doc clears you, you should only be there a day or so. Oh, and before I forget, I got you info about the Ronald McDonald house where you can stay while Sebastian’s here. It will save you from having to get a hotel, and it’s in walking distance so you won’t need to rent a car or have cab fees.” With a smile, she placed some brochures and papers on my table and rolled it so the tabletop was over my lap. “I’ll see you in the morning. Okay?”

Staring at the papers in front of me, I nodded absently. My fingers had just begun to sift through the papers when a knock sounded at my door. What the fuck? The last person I expected to see was standing there, a calculating look on her face.

Erik’s wife.

The words made my head hurt and my stomach churn. Looking at her and her coifed beauty made me self-conscious of how shitty I probably looked by now. Her white blonde hair still hung in a silky curtain, her full lips poison-apple red. The pencil skirt and silky blouse fit her like a glove and looked like she had just put them on after having them pressed—by a maid. Then I thought about the contrast between her and I and how it must have appeared to Erik, and I groaned inwardly.

Terrific.

“I’m Layla. Has Erik mentioned me?” My mouth couldn’t make words if I wanted it to at that point, so I just stared mutely at her. She obviously had a purpose for coming in my room, so I figured fuck it, let her say her piece and get the hell away from me.

When I continued to remain silent, I guess she took that as her invitation to come further in my room. Her expensive-ass heels clicked on my floor as she strode gracefully to the edge of my bed. The sudden look of malice on her face made me belatedly wonder if I should have called for my nurse. Unease skittered up my spine as her red lips twisted in a condescending sneer.

“Look, I don’t know who you are or what your relationship is with my husband, but this is the one and only time I will tell you. Stay. The. Hell. Away from him. Do I make myself clear?” She didn’t shout, but her words resonated off the walls as if she had shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Crystal.” My dentist would be chewing my ass if he could hear how I was gritting and grinding my teeth in an effort to not give her a piece of my mind. As she turned away, the look of victory still blazing in her eyes, I realized I had had enough. Enough of the shit life threw my way. Enough of people telling me what to do. Enough of bitches like her thinking they were better than everyone because they had car payments for shoes and purses.

Just as she reached the end of my bed, my voice found its escape. “Unfortunately, I won’t be able to do that, Layla. Erik and I have a child together, so whether you like it or not, he and I will have to see one another. Another funny thing is, he never mentioned you. Not once. Nor have any of his friends. Wonder why that is?” At that moment, I didn’t care if I was throwing Erik under the bus, because if he had messed around on his wife, he deserved to have to deal with the bullshit that came with those actions. All I knew was I wasn’t letting this haughty bitch dictate my life.

The look on her face as she spun back toward me was worth the pain I was sure I would be feeling at those claws she called fingernails. There was no way, in my state, I could fight her off, but that didn’t even play into my thought process at the time.

Thankfully, just as she lunged toward me, Kylie came in with the night nurse to do their nurse-to-nurse bedside report for shift change.

“Excuse me! What’s going on in here? Visiting hours are over, ma’am. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” At the sound of the nurse’s voice, Layla froze in her tracks. The hateful, vile expression morphed into a soft, sweet, smiling one as she turned to them and spewed her lies.

“Oh! I’m so sorry! I was just going to hug my friend goodbye. I didn’t plan on being long.” She turned her back to the nurses and looked at me. “I’ll try to swing by to see you when I come to see Erik, my husband, tomorrow. Bye, hon.” And she waltzed her snotty-ass self out of my room, squeezing past the nurses in the doorway and offering them an apologetic smile and shrug of her shoulders. Bitch.

The annoying tap of her expensive heels faded down the hall, but continued to pound through my head.

“Everything okay?” Kylie glanced at me with concern after she had concluded her report and the night nurse went on to prepare for her shift. My head was pulsing with everything that had just happened.

“Yeah. Just peachy. When it rains, it pours, but it’s okay. I think I’m gonna get a big umbrella, and I’ll be just fine.” She smiled at me and gave me a thumbs-up sign before telling me she’d see me tomorrow and closing my door.

Fuck my life.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

 

[image: ]

“Chasing Your Echo”—Red

 

TRUE TO HIS WORD, the doctor had physical therapy in as soon as they moved me. Bright and fucking early. Let me tell you, that was some painful shit. Between working through the adhesions that were forming and working muscles that had been at rest for a week, not to mention cut through and sewn back together, they had worked my arm over good. They had also encouraged me to start walking around. Starting with short trips around my room and working up to walking the halls.

Every room I went past, I glanced inconspicuously in to see if she had been moved to my floor. She wasn’t in ICU when I was transferred. As I has been wheeled past the room next door, I looked to see if Kassi was still there. Her room was empty with a clean and neatly made bed. “Did Kassi get discharged?” I asked the nurse wheeling me down the hall, hoping she might tell me since Kassi and I had been “neighbors.” Of course not. Shit pissed me off. So I had texted her, but she didn’t answer. My calls went to voice mail. It was frustrating as hell.

Even tried to get information out of my nurse after I got moved. She was a sweet young girl that I couldn’t believe was even old enough to be a nurse. But nope. So I took a chance that maybe, just maybe, if Kassi had thought enough of me being Sebastian’s father to give him my name, that she would have listed me as his father here in the hospital.

Bless that girl for having a heart of gold, because that’s exactly what she had done. Layla must not have pissed her off enough to cut me out, because when I asked about my son, they gave me the number to the NICU, and when I called down, after giving my identifying information, the nurse immediately referred to him as little Mr. Sebastian. They told me I could come down; they had a hospital armband for me to wear so there would be no issues with me seeing him. My chest almost caved in at the thoughtfulness of the woman I was head over heels for.

Yeah, you caught that correctly. I finally admitted to myself that despite everything—the short time we knew each other, the heartache I had endured trying to forget her, and all the other stupid little reasons—I was definitely insanely in love with her. The problem was, she had done exactly what I told her to and replaced me. People always say be careful of what you wish for… well, I was living proof.

No, I still didn’t feel I deserved her. Most days I hated myself deep inside; others I just felt like a failure who was undeserving of any divine intervention or absolution from the sins I had committed. The difference was, Kassi had given me a gift. A gift I never thought I would have, nor would I want again. Funny thing about unexpected gifts, they had a way of melting an icy exterior with the warmth of their generosity. In this case, it was the most heartfelt gift one person could give to another. The gift of life. And I mean that in two ways. One, she literally gave life to my son. Two, she had breathed life into my soul by wanting to share him with me, despite what she believed of me.

There was no way I would intentionally get between her and her new guy, but I wanted her so bad it made me ache in my bones. The first time he screwed up, I would be on that shit like Donkey Kong. The honest part of myself wanted to fight tooth and nail for her, but if she was happy and loved him, I couldn’t do that to her.

Joker had brought me my computer, and after I had my first round of physical therapy, I looked up everything about the guy. Some people had no idea how hard it was to type shit into the computer when one hand didn’t work all that great. It sucks monkey balls.

Anyway, I found out what I needed to know about the guy.

Hunter Trent Madison. I knew where he was born, where he went to school, where he lived, what he drove, what his credit score was—and it was pretty damn good—who his parents were, his first grade teacher, and basically anything else you could want to know about him. Ask me if I thought it was wrong or an invasion of privacy. Because I can assure you, I didn’t give half a shit. If this man was going to be in my son’s life and Kassi’s life, I was going to make damn sure he wasn’t crazy, or a con man, or worse.

If he hurt them, I would destroy him. If he was good to them, I would stay back. Just have my visitation and leave them be. Even if it killed me.

Looking at the clock, I realized it wasn’t too early to go down to see my son for the first time. Whoa, that sounded insane. My son. I couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take to get used to that. Was this how Reaper and Hollywood had felt? Because if so, I now understood how wacked they were about their kiddos.

Using the nurse call system, I called my nurse to find out if I could go down to the NICU to see him. Assuring her I could walk without assistance and proving it to her after I slipped on a pair of underwear and athletic pants, I followed her directions to the ward that held the meaning and purpose to my life.

The nurses at the NICU showed me how to wash my hands properly before I could go in. Scrubbing my hands with a little plastic scrub brush, under my nails, up around my wrists and forearms, scrubbing until any germs that could harm my little man were neutralized. Then they led me through the locked doors and past other tiny humans and a couple who were visiting with their own tiny human.

As the nurse stopped outside a little cubicle-like space, my breath rushed from my body and I almost fell to my knees as I took in the most angelic view I’d ever had the good fortune of laying my eyes on. Kassi sat in a rocking chair, a tiny blanket covered bump held close to her. Her dark hair had fallen forward and sheltered the little bundle, but couldn’t disguise the bared skin of her chest as a tiny little fist lay against the side of one full breast. It was absolutely the most beautiful sight I had ever seen in my entire godforsaken life.

My rapid intake of breath must have been louder than I thought, because she quickly looked up, startled by what must seem to her like my sudden appearance. Her expression was one of wary indecision. It reminded me of a stray puppy I had found in my backyard once. It had been so hungry it wanted to come to the bowl of food I had, but it had been through God knew what and it was terrified of getting metaphorically, or literally, kicked again. It hurt my heart to see that look on her, because it was exactly the one I had tried so hard to avoid causing.

“Hey.” Her voice was soft and made my heartbeat speed up.

“Hey yourself. How is he?” I was so out of my element, I didn’t know what to do. Usually, I had tabs, cameras, computers, and info watching everything and there were very few surprises and nothing I couldn’t handle. But this? This was all new. This was scary and wonderful and exciting all at once. This made me feel a little like a pussy because I damn sure felt like I was gonna cry.

“He’s doing really well, they said. He even latched on for a few minutes just now. It’s the first time.” Her soft gaze dropped to the little bundle. “He fell asleep with it in his mouth.” Her cheeks bloomed bright pink, and I knew talking about her breasts in this way with me was causing her some discomfort. It made me feel bad because it was something beautiful.

“Oh, uh, shit, I… let me turn around a minute.” Whipping the other direction as fast as my sore muscles would allow, I waited until she said she was good to turn back around. Her beautiful crystal blue eyes stared at me, and it was like being caught in a tractor beam. It was a chore taking a breath, I was so mesmerized. “Don’t feel embarrassed or ashamed of breastfeeding our son. I’m so proud of you for even trying. A lot of women don’t anymore because it’s a lot of work. At least that’s what my mom told my sister-in-law when she was getting frustrated and almost gave up on my nephew.”

The widening of her eyes when I said “our son” made me realize what I had said. Sure, it was the truth, he was our son, but I think she thought I was implying we were a couple. If only. It was my turn to feel my face flame.

“Do you want to hold him?” Her softly spoken words took me by surprise. Looking down at my arm in its sling and the healing abrasions on the other arm, I felt too tainted to let him near me.

“It might not be a good idea. My arm and all.” The shrug I gave made me wince in pain. Though I was healing pretty well, the weirdest movements sent my pain receptors into overdrive. Settling carefully into the smaller chair next to hers, I stared longingly at the little infant in her arms. A little blue beanie was on his head, and I could just see his minuscule nose over the blanket he was swaddled in.

Suddenly realizing he had some kind of tubes on his face scared the shit out of me. “What the fuck does he have tubes on his face for?” The shortness in my worried tone must have startled him because for the briefest second his eyes flickered open before a big yawn stretched his mouth wide. God, he was precious. My good arm reached out, and I ran a single finger over the curve of his tiny cheek. It was like touching velvet.

Kassi explained everything attached to him like the perfect nurse and mother. She set my worries to rest without even realizing the effect her voice had on me. Gazing back at my son again, I felt my heart swell with emotion I had no name or explanation for. Other than pure, unadulterated love.

“Hey, little man. You don’t know me yet, but I’m your daddy. We’re going to do all kinds of stuff together. If Mommy lets us, anyway.” A sniffle followed by a chuckle had me looking up at Kassi. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, despite the lopsided grin on her face. “Aww, baby, don’t cry.” Without thinking, I reached my hand to her and thumbed her tears away.

A shaky breath preceded her pressing her cheek so slightly into my palm, I had to wonder if I imagined it. My hand slid further back, fingers entwining in her hair until I cupped the back of her head and turned it toward me. Leaning forward, my forehead rested against hers and I gazed at our son cradled in her arms. “And the first thing Daddy’s gonna do is get you a little black beanie with some skulls on it or some shit. This hospital is trying to make you into a little wussy boy with that baby-blue thing. We aren’t having that, are we?”

Kassi laughed gently, and I let go, but our heads still touched as we spoke softly to Sebastian as he slept. My chest felt so full, I was literally afraid it might burst open.

This was what I had been missing by pushing everyone away any time I felt like I might be getting close to them. God, I had been such a fucking idiot.
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“Just Say When”—Nothing More

 

DEEP DOWN, I KNEW this day was coming. Even though I tried to love her with every fiber of my being, I knew it wasn’t enough. She had blown into my life, turning it upside down, but in the best way I could have hoped for. Kassi was everything I wanted in a woman, but from the beginning I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold her long.

There was a piece of her that she always held back. That piece was so elusive, and no matter how hard I had tried to grab it, it remained just out of my reach. That part belonged to him.

It had been so damn easy to fool myself into thinking if I loved her hard enough, deep enough, true enough, she would eventually love me as much as she loved him. The only saving grace I had in my favor through it all was the belief that he didn’t want her or his son. Obviously, the status quo changed.

Fuck, that was another thing that ripped me apart. That tiny little human wasn’t even mine, but I loved him already. Maybe after a while, it wouldn’t hurt so much. Hopefully, it would fade like a bad dream. Never forgotten, but hazier… images blurred… pain subdued.

If the look on his face was any indicator, there was no denying he loved her as much as I did. Whatever had caused the rift between them, they deserved to work through it. Despite my attempt to understand and accept, anger bubbled up. Anger at the unfairness of the situation, of life. Hate wanted to settle in my heart, but I couldn’t hate him for having her love. Nor her for loving him. After all, I only ever wanted to see her happy. To see the sparkle of love in her eyes. Even if it wasn’t for me.

“Sir? Were you going to go in to visit with your son today? I’ll have to ask one of them to step out, though.” Hesitation laced the young nurse’s voice as she looked from me to the couple visible through the window. She looked again, and I knew she was seeing what I was, a loving couple sitting next to the tiny warmer that kept their young son safe. Two dark heads leaning together, as they spoke to the burrito-wrapped baby in Kassi’s arms.

They separated as she stood slowly to set him back in his warmer and slip his hat off. He reached into the incubator to touch the soft, fuzzy hair I had not long ago been so blessed to touch. Thinking about it, this nurse was probably wondering what the hell was going on, who he was and why he was there in place of me. Join the club, hon.

“He’s not my son.” The words burned in my throat, coiling in my stomach with a sickness born of regret. “Please, don’t bother them.” Casting one more longing look at the woman I loved more than life itself, I moved back from the locked doors of the NICU.

With a heavy heart, I took the first step away from the future I thought had been in my grasp.
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“Angels On The Moon”—Thriving Ivory

 

EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Erik and I walked together to the NICU. That was the first day I had been given the okay to walk any distance, and I was so happy to stretch my legs. Hunter was supposed to come today, but when I called him, he sounded off and told me he had been called into work so he wouldn’t make it. Even though I knew it was for “the best since Erik was joining me, I was bummed. Not to mention, I felt bad because I knew he was working a lot of overtime with me out. Also, I was planning on telling him about Erik today.

Matt would be here shortly as well. He had come by yesterday afternoon after getting to Sioux Falls after I had returned to my room from seeing Sebastian. We had returned to the NICU so Matt could see his nephew, then we sat and talked until the end of visiting hours before he ran to get some food. I was a little irritated that he had given up his shifts for the weekend, only working yesterday morning, but it was so good to see him. He was withholding judgement on Erik until he met him and was able to get a feel for him, which I felt was fair. He was pissed about the misunderstanding that had led me to think Erik didn’t want anything to do with us. Misunderstanding… ha! That was a nice way of putting what that whore had done to us.

Matt was sleeping on the little hide-a-bed chair in my room. He initially said he was going to get a room with Hunter, so I could have my privacy and get a good night’s sleep. But when Hunter wasn’t able to make it, he ended up staying with me after all. We didn’t get much sleep because we sat up talking most of the night. He had gone in search of the cafeteria to see what their breakfast was like while I went to the NICU with Erik.

Upon reaching the NICU, Erik and I had gone through the handwashing routine, and we were buzzed in. There was a new nurse in there who I had never met. It made me nervous because I had gotten to know the other nurses, and I was super protective of my son.

“Hi! Who are you here to see?” We told her it was Sebastian. “Ohh, baby Baz! He’s such a sweetheart. I’m Debbie, his nurse for today. Are you and your husband okay with the rocker and the chair, or do you want me to round up another rocking chair?” Her assumption Erik and I were married had me choking on my own spit.

“Um, he’s not—”

“Another rocking chair would be great.” We had spoken at the same time, and I had to wonder if he had caught what she said about us. He didn’t appear to have noticed. While the nurses swapped out the chair for the rocker, I stole covert glances his direction as he held Sebastian’s hand in his little warmer. He was so damn gorgeous. This was going to be so freaking hard, being close to him like this and yet so far away emotionally. Then the thought of him reconciling with his obviously estranged wife hit me outta left field, and I beat down any feelings I had for him. Shit. Shit. Shit. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten about that yesterday when he surprised me by stopping by the NICU.

Once we were both settled in the chairs, Debbie gathered Sebastian up out of his warmer, slipping his little beanie on and wrapping him up in his baby-burrito blanket. “Okay? Who is holding him first?” She grinned at us, not sensing any of the undercurrents of tension vibrating around us.

“Erik? Why don’t you hold him first? You haven’t had a chance to hold him yet.” His expression was so adorable. He reminded me of a little kid staring longingly at a chocolate cake knowing he shouldn’t have it before supper, but wanting it in the worst way.

“My arm…” His left arm was indeed still in a sling, but I was sure we could help him out somehow.

“What if we prop a blanket under your right arm to help support you and then Debbie sets him in your arms? If it gets to be too much, I can take over.” The bob of his throat as he swallowed made me realize how nervous he was. Wide as saucers, his eyes looked from me to our son.

“Okay. Yeah, that would be cool.” No matter how bad I wanted to hate him, seeing him like this endeared him to me in ways I couldn’t fight if I tried.

Between the nurse and I, we got everything stuffed and positioned; then Delila bent over to set Sebastian in Erik’s crooked arm. It was as if Sebastian sensed someone new was holding him and felt the need to investigate because his eyes fluttered a couple of times before opening and staring straight at Erik.

“Oh my God, he’s looking right at me. It’s like he’s trying to figure out who I am. Hey little buddy. Daddy’s got you today. What do you think of that? Holy shit, Kass, he’s so little. I feel like I might break him. You think he’s safe like this?” Holding back my laugh was impossible.

“Yeah, I think he’s okay. You look good holding him.” He did, too. His disheveled hair and beard should have made him look messy and scruffy, but he looked amazing with his infant son cradled in his arms. It was the sweetest, most sexy thing I’d ever seen. Pretty sure my ovaries exploded, releasing every egg they ever created in an attempt to have another of this sinfully gorgeous man’s babies.

Who would have thought the consummate bad-boy biker, who claimed he didn’t want a relationship, would look so amazing holding his infant son close as he whispered his secrets to the small human staring intently at him as if he understood each and every word? Yeah, ovaries… gone. Done.

Even in the plain white T-shirt and black running pants with the three white stripes down the side, he looked good enough to eat. The sleeves were snug against his bicep, and as my eyes admired the contours of his muscular arms, I couldn’t help but notice the abrasions appeared to be healing pretty well. There had been very little permanent damage done to all his beautiful tattoos. Maybe a few places needed to be touched up, but not bad.

And where that shirt stretched across his chest? Oh, sweet baby Jesus, the man was too much. He appeared larger and more muscular than the last time I had seen him and had the pleasure of touching, tasting, and worshipping every dip and bulge of muscle.

Oh Lordy, I needed to stop.

Clearing my throat, I spoke, trying my best to remain neutral and unaffected. “So, I’ve been thinking we should probably discuss how we want to do everything. You know, like visitation and stuff.” This was such an uncomfortable situation, and my comment sounded like I was hinting about child support or financial support. Shit. Not that I didn’t think he needed to contribute, but it wasn’t my number one concern, and I didn’t want him to think I was all about money.

When his nostrils flared briefly and the muscle in his jaw ticked, I was afraid that was exactly what he was thinking too. “Erik, I didn’t mean that to sound like I was demanding money. Honest.” When his eyes lifted from Sebastian to meet mine, they were dark teal, swirling with a deep emotion I couldn’t quite place.

“I didn’t take it that way at all. And, of course, I will support my son. Regardless of what you had been led to believe, I never shirk my responsibilities. My mother would have my ass to this day, I can assure you. Speaking of which, my parents will be coming back by today, and I know they’ll want to see him.” It was his turn to clear his throat, causing our eye contact to falter as he glanced down to our son again. “I haven’t actually told them about Sebastian. So, it’s going to be interesting.”

After a deep breath, he resumed eye contact. “I own my own business, and my hours are fairly flexible as I work from home and the clubhouse most days. If you needed me to, between me and my mom, we could watch him and save you having to get a babysitter. Speaking of which, are you planning to go back to work? I guess I didn’t even ask that, so that may’ve been a bit presumptuous of me.”

“Unfortunately, I have to go back to work. There is no way I could pay my rent and my bills without my job. Matt doesn’t make enough to pay everything, and he will be leaving for college in the fall. So… yeah, I’ll be working. If you wanted to watch him some days, it would give Nancy a break. She’s my landlord slash neighbor, and she has been dying to babysit him since I first told her I was expecting. But she’s a retired nurse, and I don’t want her to have to work the hours I do. That’s not much of a retirement for her. Not that she has said anything to the contrary, but I figured it might be a bit much to expect her to work full-time. It’s also going to be rough because I work nights. So, she’ll have him while I’m at work and he’s sleeping, but then I will need to sleep when I get home and he’ll want to be awake. Until my brother leaves for college, he’ll help out too, but I don’t want him to have to do too much. He shouldn’t lose out on his childhood because of my life.” Shrugging my shoulders in uncertainty, I picked at a loose thread on the blanket I held in my lap.

“We can help. That’s not a problem. But have you thought about going back to days?” His question wasn’t an accusation or asked with any noticeable malice, it was just conversational curiosity. It was nice to be able to sit and talk with him again.

“Actually, I have. If they have a replacement for me by the time I get back, I’ll go right to day shift. If they haven’t found one yet, then I’ll be on nights until they can get someone on board. I’m using my maternity leave for now. But I didn’t have enough time saved up to be off the full time, and I haven’t been there long enough for my short-term disability to have kicked in.” My teeth chewed nervously on my lower lip.

“Oh. I wasn’t sure if your boyfriend was going to cover down so you could stay home. But it’s okay. We’ll help you cover it, my family and I. This may have been the last thing I had planned, and I may have said I wasn’t going to have children, but the good Lord obviously had other plans. So you can bet your sweet ass I’ll be stepping up to the plate and being the best damn father I can.” The way he gritted out “boyfriend” didn’t escape my notice. It made me wonder if he was angry about Hunter being a part of Sebastian’s life. The part about never having children had me wondering if it had anything to do with what Joker had said had happened to him.

“Hunter and I don’t live together. We just stay together sometimes.” The wince he tried to hide had me really wondering what was up with him. “So I wouldn’t expect him to be financially responsible for me and my family. Not that he wouldn’t, but I won’t let him. Sebastian has insurance through my work, so that’s not an issue. It’s mostly just the daycare situation so I can work. This may be asking a lot, but would you mind watching him at my house? Not that I’m saying you can’t take him to your place or your parents’ ever, but I just figured it would be easier around his things.”

“I’ll talk to my mom, but I don’t think it will be a problem. Maybe I can head over there before you go to work and stay the night there with him until you get home. Then I can head to work. He and I can have sleepovers.” His boyish grin was disarming to my already fragile heart. Jesus, how was I going to survive this? “We’ll figure this out. We just need to get our little guy healthy enough to go home.”

“Erik? Please don’t be angry with me for this, but I don’t think your wife cared much for me and I don’t want to cause problems, so could we… just at first… keep her away from him?” Praying I wasn’t going to make him angry by essentially saying his wife was a bitch, I closed my eyes.

“Oh Jesus, Kassi, I totally forgot.” He forgot? Forgot he had a wife, or forgot to tell me he had a wife? Jesus. “She’s not my wife. That is a long story I would rather not get into right now. She was at one time, a long time ago, but I can assure you, that ended a long time ago.”

“Uh, yeah, I don’t think she got the memo.”

“Trust me, that ship sailed years ago. Just let me worry about her. I’ll make sure she stays away from the two of you. Promise.”

It was about then that Sebastian’s nurse came back around and helped get my baby boy back to me to attempt to feed. Of course, I would be pumping after he made his half-hearted attempt, but the few minutes he nursed before exhausting himself was the most magical I’d ever experienced. But as I prepped to expose my breast to my son, I belatedly realized Erik was still sitting by me. Shit. Sliding my gaze over to where he sat in silence, I caught his reverent stare. He looked so different from the Erik I was used to, I didn’t know what to say or do for a minute.

“Umm, yeah, so I’ll head out so you can have some privacy. I’m going to call my parents and talk to them. I’ll let you know the details, okay?” He carefully stood, showing how stiff and sore he still was. The limping gait as he walked out the doors of the NICU worried me, and I hoped he wasn’t overdoing it. With as stubborn as he was, it wouldn’t surprise me.

Once he was out of my vision completely, my heart ached at the lack of his presence.
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“Monster”—Starset

 

PULLING OUT MY CELL as I hobbled back to my room, I dialed my dad’s number. He answered on the first ring, and the slight echo told me he was driving and I was on the car speaker. “Hey, son. We’re just swinging through Starbuck’s for a coffee for your mom then heading up to see you. Everything okay?”

Was it? Hell no. “Yeah, Dad, everything’s okay. I just wanted to talk with you both when you get here. I should have called you last night, but… well, I’ll talk to you when you get here. I have some things to discuss with you two.” A lot of things to discuss.

“Love you, baby boy!” My mom shouted in the background, because I still didn’t think she understood I could hear her just fine when it was running through the car. A chuckle escaped me because my mom was the absolute best and she made me happy despite the shitstorm my life had become.

“Love you guys. See you soon.” The smile was still on my face as I waved at the nurses to let them know I was back from the NICU before stepping into my new room.

“Awww, thank you, I love you too, Hacker!” Joker was sprawled in the chair that was in my room and I laughed at his goofy ass and shook my head. “You’re such a shit, but for real, I really do love you too.” He stood as I walked over to him and spread his arms to embrace me. Hugging him with my good arm, I smelled the worn leather of his cut and it reminded me of the fuzzy memories I had from a few days ago.

“It’s, good to see you.” Flicking the edge of his cut with my finger, I asked him what had been bothering me. “Where the hell is my cut, man? I had this really bad dream that someone said it had been cut off me. Please tell me that shit’s a lie?”

“Fuck, man, I wish I could. You took a tumble down the road at a pretty good clip, and besides the patches being a little tore up from the road, the paramedics cut it off to assess the damage quickly. I was able to get it, but, man, you don’t wanna see it. It’ll break your heart.” His dark head shook back and forth in true sorrow.

A man’s cut was important to him. You didn’t disrespect it. You didn’t touch it without knowing him and essentially being invited to. It was truly his colors, and it was as respected as much as our nation’s flag. Well, as much as it should be respected. It was hard earned and represented a bond that was forever.

“Jesus effing Christ. Gunny bought me that cut when I first got patched.” It had meant a lot to me when Gunny had handed it to me the night I became a patched member of the Demented Sons MC. “Fuck. Okay. No, not okay, but whatever. Anyway, everything okay? What’s going on back home? Any trouble?” The Demon Runners had been fucking with us for a while now, and it was pissing us all off. Especially considering it was always in a chickenshit way instead of trying to take us on man to man. They had made a really bad choice when they had taken one of our dancers from the Emerald Shamrock, but when they had accidentally taken Hollywood’s old lady, Becca, they really fucked up.

We were gunning for them, but they were laying low after making pussy-ass attempts at coming after us. You know, little things like vandalism of the clubhouse gates and flipping us off on the road. At least until they shot me. Now they were dead men walking. Our sources had confirmed it was them, and I was still a mad motherfucker about that. After all, they had potentially gotten me kicked out of my own damn club if I couldn’t regain use of my arm enough to ride.

Speaking of, it was starting to ache like a mofo. My body was really pissed at me for the beating it had taken. After everything it had been through over the years, it should be used to it. But it wasn’t.

“Fuck, I need to call the nurse for my pain meds.” Joker had sat down when I sat on the edge of my bed, but he jumped up like his ass was on fire when I said that.

“Bro, you relax. I’ll go tell her. Be right back.” With a swagger in his step, he sauntered out my door. Okay. Whatever. Too drained from my walk to the NICU and back, I situated myself on top of my covers and rested my head back against the pillow. Damn, I hated how easily I tired.

The answer to Joker’s enthusiasm entered the room, cheeks flushed the same bright pink of her stethoscope as he poured on the charm. Shaking my head slightly, I grinned at him, but he was too busy sweet-talking my tiny little nurse into giving him her phone number to notice. Fucking Lothario.

After writing something on a Post-it note from her portable computer cart, she came over and went through the routine of verifying all my shit before she gave me a fucking 800mg Motrin. It seemed crazy to me that they had to ask twenty questions before giving me something I could buy at the corner drug store, but I told my doc I wasn’t taking anymore fucking narcotics.

After getting my leg shot in Afghanistan, they gave that shit to me like it was candy. It was too fucking easy to become addicted to it. Another brilliant shining example of my fuck-ups. Becoming a drug-addict Marine. Thankfully, I had realized the problem right away and worked with my doctors to wean myself off them. A lot of guys unfortunately didn’t recognize it, and then the system that fucked them up wanted to point fingers at them for being addicts. Didn’t matter that they had been created by their own doctors at the VA or in military medicine.

Now, unfortunately I had a new addiction. One with silky dark waves of hair, lips to bring a man to his knees, and ice-blue eyes. She was my own special brand of drug. Staying away from her had lessened my cravings, but seeing her, being near her again had slammed them back in my face. Problem was, I could tell you without question, this was a craving I wouldn’t deny or try to break myself of. Every little second I got of her time fed the beast inside.

Just as the little blonde nurse left with a sway in her hips and a smile to Joker, my parents walked in. My mother, the blessed saint she was, handed me a grande dark roast. Breathing in the rich aroma, I swear, my eyes may have rolled in my head.

“Mom, you are the very best.” The words barely made it out of my mouth before my lips were wrapped around the opening and I was cautiously sipping from the cup. Straight nectar from the gods. “Mmmmm. You had no idea how bad I needed that. Now physical therapy will be in here shortly to torture me, so I need to talk to you both.” My dad clasped a hand to my shoulder, placing the other around me in a half hug to accommodate my bum arm, before sitting in one of the chairs.

“You have had your mother worried sick the whole way here, son. Start talking.” His no-nonsense approach to everything was actually comforting. So talk I did. No, I didn’t tell them all the details, but I started with, “You’re grandparents again,” which elicited a half-excited, half-worried squeal from my mom and a raised eyebrow from my dad.

After I was done, my mom was the first to speak. “Erikson, is this the same girl we talked about months back?” I knew where she was headed with this, and I couldn’t get her to stop if I tried. But I still kind of hesitated before answering.

“Yeah, Mom.”

“You still love her, don’t you?”

“Of course he does. He’s so fucked up over her, it’s pathetic,” Joker piped in.

“Kayde! Language!” Came out of my mom’s mouth just as I said, “Shut the fuck up, asshole.” Which of course earned me a stern look from my mom before she resumed her scolding of me. “Oh my Lord, how is he doing? You must be so worried. When do we get to see him? What is his name? You never even said!”

“Sheesh, Mom, one question at a time. You aren’t going to believe this, but she named him after me. After everything… well, anyway, yeah, so she named him Sebastian Erikson.” My mom’s hands covered her mouth and tears filled her eyes. Scrolling through my phone, I pulled up the pics I had taken of him and one candid one with Kassi as she held him. It was one where she had her head tipped slightly as she spoke softly to him and stroked her index finger along the curve of his little cheek. His bold blue eyes were focused intently on her, and she had her bottom lip snagged between her teeth. It was a truly exquisite pose, but one I knew Kassi would want to choke me for if she saw it, because she would say she had no makeup on and her dark hair was gathered up in a wild array on her head with escaping tendrils everywhere. Tendrils as rebellious to being tamed as their owner. Drinking them in one last time, I handed it to my mom.

The tears streamed down her face as she held my phone with one hand and the other remained over her trembling lips. My dad looked over her shoulder, and she tipped the phone for him to see better.

“Oh, Erikson, they are so beautiful,” was my mother’s whispered response.

“You did good, son. Now what are you going to do to fix this? Or is it not salvageable?” Leave it to my dad to hit me where it hurt, but with the best intentions. One thing he always did was make us accountable, and he never sugar-coated anything.

“Shi—uh, shoot, Dad, I don’t think it is. She hooked up with this other guy.” Before he could even ask, I told him, “And yeah, even though it galls me to say it, he’s a pretty stand-up guy and treats her really well. Would I love a chance? Hell yeah, but I doubt that will ever happen. Anyway, the doc said I’m doing exceptionally well, and if nothing changes between now and then, he’s cutting me loose tomorrow.”

“So, son, are you going to be sticking around here after you get discharged? To be with your son, I mean?” My dad looked thoughtful.

“Well, I was hoping to, but I’m not sure. The guys brought me my laptop and my external hard drive for the business, so I could try to do as much as I can from here.”

“Well, that may work out well then. I have that office building nearing completion here, and I had told them about your security systems you have designed, and they are interested in having one installed. It’s a big job and the pay will be good, but they have a lot of particular needs out of my scope, so if it’s okay with you, I’ll pass your number on to Chuck, the CEO.” My dad had often referred me to his clients, and I wasn’t too proud to accept those referrals. Business was business, and my dad wouldn’t recommend me just on the fact that I was his son. He had worked too hard to build a successful and reputable development company, and he wouldn’t tarnish that for any of his children “just because.” I was damn good at what I did, and he knew it.

“Sounds good, thanks.”

“Okay, I want to see my grandson. I want to see his beautiful momma too, but if she doesn’t want to wear herself out by going to the NICU again so soon, we can stop by to see her after. Whatever is best for her. Let’s go.” My mom stood, wiping her tears with the back of her hand followed by a sniffle.

“Let me message her.” Quickly, I shot off a message and waited for her reply. She said it was all good, and she would see us after. She also told me she was nervous as shit, but I told her it would all be fine and didn’t share that part with my family.

Joker said his goodbyes to my mom and dad then hugged me again before taking off to wherever he went while he wasn’t with me there at the hospital. I probably didn’t want to know.

Even though the doc said it was good for me to walk as much as I could, I was wore out again by the time I got to the NICU and walked my parents through the necessary processes. The nurse must have sensed my exhaustion, because she told me to come in with them after I washed up and I could sit for a bit with them.

“Oh my God, Erikson, he looks just like you did when you were a baby!” My mother’s quiet exclamation made me smile. It had been my thoughts too, but I thought maybe I was seeing what I wanted to see. The twisted part of me was glad the asshole Kassi was with would have to look at me every damn day. The other part of me felt bad for thinking of the guy as a douche when I was pretty sure he was as good a guy as she said. Probably a better one than I was.

My parents both held him, reveling in his sweet baby smell much as I had and being amazed at how tiny he was. After cooing and oohing and ahhing over him until the nurses said it was time for his feeding, we all left. Of course, my mother had to get one last look at him before my dad and I bustled her out of there.

The nearer we got to the room number Kassi had texted me, the more my mom’s voice dimmed in my head and my heart began to pound in anticipation of just laying my eyes on her for a second time today. My skin started to tingle with each step toward her doorway. Swallowing the large lump that had risen in my throat, I knocked on the doorframe and watched as she turned from talking to who I recognized as her brother from the night I had dropped her off so long ago and the night I left her necklace on her doorstep. The same one she wore now. It made me wonder if she had ever figured out it was from me.

How I missed the resemblance that first night could only be attributed to my jealousy, because they could have been twins if I didn’t know better. Though he was already my height and my own experience told me he could still grow a little and fill out for a few more years, he still was obviously young. Inside, I felt like a shithead for my inner thoughts that night. He raised his chin at me as he stood to his full height. It was easy to recognize the body language that said “don’t fuck with my sister,” and I respected him for that. He had no worries, at least that’s what I told myself.

“Hey, Kassi. How are you feeling?” My eyes roamed over her from head to toe where she rested on her bed. Her face looked a little pale, and I worried she had been overdoing things. She assured us she was good enough for visitors, so I introduced my parents. “My mom, Sheila, and my dad, Gordie.”

Leave it to my mom to rush over to her and act like she had known her all her life. My eyes questioned her when I saw the look of shock cross her face, asking “You okay?” She gave me a tentative smile before looking back to my mom. “Hi, Sheila. Umm, this is my brother, Matt.” His good manners showed as he extended his hand for my mom to shake and said, “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.” My mother would have none of that though.

“It’s Sheila, goodness, you’ll make me old before my time.” She hugged him next, and the poor kid’s face flushed at her warm reception. Being without a parent for the last few years had probably made it awkward to be faced with someone as forward and exuberant in her love as my mom. It probably also brought the feelings of loss to the forefront again, and my heart went out to the two of them. Even though I had left my family without explanation to join the Marines, it would have killed me to lose them like these two had lost theirs.

After my mom finished embarrassing the boy, my dad stepped up and shook his hand and then gave Kassi a hug as well, though a more reserved version than my mom.

“Oh, Kassi, you did so good with that little grandson of mine.” My dad inserted a “Hey, he’s mine too!” At which my mom shushed him and waved her hand in the air toward him. “He’s perfect. And Erikson told me about your predicament with his care after you go back to work. You have no worries at all. I would be honored to help with him when you and Erikson have conflicts with your schedules. Now, I make no promises at how spoiled he will be.”

“I can’t thank you enough. I realize this isn’t an ideal situation, and I’m so sorry if this is awkward or a pain—”

“Nonsense. That’s what family’s for, Kassi.” There went my mom again. Tears escaped from Kassi’s ice-blue eyes and she rolled them in my direction, as if seeking salvation from my corner.

“Okay, Mom. You’re overwhelming the poor girl.” We all turned our eyes to the door where my two older brothers stood along with my sister and my sister-in-law, who held my three-year-old nephew and my eleven-month-old niece. Bexley was in heaven with this situation, as I noticed she looked pointedly at me then the pendant glittering around Kassi’s neck, the pendant I bought while she was there. Tipping my head and narrowing my eyes at her to silently tell her to keep her big mouth shut did nothing. She just looked at me like the well-loved but total shit of a little sister she was and grinned like the Cheshire cat.

“So Mom totally texted us to tell us where you all would be when I told her we were almost here.” The woman had the nerve to keep smiling at me. My darling mother had the nerve to look abashed, and my brothers had the nerve to step in and start introducing themselves. My whole family had a lot of nerve. But hell, what did I expect, this was my family we were talking about.

“Jesus, Martha. Are you people for real? This girl is never going to speak to me again because she’s going to think I have craziness that runs in my family. She doesn’t need to be bombarded with the likes of all of you!” My exasperation at my loving, but overwhelming-to-even-me family was causing me to feel like I was on the verge of an apoplectic attack. Lord knew I loved them, but sometimes they were too much. “Boundaries, people. Get some.”

The sound of Kassi’s laughter was like an instantaneous balm to my mood and soul. It was as if I was being washed in calm by the rich, tinkling melody of her laugh. “Erik, it’s okay, I promise. Umm, yeah, at first I was feeling a little overwhelmed, but you have such a big family, and it’s so obvious they love you. It’s fine.” She glanced shyly at me, and my heart raced as it did every time she held me captive with those eyes.

Before I knew what was going on, Matt and Kassi were passing their phones around showing all the pictures they had taken of my son to my family. Everyone was laughing, smiling, and talking. My nephew, Jaxon, was wanting to see “baby Bastian” on the “foam” again. He was so dang cute. As I often did, I wondered if my child would have looked like him or more like my niece Abigail, whose blonde ringlets shook as she leaned away from her aunt to reach for her grandmother. Except now, to interrupt that thought were visions of my own little newborn son.

Fuck, I was a father. And my baby’s mother was fucking beautiful. She set my skin on fire with need and some kind of crazy-ass electric vibe every time I was near her.

Kassi stopped in the middle of all the chaos that was my family, and her eyes met mine. It wasn’t just me. She felt me. Her eyes widened slightly, and her lips parted. When my dick started to jump in my pants, her eyes dropped as if she read my mind, and it flexed again. Belatedly, I remembered I was wearing athletic pants. Unless, I did something quick, my family was going to get an inappropriate show. Fuck.

Groaning inwardly, I slowly moved my sore body over to the single chair that was just vacated by my brother Maddox when he got up to look at one of the pictures of Sebastian my mother insisted he go check out. It was the only one empty, and it was right next to her bed.

As I lowered myself slowly to the chair, my arms ached, and I couldn’t hold back a gasp of pain when I bent without thinking. White-hot agony shot straight from my ribs to my throat. A soft hand touched my neck, and I wanted to melt. Her scent wrapped around me like a warm blanket.

“You okay?” She was the only one who heard my sudden intake of breath. Breathing slowly through it, I waited until it ebbed to a dull throb. Her hand still touched my skin, and the contact was like heaven. My lips ached to touch her arm. If I turned my head just barely to the side, they would skim the tender, soft skin on the inside of her forearm just about at her wrist where her pulse beat.

Telling myself her concern was nothing didn’t work, because my heart wasn’t listening. It literally hurt as if it was held in a vice with her name all over it. Goddamn it, she made me feel like the world’s biggest pussy, but if I was honest with myself, I was having a hard time really caring that inside I felt like she’d turned me into a big fat vagina.

If it wasn’t for Hunter, she would be mine. Unfortunately for my heart and lower, she loved him and he was still in the picture. If he wasn’t, there was no way I would let her get away again.

“Son, did you hear me?” Startled, I blinked and looked at my dad. Her hand quickly pulled away. Sorrow screamed within my head at the immediate loss of her touch. “The little ones are getting hungry, so we’re going to get dinner and then everyone is heading to the hotel. We’ll be back in the morning. Do you need us to bring anything?”

Trying for normal—no, more like grasping like a drowning man for a life raft—I smiled and joked, “Coffee. You know my poison.”

“Do you need me to get a wheelchair to take you back to your room?” That last question came from my shit-stirring sister, with a wide grin. She was so damn lucky I loved her. My narrowed eyes and clenched jaw gave her the answer she was looking for. “Okay, well, love you, big brother. Nice meeting you, Kassi, and thank you for my new nephew. I can’t wait until he’s able to have his aunt babysit him.”

“It was great meeting all of you too. Thank you for coming by to cheer us up.” The simple use of “us” makes my heart swell. If only there was an us. For not the first time, I kick myself for my stupidity all those months ago. For not sensing how perfect for me she was.

Everyone began to file out after they had all hugged me and Kassi. My family could be a lot to handle, especially all at once, but Kassi had handled them like a trooper. I loved them something fierce, and it made me happy that they seemed to like her as well.

“Kass, I’m going to head out too. I have school tomorrow, and I don’t want to be traveling too late.” Matt leaned over to hug her before turning to me. “You sure you don’t need our help getting back to your room?” Translation: I really don’t want to leave you here with my sister, fucker.

Not wanting to make an enemy of her brother, but not wanting to look like a bitch cowering in a chair by his sister, I stood and stepped toward him with my hand outstretched. He took it in a firm grip, never breaking eye contact. This boy had guts and honor. It was something I appreciated in a man. Tipping my head in a quick gesture toward the door, I walked and he followed.

Speaking low, I told him he had no worries.

“You’re damn right I don’t. Because I don’t care how big you are, who your friends are, or what you do for a living, if you fuck with my sister and hurt her again, I will gladly kill you. She has given up too much already. She deserves to be happy.” He had balls, I’d give him that. And considering I had already planned to leave her alone, he really had no worries. I was just there for my son. Right?

“Son, I don’t take kindly to threats, but seeing as I have a sister of my own, I get where you’re coming from. My intention is not to hurt your sister, just to be a good father. Perhaps your words would be better suited for Hunter.” A snort escaped him, and he turned to leave. Watching him walk down the hall to the elevators, I couldn’t help but wonder if I could abide by my words and promise. Because damn if she didn’t stir primitive things in me that screamed she was mine. No matter what she or anyone else thought.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

 

[image: ]

“Just Give Me a Reason”—Pink (feat. Nate Ruess)

 

AFTER MY BROTHER AND Erik’s family left, I was reeling. It was a lot to absorb. It was like by having Erik’s child, I had inherited his entire family regardless of the state of our personal relationship.

Erik and I spoke for a few minutes about Sebastian and his progress before we both sensed someone at the door. Hunter stood there with his shoulders hunched and his hands buried in the pockets of his jeans. “What are you doing here?” he asked Erik. Not who are you? But what are you doing here? Did he know him?

“Just leaving, man. We were just working out some details regarding Sebastian.” Hunter had let slip a small snort of disbelief, and I realized something was very wrong with him. Erik stood slowly, hiding his pain as best as he could, but I noticed. He gave me a smile and told me he would see me in the NICU later. Then he gave a head nod to Hunter as he brushed past him in the doorway where Hunter made no move to give him his space. Not that Erik let that bother him as he lightly shoulder checked Hunter in passing.

The room flooded with an uncomfortable silence. In all the months we had been together, I had never felt like that with him. It was weird and made me feel inexplicably sad. Yeah, something was very, very wrong.

As I watched him warily, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then looked me in the eye. The pain in his eyes was evident, and I worried something had happened to his family back in Texas. Though he had moved here with his dad when he was twelve, his mom and the rest of his family—siblings, cousins, aunts, uncles and the rest—still lived somewhere in Texas. He never talked about what brought them here, just that he and his dad had moved here.

His dad had died a few years ago, and for whatever reason, he stayed. Despite having the option to go somewhere where he could make better money, he remained here in Podunk, Iowa. It was a subject we had never delved deep into because it seemed to shut him down anytime I brought it up.

“Hunter, you’re worrying me. What’s going on? Is it your family?”

“Aw hell, no, babe. They’re all good. At least last I heard.” He stepped closer to the bed, paused, then walked to the chair Erik had just vacated. He sat with what appeared to be the weight of the world on his shoulders. Scrubbing his face with his hands, he then dropped them to hang between his knees.

“Kassi… shit… this is harder than I thought it would be.” He looked upward, as if he was seeking answers from above. “Kassi, I love you. So fucking much it almost hurts.”

“Hunter, I—”

“No. Kassi, don’t. I need to do this.” His eyes met mine, their green color as dark as moss in a shaded forest. My heart hurt in anticipation of his words. Deep down I just knew what was coming, and it was like watching a train barreling down the tracks toward a stalled car, knowing you couldn’t reach it in time but that it was going to be catastrophic when it hit. “Baby, we both know I’m way more invested in this relationship than you are.” My head shook in denial. “I know it’s true, even if you don’t, but please don’t think I hold it against you. I’m not angry with you. Please don’t feel like you did anything wrong. If I was a man who could be happy with simply having you as his, I wouldn’t dream of letting you go. But I’m not. When I’m all-in, I want a woman who’s in just as deep as me. Let’s face it, baby, you’ve been treading water in this relationship, afraid and refusing to dive in because you’re still tethered to someone else.”

“Hunter, don’t say that. Yes, I’m still jumbled and confused inside, but you are such a wonderful man. I really do love you. You’re my best friend.” Tears began to run unchecked down my face. My heart, though he was right, hurt at the pain I saw in his eyes. Pain I caused because I was selfish and foolishly thought I could love him as much as he loved me, given time. It was in that moment I realized you can’t grow to love someone… it was either there or it wasn’t. Which led me to the realization that I would probably never love anyone and have them love me back like that, because I already did and he didn’t want me.

“There’s not a doubt in my mind that you love me, but not in the way that I need you to. This is no one’s fault, just bad luck or bad cosmic alignment.” His self-depreciating laugh tore at my insides. He was trying to make light of the situation, but I knew it was a devastating blow to him because he truly did love me. It made me feel like such a shitty person.

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say. God, Hunter, this is why I didn’t want to even start anything because now I’m going to lose you as my friend, and that kills me. These last few months have been some of the best I’ve had. You have made me happy, I hope you don’t think you didn’t.” A sob slipped out at the despair I felt at losing his friendship and companionship. He had been an amazing friend, a kind and considerate lover, and he had treated me like a queen. For the hundredth time, I asked the powers that be why I couldn’t love him more. The problem was, I knew the answer to that: the same person that ate up nearly every thought in my head—the one who melted into my heart, filling in all the cracks until my heart felt whole and healed. Now I wouldn’t have either of them, and it was breaking me.

Jesus, that made me sound like such a selfish bitch.

“There’s a difference between happy and in love, Kassi. Call me a romantic fool, but I don’t want you to just be happy to be with me. I want you to be head over heels for me, just like I am for you and Sebastian. Fuck, it’s ripping me apart to realize he won’t be part of my life.” His head dropped, and he clenched his eyes tight. “He really felt like mine. It’s like losing my own child.”

“Hunter, don’t say that. I want you to still be a part of his life. You’re still my best friend.” He was already shaking his head. When he stood next to me, I scrambled to get up out of bed to stand in front of him. In a desperate attempt to hold onto the safety and comfort of the love I had selfishly absorbed and basked in without being able to reciprocate, I grasped his hands in mine.

Gently, he extracted one to brush my hair behind my ear. Then he tipped my chin up to look in his sorrowful eyes. Big, fat tears ran down my cheeks and over his hand. “Fucking Christ, I can’t believe I’m saying this,” he muttered. “You’re probably going to be scared, and I understand this will be difficult for you, but… fuck… arghhh… he loves you.”

In confusion, I looked at him like he was crazy. “What are you talking about?”

“Erik.” The name was spoken in defeat.

Shaking my head, I couldn’t believe he could even say that. He’d seen him once for all of ten seconds. What the hell? Pushing out my reply with bitter laughter, I shook my head in denial. “That’s where you’re wrong. He doesn’t want anything much to do with me outside of Sebastian. He’s being great about all that, but he was very clear that he doesn’t want the mom. He pushed me away over and over. I don’t need to be rejected again. Fuck that, and I can’t believe you could even say that. You don’t even know him.”

“I don’t need to know him to have seen the way he looks at you. There has to be a reason he pushed you away. For the life of me, I have no fucking clue what it could be, but it must be pretty significant to give up the chance with you. You’re a smart, kindhearted woman who happens to be drop-fucking-dead gorgeous. There isn’t a man in his right mind that wouldn’t want you, which is why I can tell you he has something very heavy on his plate. Talk to him. What I can tell you is things you could find out for yourself if you enter his name in Google. He was a Purple Heart Recipient while in the Marine Corps. That does something to a man in itself.” With difficulty, he swallowed as if there was a softball in his throat. “I need to go. If you really need me, you can contact me, but I’m going to be leaving, and I’m begging you to let me go. Clean break. Okay?” He tried to smile, but it came out lopsided and just… sad.

“Nooooooo…” the word tore out of me. The tears were torrents, and I felt like I was drowning in them. His lips brushed against my forehead, and I knew it would be the last time I ever felt them against my skin. Ever so carefully, he disentangled my fingers from his and removed my other hand from his forearm where I had clutched him tightly. My heart was breaking. For me, for him, and for Sebastian, who would never know how much this man had loved him and looked forward to his arrival. Stepping back, he broke our contact completely before turning away.

With his back to me as he walked away, he softly told me, “Take care of yourself and that baby boy.” As he stepped through the door, I was sure I heard him say, “I’ll always love you both.”

And he was gone.
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“If Today Was Your Last Day”—Nickelback

 

TOMORROW I WOULD BE discharged. Thanks to my dad, I had a lucrative job here that would keep me busy until probably about the time Sebastian would be released from NICU. Well, as long as he continued to progress like he had been. The doctors were all really surprised and happy at how well he had been doing.

Not me. That was my son, and I knew he came from tough stock. That tiny boy was a fighter, and he started on day one. I wasn’t talking about the day he was born either. It still boggled my mind that through all the precautions we had taken, he still found a way to overcome it all to get here. Then he was dumped into this cold, hard world early and yet was surpassing all the expectations the medical professionals had of him.

Yep, he was definitely a Jaeger. Speaking of which, I wanted to make sure he had my last name on his fucking birth certificate. It didn’t matter to me how much of a stand-up guy this Hunter was, I wasn’t taking any chances of her marrying him and my son somehow ending up with his name. Fuck no.

Glancing at the clock, I realized it was almost time to go see my little man. He was the only reason I would continue to step foot in this hospital after I was discharged. My love for him far exceeded my hatred of hospitals. Okay, I’m fucking George Washington. I can’t tell a lie. That baby’s mom helped me tolerate this damn hospital too.

Fucking hell, how was I going to survive seeing her all the time? Not to mention having to see them together all the time. Fuck. What the hell would I do if she told me they were getting married? Not thinking about it. As my mom would say, “Don’t borrow trouble.”

Shoving my tray on the rolling table away from where I had sat in the chair to eat, I carefully stood and walked to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my hands. As I dried my hands, I caught my refection. My hair had gotten a little shaggy on top, and my beard was starting to really resemble a biker beard. Running my fingers through it, I shuffled through my toiletries bag the guys had grabbed and brought up here to me. I was going to scare the shit out of my son if I didn’t get it cleaned up.

Time to join the land of the living again.
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Completing the now second nature routine prior to walking through the doors, I felt my heart began to race in anticipation. It had only been about four days since I had found out I had a son, but I loved him so fucking much it was insane. There was this crazy jumbled mixture of proud, excited, happy, nervous, and downright scared shitless roiling around in my guts. It just didn’t seem possible for one tiny human being to stir up so much emotion in a man. Did it make me a weak man? Fuck no, it didn’t. It made me a dad.

Though we didn’t usually get there for another twenty minutes or so because of dinner, I had rushed today because I just couldn’t wait. Not that Kassi would hold it against me, or be mad that I came without her, it was just kind of our time. Almost like a date, but I would never say that to her. But as I was buzzed through the doors, I got to Sebastian’s little bed to find her already there, our son cradled to her bare chest, covered by a blanket as she wept silent tears.

My instincts screamed to rush to her side to find out if he was okay, but seeing his little arm stretch and his tiny fingers flex, my heart settled down. My next thought was to ask her whose ass I needed to kick. Her face was blotchy, those gorgeous blue eyes were red and swollen, making the light blue stand out even more. She’d been crying awhile. What the actual fuck? But you wanna know something? She was still beautiful to me.

Wishing I could crouch down so she would be looking at me, but knowing I didn’t dare, I sat gingerly in the rocker that was still next to hers. Things were getting better, but hell if I still didn’t hurt like a mofo. Tonight, I had actually gotten my bad hand—that sounded funny—to grasp the fork to cut my chicken. Okay, so it wasn’t pretty because my grip was still compromised, it felt like a tremendous accomplishment. Hell, my tiny-as-hell son had a better grip than I did.

The doc had given me the okay to forego the sling unless it got overly tired. He said the more I moved it, the better, as long as I followed the physical therapist’s guidelines and didn’t overdo it.

My hand reached over to rest on her knee, gently so I didn’t startle her. Regardless of my good intentions, her eyes shot open and she pulled her lips between her teeth when she realized it was me. “Erik…,” she whispered through her soft sobs after she released those red lips on a huff.

“Kassi, baby, is everything okay?” The endearment slipped out, and I caught it afterward, but there was no taking it back. She didn’t seem to catch it though, so I just let it go.

“No. It’s not. He left.” The corners of her mouth tipped further down and trembled.

“Who left? I don’t understand. Sebastian’s okay, right?” I wasn’t sure who else she could be talking about. Her brother? No way… “Hunter?”

At her wobbly nod, I had to fight with every molecule of my being not to stand up and do a happy dance in front of her. Yeah, I was a dick. Sue me. At least I didn’t actually do it. Nope, I didn’t even crack a smile. Why? Because she was hurting and there was no way in hell I was going to kick her while she was down. No way I was risking pushing her away. Not when she was a single step closer to me and the possibility was now out there that I might be able to win her over.

“Fuck, babe. I’m sorry you’re hurting. Is there anything I can do?” Pull you and my son into my lap? Press my lips to yours? Hold you forever? Mentally slapping myself on the forehead, I reached deep and pulled out all the sympathy I had. Just for this girl. Because even though her hurt was because he left her, regardless of the whats and whys, she was still devastated, and that tore at my heart, shredding it bit by bit. It killed me to see her sad. It had been an all-too-common thing after I was a dumb fuck and pushed her away all those months ago. Looking back, had I not been such a fucking moron and kept watching out for her instead of telling myself she was better off with him, I would have known she was pregnant.

Shit, I had been stupid.

But that was now water under the bridge that I couldn’t capture. What I could do was be there for her. Every time I could. Like right the fuck now.

“Kassi, do you want to talk about it?” Her rapid “no” gesture jostled Sebastian ever so slightly but enough that he started to stretch and wiggle. She gave him a watery smile before focusing it on me. At just the slightest tip of those lips, my heart hammered in my chest. Before her, I would have swore the damn thing was dead behind my rib cage. Solid concrete. Now? It was tripping and flipping, and generally beating out of control at the littlest glimpse of her.

Have her flash a full-on smile, no matter how sad it was, and it was nearly bursting out of my body.

We sat in silence for a few minutes before she started telling me how well our son was doing. It was an obvious attempt at changing the subject, but I didn’t call her out on it. It was fine with me to let her take lead on this situation, and I would just be there for her.

According to his nurse, Kassi said we should plan on him being here until close to his due date. Shit, that was almost two months or more. Then she said lots of things factored into it, which could change that estimation. She said some babies went home earlier if they were meeting certain milestones and physiological competencies.

So his feeding ability needed to be such that he could grow appropriately, of course his respiratory system would have to be mature enough to have control of his own breathing, and he would need to be able to maintain adequate or normal body temps without the little gadgets they had in the hospital to keep him warm. Of course, there was no specific order to these, and they wouldn’t all necessarily happen at the same time either.

We talked for what seemed like hours, but I knew it was not nearly that long. She told me that she would be staying in the Ronald McDonald house for a while and that they were talking about letting her leave this place too, if her labs came back good tomorrow.

“I’m pretty sure there are more rooms available there. I could give you the info, if you want.” Fuck me, there was no way I could be that close to her and remain the gentlemen. Don’t get that twisted, I didn’t mean I would try to do anything with her sexually, I wasn’t stupid and I knew she was still healing. But I would want to hold her. Feel her heat against me in my bed at night. Rest my hand on the curve of her hip. Slide it under her shirt to cup her rounded breast. Just the thought of it was making my dick stiffen. Fuckin-A, I was a pervert thinking those thoughts with my son mere feet away! Hell, I was acting like he could hear and understand my thoughts. These two made me brain-dead, everything in me jumbled and all over the place.

“Well, I figure I’ll get a hotel room. After all, I’m going to be working too, and I don’t want to take up a room for a parent who needs it more than me.” The look on her face told me she thought I was sweet for my kind consideration of others. To me it was common sense. My parents raised all of us to look out for others. Part of the reason I was a great Marine.

We set a time to meet up in the NICU tomorrow after I discharged. Little did she know, she would be seeing me sooner than that.
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“Chasing Cars”—Snow Patrol

 

ERIK GOT DISCHARGED A day before I did. He didn’t tell me where he was going, only that he would be staying around for both business and Sebastian. We had made a “date” to meet that first day he was discharged, but I would never call it that. He would probably trip out, and I wasn’t in a hurry to get mixed up with him emotionally.

About thirty minutes or so before I was supposed to head to the NICU, someone knocked on my door hidden behind the biggest, most beautiful bouquet of velvety red roses I’d ever seen. When I realized I’d seen those muscular legs somewhere before, a wry smile crept onto my face. What the hell was he doing?

“Delivery for a Ms. Donahue? It says she is a gorgeous brunette with the most beautiful ice-blue eyes. It says I’ll know her when I see her.” He peeked over the top of the big-ass bouquet and hell if I could hold in my giggle. He was ridiculous—and just what I needed to brighten my mood.

“You’re crazy, you know that?” With a smirk, he set them carefully on the deep windowsill.

That was the first day.

The next day he showed up to be my ride when I got discharged and helped me get settled in my room at the Ronald McDonald house.

Every day after that, he would swing by to pick me up, never letting me walk in the rain or alone. He was proving to be the sweet, considerate man I knew when we first talked that night so many months ago.

Of course, I wasn’t oblivious to what he was doing, but he was still carry something heavy and painful. I could see it in the shadows that always lurked in his blue-green eyes, despite his laughter, jokes meant to cheer me, and smiles.

The day after I had been discharged, my landlady, Nancy, had called and told me she didn’t want to see a penny of rent until I was able to go back to work. She said she felt bad that she hadn’t been able to make it up here to see me and it was her gift to us since she hadn’t gotten a baby gift yet. My tears had burst from the dam that day too. No matter how much I argued, she wouldn’t budge. Matt and I had been blessed when we drove past that house and I had scribbled down the number from the For Rent sign.

After about three weeks, Tom called me and told me to take the time off until Sebastian was released and that he would hold my position and utilize temps if he needed to at times we were short, which was weird because we were rarely short.

When I questioned him, he brushed it off until I had interrogated him enough to get it out of him that Hunter had given notice and then quit. My heart ached at the news because I felt the door slam on that part of my life for good. Tom, oblivious to my heartache, had laughed a little after I had gotten it out of him, and he had asked if I was in the right profession or if I should’ve been a lawyer, which had me laughing too, despite my sorrow in knowing Hunter had truly severed all ties between us.

At about the fifth week, Sebastian had a minor setback that extended his stay when we thought he might get to leave early. It was a devastating blow to me and Erik because he had been doing so well and we were hopeful he would be one of those that discharged earlier. Thankfully, he was in great hands, so that softened the blow a little.

During the seventh week, Matt had come up to get me to take me home to get some of my smaller clothes since I had been losing some of my baby fat, and so I could visit my OB to complete my six-week checkup.

“Everything looks great, all things considered,” she told me. “Don’t let this scare you for future pregnancies. Most women never experience a repeat abruption. Now, speaking of future pregnancies, what are we going to do for birth control? You know I am opposed to another IUD because we have already seen that, for whatever reason, they aren’t incredibly effective for you.” Her brows quirked.

Heat flooded my cheeks, and I laughed lightly. “Yeah, I don’t think I want to try that again anyway.” We decided I would just take the pill for now and look at other options later.

On the way back to Sioux Falls, Matt filled my ear full of all the crap the Marine recruiter had shoveled at him. We were still taking about it when we arrived back at the Ronald McDonald house. As we were walking up the sidewalk and I was telling him the Marine recruiter was full of shit and he was an asshole, I caught movement up on the porch. Erik stood from the porch swing and shoved his hands in his pockets.

“What’s this about a Marine recruiter?” His brow was furrowed, but he was trying not to laugh.

“She thinks this guy is blowing smoke up my ass, and I should go to college on the football scholarship I got, but she’s not listening that it’s not a full ride and we can’t afford to pay for board, books, fees, and all the other crap that goes along with it. If I do a single enlistment in the Marines, I can utilize the G.I Bill and even get a housing allowance for while I’m in school. But she’s tripping.” Matt was getting irritated at me, but I didn’t trust the recruiter guy.

“Let’s go kick his ass, Hacker.” That was when I realized I had missed Joker sprawled in one of the chairs on the porch. Squealing, I ran up the stairs and threw myself into his arms. He hugged my tight, lifting me off the ground. “Hey, chica. You miss me that much? Does this mean you have reconsidered being my girl?” He and I had gotten really close since the hospital. Behind us, I’m pretty sure I heard Erik growl and my brother laugh. Little did Erik know, he had nothing to worry about. Joker had become like a second brother to me.

Yeah, I still thought he was gorgeous, but it was more like I was proud of how handsome he was and the attention he attracted. I wasn’t one of the ones attracted. That didn’t mean he didn’t like fucking with Erik. With a smirk, I shook my head at him. “Stop it, you know you don’t want me and all my baggage.”

“Yeah, it would be a little weird telling my nephew I was marrying his mom. Poor kid might start thinking we were from the backwoods.” He chuckled.

“Okay, that’s enough. I know you think you’re funny, but I’m not laughing.” Erik was trying to act like he was unaffected, but even though we were just joking around, he didn’t like it. He was possessive of me and had spent nearly every minute he wasn’t working or with Sebastian, with me. He hadn’t come right out and asked, but he was doing everything in his power to get me to fall for his charms.

Little did he know, I already had, but I couldn’t let myself get hurt again. After the way he had rejected me, and then losing Hunter, it was too much and I just didn’t think I could handle having my heart broken again.

“I’ll tell you what, I have to be back in town on Thursday to take care of some things for a client. How about if two seasoned Marines go with him to talk to this recruiter? If we don’t like what he has to say, we pull him out and he agrees to go to college even if I have to help cover some of his expenses?” My mouth fell open at Erik’s words. He must be crazy.

“Hell-oooooo no!” I was really trying to curb my language so I wouldn’t teach my son he needed his fucking shoes or his shitty diaper changed. “You do not need to pay his expenses! That’s too much!” So yeah, I had found out that the little shit had made a deal with my landlady and he had been paying half my rent and she was eating the other half. I was pissed, but it was so thoughtful and sweet I didn’t have it in me to berate him too much, but this was too much. “No. It’s our responsibility, and I’ll figure it out.”

“Kass!” My brother and Erik had become pretty close over the last few weeks too, and now I felt outnumbered, between Joker smirking at me with his arms crossed, Erik looking at me with a raised brow and his arms crossed, and Matt looking at me with exasperation and awe at his new idol. “If they can’t help me at the recruiter’s office and things don’t work out, I promise I’ll go to college. It could be a loan, if he can cover it. I could pay him back. Come on, sis, compromise?”

“Ugh! You all are too much! Fine!” My hands thrown up in the air, I gave in.

Matt rushed to me, scooping me up like Joker had but swinging me around. My little brother should not be able to lift me. Sheesh!

“Thanks! You know I love you!” He gave me a big kiss on the cheek. “I need to get back on the road; I have work in the morning. You’re the best sister ever. You’re my favorite sister, but don’t tell anyone!” He was laughing as he unloaded my bag, which Erik promptly swooped up before I could, and then he got in the car and closed the door.

I yelled after him, “I’m your only sister, you shit! Argh! Now you made me swear!” Of course, they all laughed at me, and Matt pulled away from the curb with a wave.

“I gotta run too, sweets.” Joker hugged me again, and I kissed his cheek. A deep laugh burst from him when I heard, “Motherfucker! He’s gonna get his balls cut off if he doesn’t quit fucking with me,” muttered from Erik behind me.

Erik told me he would be right back. Then he and Joker walked off to stand by Joker’s shiny bike that looked fast as hell. They conferred quietly for a few minutes before Joker straddled the gleaming beast, slipped his matte-black helmet on, fastened it, and with a growl of his pipes and a head nod, he was roaring down the street.

After I finished waving down the road until I knew he couldn’t see me in his mirrors anymore—not that he was probably looking, but it was a habit I had gotten from my mom—I turned to see Erik tossing my bag in the back seat of his big truck. He had been heartbroken when they totaled his bike, but he hadn’t gotten a new one yet because his hand wasn’t at 100 percent, he said, and he wasn’t going to “look like a pussy” test-driving a new bike. He was such a nut, because I couldn’t tell a difference anymore. He had healed up amazingly considering how he had looked the night he rolled into the Emergency Department that night in May.

“Hey, I was going to take that to my room.”

“Not yet, I’m taking you to dinner.” He smiled that gorgeous, dimpled smile and my heart fluttered. That smile would slay me every damn time. It wasn’t fair.

“Oh really?” It was my turn to cross my arms. “What if I don’t want to go to dinner with you?” Which was stupid, because we had eaten dinner together every night whether I cooked a little meal here, we ate out, or he picked up food and we picnicked somewhere. We would swing by to spend time caring for and loving on our amazing little man, and then he would drop me off. Sometimes we would sit in his truck and talk for hours, sometimes we would sit on the porch.

He pulled me close in his arms. My whole body tingled head to toe from being so close to him, just like it always did. He was personally responsible for ruining more panties than I could count, and he had no idea. Or at least I was pretty sure he didn’t know….

“Kassi, will you please have dinner with me? Make me a happy man and share dinner with me. Please?” Ugh!

“Stop with the eyes, and the tattoos, and the dimples, and that voice, and the messy sexy hair, and the… well, the rest of it.” He never pushed, and he was always a gentleman, but this wasn’t the first time I had felt his hard length pressed against me. He wanted me, but he hadn’t made a move to instigate anything but a few chaste kisses. Even though I was still recuperating, he had me so wound up I had to wonder if that was his nefarious plan. To get me so damn hot for him I threw myself at him and begged him to take me.

“So, you still think I’m sexy. Good to know.” He gave me that gorgeous grin with his dimple in full force. Yep, so damn unfair! Of course, I gave in.

With his signature gallantry where I was concerned, he helped me up into the cab of his badass truck. After ensuring I was safely ensconced in his beast’s seat, he closed the door and made his way to the driver’s side. His muscles in his arms flexed and rippled as he hefted himself up into the driver’s seat.

Just when I thought we were leaving, he turned to me, cupping his calloused hand on my cheek. “You’re so fucking beautiful. I wanted to do this right, but you fucking take the breath right out of my lungs every time I look at you… Kassi, I’ll try to do better, do things right this time. Hell, I’m not gonna blow smoke up your ass, it’s going to be difficult for me. Opening up, I mean. But for you? For you I’ll try. Okay?” Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I nodded. I simply didn’t trust myself with words. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been doing my best to woo you.”

“Woo me, huh?” Despite trying to be stern with him and not smile, he was so damn cute, I couldn’t help it. “Look, I know—”

“Nope. No arguments right now. We’re going to go have a nice dinner, love the hell out of our son, and that’s that. Besides, I just finished up that job my dad had referred me for, and I want to celebrate. So, this is a night of celebration. No negativity allowed for tonight.”

Laughter bubbled up from my belly. “No negativity allowed. Okay. Deal.” With an answering grin, he put the truck in drive and we headed to the restaurant.

Dinner was amazing, and the company was even better. This man knew how to make me laugh, and he really did make me happy, but I was so afraid of him changing his mind, and my heart was still so fragile.

The waitress had just asked us if we wanted dessert when a voice I could have lived the rest of my life without hearing sounded from behind me, and I froze with my water glass halfway to my lips.

“Erik! Imagine meeting you here! Is this your little friend from the hospital? What’s her name? Candy?” Layla’s voice was laced with sickeningly sweet saccharin. Holding in the huff of breath I wanted to expel, I looked up at her and smiled a tight-lipped smile.

“It’s Kassi. How are you, Lilly?” Yeah, I fucking knew her name, but two could play that game. Dumb c—ugh! She was making me want to call her a name I hated. At my snub, her brown eyes narrowed, and she sneered at me behind the hair she allowed to drop forward, shielding her expression from Erik.

She then widened her eyes and turned toward him with the biggest doe eyes I’d ever seen. Fake bitch. “Good, thank you. Umm, Erik, could I have a word? It’s really important. You don’t mind do you, Cand—uh, Kassi?”

Erik was on the verge of telling her no, but I wanted him to talk to her and tell her to leave us the fuck alone. “He could probably spare a few minutes, but then if you don’t mind, we would like to finish our date night together.” His eyes flared at either my encouragement of their conversation or my calling this a date. But when he stood to go talk to her, I clasped his hand in mine, drawing him close. Being a total bitch myself, I kissed him, allowing the tip of my tongue to snake alone his lower lip. His sudden intake of breath flared his nostrils, and his eyes snapped open to look at me in shock. It was the first time since Sebastian had been born that I had initiated any sexual affection. “Hurry back, baby.” Then I added under my breath so only he could hear, “Get her the hell out of our lives.”

“Oh, don’t you worry, baby, I plan on it.” He then followed her toward the door of the restaurant, and I watched as she sashayed her perfectly round ass in front of him. Her red-bottom heels peeked with each step, and I hated her more with each of these steps. I had no idea how much more I could hate her, but I was about to find out.
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“Coming Undone”—Korn

 

THE LAST FUCKING THING I wanted to do was talk to the bitch in front of me. But Kassi was right, I needed to get her out of our lives for good. Shit, it had been over eight years and suddenly her ass was back in my life after being radio silent that whole time. Who would have thought that would even be an issue?

“Erik, I have something for you. I’ve saved it all these years, and I thought you might like it. It’s in my car.” She glanced over her shoulder, in what I could only assume she thought was an alluring pose as she stepped out the restaurant doors.

Frustration laced my words. “Fine. Can we get this wrapped up? My girl is waiting for me.” This wasn’t playing a game. Kassi was my girl, she just hadn’t admitted it yet.

We stopped next to a polar-white Mercedes. I had to wonder if this was bought with daddy’s money or if she had suckered some poor fool into buying it for her. Because despite her being a business major when we were in college, I knew from my recent research in trying to figure out her game that she really never did anything with her degree. She just lived off Daddy’s money and flitted from rich boyfriend to rich boyfriend.

Opening the back door, she leaned ridiculously far in as she stuck her ass in the air in front of me, causing her black dress to creep up the back of her thighs. Averting my eyes because I refused to give her any ammo to use as encouragement or to throw back at me, left me completely and totally unprepared for what she brought out from the back seat.

She stood clutching a fuzzy pink blanket to her chest, and my heart plummeted. My body took an involuntary step back. No.

“Erik… we loved each other once. We created something special, and we lost it. But I’ve never forgotten you over the years, and I’ve come to realize what a mistake I made in pushing you away. I now realize it was my grief driving my actions. I still love you, Erik. You can’t tell me you’ve forgotten all our times together. Please, give me another chance to repair our relationship. We’re both older, more mature… It could work, baby. We could have a family. Start over.”

Her heavily made-up eyes fluttered innocently at me, but I knew she was no innocent and it was all an act. Her next words confirmed it, and her motive finally became clear. “Your sister-in-law said your security business is very successful. We would make a good team. I could be the face of your business, run the business side of it while you concentrated on the technical side.” It was always about money and status with her. Then what came out of her mouth made me want to wrap my fingers around her lily-white throat.

“Surely that woman and her bastard baby aren’t really that important to you. How do you even know it’s your baby? I did a little research too. She was with someone else this whole time she was pregnant. It’s probably his little by-blow, but she’s trying to pass it off as yours because you have more money if she can dig her claws in you.”

Letting out a disgusted laugh, I stepped further back. “You are incredible. You really have no clue I know what you did, do you? Maybe you should ask your friend Destiny. Remember? The one you went home with that weekend.” At the look of shock on her face, I turned from her in absolute revulsion. Clutching the small blanket in my fist, I stepped forward. Then, thinking better of it, I turned back around. “And, Layla? Stay the fuck away from me and my family. If I ever see you again or hear of you talking to any of them, I will ruin you. You know I have the ability. If you see any of them even walking your direction, turn the other way. Don’t even fucking say ‘hi’ to them. And so help me God, if you come anywhere near my son or Kassi, I will kill you with my bare hands. You feel me?” Her face had washed to white, making her bright red lips stand out like Jack Nicholson as the Joker. “Goodbye.”

With that, I turned on my heel and headed back to my future. The only future I wanted. The one I was prepared to move heaven and earth to obtain.

Forgetting I still clutched the soft pink material in my hand, Kassi’s expression of horror didn’t register with me as I tossed some bills on the table. “Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”

“What did she say?” Her small voice trailed behind me as I nearly drug her out to my truck. Boosting her up inside, I quickly made my way around to the driver’s side and pulled out of the parking lot like there was a raging ball of fire on our ass.

“Erik? You’re scaring me. Please talk to me. We agreed you would try to talk to me, right?” At the feel of her smaller hand on mine where it rested on the steering wheel, I jumped. “Did she come to tell you she has your baby? Is that what that blanket is? Do you have another child?” At her words, rage and despair let loose and exploded from me.

“No! Okay? She certainly didn’t have my baby.” Blind to her hurt, I drove on, focused only on getting to hospital. To see my son. To hold my baby. To remind myself he was here… he was real and alive.

Why she didn’t leave me when we got there and made our way to our son’s plastic basinet, I’ll never know. Maybe she was watching me. Worried and waiting to see if I was crazy. As crazy as I felt in my head on so many occasions.

Once I had his small form snuggled against my chest, his ear pressed to the rapid beat of my heart, she spoke. “He’s okay, you know. He’s doing great now, and he’s nearly ready to go home. The nurses told me the doctor said a few more days and we could be taking him home. I called since I couldn’t make my visit today because I was home.” Looking into her soft blue gaze, I allowed her voice and her beauty calm me. Between the scent and feel of Sebastian, his wiggling little grunts, and Kassi, I was grounded once again. Would she ever understand what she did for me?

Placing a kiss on my son’s head, I thought of what a blessing he was and how she had given me this precious gift. The powers that be had seen fit to allow the small miracle to be in my arms, but she had made that choice. The choice to keep him and raise him even thinking I would be absent from his life.

That was when I realized I needed to bring her back with me to my hotel. To a small piece of paper and a painful story of the guilt eating me alive from the inside.
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Thankfully, she agreed to go with me with very little explanation. It was going to be a difficult story to tell, and I didn’t want to be driving or have witnesses besides her. It would be hard enough if I broke down in front of her.

Dropping my wallet and room key haphazardly on the dresser, I forged on to the bed and to the table next to it. In resignation, I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled open the single drawer where I had placed the worn scrap of paper. The same place it rested when I was at the clubhouse. It had never gone home with me, because to bring it in my house was too hard. It made me worried I would drown myself in my sorrows, alone in my house with no one to pull me back out.

Over the years, I had tried to look at it less and less. The stabbing agony I used to feel had been replaced with a dull ache, but it still hurt. Thumbing the frayed edge, I looked up at her and held out my hand. The paper fluttered slightly as my outstretched hand trembled. Her gaze took in the shaking paper, and she then looked in my eyes.

Our fingertips touched, and the same electric current zapped me straight to the heart. Letting go of that paper was one of the hardest things I ever did. She stared at me for a few seconds before her eyes dropped to look at what she held. Watching her, I saw her eyes widen, her pupils dilate, and her hand covered her mouth.

“This is an ultrasound. I mean, uh, that was dumb, you know that. Shit, I—oh, Erik. What happened?”

Digging my fingers into my hair and clenching it tight, I prepared the best I could and told her of my guilt. My pain that was born of that guilt…

Closing down my emotions, I tried to recite the story quickly to get it out as quickly as possible. Talking about it shredded me, which was why I had only told this story twice, now that my mom knew.

“It was the summer before our senior year at the University of Iowa. Layla came to me crying. She was distraught. Sobbing. Hysterical. She told me she was pregnant. I told her it was okay, we would figure things out. We talked about it, and we decide we would get married, we would finish school, and I would complete my internship with Dell in Austin, TX so I would be able to get a job with them.” Taking a deep breath, I continued.

“We had gotten married at the courthouse. We didn’t even tell our parents, but I wanted my baby to have my name. Thanksgiving came, and she wanted to go home to her family in Omaha, and I had planned to go home to mine. I had wanted her to go with me, but she had cried and said she missed her mom, so I told her it was okay, to go home.”

My body became restless, and I had to stand. Pacing, I resumed this ugly story that was certainly not a fairy tale. “We get back to school, and she is pale, withdrawn and doesn’t want to talk to me. Finally, I get out of her that she miscarried over Thanksgiving. It nearly broke me, but I held her. I fucking held her and told her it would be okay, we were young. We would have more children when it was time. Then a few weeks later, I found out she had been cheating on me, that it may not even have been my baby. I didn’t believe it. Not the cheating part, but that it wasn’t mine. I was so sure it was my baby girl. It just felt right. Until she was gone, anyway. Then Layla’s friend Destiny came to me. She was so upset, and she told me I needed to know the truth. The truth was that Layla had never had a miscarriage. She had found a clinic that did late-term abortions.” My intake of breath was ragged and tortured.

“She didn’t want to be tied to me. She didn’t want to get stretch-marks and have to take care of a baby while she was young and supposed to be enjoying life. She didn’t want to be married to a poor computer geek. It devastated me. Part of me was angry as fuck at Destiny for telling me, but the other part was so glad she had saved me from spending another minute with the lying, deceitful bitch. So, I filed for divorce. It was uncontested, and it was over before I knew it. The day I had the divorce papers in hand, I withdrew from my classes and joined the Marine Corps. I was a mess, and I wanted a way to get away from everything. What better way than to join an institution whose job it was to put their lives on the line.” Stopping to stare out the window, I folded my hands and rested them on top of my head as I gazed sightlessly at the summer scenery outside my window.

“What I hadn’t expected was to find some guys that I would lay my life on the line for. One of those men was Kayde… Joker. He’s the only one I told this story to back then. I hadn’t even told my family. One night while we were restless and doing nothing but waiting, I spilled my guts to him and told him all of this. He encouraged me to talk to our shrink, but I refused. During my last deployment, we were on a mission and I was shot. I thought God had answered my prayers and was taking me home. Not to my family, but to him and my baby.” Briefly, I told her the story of the bombing and trying to save the child who would end up dying in my arms.

“Instead, even though I had failed them all, I survived. It was all my fault. I hadn’t been good enough for Layla to want to have a baby with, and I wasn’t good enough to save that child or any of the others being held hostage in that shitty town. So, I told myself I wasn’t good enough to try again to be a father or a husband. I beat myself up about it and avoided any sort of relationship other than the occasional sexual encounter. Until you. You were the first girl to make me want more. To make me want to be a better man. To take a chance. But I was so fucking scared, so I pushed you away. By the time I realized how bad I fucked up, you were with Hunter.”

Arms wound around my torso from behind, and out of the instinct I still couldn’t shake, I reacted before thinking and spun around. Realizing what I had done, I grabbed her before she could bolt and pressed her body to mine. My hand cradled her head against my chest, much as I had done our son earlier in the hospital. Silence reigned for an indeterminable amount of time.

It felt so damn good to have her in my arms like this, I just closed my eyes and soaked it in. But she pulled back to raise on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to mine. Like always, a few soft brushes of our lips together and we were consumed with the licking, snapping flames of desire.

Groaning into her mouth, I swooped her up, wrapping her legs around my waist, and carried her to the bed. Breaking away only long enough to rip her clothes off, I laid her down and worshiped her body with my tongue and hands. Her body was my temple, and I prayed.

Biting her nipple through her lacy pink bra before sucking it fabric and all into my mouth, I left a wet circle around her dusky bud. It protruded out at me, and I reached under her to unclasp it so I could reach the other one unhindered. My mouth found its way around her breast, nipping and licking all the way around the curve. When I took her nipple in my mouth, I completely forgot she had been breastfeeding, and the overly sweet hint that spread across my tongue was a shock and, truth be told, a really big fucking turn-on. But that was for my son, so I left her nipples puckered and waiting, tiny, pearly drops resting on the tips.

My teeth and tongue made their way down her body, reveling in the fuller curves I revealed as I slowly rolled her leggings and panties off as one. The tip of my tongue traced the sparse and few stretch-marks she wore like a badge of honor. My lips caressed and kissed each and every one as I thanked her for our son and whispered to her how beautiful she was. Finally, I reached my destination, and my lips hovered over the dark curves of the pussy that would be mine. She shivered as my breath floated across her glistening lips, and I inhaled the scent of her arousal. God, I had missed that smell, the feel of her in my hands, the taste of her skin.

My tongue snaked out, and the pointed tip flicked the hood of her clit, eliciting a feral moan, and she arched up toward me. Smiling in triumph at the way her body responded to me, I flicked again before stopping and gazing up at her. Light blue eyes gazed at me with heavy lids, and full lips pouted as I hovered above her, building the anticipation, the need she had.

“What do you want?”

“You,” came her breathless reply. She was like a goddess spread out on the bed, magnificent chest heaving with desire, dark silken hair spread out over the crisp white sheets, her arms bent at the elbows and laying with her hands curled and holding the sheets in each fist. By this time, she was nearly panting.

“Then tell me whose pussy this is.” My middle finger slid into her slippery, wet heat, and I felt her tighten around me, so I slipped a second finger in and she mewled as her back arched off the bed. “Tell me.” Demand was heavy in my voice.

“Yours. Oh, sweet fucking hell, Erik, it’s yours. Please.” The complete capitulation in her tone was music to my ears. She was mine. Body, heart, and soul, and I would get her to admit every one before I was through.

“Every inch of this body is mine. No man will ever lay his hands on it again, because I’m never letting you go. Not again. Do you understand?” My fingers slid in and out in a slow rhythm as I spoke to her, my breath teasing across her skin.

“Yesss,” she hissed through clenched teeth.

Grabbing her clit between my lips, I sucked as I pumped my fingers in her tightening pussy, curling them as I withdrew. Her hands latched onto my hair, and she pressed me tight to her wet heat. Flattening my tongue, I continued to lick, bite, and suck her clit while working that pussy until she tensed her body, shouted, and I felt the spasms around my fingers and tasted the flood of her juices as they washed across my hand. Softly, reverently, I placed a kiss to the arch of her pubic bone.

Crawling up her body, I allowed the friction of my clothes to amplify the sensitivity of her skin. When I had at last reached her to the point we were face to face, I slid my hand free of her still clenching channel and raised it to her lips. First, I painted her lips with her own release. Because I wanted her to taste how sweet she was and because I wanted the taste of her pussy to remain on my own. Then I kissed her with all of the pent-up passion I had been carrying for months. Her fingers clawed at my shoulders and grasped my clothing as she franticly tugged and plucked at them. Pinned between us as they were, she couldn’t remove them, and I knew that was for the best.

“God, Erik, I want you so bad.” Her whimpered sentence was music to my ears, but the timing was so shitty I wanted to weep.

“Jesus, fuck, Kassi, I want to bury my cock in you. But we can’t yet. You have to wait. How much longer? Because I’ll keep pleasuring you every day with my hands and mouth until we can.” My own voice was gasping and strained. Holding back was taking everything I had, and I gritted my teeth at the throbbing ache pressed against the zipper of my jeans.

“No! I mean, yes! Ugh! I mean, that’s what I went home for. To see my doctor. She said I’m good. We’re good. It’s okay. Now.” Her stuttered sentences were proof of how her pleasure had puddled her brain. My ego inflated at how well satiated she appeared, yet how much she still wanted me.

When what she said registered in my own lust-muddled brain, I froze momentarily. “Are you serious?” Nodding her head, she grinned. Oh, holy Jesus. Hastily, I jumped up and dug through my toiletries bag to look for a condom. Surely I still had one in here somewhere. I always kept some in there. Wrapping my fingers around the familiar feel of the packaging, I pulled it out in triumph and returned to the bed where I knelt between her spread legs.

Realizing I was still dressed, I stood, stripped, tossing my clothes wherever they landed, and resumed my place between her thighs.

Rolling the condom down my considerable length, I watched her tongue slide out and trace over her bottom lip. Stroking myself twice, I then grasped my dick in hand and slid the tip through her glistening-wet, pink slice of sweet heaven. Spreading her legs further and raising her knees so I had a better angle, she beckoned me further.

Without hesitation, I inched inside, concerned I would hurt her. I needn’t have worried because she dug her heels into my ass and pulled me forward in one swift thrust. “Jesus effing Christ.” It had been so long for both of us, and she was tight as fuck, which caused me to swell even more in her, filling her up tight and nearly strangling my cock.

“Holy shit!” Her eyes rolled. “Ohmahfuckingod. Yesss. Erik. Yes…” Lowering myself above her so her breasts brushed against my chest, my body held steady with my weight on my forearms, my lips whispered against hers. We breathed in each other’s air with each thrust. Her nails scratched my shoulders, and then her head shifted and her teeth latched onto the corded muscle of my neck. With a muffled scream, and her core pulsing around my junk, I felt her climax wash over her. And that was the end of my control.

Pounding into her still convulsing center, my body ran on autopilot, instinctually seeking the explosive reward at the end of the race. Each stroke was more sensitive, causing a tingling tightness to start in my lower spine and rush to my groin as if it was a dam bursting under pressure.

“Fuuuuuuck!” Was the only word my mouth could form as I threw my head back and roared to the ceiling. The pleasure pulsing in my dick slowly ebbed, and my brain function began to reconstitute.

Trying not to smash her with my weight, I rolled over but pulled her with me to keep her close. Immediately curling into the side of my body, she tucked one arm up next to my ribs and wrapped her other around my middle. Long, dark hair puddled in the crook of my arm as I held her and she rested her cheek on my chest.

In a move that spun déjà vu through my head, she propped her chin on my chest and traced my ink. As she outlined the date and phrase over my heart, she spoke softly. “I wondered what this meant before. Is it the date you lost her?” There were no words for how I felt when she pressed her lips firmly to the tattoo after I told her yes. “You need to forgive yourself for these things you feel are your fault, Erik. They were out of your control. To carry guilt for it is going to tear you apart. And, I know it’s not the same, and we never replace anyone, but I hope Sebastian can give you comfort and joy in the absence of her.”

Pressing my lips to the top of her head, I smiled. “I’m over the moon with happiness regarding our son. The rest, I don’t know if I can.”
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“What Ifs”—Kane Brown (feat. Lauren Alaina)

 

MY MIND WAS STILL struggling to process everything he told me. He was so damaged from all the events that were not his fault. He blamed himself and believed he hadn’t been good enough. How was I supposed to work with that and get him to forgive himself? It was easy to tell him he needed to, but the how was where I was stuck. He needed therapy, but he was so proud, I knew it may be a struggle to get him to agree to.

Until then though, I wasn’t sure we would ever be able to work. If he forever thought he wasn’t good enough for me, eventually he would end up leaving me because of his feelings of inadequacy. Add that to the fact I was already gun-shy with him, and it was a recipe for disaster.

“You’re quiet. You okay?” His voice rumbled through my head where I had rested my cheek back against his chest. Fingers still idly tracing his ink as an excuse to touch him, I hesitated, unsure how to truthfully answer that.

“I don’t know. I’m worried we messed up. Doing this, I mean. Are we rushing things? I’m not sure this was a smart move. What if things go to shit? How do we work that when we have Sebastian to consider?” The what-ifs bombarded me nonstop.

“Kassi.” He squeezed me tight in his arms before letting up and kissing me again. “Stop overthinking everything. We’ll both always be his parents regardless of where we’re at relationship-wise. If there’s anything I’ve figured out, it’s that we can’t live our lives constantly wondering what-if, or we won’t live at all. That was part of what got us here in the first place—me being afraid to trust and open up to you or anyone. Being vulnerable is never a feeling we want to experience. There isn’t a question in my mind that I love you, but I’d be lying if I told you I was 100 percent ready and comfortable letting you in on my every thought and fear. That will take time, but I’m willing to try. Are you?”

Sitting up next to him with my legs tucked to the side, I chewed relentlessly on my bottom lip. “But what if you hurt me? Erik, I just don’t think I can physically take that again.” He gently took my face in his hand and pulled me forward to make me look at him. The movement caused my necklace to swing, catching his eye. His small smile caused his dimple to barely show, but it was there. His calloused fingers lifted it from my chest, causing goose bumps to spread along my skin like a wave.

“It was a gift.” My fingers habitually stroked it between my thumb and fingers. It had become a comfort to me, and it was a coping mechanism when I was worried or angry. Kind of like a worry stone.

“I know.” His quiet reply caught me off guard, and I had to ask…

“How do you know?” At his continued mysterious smile, it clicked. “It was you, wasn’t it? You thought of me back then and bought this for me. Why? Why didn’t you just give it to me?”

“Because I was scared. I was afraid of getting hurt. Do you see now? Look at all the time we wasted because I was afraid. Do you want to do that again, or do you want to take a chance and live?” My heart hammered in my chest. The thought of losing him was even more frightening than when I lost Hunter. But the thought of never having him at all eviscerated me. He had become that important to me over the last several weeks. Watching him interact and care for our son had cemented my love for him in my heart, so what he said made sense. Regardless of what happened in the future, he would always be a great dad, I would hopefully be a great mom, and I would always love him.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t foolish enough to believe for a second we wouldn’t have issues or arguments. However, the alternative—having nothing at all together—was a far worse prospect.

“Erik, I’m terrified. Why does life and love have to be so complicated?” My smile was wry, and I shook my head at myself. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll make a deal with you. We work on you letting go of this blame you feel obligated to carry, and I’ll agree to giving us a shot. Because I love you too, and I’m tired of being afraid to live.” He swooped me up until I was straddling his lap and he was looking me in the eyes. His big hands framed my face, and he kissed me with such love and passion I nearly cried.

“We’re going to be just fine. We’ll have each other and our little man. Our family. I fucking love you!” His smile reached his eyes, which shone bright teal with happiness.

“Well, that’s good because I fucking love you too.” He laughed and held my body close to his. As I squeezed my eyes shut with my head tucked into his shoulder, the smell of my mother’s perfume wafted through the room. A single tear slipped from my eye. Thank you, Mom. I’m glad you approve. I miss you and I love you.

“Do you smell that?”

“Mm-hmm.” I nodded into his shoulder.

“What is that? I smelled that when I was in the hospital right after the accident. It woke me up, and I saw you. You were beautiful and pregnant. I tried to catch you, but you slipped away, and then the next thing I knew I was in the damn ICU. Isn’t that weird? Now it’s gone.”

It was then I knew my parents weren’t really gone, our relationship was just different now. My heart soared, and for the first time in a long time, my world felt right.

Erik nuzzled my neck and pulled me tight against his hardening length. “Again?” My surprise made him laugh.

“Mmmm, always with you.”
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WE BROUGHT LITTLE SEBASTIAN home five days before his original due date. His doctors were pleased with his progress, but his nurses were so sad to see him go. He had easily become one of their favorite tiny patients. Nurse Amanda sat on a bench at the front of the hospital with me and all of Sebastian’s belongings on a cart.

“We’re going to miss you, little guy!” Her fingers waved at him and he watched their movement in rapt fascination.

“I can’t thank you all enough. It’s because of all of you that he’s done so well.” My words were emphatic as I truly believed that to be the case.

She waved me off, shaking her head, but I could see she was choked up.

He road in his infant car seat, which still nearly swallowed him, but I swore he was observant of everything around him as he was moved from my lap to the base in the back seat of his daddy’s big truck. His little black beanie with a skull embroidered on the front proclaimed him a “Baby Badass” and his little pumping fist when Daddy asked him if he was ready to go home would lead one to believe this was indeed the case.

“See? His hat is totally fitting. Look at my little badass baby boy!” The last was said in a sing-song voice that had me busting a gut. Amanda joined me in laughter as I climbed in the truck next to Sebastian in the back seat. It was his first ride in the truck and I couldn’t stand being even as far away as the front seat from him. Erik wisely said nothing.

Life was busy, but amazing.

We moved into Erik’s house since it was bigger, but “Grandma Nancy” still came to visit often, even though she was upset at me for leaving her for “that big handsome stud on a motorcycle.” Which speaking of, Erik was over the moon when I surprised him with a hand-drawn voucher for the bike of his choice as long as I got to ride it home with him and got a fancy helmet like my new friend Becca had.

By the time a few years had passed, we already had two other kiddos—a pretty little girl with big teal eyes and dark wavy hair we named Emilia Rhiannon, and a rambunctious little baby boy with his my eyes, we named Morgan Rhys. They were true stair-step kiddos, and I felt like a walking baby factory because I had nearly been pregnant the last three plus years straight.

It turned out birth control didn’t work for us. At all. Either Mommy was a “fertile Myrtle” or Daddy had some “badass swimmers” (his words), so after we found out Morgan was on the way, Daddy told the doc to schedule the old “snip-snip,” he was done. Though I loved all of my little people, Mommy was extremely pleased with the decision.

And how has Erik handled his guilt issues? Well, therapy helped, but he would tell you he feels his children and his “loving wife” have been the reason for his absolution. Yes, we got married. Almost right away because he said he wasn’t letting me get away, again. Anyway, he said he figured the powers that be wouldn’t have blessed him with the wonderful family we had, if he hadn’t been deserving.

It’s been a great life so far… not perfect, but perfect for us.

 

The End


Spanish Translation Key

 

 

¿Qué carajo?—What the hell?

¡Jesús!—Jesus or Christ

¡Este güey me va a dar un cardiaco!—This fool is going to give me a heart attack!

¡Que Mierda!—What the hell; Oh Shit

!Chingados!—Shit/Fuck (Interjection)

!Ay chingado!—Oh fuck

¡Ay, Dios mio!—My God

¡Esta es una cagada!—this is shit


Word from the Author and Preview:

 

Word From the Author:

 

I hope you enjoyed Erik and Kassi’s story. It was a very different experience to write. It had me stumped at times, and at others, I couldn’t get the words typed out fast enough. If you loved it, please leave a review on Amazon, www.goodreads.com, allauthor.com, bookbub.com, barnesandnoble.com, or your review platform of choice.

 

 

Now, I’m sure you expected to get another preview. The thing is, when I wrote this book, I didn’t know which book I wanted to release next. I had actually started another series, but then Joker (Kayde) demanded his story be told. Before I knew it, I had a back story and ideas swirling around in my head. The problem was, when it came time to add it to the excerpt to the back, I wasn’t ready. So instead, I invite you to follow my author page on Facebook, www.facebook.com/kristineallenauthor or my facebook grouper the ladies, Kristine’s Crazy Fangirls, where you will find teasers and info about Kayde’s Temptation as I write. Then, check out my website when you get a chance! www.kristineallenauthor.com

 

Thank you, once again, for your amazing support and encouraging words. Without you all, I wouldn’t be an author, just a writer.

 

Now, just a little overview of what to expect with Kayde’s story….

 

Kayde joined the Marine Corps after high school, part as a family tradition of honor and part as an escape. His best friend was also the one he had loved nearly his entire life. She never knew, though, and he never told her because she had never looked at him that way. On graduation day, she announced she was marrying her high school crush, one of his best friends. He knew there was no way he could stay around and watch them together, even though he had promised to always be there for her. It would only lead to him coveting what he couldn’t have - she would be a temptation he would kill himself trying to resist. So he joined the Marine Corps, left for boot camp - and didn’t look back.

 

Serafina and Kayde had become best friends the day he moved in next door when she was only three years old. She had taken for granted that they would be friends forever, so when he announced he was joining the Marines after graduation, she was broken-hearted. She was sure he would be hurt or killed and begged him not to go. The thought of not having him in her life to confide in and protect her, was physically painful but she never stopped to analyze why this tore her apart so badly. When her life spirals out of control, she reaches out to Kayde, unsure if he will still help her.

 

Enjoy a chapter from Kayde’s mind, just keep in mind this is very rough and may change by the final edit ;) .…






 

 

I was only five the first time my parents dropped me off at my Abuela’s house in San Antonio, TX. Bet you didn’t see that coming, huh? Yes, I’m part Hispanic. The gray eyes and light skin throws people every time. Abuela called me her little güero. You see, my grandfather—my Papa—was a big tall gray-eyed man of Norwegian decent, and when he met my tiny little Mexican grandmother, it was love at first sight. At least that’s what he told me and anyone else who would listen. So I had obviously inherited his and my father’s caucasian complexion instead of my grandmother’s Mexican and Native American coloring. Hence güero…her little light-colored boy. Don’t mistake it for a slur, it was definitely a term of endearment.

One of my favorite pastimes as a little boy was looking through her old photo albums. The pictures of the two of them always made me giggle. Him so tall and her so short—“vertically challenged” he used to call it. They ended up being more my parents than my own, and it broke my grandfather’s heart.

My mother was their daughter. Their only daughter. One thing I remember about her is she was beautiful. Her exotic features turned heads everywhere she went from the time she was a little girl, my Abuela always said, and she believed that was my mother’s downfall. They also had five strapping boys, my uncles, Alejando, Matías, Samuel, Javier, and Gunnar. With Gunnar, my grandfather got his way and gave him a “strong Norwegian name.” Don’t confuse that and think that meant he loved any of them any less.

Anyway, I digress. My father was a wanderer. A dreamer. A “Wanna-Be Musician.” He was handsome, but had no real ambition, content to travel here and there playing for enough money to get him to the next gig—sure that he would be discovered and “make it big.” He was more interested in smoking weed and dreaming than anything, but I guess he loved my mother because after they met at a college party—where he was playing with the band he was with at the time, not going to school—she got pregnant so they eloped and they’re still married to this day. Not that I ever see them.

Becoming parents may have been the reason they got married, yeah, little ol’ me was on the way, but they really had no interest in actually fulfilling the role. So I saw more cities, in more states, in the first five years of my life than most people see in their lifetime. Then again, I also saw a lot of things a kid my age shouldn’t have, but back then I didn’t realize my life wasn’t normal, it just was. But once I turned five and they got in trouble for me not being in school, we found ourselves on my grandparents’ doorstep.

There may be a lot of things I don’t remember about my childhood, but that day—I remember a lot of that day. It may have been the day my life changed irrevocably.

Alone in the living room, I sat, watching some cartoon over the tips of my little scuffed white-toed converse sneakers. It was impossible to tell you what I was actually watching because I couldn’t really hear it over the yelling coming from the kitchen. Trying not to listen, I sat pulling and playing with the frayed holes in the knees of my stained jeans. My heart was pounding because I didn’t know what was going on. The next thing I knew, my father was storming past me, without even a glance my direction, before he slammed out the front door. Then my mother raced past, her flowing, white shirt billowing behind her. Unlike my father, she stopped short, as if she had forgotten I was sitting there.

“Momma? I’m hungry.” It seemed I was always hungry, and I hated to ask for things because it always made my father angry, but it was just my mother, and when it was just her and I, she was a little more like a “real” mom. She rushed to me, kneeling in front of me and framing my cheeks with her hands. She smelled funny, like she always did, but I was just a little kid and back then I had no idea the “funny smell” which always permeated their clothing and the very air surrounding them, was weed. It’s no wonder it’s my go-to now when things get really shitty, huh? I came by it honest. Come on, chuckle chuckle.

Anyway, she kissed me and gathered me in her arms. “Indigo, momma and daddy have to leave for a while. You’re grandparents are going to take care of you until we get back. You be a good boy and help your grandma around the house. I -” My father yelled for her from the front yard and my mom jumped up, pressing a kiss to my shaggy dark head and ran out the door. That was it. Gone. My parents had brought me there and just left.

Figuring I would track down my own food, I climbed down from the couch and wandered to the kitchen. My grandfather was hugging my sobbing, little grandmother and my uncles Gunnar, Javier and Samuel were looking angry with their arms crossed. My older two uncles were grown and had already left home—Alejandro was in the Army and Matías was in the Marine Corps. They always joked they had to join branches than went with their names. Of course, at that time I didn’t even know they existed.

When I was finally noticed, standing scared and fidgety in the doorway, my grandmother brushed off my grandfather’s comforting arms, rushed to me, and knelt in front of me on the floor. Being so small, she was my height kneeling. Not sure why that stuck in my head, but it always has. Her arms pulled me close, and she spoke softly to me in Spanish. At that time, I had no idea what she was saying. Over the years, I would learn to speak fluent Spanish with her. Much to her great pleasure, and my uncle’s and grandfather’s surprise as none of them spoke it.

“I’m hungry, grandma. And I want my Momma.” Tears hovered in my eyes but I would never let them fall. It made my father angry of I cried because he said I was a “sissy.” Never knowing exactly what that meant, the tone alone had me sure it wasn’t something I wanted to be. So they may have pooled in my eyes, but they would never fall.

My mother had told me these people were my grandparents. That day was actually the first time I’d ever met them. Essentially, I was in a houseful of strangers.

“Mijo, you can call me Abuela. We’re going to get you enrolled in school so you can grow to be a smart man someday, like you’re a smart little boy, now. Okay? Your momma, well, she has some things to do.” My uncle snorted and I looked at him in fear. “You’re safe, and we are so happy to have you here, Niño.” No one looked happy. It was scary and confusing.

That was the first day I met her. After filling my belly, my Abuela sent me outside to play in the backyard with the scrappy dog they had back there. It was a dog like I’d never seen, he was coarse with grey, red and white hairs. He had a little white mark on his forehead and he sat there looking at me with his head tipped to the side.

It wasn’t long before he was chasing me, nipping gently at my heels, until he knocked me over and I laughed, coming up with leaves and sticks stuck all over me. He was pouncing around me and barking like he wanted me to get back up so we could start the game over, when I heard the sweetest voice I’d ever heard.

“Who are you? And why are you playing wiff Buster?” She was standing at the fence and she was just taller than the short, bent-up, chain-link fence so she could look over the top rail at me. Her little fingers were hooked through the links and I noticed she had chipped bright pink nail polish on them. Golden hair was pulled up in a wild ponytail, and she had the biggest bow I’d ever seen right on top of it. It was hanging off to the side, and wisps of blonde hair blew in front of her eyes. Tawny-brown eyes stared at me, that had little green flecks in them, and reminded me of a caramel apple I once got at a carnival.

“That’s a really big bow. It’s really pink.”

“Fanks.” Her eyes continued to look at me with expectation. “I’m Sera. It’s short for Serafina.”

“That’s pretty. I’m Indigo.” My dirty hand went out to shake hers but she just looked at me. When I realized she didn’t know what I was doing, my hand fell awkwardly to my side where my fingers just wigged aimlessly until I shoved both hands in my pockets. I’m sure I sat there with my head tipped to the side, just like Buster had to me. She was like a puzzle I couldn’t figure out. There were very few children my age I had interacted with, so she was an enigma.

“Indigo is a color, not a name. It’s in my big box of crayons, so I know. But it’s okay. You’re gonna be my friend ‘cause I saw you first. Okay?” She was shaking her head as if this was a foregone conclusion.

“Ummm sure.” My Abuela called me in, and as I turned to leave the little girl next door shouted and I turned my head to look at her once more.

“See you later, friend!” Her little pink-tipped fingers waved at me and a big smile spread across her face. With the sun shining from behind her, it lit up her golden hair like a halo. Not that I can be sure because, like I said, I was only five, but I’m pretty sure I fell in love with her that day.
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Book number three has come to a conclusion. What the heck? I cannot even begin to tell you how I got here. It seems like a dream.

 

Penny, as always, I thank you for believing in me from the beginning. I truly believe, without your motivation and encouragement, this book and the two before it would never exist. Sybil Bartel, author extraordinaire—you are amazing and humble. I appreciate you more than you will ever know. You and Penny are really the ones who made all this happen through your encouragement, information and patience with a new author you didn’t even really know. <3

 

To my two new book-loving friends, Brenda and Lisa, who I have Lani Lynn Vale, and her group Lani’s Lovelies, to thank for uniting us—thank you for singing my praises. And thank you for making me almost cry with your amazing compliments on my writing. Book signings, here we come!

 

Clarise Tan, continues to outdo herself with every cover, and this one completely kicks ass! Of course, that could have just a little to do with Eric McKinney’s amazingly hot photos of Mark Somsky. Eric, you are a photographic genius. Mark, well, you humbled me by agreeing to grace my cover, and actually taking the time to answer my questions personally. I’ll send you a big stick with your copy of this book—to beat the ladies off with. ;)

 

Stacey, your diligent work makes my words look beautiful and professional. For that, there will never be thanks enough. You are still a goddess.

 

Ladies of Kristine’s Crazy Fangirls, thank you for your advice and the smiles you give me with your comments. Oh, and thank you for being patient with me when I don’t post daily because I’m in the writing zone or—ugh, working. Y’all rock.

 

And as always, my last-but-never-least, a massive thank you to America’s servicemen and women who protect our freedom on a daily basis. They do their duty, leaving their families for weeks, months, and years at a time, without asking for praise or thanks. I would also like to remind the readers that not all combat injuries are visible nor do they heal easily. These silent, wicked injuries wreak havoc on their minds and hearts while we go about our days completely oblivious. Thank you all for your service.
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Kristine Allen lives in beautiful Central Texas with her adoring husband. They have four brilliant, wacky and wonderful children. She is surrounded by twenty six acres, where her seven horses, six dogs and three cats run the place. Kristine realized her dream of becoming a contemporary romance author after years of reading books like they were going out of style and having her own stories running rampant through her head. She works as a nurse, but in stolen moments, taps out ideas and storylines until they culminate in characters and plots that pull her readers in and keep them entranced for hours.

 

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, www.goodreads.com, allauthor.com, bookbub.com, barnesandnoble.com, or your review platform of choice, to share your experience with other interested readers. Thank you!

 

Twitter @KAllenAuthor

Facebook @kristineallenauthor

www.kristineallenauthor.com
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