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To Penny. Because you believed in me from the very beginning.
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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 throw people every time. Abuela called me her little güero. You see, my grandfather—my papa—was a big, tall, gray-eyed man of Norwegian and Irish descent, 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, Alejandro, Matias, who were older than my mom, and then Samuel, Javier, and the baby, Gunnar. With Gunnar, my grandfather got his way and gave him a “strong Norwegian name.” Don’t confuse that and think that it meant he loved any of them any less. He just had to have his way with naming at least one of his sons… or so he always said.

Anyway, I digress. My father was a wanderer. A dreamer. A “wannabe 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 was 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 me and her, 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” that 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. Your 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 pressed a kiss to my shaggy dark head before she jumped up 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 Matias was in the Marine Corps. They always joked that they had to join branches that went with their names. Of course, at that time I hadn’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 uncles’ 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 if 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 house full 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 gray, 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 just taller than the short, bent-up chain-link fence she was peeking over. Her little fingers were hooked through the links, and I noticed she had chipped, bright pink nail polish on them. Her 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 with little green flecks that stared at me.

“Your eyes look like caramel apples, and that’s a really big bow. It’s really pink.”

“Fanks.” She 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 wiggled aimlessly until I shoved both hands in my pockets. I’m sure I sat there watching her with my head tipped to the side, just like Buster had me. She was a puzzle I couldn’t figure out. I had interacted with few children my age, 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 nodding as if this was a foregone conclusion.

“Umm, sure.”

My abuela called me before I could say more, but as I turned to leave, the little girl next door shouted, “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. It wasn’t long after that when I asked my abuela if I could use my middle name, Kayde, instead of Indigo.

Not that I can be certain because, like I said, I was only five, but I’m pretty sure I fell in love with Sera that day.
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“Hemorrhage (In My Hands)”—Fuel

 

THIS WAS NOT SUPPOSED to be my life. No one sits in their seat, cap and gown shining, at their high school graduation day and says, “I’m going to be a widow by the time I’m twenty-three.” Caressing my imperceptibly mounded abdomen with the hand holding my wad of tissues, I looked around once more, desperately seeking the gray eyes I prayed would be there for me. It shouldn’t be a surprise; after all, every call went to voice mail, every e-mail I sent went unanswered. The one person I thought would be my best friend until the day we died was conspicuously absent.

Not that there were many close family members there. Most of the attendees were the massive group of police officers, all in their dress uniforms to pay homage to one of their fallen brothers. Tyler didn’t have a big family; the force was his family. His mom sat next to me and reached over to grab my hand when the pastor’s voice cracked, speaking of Tyler as a little boy in the congregation of his church. Tears streamed down both of our cheeks, and her watery blue eyes sought mine. Trying to be strong for everyone was killing me, tearing apart my soul bit by bit.

My dad sat to my other side, my brother, Christian, next to him, stoic and proud. Too proud to shed a tear for the man who had been one of his best friends for the past fourteen years. However, the slight tremor of his hands gave him away, and I knew he was shattered by the loss of his childhood friend and brother in blue.

Christian, Tyler, and Kayde had all been about the same age. The boys were the three musketeers and had been the best of friends, but Kayde had been my best friend, ever since I “claimed him” as mine when I was three, almost four. They were a year ahead of me in school, but they tolerated me hanging out with them because Kayde felt sorry for me and always persuaded them to let me tag along.

Desperate to be part of their group and stay close to Kayde, I did my best to keep up with them, whether climbing trees, riding bikes, or just playing video games. Being younger and smaller, it was a struggle, and I ended up with more than my fair share of bumps and bruises. If I fell and scraped my knee, he was the one slapping disinfectant, antibiotic ointment, and a Band-Aid on it. At five years old, when he first moved in next door, he could do that. No one ever stopped to ask him how he knew what to do; we just took it for granted that he would fix us up. Often, I wondered why he didn’t join a branch where he could be a medic, but instead he joined the Marines.

He’d also been a phenomenal artist, even though he kept that kind of under wraps because he said “real men” didn’t color, paint, or draw. No matter how many times I told him that was stupid, he wouldn’t share his talent with anyone but me. God, the things in his sketch books should have been framed. I often wondered what ever happened to them.

For so long, they’d been like brothers to me, and I hadn’t seen them as anything else. Then something changed over the summer before my freshman year, and all my friends were always wanting to spend the night at my house. At first, I was irritated because they would come over and want to just sit in the living room and watch the guys play video games or throw the football in the backyard. Not understanding why they were acting that way, I got pissed and quit having anyone over. If they didn’t want to be with me, why did they want to come over so bad?

Shortly after that, I started to notice Kayde and Tyler were actually handsome, and I began to understand. Like they were hot, which kind of made things weird when we were all together. Kayde especially, because we were best friends and it was strange to have your heart speed up and your belly flutter when your best friend walked in the room. God, he was beautiful—still is—but he was always with a new girlfriend. It made me angry because he hardly ever had time for me.

Looking back on it, even when we were just four and six and he still went by his first name, Indigo, I always thought he was a pretty little boy. His dark hair was shaggy and hung over his smoky gray eyes. His smile so rare but stunning in its brilliance when he let it slip.

After Tyler moved in across the road from us, people said they could have been brothers. Except Tyler’s eyes were just a little more blue than gray and his hair was straight, where Kayde’s was slightly wavy and tended to curl at the ends if it got too long. They both had a single dimple, but on mirrored sides of their faces.

Anyway, during my senior year, the boys were all taking classes at the community college, and one night Tyler had lagged behind as they were leaving the house to head to their evening classes. I’ll never forget how uncomfortable he looked. He had tugged on his straight, dark hair and his eyes were everywhere but me. A flush had crept over his cheeks.

“Hey, Sera. Shit, this is… well, I mean….” Evident fascination with his feet as his shoe scuffed back and forth on the floor had his eyes averted from me. “Hell, I… I just wanted to know if maybe you wanted to… uhhh… go to the movies this weekend.” His gaze slowly lifted to look at me, and he appeared to hold his breath. Shock that he was actually asking me out had me momentarily speechless. A niggling sadness that Kayde hadn’t asked me first was shoved down quickly.

After I got over the surprise, a warmth flooded my chest. “Um, wow! Uh, okay, sure.” His smile was beautiful. Never in a million years would I have imagined I would date one of the three musketeers. Well, the two who weren’t my brother, that is. Most times, I just felt like they thought of me as one of the boys since we’d all been friends so long. I had no idea either of them would look at me as an actual girl.

Tyler and I had kept things on the down low for about two months because we weren’t sure how Christian was going to handle us dating. Also, I had a hard time building up the courage to tell Kayde. It made me feel more than a little guilty because we were sneaking around behind not just my brother’s but also Kayde’s back.

In fact, it especially upset me that I hadn’t told Kayde right away. Maybe because we had been best friends. Nearly everything I did, he had been a part of. Kayde had taught me to color in the lines. Taught me to ride a bike. For crying out loud, he had been the one to take me into Walgreens to get pads after my first period, because by then my mom had run off with a rodeo clown. No, I’m not making that up. She did. But that’s another story I’ll get into later. Anyway, Kayde was always there for me, so to make the decision to date Tyler without talking to him first felt like I was betraying him as well as their friendship.

The day I finally told him was confusing and incredibly awkward. The look on his face… God. First, he was astonished, and possibly a little angry, but that quickly morphed into pain. He said it was because I had hid it from him for so long, but it seemed like more than that.

After the day we talked, he seemed okay with it, but things changed. Not in a way that would have been noticeable to an outsider, but I think we all felt it. Just no one said anything. Christian was surprisingly cool about it, but he honestly surprised me when he said he always thought it would be Kayde. That added to my guilt and discomfort, wondering if Kayde had felt that way too. Had I messed up? Ruined my friendship with him because I was so excited to have beautiful Tyler interested in me?

He’d never said anything to me though. Instead, it seemed he was always dating a new girl and had begun spending more time with them than me. It hurt, and I didn’t want to examine why. Seeing those girls hanging on his arm any time we all went somewhere together used to piss me off something fierce. I hated each and every one of them and their long hair, full lips, big boobs, and too much makeup.

Then time went on, and Tyler and I were just a “thing.” It was comfortable and sweet. Back then, we really thought we were in love.

On the day of my high school graduation, as everyone was standing around taking pictures, chatting and congratulating, Tyler got down on bended knee and asked me to be his wife. Kayde had looked shocked, and no one but me noticed when he turned heel and walked off. Tyler’s gray-blue eyes had lit up when I said, “Yes.” Yeah, maybe we were young and foolish, but we had been “dating” for nearly a year and it felt so real. I say “dating” because the four of us had been hanging out since the boys were about ten or eleven and Tyler had moved in across the street with his mom. But for that past nine to ten months, we had been a couple.

It took me a while to find Kayde that night. He wasn’t answering his phone. When I finally found him in the backyard fort that he, Tyler, and Christian had built when they were about twelve, he was just sitting there staring out into the night sky. Trying not to hit my head on the low ceiling, I had crawled over to sit next to him. His arm had wrapped around me, and he kissed the top of my head. Warmth had spread through my body, and I had felt like I was home.

We had talked about my graduation, and then about Tyler’s proposal. He had been happy for me on the surface, but I could tell he wasn’t really thrilled with it. He tried to talk me into waiting, telling me Tyler and I should wait, that we were young, that I was going away to college and long-distance relationships were hard, but he was right about one thing. I was young, and I knew everything—meaning I thought I knew everything.

Then, the week after my graduation, he became scarce. We found out he had been talking to a recruiter. Hell, I had begged him not to go. People were dying every single day, and the odds of him being deployed and becoming one of those statistics was too great. Pleading with him did absolutely no good. He had held me, and I felt his breath hitch as he told me he’d be fine and this was something he had to do. Despite my tears, a week later, he left for the Marine Corps.

Just like that, I had lost my best friend.

Christian was pissed at him for joining the Marine Corps, because they were supposed to join the police academy together. They had all been taking college courses in preparation for the academy. It had been their plan since we were all little, playing cops and robbers in the backyard.

Tyler and Christian were devastated. Me? My heart was crushed. He was the one person I could tell everything to, and he had left me.

On our wedding day, it was just a small group of us. But Kayde was absent then too. He had told Tyler he couldn’t get leave approved. He sent a card simply signed with his name and a gift card. It wounded me because I had really wanted him to share that day with me.

I’d only had random e-mails and phone calls from him since then. Christian wouldn’t talk to him when he called. Conversations with Tyler had been stilted, and I knew it hurt him something fierce. We’d often sat talking about it after he would hang up from the call. Tyler said he felt like he did something wrong and could never figure out what to do to fix it.

My heart ached whenever I’d spoken to Kayde. I missed him so much it hurt, but if my relationship with Tyler hadn’t caused a noticeable change, the Marines had changed him for sure. It was impossible to miss on the few occasions he came home over the last few years. He was harder, he laughed less, and his eyes seemed duller, dimmer… subdued. Something told me the military had been hard on him.

My mind had wandered longer than I thought. The pastor was just finishing his speech, and he asked me if I was ready to speak. Though I’d written down what I wanted to say and I had tried to memorize it, my mind was blanking as I prepared to stand. The gaping wound in my chest nearly brought me to my knees as I stepped up and moved toward the small podium set up by the casket holding my husband. A casket that I had avoided looking inside because that wasn’t my husband. The man whose smile had once lit up a room. My friend. My confidant. The father to my unborn child.

That last thought was my undoing, and the coffin I had avoided became my crutch. Leaning heavily on the edge, I looked upon the face of the man I thought would be there for our child even if he wasn’t going to be with me. Guilt ripped and tore at me like talons. No one knew we were on the verge of filing for divorce. Not because we couldn’t get along, but because we had finally realized our relationship was mostly a friendship, that the exciting spark of youthful infatuation was gone—was maybe never more than that—and we both agreed life was too short to stay together just because we were “comfortable.”

Staying together as long as we had had been dumb. But we’d done so because each of us felt like the other was the one in love and worried about how bad we would hurt them. When I finally gathered up the courage to talk to him, he’d been so relieved. We both wanted to find that ever-lasting romance. The one that set us on fire. The one that made our hearts race. The only reason we were still together when he died was because we found out I was pregnant, and in Texas you can’t divorce during a pregnancy. The plan was to continue to live together, just to share finances until after the baby was born.

Then, on a routine traffic stop, Tyler was shot by a tweaking meth-head, leaving me with this wax figure look-alike in the coffin in front of me. There was no way this was my Tyler. Tears rolled from my eyes and dropped on his neck, where the wound was nearly invisible, as I leaned over him. My whispered words were broken and coarse through my tears.

“Why? Why did you leave us, Tyler? This isn’t fair. You were supposed to go on to find the one. We agreed. We had a plan, dammit.” A deep hiccupped breath helped me compose myself enough to continue walking to give my speech.

Looking out at the sea of faces, I had a hard time focusing on any single one; they all just blended together. The words on my paper were blurry, and my hand shook. Tears spilled over and down my cheeks, momentarily clearing my vision. Blinking rapidly only cleared it briefly. Giving up, my hand holding the shaking paper dropped to my side. In despair, I swallowed the lump in my throat, trying to find the words—any words.

Jesus, how am I going to get through this?

“I had a speech written, but eloquent words won’t change the fact that a great man is gone. I don’t need to extol his amazing qualities because you already know. I still needed him, but evidently he was needed somewhere else. I love you, Tyler, and I’m going to miss you.” My eyes raised and zeroed in on a pair of stormy-gray, pain-ravaged eyes in the very back of the large church. As my knees buckled, sobs were wrenched from my spine through my chest.

No one caught me. This wasn’t the movies. God, I wished the whole thing was just a bad dream or a bad movie. My knees hit the ground with a painful jolt, just as my brother and father reached me. Desperation had me searching over their shoulders for the person I thought was Kayde, but he was gone. Now my mind was playing tricks on me, and that made it worse.

Kayde, wherever you are, I need you! My mind screamed for him, but all I was met with was silence.
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“Marry Me”—Thomas Rhett

 

SEEING SERA BREAK DOWN was one of the most traumatizing things I’d ever seen. And trust me, I’ve seen a lot. It was cowardly of me to leave, but I didn’t deserve to share my pain with them. I was an outsider. Not that I hadn’t prepared myself for that. I knew when I joined the Marines that I was essentially cutting ties with Tyler and Christian, and hell did it hurt, but the worst was Sera. She was my everything, but she belonged to one of my best friends. That was something I knew I couldn’t stay around to watch, and the driving force behind my leaving home.

Growing up, I had held myself away from her, other than being her friend. It felt wrong to be obsessed with my best friend’s kid sister. Yeah, she was my best friend too. At least that’s what I told her. It was easier than telling her the truth—that I was in love with her and had been since I was five. It had been as if my soul recognized hers immediately. Like we had lived before, and when we met again in this life, there was a connection.

You know how when you’re standing under power lines and sometimes you hear that buzzing as the current races along the wires? That’s how I felt every time I was around her. Like there was this energy current that connected us. My skin felt her when she walked in a room.

As we got older, I began to lust after her, and it made me feel awful. She had looked at me like her best friend or big brother. Feeling that way made me feel like there was something wrong with me. There was a certainty in me that said she would have been repulsed had she known how many times and ways she haunted my dreams and fantasies. Besides, I knew I was kind of like the neighborhood stray, with my parents being absent most of my life and my grandparents raising me. There was no way I was good enough for her. She was an angel.

When my lust for her became more than I could deal with, I started hooking up with girls who I thought would make me forget my thoughts and fantasies of her. They were easy to come by. After all, it was Texas, and anyone who was a decent size and had any talent at all played football. Not to mention none of us three guys lacked in the looks department, and we were never short on girls who wanted to be able to say they had been with one of the “three musketeers.” Hell yeah, we knew people called us that. We didn’t care; it made us laugh and think we were hot shit.

Never in a million years would I have told her how I visualized her in my mind anytime I had my dick buried in a girl’s mouth or somewhere else. Especially if I was high. Fuck, I may have even called them by her name during those times. Though I was pretty good at hiding it, weed and I were really good friends back then, so it may have happened a lot. Thankfully, she never heard about it, but then again, the girls I used were usually older. Yeah, I said “used.” Because I always knew none of them would be girlfriend material, despite what they may have hoped for. They weren’t her, after all.

Then when Tyler broke the unspoken code that she was off-limits because she was Christian’s sister, fuck, I lost my shit. I beat myself up for being the one who sat back and “did the right thing.” It should have been me. Instead, he had gotten to her first.

Despite how bad it sucked watching them date, it was worse when he completely ensured she would be his. Fuck, that was an awful day—the day Tyler asked her to marry him. It absolutely gutted me and was the catalyst for my entry into the Marine Corps. However, no matter how bad that tore me up, seeing her at the funeral service was so much worse.

Anytime she was in pain, it eviscerated me. It always had. But this type of pain? It was too much. He was her husband, but he had been one of my best friends too. It made me angry because I didn’t know how to deal with that type of pain. Which was why, instead of being at the graveyard watching my friend get buried and being there as support to his wife, I was at the gym. Where I wasn’t really supposed to be. My doc would be pissed, but it was either I work out my frustration there or I fell apart.

No one knew I had come home for my convalescent leave. Well, other than my immediate family. Not that I had gone home for the funeral. I hadn’t even known. It was just shitty fate, I guess, because up until about a month or so ago, I had been deployed. Then Erik and I got shot, so we were sent back. He was back home in Iowa on convalescent leave while I was here. I had made my family promise not to tell anyone I was home because I didn’t want to deal with people.

Either no one cared to notify me, or I had missed the messages due to our team being extremely… uh, mobile. Either way, I still hadn’t had notification.

Maybe that was a lie. The little voice in my head had to poke at me and stir up guilt. There had been numerous e-mails from Sera, but I had deleted them without reading them. It was part of my most recent attempt at cutting her out of my life, in hopes that I would one day get over her. It made me feel like a big piece of shit because she might have been trying to let me know what had happened. No, I’m sure she was trying to let me know. Guilt gnawed at me from the inside out.

The only reason I knew he had died and when the funeral happened to be was because my family asked if I was going the minute they picked me up from the airport. They’d had no idea I didn’t know. It had felt like someone pulled a rug out from under me. I fucking swear to God, I almost passed the fuck out.

Yelling through each exhale during the last lift of my bench set, I racked the weights and sat up. Fishing around on the floor under the bench, I grasped the towel and scrubbed the sweat from my face. The throbbing in my thigh was evidence I had probably done too much, but I didn’t give a flying fuck. Raising the leg of my shorts, I assessed the angry red scar on my leg. Shit, a few inches more and it might have hit my dick. Now that would have been a bad day. Getting shot in the damn thigh while I was trying to keep my battle buddy from bleeding out was shitty enough. Losing my dick? Fuck that, you might as well shoot me dead.

Moving on to the dip bars, with Guns N’ Roses blasting in my headphones, I brutalized my body a little more. By the time I had pushed through three sets of forty, I was dripping sweat, and I knew I was done for the day. The last two hours had been an intentional, self-imposed torture session, but I was beat.

Limping slightly, I made my way to the shower. The gym was dead today, and I was glad of it, because I was in no frame of mind to deal with peopling. As I grabbed my gym bag from the locker I’d shoved it in, I saw my phone was lit up with a missed call from Erik. Making a mental note to call him back, I slid my shower shoes on, dropped the phone in the bag, then stepped into the shower stall and turned the water on as hot as it would go.

Fuck, I couldn’t believe Tyler was gone. Scalding water sprayed my back, and I wished it would peel away the layer of self-loathing and shame that encapsulated my entire being. Hanging my head, water ran down over my face, converging at my nose and mouth to run to the drain in a thick waterfall. When I couldn’t hold my breath anymore, I tossed my head back, sending a spray of water slapping against the wall behind me. Air gusted into my lungs with a gasp.

Sera’s face filled my head; her different expressions overlapped and created a collage in my mind. Every expression, unique and precious, stored away in my mind to be pulled out on cold, lonely nights in caves, deserts, and hard bunks. I’d loved her for what seemed like my whole fucking life. Even as I stood at the back of the church where one of my best friends was being honored and remembered, I had coveted his wife.

Just the thought of her had my dick surging toward the picture in my mind. Wrapping my hand around it, I squeezed, imagining it was buried inside her. In my imagination, I saw her head tip back, eyes fluttering, mouth slightly parted in ecstasy as I drove into her relentlessly. Her dark blonde hair cascaded across the pillow, and breathy moans slipped from between those luscious lips. When my mythical Serafina screamed my name in her release, I felt my balls tighten and electricity gathered at the base of my spine. My own release exploded from my cock and hit the shower wall in front of me.

Yeah, I was ten kinds of fucked up, and unfortunately I couldn’t find it in me to care. She was the one temptation I fought daily, but fantasized about just as often. My soul might be damned to Hell for the things I’d done, but I wouldn’t go near her and taint her with my sins. Sera was goodness and light, whereas I was darkness and hate.

Finishing up in the shower, I wrapped a towel around my waist and dug through my gym bag for my phone. Too tired to dress, I sat on one of the benches and waited for Erik to answer.

“Hey, man, you doing okay?” Erik had been my battle buddy and good friend. Like me, he had been through some shit that pushed him to walk away from a lot and join the Marines. Maybe our two fucked-up souls had sensed each other; whatever it was, the bond between us had always been extremely strong. He and I had gone through training together and had then been paired up when we joined the Force Recon unit. He and my team were some of the few people I really trusted.

And Bertha, of course. That’s my rifle, but don’t tell anyone I named her. I’d get so much shit for that. She’s my girl and so far hasn’t let me down. Kissing the crucifix hanging from my neck—the one my grandparents gave me after completing catechism when I was fifteen—I sent up a silent prayer for that to never change, because that would mean my time on Earth was done. I wasn’t ready for that shit, no matter how many bad things I’d done.

“I’m hanging in there, man. How about you? You up and walking yet?” He had taken a bullet right to the femoral artery, and I thought we were going to lose him, but that fucker had some crazy-ass luck.

“Yeah, but it hurts like a bitch. Trying not to take a lot of those goddamn pain pills, but fucking A, it’s tempting. My mom’s been trying to coddle me the whole time I’ve been here, and I finally had to tell her to stop because I couldn’t stand it. Now she keeps ragging on me about why I had to join and put my life on the line, blah, blah, blah. Don’t wanna talk about all that fucking crap, you know?” He ended with a groan. “Fuck, it’s even hard to sit down after I’ve been up.”

“Quit whining, you pussy. What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger and all that shit.” I couldn’t hold back my laugh as I messed with him.

“Okay, laugh it up, you fucker. What the hell are you doing right now?”

Biting my lip to keep from laughing again, I finally couldn’t hold it and laughed anyway.

“Uh, just finished at the gym, actually.”

“Jesus. You’re a crazy motherfucker, you know that? I’m sure you haven’t been cleared to do that, just as I’m sure your workout wasn’t light. So I’m not even gonna ask what all you were doing.”

In my mind, I could see him shaking his head at me, like he often did. “Mmm, yeah, that’s probably for the best.” My chuckle faded off as the throbbing in my leg reminded me how right he was.

“You should come up here before you head back to base. I could show you around and you could meet my family. Then we could head back together.” Murmured voices and rustling in the background told me he was probably getting “coddled” by his mom again. “My mom says she really wants to meet you. Since you’re the hero who saved my life and all.”

Fuck, I hated being reminded that he almost died on me, and I seriously fucking hated being called a hero for doing my job.

“Mmm, I’ll think about it. My abuela is planning a small family barbecue for me, but after that I might be able to get away a few days early. It was supposed to be big, but the timing is shit.” Memories of times gone by with Tyler had my words trailing off, and silence overcame me. He would never be present to welcome me home again. The reality hit me like a sledgehammer to the chest.

“You there?” Erik’s voice broke through my reverie.

Fuck. “Sorry, yeah. How much time do you have left?” Even though our con leave started around the same time, we never discussed exactly how long the other had since I went home before he was released from the hospital. Not because I wanted to, but because he made me promise to go home to my family as soon as I could, even though I wanted to stay with him.

“I still have a few weeks, but I’m going back to base to finish my time. Then I’m out.” His words stole my breath. We had been together in Force Recon since we were both PFCs. “I can’t do this anymore, man. I’m tired. Tired of killing, tired of kicking in doors, tired of putting my life on the line for people who don’t give a fucking rat’s ass about whether we live or die trying to keep them safe. I’ve tried to run from all the fucked-up shit in my life, and it worked for a little while, but I’m worn out.”

“Goddamn it, Jaeger. I get what you’re saying, but we’re a team. You’re the only person in this whole fucking world I truly trust 100 percent. What the fuck? I thought you said you were in it for the long haul? That was our plan, right?” Maybe in the back of my mind I understood what he was trying to say, but it felt like he was abandoning me.

“Fuck, man, you think I don’t feel like shit? I’m not bailing on you. We have a good team. No one is going to leave you fucking hanging, and I’m not trying to, but my head just isn’t in it anymore, and that’ll get not just me but everyone around me killed. I can’t live with myself knowing that. That’s not something I would want to do to you. Being the reason you, or one of the other guys, were killed? No way. It makes me feel bad enough that you got shot because you were saving my ass. You should’ve….” He didn’t finish his sentence, and I knew it was because he didn’t want to hear my response to the garbage he was about to spew. In resignation, I hung my head. His rationale made sense, and I knew it, but it didn’t make it any easier.

“Don’t. You know I just did my fucking job. We don’t leave our brothers to die, and you would have done the same for me. Jesus, man.”

His harshly exhaled breath told me he knew arguments would be futile.

“I’ll pay for your plane flight if you’ll come up here. I’m not trying to take you away from your family though, so if you really don’t want to, that’s cool. Just think about it, man.” His voice sounded strained, and I knew he was having a hard time. But hell, so was I. Maybe I needed to get away from here and all the memories it held anyway.

“You don’t need to do that, and yeah, I’ll think about it. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know.”

“Sounds good. Take care. Later, bro.” As he was disconnecting, I heard him telling his mom he was pretty sure I was coming. There was no holding back the wry smile that crept across my face. Damn, I missed having him to talk to.

Lighting up a cigarette as I walked to my Jeep, the first drag filled my lungs. Breathing deeply, I felt the familiar burn dumping a small euphoric rush to my system as the nicotine hit me. You would think as much of a gym junkie as I was, I would kick this habit, but it was my only crutch since joining and being unable to smoke other things. Once I felt myself relax, I paused outside my Jeep to rapidly finish the last few drags. I didn’t smoke inside my badass baby. Field dressing the stub, I shoved it in my pocket, then exhaled the last of the caustic smoke in a wispy trail skyward.

Telling Erik I was taking a day to decide was a formality to let my family know, because I already knew I would be going up there. This place held too many memories for me.
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“How to Save a Life”—The Fray

 

EVERYONE HAD LEFT, AND it was just me, my dad, Christian, and Marla, Tyler’s mom. We were silently cleaning up the little bit of mess that had been scattered around after the last of the mourners had left. Accepting everyone’s condolences was the last thing I had wanted to do. Why did everyone think it was necessary to converge in one place after someone died? Why couldn’t they see that sometimes people just need to be left alone?

Plunging my hands in the soapy water to fish around for the last of the silverware, I let my mind wander to happier times with Tyler. For some reason, many of them involved Kayde as well. Absently, I washed, rinsed, and set the silverware to the side where Marla picked them up, drying them and placing them in the drawer. We worked silently until I pulled the plug and the sudsy water drained, leaving a big puff of foamy bubbles quietly popping.

My shoulders sagged, and I felt tears building all the way down in my throat. Marla reached over and rubbed my back. “Honey, are you sure you want to be alone tonight? I can stay if you need me to. My sister will understand.” Tyler’s aunt had flown in from Canada for the funeral and was staying with Marla.

“Yeah, I’m sure. I need to be alone. Today… it was too much. I need to try to shut my brain off for a while, you know?” My watery eyes rose and met with the face that was such a reminder of Tyler. They had looked so much alike. It hurt. Thunder rumbled outside, and I jumped when a loud crack of lightning split the sky.

“If you’re sure, then I’ll see if your father needs any help cleaning up in the living room.” She wrapped me in a brief hug before stepping back and giving me a sad, watery smile. My heart ached and broke at the reminder that she had lost her only child.

A throat cleared behind me, and I turned to look into the eyes of my dad. “Hey, niña, do you need me or Christian to help you with anything else? We got the living room situated and took out the trash. We can stay if you need us to.”

Shit, why did everyone think them staying would make anything better or different? Sighing, I knew it wasn’t their fault. I was angry at myself for even thinking that way.

“No, Papi. You’ve already done so much. Thank you.” He had been in his dress clothes all day, and I could tell he was uncomfortable. My dad was a blue-collar guy who worked construction his whole life. The only time he dressed up was Sunday for church, and days like today.

Walking toward me, he held his arms out. Like I had when I was a little girl, I rushed into them, burying my head in his strong chest. Beefy arms wrapped me up, and for a moment everything was right with the world. Of course, unlike when I was a child, that didn’t last long before the reality of life crept in. Gently extricating myself from his embrace, I stepped back and offered a sad smile. “I love you, Papi. Thank you again. I’ll come by in a few days. I just need some time.”

His chocolate-brown eyes filled with worry, but he pressed his lips flat and gave a curt nod. After kissing my cheek, he moved toward the door where he spoke quietly with Marla, her hand resting lightly on his sleeve. My dad had never dated anyone after my mother left us. We all thought that he and Tyler’s mom had a thing for each other, but when Tyler and I started dating, they seemed to avoid each other. Only lately had they been seen chatting occasionally.

“Love you, sis.” My brother’s deep voice invaded my silent contemplation. He hugged me as well, his big self swallowing me. He and my dad made me feel tiny. Yeah, I was only five foot four, but they were big guys for our heritage. My dad came from Mexico when he was a little boy and had worked with his dad and brothers in the fields as they did migrant farm work. When my brother was born, he swore his son would get an education and have a good job, not do menial work from the time he could walk. He wanted better for his children, but whether he believed it or not, we were so proud of him. His whole life had been sacrificed for us after my mom ran off, and he never complained once.

Christian had made him beam with pride the day he graduated college. Then the day he completed the police academy and joined the police force… well, you would have thought my brother hung the moon. Honestly, he cried the day I graduated with my degree in nursing, a twenty-four-carat smile covering his face. Through all the cheering, I still heard my dad, Christian, and Tyler yelling for me as I walked across the stage.

Speaking of, I made a mental note to call my supervisor. We hadn’t ironed out how long I was going to be gone. We had a mandatory two-week grieving policy because they felt you couldn’t be a safe nurse if you were still in the active grief process. In all truthfulness, I needed to be back. Maybe staying busy and not having time to think about my own shit would be better. Then again, I was worried I wouldn’t be a safe nurse because I may be distracted. It was just so much to process.

Tomorrow. I would think about it more tomorrow.

“I love you too, Christian. Thank you.” My voice cracked, and the tears threatened to fall again. His thick thumbs swiped under my eyes.

“Shhhh. It’s okay, sis. Get some rest after we leave. You look exhausted, and it can’t be good for the baby.” My brother was the only one who knew about the baby, other than Tyler. Not even Marla or my dad knew. It was so early we had decided to wait to tell people in case “something” happened. Never in a million years had I thought that “something” we had worried about would happen to him. Now I prayed daily that everything went well with my pregnancy. He or she was all any of us would have left of Tyler.

“I know. I’ll try. I promise.”

He shook his head before kissing the top of mine. Without another word, I followed him to the door and out to the screen porch, where he placed his hand on our dad’s shoulder and they waved one last time before they all stepped outside into the pouring rain.

My eyes followed them as they rushed to their vehicles, watching until their red taillights disappeared into the night. In resignation, I closed and locked the porch storm door, then the entry. Shuffling to the couch, I dropped down in the center, pulled the afghan from the back, and curled up in a ball.

There was no telling how long I lay there, staring vacantly at the powerless television before a knock at the door registered in my brain. Blinking rapidly to clear my vision, it dawned on me that I had been crying. With a frown, I sat up and looked at the clock. It was late, but not obscenely late.

Flipping on the porch light, I opened the entry door. Through the rain running down the glass of the storm door, I saw a tall man standing stoically in the downpour. Without thought to my safety or who this man could be, I rushed to unlock the storm door so he could step in out of the rain. Raindrops made his lashes spiky and dripped from his body onto the carpet.

When I looked up into familiar stormy-gray eyes, my chest felt like it caved in upon itself. My breath stuck in my throat, and my knees buckled before I caught myself and straightened.

“Kayde.” His name was a whispered prayer from my frozen lips. Heart racing, I threw myself into his soaking wet body, uncaring that he was drenching me to the skin. A stuttered breath shook his chest under my cheek before his hands caressed my hair and back. Sobs overtook me, and a flood of tears, rivaling the downpour happening outside, cascaded down my cheeks.

“Ah, mi alma. Shhh. I’m here, niña.” The softly spoken, soothing words ran over me, and I held him tightly, afraid he was a figment of my weary imagination. Maybe I had wished him here. If I had fallen asleep on the couch and had dreamed him, I didn’t want to wake up. But the strength of his body was so real against me, the warmth of his firm muscles soaking through the wetness of his clothing. “Now you’ve damn near gotten yourself as wet as I am. Come on, let’s get you inside and into some dry clothes.”

With gentle force, he peeled me off him and guided me into the house, closing the door to the wet cold. When I realized he didn’t know where to take me to get changed, I told him I’d be right back and rushed toward the back of the house, where the bedroom I had shared with Tyler was. It wasn’t until I stood in front of the mirror and looked at my wet black dress that I realized I still hadn’t changed from the funeral.

Before he could disappear, I hurried to strip from the wet dress, stockings, and underwear and pulled on a worn pair of UTSA sweats, from when I went to UT Health San Antonio, and a soft old tee. Foregoing socks, I rushed to the closet and forced myself to grab a pair of Tyler’s running pants and a T-shirt for Kayde to change into. It was difficult, ignoring the pang in my heart as I grabbed some of Tyler’s clothes from where they still hung, as if he would be home to change into them any minute. Stopping briefly at the linen closet, I swooped a fluffy towel out and ran back to where I had left him.

Breathless, I stopped abruptly in the archway opening to the living room, where Kayde still stood on the mat looking uncomfortable. Water continued to drip from his hair, fingertips, and clothing. Feeling bad, I belatedly realized I should have let him change first.

Chewing on my lip, I cautiously walked toward him. “Umm, I thought you might want to put something dry on. I can put your clothes in the dryer until you need to go.” In my mind, I prayed he wouldn’t leave too soon. God, I had missed him so damn much. Still afraid he may be all in my imagination, I blinked rapidly. When he remained in front of me and offered a sad smile, I realized he was really there.

He glanced at the clothes held tightly in my fingers, and a flash of pain and sadness flickered in his eyes before he seemed to force it down. “Umm, yeah, that would be great.” His throat swallowed hard as I shoved the clothes in his hands.

“The bathroom is back there, under the stairs. Or you can go to my room….” My voice trailed off awkwardly.

“The bathroom is fine. Thanks, Sera.”

Kneeling, he removed his boots and cuffed his jeans so they wouldn’t leave a wet trail on the hardwood floor. After he walked into the bathroom and softly closed the door, I sat on the edge of the couch. Nervously rolling the edge of my T-shirt in my fingers, I waited impatiently for him to return.

Padding into the living room, he held his clothes wrapped in the towel. Jumping up, I took the bundle from him and went to the kitchen where my washer and dryer were behind bifold doors. After starting the dryer, I spun to rush back to the living room and, with a yelp, smacked into a hard wall of muscle. I hadn’t even heard him come up behind me.

“Jesus, you scared me!”

With a firm grip, he held my arms. The heat of his palms seemed to scald the skin of my biceps where they grasped me. My breath hitched.

“I’m sorry, baby girl. I didn’t mean to.” Silence engulfed us before he pulled me to his chest and cradled my head in his massive hand. For what seemed like forever, we stood there with only the sound of our breathing and the ticking of the old clock on the wall surrounding us. Each of us needing the strength of the other to ground ourselves.

“I’m so sorry you had to go through all of this alone. I….” His words trailed off, and he squeezed me tightly before letting go and grabbing my hand. “You wanna go sit down? We could talk or watch TV or just chill. Whatever you want. Or if you would rather I wasn’t here, I can go. I’ll understand. I just thought maybe—”

“No! Don’t go! Please… God, Kayde, I’ve missed you.” My mind was still reeling with the fact that he was here. Beating like a thousand butterflies in my chest, my heart felt like it was on the verge of bursting.

This crazy boy had made me so happy at a time when I thought my life was in a violent downward spiral. Just him showing up on my doorstep helped pull my soul out of the black abyss it had plummeted into after Tyler was killed. Seeing him in front of me brought such joy to me, but also made it sink in how badly I had missed him being around. Even with all the happiness I felt with Tyler in the beginning, looking back, I realized there had been a void in my existence. That void was created by the loss of Kayde in my day-to-day life. He had been such an anchor to me from the first day I met him and my young self “claimed” him as my best friend. Little did I realize how much I would rely on him and need him.

Before he could escape or disappear if he was indeed my imagination, I clutched his hand tightly and led him to the couch. When I sat down, he didn’t have much of a choice but to sit as well. There was an unfamiliar hesitancy in his actions that hurt my heart. Before he left—no, before Tyler, he had been so happy and at ease around me. My eyes dropped to where our hands were joined, and I absently ran my fingers along the uncharacteristic callouses and rough skin.

“I’m so glad you came. I didn’t think you got my e-mails and messages, but Kayde, what’s going on with you? You’ve been so distant from me these last five years. You hardly ever talk to me. Hell, you barely spoke to Tyler. And… well, I’m sorry about Christian. I really thought he would come around….” His short huff had me looking over at him. “I really don’t know why he’s holding such a grudge. I wish I could take us all back to the days when we were carefree and close.”

“Those days are long gone, and there’s no use or sense in wishing for things that are unrealistic.” He dropped his head to the back of the couch and his eyes closed. “Time passes, and the choices we make determine our fate. We can’t undo any of that, any more than you can hold water in a net.”

“What happened to you to make you so cynical? You used to be so optimistic and happy, Kayde. Then you up and left for the Marine Corps—out of the blue, I might add—and you cut us all out of your life. Now this negative person I don’t recognize shows up on my doorstep. I don’t understand. Please help me understand.” It may have been stupid, but I just wanted everything back the way it was when Tyler was alive, Kayde was here, and we were all happy. Life’s unfairness was pulling me under like a massive undertow, and it was cracking the fragile grip I still had on my sanity.

“If you had seen and done the things I have, you would understand. But there’s no way in hell I’ll tarnish your goodness with the filth I carry in me. But I didn’t come here to talk about my downfalls and faults. I wanted to make sure there was nothing you needed. Not that there is anything that can make any of this better. I never should have… Fuck.” His voice cracked, and he turned his head slightly away from me.

By sheer instinct, I reached out to cup his face and turn him back toward me until our foreheads rested against each other. Every breath I took was his, and his stormy eyes were the darkest of gray. “Stop. This was out of our hands. It was pure shit luck, but it wasn’t any of our fault.”

Closing his eyes briefly before looking back into mine, he spoke so softly, I barely heard him. “But if I had stayed and joined the police force like we all planned, I could have been here to protect him or save him. I failed him.”

My heart broke for this sweet man who carried so much on his shoulders. Without thought, but trying rashly to offer comfort, I softly pressed my lips to his, tasting the salt of my tears that I hadn’t even realized I had cried.

Suddenly I was pulled to straddle his lap, and he was kissing me in what could only be described as sheer desperation. But I’m not going to lie, it was the most indescribable moment of my life. My entire body felt buoyant, floating free and unfettered. Tingling rippled from the tips of my fingers to the tips of my toes. Breathlessness stole over me, and my chest fluttered as if the butterflies of earlier were made of marble, battering my chest wall, trying to escape. My fingers grasped at his hair to find purchase that the short locks wouldn’t allow.

His hands slid up my back and into my hair where he clutched it tightly in his fingers, pulling my head away and back, exposing my neck to his lips, tongue, and teeth. My chest heaved, and he circled my nipple through the worn T-shirt, suckling until I whimpered. I pressed into him and felt his hardness pulsing against me.

Frantic need poured over me, and my fingers plucked and pulled at his clothing until they skated along his warm skin. A groan escaped him as he licked and sucked my other nipple, the vibrations moving from my breast to my core, causing heat and need to pool. The heat of his tongue made me realize he had lifted my shirt, giving him free access to worship my breasts equally.

“Fucking Christ, you’re as perfect as I always knew you would be.” His whispered words sent fire skittering across my chest, inciting an inferno of need between my legs. My hands slipped down into the waistband of his pants, pushing them down on his hips as I circled his length with my fingers. The silken skin of his cock slid smoothly through my hand as I gripped him tightly. He thrust up into my hand as he moaned my name. He was velvety soft over his rigid length, and I longed to feel it against my tongue.

He gripped the waistband of my sweats and jerked them down as I raised enough to let him slide them farther down. Never in my life was I more thankful for their oversized flexibility.

When I felt the heat of him pressing at my opening, we both froze momentarily. He didn’t so much as blink, and I knew we both held our breath until I dropped down, encasing him in my wet sheath. At that time, our exhales rushed from us with the force of a freight train.

“Holy shit. Sera. Fuck. You… Oh my God.” His disjointed thoughts matched my own; I could only close my eyes and feel. God, nothing had ever felt so good and right in all my life. Being connected to Kayde in this primitive way was like sweet heavenly bliss. For the first time in my life, I felt whole.
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“Given Up”—Linkin Park

 

NEVER IN A BILLION years would I have imagined I would be like this with Sera. It felt like I had waited my entire life for this moment. Every nerve ending in my body screamed in complete and utter satisfaction. Fuck, it was heaven on earth, with my own personal angel actually here in my arms. Burying my face against her neck, I held her tight, preventing her from moving because I knew if she did, I would be lost.

Shit, who was I kidding? I was already lost. She had owned my heart since she was almost four and I was only five. Now she owned my very soul—what was left of it anyway. When she began to fidget and squirm, I held her even tighter until I couldn’t stand it any longer, gripping her hips in a bruising hold.

“Sera. Don’t. Move,” I ground out. She didn’t listen and continued to wiggle on my lap as she whimpered in need. My face still pressed to the curve of her neck and shoulder, I inhaled her sweet, sweet scent, and I was gone. Ruthlessly, I thrust up into her tight, wet heat, raising her up until her perfect tits pressed into my face. When she held my head to her, I savagely suckled her breasts, leaving red marks from my scruff on her smooth, golden skin. My teeth nipped, and then I reverently soothed her with my tongue.

Her pussy wrapped so tight around my cock, I didn’t think I would last five minutes. Each stroke into her was pure, unadulterated rapture. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my entire twenty-four years. Once I started moving in her, I couldn’t stop. She just felt too fucking good. It was like coming home. It was so… right.

It wasn’t just me though, because she rode me just as hard. Frantic need washed like a tidal wave over the two of us as we slammed into each other. The echo of skin hitting skin filled my ears and drove me harder, faster, deeper with each movement. The pleasure continued to build until we were both racing toward the ecstasy that seemed so close, but just out of reach.

My rough hands skimmed over her lush, soft curves. She was perfect. So fucking perfect. Nirvana bloomed on the edge of my senses. So close. In. Almost. Out. Yes. In. Fuuuuuck. There….

My brain barely registered the roar that burst from the depths of my soul when her luscious body tensed against me and her pussy began to pulse around me. Vaguely, I heard her whisper-moan my name. Our emotional pain bled away, and all that was left was euphoria, a relaxing ebb and flow of the tide of our gratification.

Enveloping her in my arms, I held her close, and for the first time since I was a baby, I cried. Tears fell for the boy I used to be, for the loss of my childhood friend, for the loss of the friendship we three boys had, for the hesitation and lack of self-worth that kept me from claiming her for myself back when I was still young and innocent and more deserving of her than I was now. She held me as tightly as I held her, and without words, she allowed my tears to cleanse my soul. When she pulled back and kissed my face, catching my tears with her tongue, I felt shame.

This beautiful, forgiving angel had allowed me to use her body and then cry over my sorrows when it was she who had lost her husband. One of my best friends.

At that thought, all the goodness and light she had built around me with her selfless acts crumbled, and I felt like the biggest piece of shit that had ever walked the earth.

What the hell had I just done?

Pushing her off me, I stood and jerked my pants up, feeling our combined fluids coating me. Jesus, what the fuck? No. Goddamn it, I was so fucked up. Her face registered surprise and shock at my actions. She should be shocked. I held myself in contempt.

“Kayde,” she began as she righted herself, then stood and took a step toward me. “What just happened?”

“What just happened? We never should have done that, that’s what happened! Oh my God.” My hands laced behind my neck, I paced as I tried to make sense of my actions. If I honestly analyzed my feelings, I truly didn’t feel regret at what we had done, just guilt that I could be so selfish. Because I fucking loved it. In fact, my body wanted her again. And again. And again. Until neither of us could stand. Until there wasn’t a coherent thought in either of our heads. Until she loved me as much as I loved her.

But I also knew that was ridiculous and wishful thinking. I didn’t deserve her. Not in the slightest. She was everything good, and I was everything bad.

“Don’t say that.” Hurt saturated her whispered plea.

“¡Caray! Don’t say that? Don’t say what, Sera? The truth? We shouldn’t have done that. It was wrong of me to do that to you. I defiled you, and I can’t take that back!”

Her hurt morphed to anger. “Are you fucking serious right now? You defiled me? Really? Kayde, you were always one of the sweetest and kindest boys I knew. How could you ‘defile’ me? That’s ridiculous!” Her shouted words only made me angrier.

“Goddamn it, Sera! I’m not the same person I was back then!” I yelled.

“None of us are, Kayde! That’s life!” She was magnificent in her fury.

“You don’t understand the things I’ve done! ¡Dios en el cielo! You deserve better than anything I could give you. Better than anything I am.”

“Stop.” The mixed expression of shock and hurt on her face ripped at my chest.

“No! Jesus fucking Christ, Sera. I just fucked my dead best friend’s wife on the night of his goddamn funeral, for fuck’s sake! What the hell kind of person does that?”

At the word “dead,” she gasped through her teeth.

Pain laced through her every word. “Kayde. You didn’t force me. I’m a grown woman. I have the ability to make my own choices. We needed each other, and we shared something beautiful in that need.” A slender hand reached out and softly slid down my arm, but before she could grasp my hand in hers, I stepped back.

“Then choose to forget about me. Forget this happened. It was fucked up and it was a mistake. I’m sorry. It should’ve never happened.”

Without another glance in her direction, because I was afraid it would be my undoing and I would stay to take her again, I grabbed my boots and walked out her door into the pouring rain, barefoot. Tossing my boots in the passenger side of my Jeep, I climbed in and slammed the door.

Fingers gripping the steering wheel, I willed myself not to look at her, but just like Lot’s wife, I couldn’t resist. As I pulled away, I took one last glance at her standing on her top step, getting drenched in the downpour. Unfortunately, I didn’t turn to salt. Which would have been for the best, because then the rain could have just washed me away.

That last image of her would be burned into my memory for years to come. Despite the rain, I could see the tears that ran down her face as she screamed for me to stop.

Chest aching like someone had cut the last of my heart out, I kept driving. Stopping at my abuela’s long enough to throw my meager belongings in my duffel bag, I didn’t wake anyone to tell them I was leaving. Instead, I grabbed a piece of paper from my grandfather’s desk and jotted down a quick note full of bullshit about having an emergency back at base and having to leave immediately. It would be a long time before I came back, but I didn’t write that. My family meant the world to me, but the fear of what I might do to Sera if I stayed any longer or came back too soon pushed me to go.

She didn’t need my kind of trouble.
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It was early the next evening when I pulled up to the address Erik had sent me after I called him to tell him I was almost there. The sky was an overcast dark gray that matched my mood just fine. Wisely, he hadn’t asked why I was showing up so suddenly. The trip had been miserable. Between driving in the damn snow halfway here and no sleep… shit, truthfully, that wasn’t even that bad compared to the fact that the whole fucking drive I smelled her on my skin. The scent of her exotic spicy perfume and sex filled my Jeep. Jesus, I needed a damn shower. ASAP.

Looking out my window, I studied Erik’s family home. The house was an old Victorian house. A big fucking house. Like in my world, it would damn near be a mansion. What the fuck was Jaeger thinking, joining the Marine Corps when his family was obviously rich?

Not my business.

When I looked up, I noticed him standing on the massive porch leaning on his crutches. Giving him a nod, I turned off the ignition and climbed out, stretching my leg, which felt like my muscles had been knotted up into my groin from sitting so long. Reaching for my bag, I decided it could stay in the Jeep for a while; I’d get it later. Tromping through the snow that had accumulated on the sidewalk, I headed toward the warmth of the house.

“Hey, man, the drive okay? Good to have your Jeep back?” Steam cohabited with his words as he spoke. Yeah, that’s fucking cold to me. He leaned his crutches against the side of the house so he could hug me. Hey, it was a manly kind of hug, not some sissified hug. I’m not ashamed to say I loved this guy like the brother I never had.

Looking over my shoulder at my lifted, blacked-out Jeep Wrangler with oversized tires and wheels on it, I grinned. I fucking loved my Jeep. My plans were to modify it for rock crawling. “Yeah, that drive was long as fuck, but it was okay. And hell yeah. It sucked having it stored at my family’s while we were gone. I missed it. You still using your crutches? Thought you’d be going for runs by now.” Giving him shit again made me feel more normal.

“Shit, I try but my mom trips. I walk just fine, but she’s all worried and taking my doctor’s orders to the T. So pretty much I just carry them around and use them when she’s looking.” Snickering, he looked over his shoulder to make sure she wasn’t anywhere around. Trying not to, but failing, I busted out laughing at this grown man being afraid of catching shit from his mom. Aw, who the hell was I kidding? I’d be the same with my abuela.

“Erikson, is this your friend? Why are you making him stand out here? He must be freezing coming here from Texas. Come in! And you better be using those crutches, not just having them hold up the walls.”

Erik looked sheepishly at her before she stepped back and motioned me in. Little did she know, it could get downright fricking freezing in the mountains in Afghanistan, especially at night. But it was definitely colder here than back home. And I fucking hated the cold.

“Yeah, Erikson, get your damn crutches.” Mumbling quietly to him as I walked past him made me grin.

“Man, fuck you. Indigo.”

“Erikson! Language!”

We laughed, and that earned us both a dirty look, which we appeared duly chastised for. Moms were a novelty to me since mine was never around long. “So, are you boys staying here and heading back together? Erickson never told me what his plans were.”

Erik rolled his eyes as he stood behind her where she couldn’t see him. “That’s because he never told me if he was coming for sure until this afternoon, when he was a couple hours out from here.”

His dry reply brought back my reason for heading up here when I did, and I struggled to swallow the baseball-sized lump in my throat. Never able to get anything past him, I noticed as he narrowed his eyes at my actions.

His mom was oblivious to the unspoken conversation going on behind her as we made our way to the kitchen. “Well, I’ve got coffee or hot chocolate, if you want something warm, or there is beer in the fridge.” Erik’s look of “Are you serious? You won’t let me drink right now!” had me pulling my lips between my teeth to keep from laughing.

“Coffee’s fine, Mrs. Jaeger. Thank you, ma’am.”

“Oh, look at those manners! But please, call me Sheila. There’s sugar on the table and creamer in the fridge.” She bustled around the kitchen, pulling mugs from the cupboard and pressing the button on the Keurig to start my cup of coffee. She handed it to me when it was done, and I held the cup in my cold hands, allowing the heat radiating through the ceramic to warm them. She was right that it was cold out. Not the coldest I’d ever experienced, but cold just the same.

“Thank you, ma’am. I mean Mrs. Sheila. Black is fine though.”

His mom’s blush made her appear like a young girl despite the fine lines around her eyes. She seemed like a kindhearted woman, and I could see several physical resemblances between her and her son. It made me feel the ache of longing for my mother. Not for the first time, I wondered why I was never good enough for my mom and dad to keep.

“Of course! Are you hungry? I could make you something.” She began to rummage around in the refrigerator, already looking for something before I could even answer.

“No, thank you, Mrs. Sheila. I actually grabbed something at a drive-through in a town I went through not far from here. But I appreciate the offer.”

As she abandoned her search, she stood and some of her blonde hair slipped from her sloppy bun. “Okay, well, if you change your mind, you let me know. I’m going to go make sure there are plenty of towels in your bathroom. Erikson will show you to your room whenever you’re ready. I’ll just let you two boys visit. It’s a pleasure to have you here, young man.” With a smile, she left the room, and Erik dropped to a chair at the table that was in a nook off the kitchen.

“Thank God. I love her, but she hasn’t left me alone the whole time I’ve been here.” His hands ran through his dark hair, leaving it standing on end all over the place.

“That hair doesn’t look in regulation, Jaeger.” Setting my cup on a coaster at the table, I dropped into the chair across from him with a smirk.

“Man, fuck off.” As soon as he said the cuss word, he cringed and looked around for his mom. It was funny as shit. “So, you’ll be in the guest room next to my sister. Bexley is in town because she’s on break from school. She goes to Iowa State and stays with my brother Jonathan while she’s there, but comes home over breaks. Don’t fuck with my sister.” His deadpan expression had me shaking my head at him.

“Dude, don’t worry. The last thing I need is female trouble right now.” Slouching back in my chair, I took a tentative sip of my coffee. “You grew up here?” Changing the subject, I gestured around me with a nod of my head.

“Yeah, I did. Man, this house holds a lot of memories. My parents keep talking about selling it after Bexley graduates this year, and it tears my guts apart, you know?” Standing slowly, he walked over to make himself a cup of coffee—without his crutches. “But they keep saying it’s too big. So I keep telling them it will be full of grandkids one day and they’ll be thankful for the space.” I think it dawned on him what he had said, because I saw the shadow that crossed his face. He’d told me about why he joined the Marines, so I knew that was a sore subject for him.

“You planning on giving them grandkids after what happened?” My voice was soft and sincere, all joking set aside. He damn near avoided women like the plague after what he’d been through.

“Fuck no. But if I had my guess, my oldest brother, Jon, will be having one before we know it.” Returning to the table, he looked me in the eye and hit me with what I knew he’d been just biding his time to ask. “So what gives? You told me you had stuff with your family and didn’t know if you would make it. Then suddenly you call me and say you’re almost here. Now you say you don’t need female trouble. What the fuck happened to make you change your mind and show up here like that? Was it Sera?”

My eyes closed to avoid meeting his, but all I saw was Sera, so I opened them and stared sightlessly at the cooling coffee in my cup. This wasn’t something I wanted to talk about yet. “No. It was nothing, man, just needed to get away from everything there. Besides—” I looked up and forced a grin on my face. “—I missed your ugly ass.”

“Man, what-the-fuck-ever. All right. No problem. You tell me when you’re ready.” Didn’t know when that would ever be. Just the thought of talking about Tyler’s death, then what happened with Sera, made it hard to breathe.

“Man, I need a smoke. You mind if I step out onto the porch real quick?”

“No problem, but know that if my mom sees you, she’s gonna be ragging on you to quit.” Smirking, he waved me to the kitchen door that led to the back porch. The frigid air had me smoking in record time before I rushed back in to the warmth of the kitchen.

“¡Chingados! It’s cold out there. How do you live in a place like this? Damn!” Shivering head to toe, I sat back at the table where I grabbed the still-hot mug and wrapped my fingers tight around its blessed heat. Ignoring his chuckle, I took as big a drink of the steaming brew as I could.

After I started to thaw, we sat there in silence, drinking our coffee and letting our demons swirl in our heads.
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“Broken”—Seether (feat. Amy Lee)

 

THE NIGHT KAYDE DROVE away, I wanted to die. It was as if I had lost him all over again, on top of losing my husband. Despite the fact that Tyler and I were planning to divorce, we were still great friends and I loved him. The baby growing in my belly was the only thing that kept me from wanting to end my life—and that’s the God’s honest truth. My mind was shattered along with my heart. It felt like everyone I loved abandoned me.

My mother had left us and never looked back. We had no idea if she was even still alive. Kayde left after I graduated, and we rarely heard from him. Tyler died on me. He was young and should still be here, chasing his dreams and looking for the true love he so deserved. Instead he was cold in the ground. My brother could hardly be around me anymore because I reminded him of the loss of both of his best friends. Then Kayde left me… again.

Showing up the way he did, I thought he finally realized he loved me and was back to be with me. Instead, he gave me one of the most incredible experiences of my life and then told me to forget about him. How did he think that was even possible? If I had never forgotten him after he went off to be a Marine and into dangerous situations all the time—all without really keeping in touch—how did he think I could just pretend that night never happened?

Because that night, he showed me how very wrong I’d been all those years ago. My young, fickle heart had been so giddy with infatuation and conceit that Tyler had picked me over the hundreds of girls who drooled after the three of them that I had failed to see the truth.

The truth was, I had always loved Kayde. Probably from the day I met him when I was a little girl of almost four years old. It took me years to understand my brother’s comment that he always thought it would be Kayde. My brother evidently saw more than I did, because I was just now realizing the reason it tore me up so bad when he left.

Now he was gone again, but this time he’d completely cut me off. He’d obviously been disgusted with me for having sex with him the same day Tyler was laid to rest. Maybe not my finest hour, but was it so wrong for two people to seek comfort in each other at a time when they felt so very alone and lost?

Regardless, Kayde had essentially disappeared. So I swore I wouldn’t seek him out anymore. That included asking his family for information about him, much like a dog begging for scraps. Going against my own promise to myself, however, I went to his abuela’s the last time I went over to see my dad. Of course, they hadn’t had any real info to give me. They said he had left them a note saying he had to return to base for an emergency, but I knew better. Not that I said anything to them, because it would have broken his poor abuela’s heart. They said since he left, he had contacted them every time he returned from a mission to let them know he was safe, but that was it.

I was such a liar. No matter how much I told myself I wasn’t going to try to contact him, it tore me apart with the way we left things that night. So, like a fool, I had reached out. Except all the text messages I sent went unanswered, sitting perpetually on nothingness. His voice mail picked up every time I called, and then it’d been changed to a generic phone number one, so I wasn’t sure if he changed that or his number altogether. The first few times I left messages. After that, I quit trying, worried I was leaving messages on someone else’s new number.

My e-mails came back as undeliverable.

Letters came back return to sender, address unknown.

Months had passed, and nothing. Not a word.

Looking down at my beautiful son, I slid my finger along the curve of his soft, chubby cheek. If I didn’t know any better, he could’ve been Kayde’s son. I knew the curling, wavy hair was from me, but with it being inky black, it looked so much like Kayde’s. When he wasn’t sleeping, his eyes were a stormy blue. Of course, I knew they would probably change, but I didn’t know what they would end up being—blue like Tyler’s summer blue eyes, or hazel like mine.

The day little Tyler was born, the only one in the delivery room with me had been Marla. When I told everyone his name was going to be Tyler Kayde Healy, she had cried and told me her Tyler would have been so proud. Maybe it was stupid of me to name him after Kayde as well, but it felt right. Christian had just harrumphed, but I saw the small smile and the brief light in his eyes when I told him and my dad.

As I sat rocking Tyler, or Ty as I had taken to calling him, my mind wandered to times gone by, randomly and slowly flitting from one memory to the next. Shaking the old visions from my head, I told myself I needed to lay him down so I didn’t spoil him, but God, I didn’t want to let him go. Even though the little munchkin was getting heavy, and at his appointment today the doctor had told me he was in the ninety-eighth percentile for his height and weight, meaning he was a big boy. I still loved the feel of his chubby body in my arms, the scent of his baby-lotion-scented skin as I kissed his forehead. He turned six months old the other day, and he would never know his father. He also had yet to meet his namesake. It hurt.

When the doorbell rang, my little boy jumped in my arms but remained asleep. With a heavy sigh, I stood and placed him in his crib, kissing my fingers before touching them to his head, then rushing to the door before they rang the damn bell again.

Ever cautious, I looked out the living room window through the front porch to see a man in a suit standing there. Glancing past him to the street, I saw what appeared to be an unmarked police car. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

Stepping warily onto the porch, I was glad I always locked the storm door. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m Detective Madison. I’ve been working your husband’s case, and I was wondering if you had a few minutes so I could ask you a few questions.” He had my interest, but I was confused. Now I remembered who he was though. He had stopped by to talk to me and check on me several times after Tyler’s murder. A lot of the guys had though. They still stopped by at least once a week. Just a speculation, but I was pretty sure my brother had something to do with that.

“Umm, okay. Did you find the guy?” It had been over a year, after all. You would think it wouldn’t be that damn hard to find a guy who shot a cop during a route traffic stop, but it had been a damn cluster fuck from the beginning. The plates on the car had been stolen, the name he gave Tyler—along with his driver’s license—had turned out to be fake, and of course, neither Tyler’s dash cam nor his body cam had yielded decent video footage of the driver to attempt any facial recognition.

In a day where we watched shows about the crafty ways law enforcement utilized state-of-the-art technology to capture criminals, I found most of it was bullshit and the only places that shit was used was in wealthy areas and on TV.

“Could I come in for a moment? Here’s my badge if you want to call and check that I’m legitimate.” He held out his badge for my inspection, his dark brown eyes earnest and calm, but I shook my head. It was unnecessary; I remembered him pretty clearly now.

“It’s fine, come on in. Would you like some coffee? Water?” He politely declined, and I motioned for him to have a seat at the kitchen table as I turned up the baby monitor and set it on the counter behind me.

He proceeded to fill me in on the lack of information and leads they had. “Can you think of anything out of the ordinary that may have happened around that time? Anything you can remember may be helpful.”

“Like I told everyone before, there was nothing. It had been like any other morning and day. Nothing special, nothing concerning. Tyler was in a great mood, went through his morning routine like always, no changes, no concerns. And after so much time has passed, I doubt anyone is going to come forward with any new information, and I certainly don’t remember anything I didn’t remember then. No offense, Detective.”

“Please, call me Lawrence. And it’s fine, this is just a formality. Also, I wanted to check on you to make sure you and your son were doing okay and didn’t need anything. We stick together, and you’re still one of us—you and your son.”

Though the sentiment was nice, I didn’t really feel like I was part of the force family. It felt more like I was an obligatory burden. “I appreciate that, Lawrence. Really, I do, but we’re as good as we can be. We’re just trying to live our life. That’s all.”

“Well, if there’s anything I can do for you, please don’t be afraid to ask.” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and handed me one of his cards. Nodding my thanks, I fought the tears that clogged my throat. Kindness was hard for me to accept.

He stood to go, and I walked him to the door. Just as he was stepping out the door, he turned and hesitated, running his hand through his short auburn hair. Clearing his throat, he looked down, then into my eyes. “So… Mrs. Healy….” He hesitated again.

“It’s actually Hernandez-Healy, but please, call me Serafina.”

“Serafina.” My name rolled across his tongue, and he smiled. His face brightened with that smile, and I realized he was a handsome man. “Umm, maybe I’m out of line, and you can tell me if I am, but… well, would you like to have dinner sometime?”

That was a surprise. In the time since Tyler was lost to me, not one single guy had asked me out. Of course, not a lot of guys were jumping at the thought of a ready-made family, and most probably assumed I was in a relationship when they saw me with Ty. It hadn’t bothered me though, because I wasn’t ready for the whole dating scene.

So when I accepted his invitation, it was as much a surprise to me as it was to him. But I was getting tired of just existing. Working in the ER, taking care of Ty, and staring at the four walls was the extent of my life these days. I needed a break. Some change. Maybe this would help, and maybe, just maybe, I might be able to forget about Kayde and the way my heart lurched at the mere thought of his name.
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“Turn the Page”—Metallica

 

MOTHERFUCKER. I WAS GETTING too old for this shit, and I was only twenty-seven years old. Too much shit. Getting shot—twice—blown up, stabbed. Yeah, that was the latest. We were clearing a building and this motherfucking kid stabbed me in the side as I slowly turned a corner. He damn near got shot in the fucking face. At the last second, I realized it was a kid and I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, his giant Ka-Bar still sticking out of my side.

“Jesus, Gunny. You have a fucking knife sticking out of your gut!” The young corporal looked at me like I had a dick on my forehead. This was his first mission in the big A with us. He had promise, but at that moment, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at him as I gritted my teeth in pain.

“No fucking shit. Can you take this rug rat and get him out of my sight before I wring his goddamn neck? And get the fucking corpsman in here, like now!.” The telltale light-headedness was swimming at the periphery of my vision, and I knew I may not be standing long. Looking down, I watched the drips of crimson blood as it splatted on the floor and the toe of my boot in what appeared to be slow motion. The room began to waver, and I knew I better sit before I fell and made the situation worse.

Sliding down the wall, I tried to take slow, deep breaths, but the pain was getting to be excruciating. Ripping at the shemagh around my neck, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Through a haze, I heard the muffled voices of the corpsman and my team as they laid me down, worked on me, and called a 9 line MEDEVAC. Shit. This wasn’t how I thought I’d go out. I had been a skilled, methodical machine who had fast-tracked his way up to the rank of E-7. Obviously I was losing my edge. I really thought I would go out in a hailstorm of bullets.

My head flopped from side to side as they carried me on a makeshift stretcher up so many damn stairs, I felt for sure we were heading to heaven. “They won’t let me in,” I mumbled.

“It’s okay, Gunny. We got you. It’s gonna be okay. Just stay with me. What’s my name?” The corpsman held my face to get me to focus on him.

His name? Fuck, he had a name? Focusing on him wasn’t working, though I tried. It was a losing battle however, and I could only see his vibrant green eyes as everything else was swallowed up by a seeping blackness. Then everything was dark.
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“It’s about time you fucking woke up.” The familiar voice rang through my ears. Grit coated my eyes, and my lids were heavy as shit. When I reached up to rub my eyes to clear them, all the shit taped to my hand scraped my face.

“The fuck?” Blinking repeatedly until my fuzzy vision began to clear, I looked up and saw Erik sitting by my beside, elbows resting on his knees. “Madre de Dios, what the fuck are you doing here? And where the hell am I?”

Chuckling, he stood and stepped closer to my bed. “Well, you’re about three feet of small intestine shorter, and you’ve been in and out of consciousness for the last few days because you ended up with an infection, probably from that nasty-ass fucking Ka-Bar pig sticker they removed from your side. Now you’re here at Walter Reed. And I rode out here to be with you, because you’re a stubborn-ass motherfucker and you still have me listed as your emergency contact instead of your family. This wasn’t something I could keep from them, however, so your abuela and pops just got here, and they are getting settled in the Fischer House.”

My head dropped back to the pillow, and I closed my eyes. “I feel like I got run over by a fucking Mack truck. Goddamn. I need to get back to the team. They need me and here I am lying in a damn hospital bed.”

“Maguire, when are you going to quit doing this to yourself? When is it going to be enough? The next time, you may not be so lucky, and then I’ll be sitting by your goddamn graveside instead of your bedside.” He sounded mad as hell, and I looked at him in shock. His hands gripped my bed rails so tight his knuckles were white. “And what about your abuela? Her poor heart can’t take much more of this shit.”

“What the fuck are you doing here if all you’re going to do is chew my ass?” Bone weary, my voice sounded as tired as I felt.

“I’m here because you’re probably my best friend and I love you. But fuck, this is the third time I’ve been by your bedside. You aren’t a cat. You don’t have nine damn lives. I’m begging you. As your friend, I’m begging you, please… get the fuck out while you still can.”

My eyes popped open in surprise. “Get out? And do what? This is what I know. This is my job. It’s what I love.”

“Do you? Really? Because if you truly love killing, you’re more of a coldhearted bastard than I ever thought you could be. We all had loyalty and love for every member of our team, but the fucking Marine Corps doesn’t give a shit about you, and they’ll keep sending you out there until you’re dead or wishing you were.”

He had been out so long he didn’t understand. The adrenaline, the rush, the satisfaction of a successful mission. Had I done my fair share of killing? Yeah, probably, but that’s what I was trained to do. That was what I was supposed to do. It was war. It was the nature of the beast. If I didn’t kill them, they were going to kill my battle buddies, my team, innocent people… and that wasn’t happening on my watch. It wasn’t necessarily about the Marine Corps itself, it was about my team.

“¡Dios mío! Mi pobre niño… Oh, Kayde.” The sound of my abuela’s tearful voice made my heart hurt. Seeing the tears slipping down her face made me feel like I’d been stabbed all over again. Fuck, it was like being a teenager again and seeing how bad all my transgressions hurt her. It made me feel like shit, and Erik’s words began to pierce through my emotional armor.

“Abuela, I’m fine.” Except no amount of words would convince her of that for as long as I continued to be strapped to a hospital bed. There was very little I hated more than being stuck in a hospital. It left me feeling trapped. Cornered. Vulnerable.

Fuck, I could smoke a bowl right about now, even just a hit, and I haven’t smoked since joining the Marines almost ten years ago.

Okay, that’s a lie. One time. One time, I had foolishly smoked.

It was while I was on my first leave home. It’d been a shit day because I went over to see Christian to try to make amends. Well, Tyler was there… with Sera. When I saw him tangle his hands in her hair and kiss her, I became so angry, I wanted to break shit. Instead, I went out, got high as fuck, avoided seeing them, then drank water like a fiend the rest of my time home. Luckily, I never got piss-tested after I got back, but I was scared shitless for about three weeks after returning to duty. I never did that shit again. My career had meant everything to me.

Had. I’d just said my career had meant everything.

Abuela continued to fuss over me, and my pops tried his damnedest to get her to calm down, but you had to know my abuela. The tiny woman was a force to be reckoned with when she got worked up. On and on went her Spanish tirade that only I understood.

Erik had gotten up to stand by the window, talking to someone quietly on the phone. That’s when I noticed the leather vest he was wearing, with a patch on it that read “Hacker.” I wondered if it had something to do with his computer skills, which were legendary. When he turned, I saw the big patch with what looked like Hades. “Demented Sons” arched over the top, but the rest I didn’t catch before he turned around to face me again.

After ending his call, he came over and tapped my foot. “I’m going to go grab a bite to eat, give you time with your family. We’ll talk when I get back.” With my nod of agreement, he shook my grandfather’s hand, hugged my abuela, and left the room. The nurses fell all over him as soon as he walked out the door. Typical.

When I chuckled, my grandmother poked me in the shoulder. “¡Mira! It’s not funny. I’m being serious right now! You know I was all in favor of you joining the military, mi hijo, but this is too many times we have come to visit you in the hospital. It’s not right. You’re too young to be gone from this earth, and that’s what’s going to happen next. I feel it in my bones and that… that will kill me.”

Sobering, I looked at my abuela with guilt heavy on my chest. “Abuela, I don’t mean to worry you. It’s not like I planned on some kid stabbing me. I’m careful. Just sometimes shi—uh, things happen. Maybe it’s God’s will. Maybe it’s what I deserve.” Her gasp at my words told me I said them too loud. I didn’t really mean for her to hear that last part.

Thankfully, my nurse came in at that moment and informed us all that it was time for my IV antibiotics. No matter how much I loved my grandmother, she could be a little spitfire, and she had been ramping up to give me the ass chewing of a lifetime.

My grandfather wrapped his massive arm around my little grandma and placed his free hand over mine in my bed. “Mi hijo, we love you. What your grandmother is trying to tell you is that we worry about you, just as we did your uncles, but you’re a grown man and your life choices are your own.” With a last pat of my hand, he moved to steer my grandmother out of the room, whispering that I needed rest and he needed food.

Abuela leaned carefully over the bed, making sure not to bump any of my lines or my injury, and gave me a hug. Raising my right arm up to hug her back pulled on my abdomen, and I winced in pain. She tried to hide it, but I saw the tears in her eyes. It made me feel like shit. It also made me think.

What was I really trying to prove? As Marines, we all knew the things we did made a difference in the small scope of life, but in the big scope? Yeah, not so much. Most of the people we were helping didn’t give a shit; others had selfish reasons for wanting our help. Only a few were actually grateful. Initially I joined the Force Recon unit because I was young and wanted excitement, danger, and thrills. Lately I’d been feeling every mission. My body felt like that of a seventy-year-old man sometimes. The problem was… what the hell would I do with myself if I got out?

It was too late for me to be a cop. I’d seen too much. Skated on the edge of morality, sanity, and ethics too many times to be a good cop. My conscience and heart took a sabbatical a long time ago and had yet to return. The patience and commitment to be a doctor didn’t interest me, though when I was young, I had briefly and secretly thought of being a surgeon. The only reason I had wanted to be a cop in the first place was because Christian and Tyler wanted to be cops. Look where it got them. Tyler was six feet under, and Christian hadn’t been able to find his killer.

No, it wasn’t Christian’s fault the killer hadn’t been found. I got that he was a single man, but you would think when one of their own was shot down in cold blood, they would’ve made a more serious attempt at finding his killer. Instead, most of the detective work had seemed to fall on Christian, when that wasn’t his job.

All these things I knew because of Erik. Maybe it was wrong of me to ask him, but I had him hack into the police data systems to look for what they had found and what they were doing to find Tyler’s killer. The lack of information pissed me off. The official investigation had been handled in such a shitty manner that the entire force should be ashamed.

The problem was, even with Erik’s mad skills, he had come up empty-handed. It was like someone intentionally didn’t want to find the killer. Maybe I should get into private investigative work when I finally got out. I just didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what was right for me.

I had wanted to find Tyler’s killer to give Sera some closure, but I knew I had to do it from a distance. Over the years, any time my abuela brought her name up, I cut her off. There was no way I could handle hearing about her, especially after Abuela slipped and mentioned she was dating. A knife straight to my gut hurt less than that.

So what I did know was I didn’t want to return to San Antonio. By now, Sera must hate me, and she should. The way I left her that last night was such a dick move. Shit, the whole night was a dick move. It had left me feeling so fucking disgusted with myself, I had gone back to duty reckless. Of course, it hadn’t taken me long to ditch the recklessness, because it almost got me and my team in some deep shit. Thankfully I had pulled my head out of my ass before I compromised our mission or our lives.

Maybe Erik and my family were right. Maybe it was time. Time to start a new chapter in my life.
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“Iridescent”—Linkin Park

 

PULLING UP TO MY dad’s house, I couldn’t help but glance longingly next door to Kayde’s old home. As I sat there wishing Kayde would come walking out the front door, flashing his bright smile and raising his hand in a wave, Ty let me know he was awake.

“Momma! Grandpa’s house! Help me. Issss stuck!” Looking back through the rearview mirror, I saw my little man struggling to unbuckle his seat belt from his car seat. Despite only being a few months shy of three, he was such a big boy, it forced me to switch him to a boost-seat-style car seat. He simply didn’t comfortably fit in a toddler car seat anymore.

Ever protective of him, I insisted on getting one with a back that held the strap in the appropriate place and gave him somewhere to rest his head when he fell asleep in the car, as he never failed to do. Since he was a baby, he wouldn’t last five minutes in the car before he was asleep. Unfortunately, he’d been a colicky baby for several months, so I spent a lot of time driving around the neighborhood to allow him to fall asleep. At least that had worked for me; some parents weren’t even that lucky.

Obviously seeing us pull up, my father came out just as I was setting Ty to the ground. A wide grin splitting his face, he swooped my little boy up, swinging him around until Ty giggled uncontrollably. The simple sound of his laughter was music to my ears, and my own smile spread over my face. Ty’s laughter and innocence were two of the only things that brought me joy these days.

“I’ll be in shortly, Papi. I just need to grab the bags.” Every other Saturday, I was off and made dinner for my dad at my childhood home. Today, I had stopped at H-E-B, our grocery store, to pick up fajita fixings. Despite me telling him I had it, my dad took the bags from me and headed inside with Ty in one arm and the bags held in the other.

Just as I was reaching for my purse, Kayde’s grandma peeked out her front door. “Hey, Abuela! How are you doing today?” Everyone in the neighborhood called her abuela because of Kayde, and I was no exception, especially considering I never knew either of my grandmothers.

“Oh, Sera, I’m just fine. I was just on my way to your papi’s house to see if he could help me get my Easter decorations down from the attic. Gus got down everything but my wire Easter egg tree for the yard before he went fishing, and I can’t very well use the boxes of decorations without the tree.” In frustration, she propped her hands on her hips. Abuela went all out for every single holiday. People literally drove from all over to go past her house to see the latest display.

“I can help you.” As I walked toward her front door, she grinned at me, causing deep wrinkles to frame her wise eyes, and a small pang hit me at the realization that she was getting old. Her hair was streaked silver with very little of the midnight black it used to be. Anger at Kayde for his absence in her life over the last few years threatened to overtake me, but I shook it off. She looped her arm through mine and smiled up at me as we went into the house.

As it always did, the smell of something baking assailed my senses as soon as I stepped foot in the front door. She was forever baking bread, biscuits, cookies, pies, cakes—you name it. My stomach rumbled. Passing pictures of Kayde, his uncles, and his mom hanging on the hallway wall, I averted my eyes from a particular picture of all four of us when I was about eleven and the boys were about twelve to thirteen. But not before I absorbed the wide smiles on all our faces, which robbed the one I had been sporting.

The ladder was already propped up under the attic opening, and I frowned thinking she must have been trying to go up there on her own. “Abuela, you shouldn’t be climbing ladders.”

“Pssh! I’m not dead, and I’m careful. But I couldn’t move the box from on top of my tree box. It’s in the corner on the left after you get up there.” As if I didn’t know where she was talking about, she pointed up into the attic.

Holding back my smile the best I could, I climbed up the ladder. It was chilly in the attic, but not too bad. Walking with a crouch over to where she’d directed me, I wondered how Gus maneuvered around up here. The thought of him having to crawl around on his knees had me chuckling as I found the tree.

The box on top of it was a little heavy, and as I set it to the ground, causing the flaps to flutter, I saw why. Reaching into the top, I pulled out one of Kayde’s old sketchbooks. There must have been at least twenty or more of them in there. Nostalgia had me flipping through the one in my hands.

What I saw had my breath catching and my eyes bugging from my head. The book was full of sketches of me. There were charcoal sketches, rough and crude, colored pencil renderings that looked like paintings, detailed pencil drawings, chalk—you name it. And every single one was me.

Some I was laughing, others thoughtful, one I was sleeping in a cheap lounge chair I had bought myself my freshman year of high school when I wanted to “tan” in the backyard. My arm was thrown over my eyes, my other trailing the ground where my glass of lemonade had spilled. I actually remembered that day. He had woken me by tapping the bottom of my foot, then tickling me and telling me I was going to be covered in fire ants if I wasn’t more careful with my sweet drinks.

My senses had gone into overdrive that day, just from the touch of his calloused fingers on the warm skin of my midriff. The contact left me feeling confused and awkward around him the rest of the day. That was when I began to realize that my awareness of him and Tyler had changed. We were no longer little children, and being around them was embarrassing because I was so worried they would know the crazy things my body did when they were near.

Kayde was the worst though. My heart would race, and my belly would tremble like a million butterflies were frantic to escape. Strange tingling would happen between my legs and—oh my God, it made me want to die—my panties would get wet. The first time it happened, I thought I peed myself. It was mortifying. There was no one I could talk to about it because all my friends had crushes on the three of them, and I certainly wasn’t asking Kayde. God!

Tucking the sketchbook of memories away, I quickly grabbed the box I needed and moved to the opening. There was no way I could hand it down to her because it was so awkwardly shaped and heavy that it would’ve knocked her over. Those thoughts had me worried about her safety. It was dangerous that she had even tried to get it down in the first place.

Climbing part way down the ladder, I had to stretch up to slide it through the opening. My sweatshirt rose as I did, and I heard Abuela take a sharp inhaled breath. “Niña! Whatever happened to your back?” Shit. Tugging my hoodie back down to cover the bruises I didn’t realize she would see, I took the last step down and slid the box to the ground.

“Oh, I fell trying to rush up the stairs the other day. It was stupid, and I knew better, but I was running late for work and I was trying to get Ty’s boots, and… well, I was careless. Don’t worry, I’m fine. Just some bumps and bruises for my foolishness.” Pasting a bright smile on my face, I kissed her cheek and told her I needed to get over to my dad’s before Ty ran him ragged.

Her eyes remained narrowed as I left the house and headed next door. Once my back was to her, my smile dropped and I looked at my watch, gauging how much time I had left. While Lawrence allowed me these days with my father, he had strict stipulations on when I should be home. A mere minute late and I would suffer. Thankfully he had left Ty alone, but I was afraid it was only a matter of time before his evil bled over onto my innocent son one way or another.

Like I had a million times over the past year, I told myself I had to find a way out of this fucking mess I had made of my life. Being an ER nurse, I knew how the cycle of abuse worked. People would say I was stupid if they knew what I had been enduring. The problem was, anytime I tried to leave, he made me regret it. My son being his main leverage.

It had taken me over a month to commit to a dinner after my initial acceptance. He was sweet and attentive during the dinner and the six or seven months we dated sporadically. After that, he laid the charm on thick. A little over a year after that first dinner, he persuaded me to move in with him. At the time, it had been a bit of a relief, because memories of Tyler had slammed into me in every nook and cranny of the house we had rented.

Sometimes I blamed my lingering grief, being overwhelmed as a new mother, work, and any number of other things for the signs I missed. Then again, maybe he had just been that good. Before I knew it, he had all my things in his name. My phone was on his plan, Ty switched to a daycare he approved of because he didn’t feel the home daycare I had been using was safe, he had bought me a new car—in his name. Essentially, he had control and access over everything I did and owned. He was a police officer—well, detective. He had worked with my husband. Why would I have reason to think he was hiding a dark, malicious side?

After our first argument, I had tried to call my best friend, Amy, for advice. Before the call connected, he had destroyed my phone and told me our disagreements were our business and we didn’t need to make them worse by involving other people. He had apologized profusely, buying me a new phone, on his plan, to replace mine.

Things had continued to roller coaster. One week he would be the sweet, caring guy I first thought he was, and the next it was a complete one-eighty. Volatile, hateful, and violent. Initially he would apologize after losing his temper and breaking shit, tell me work had been stressful. It wasn’t long before he cut me off from my friends. Any time I wanted to spend time with them, he informed me we had plans that he had “completely forgotten about.” Before long, they quit inviting me anywhere.

The first time I tried to leave, he came out into the garage before I could even get the garage door open and took a baseball bat to my lights, windows, and mirrors. That was how I ended up with the shiny black Charger I now drive—in his name. Fucking hated that car. Pretty sure he had a tracking device on it. Besides, I wanted the red one. Asshole.

The threats continued. If I left he would ruin my brother’s career, or find a way to get my dad arrested and deported, anything to prevent me from gathering up my shit and hitting the highway. Then it progressed. Like I said, I knew things like this got worse, not better, but I was beaten down and scared by that time.

The first time he hit me was because I dropped a cast-iron skillet in the kitchen and cracked the tiles. Of course, he then crouched over where I had stumbled and fallen to the floor, apologizing again, but then telling me I shouldn’t have made him do it, that I should have been “more careful.”

After that it wasn’t long before he would slap me or hit me for imagined infractions. He was always careful not to leave lasting marks anywhere they would be visible. The past threats against my family kept me from trying to leave again, but in my mind, I plotted.

Quickly pasting another fake smile on my face, I entered my dad’s house. “Hey, Papi. Sorry, I had to help Abuela with something.”

He looked up from the book he was reading to Ty to frown at me.

“Ah, mi chiquita, you should have gotten me. I could have helped her so you didn’t have to.” As always, my dad was protective of me, not wanting me to do things he considered “man’s work.” Sometimes he drove me crazy, though I knew he meant well.

“It was no big deal. She just needed some decorations down from the attic. I got it.”

“Read, Gwampa!” Ty slapped his small hand on the book my dad still held as he talked to me.

“Shhh, Niño, we’ll read again in a minute. Ah, Easter? Should have known. She just took down all the little leprechauns.” My dad chuckled when he realized his neighbor’s yard would soon be filled with inflatable rabbits, eggs, and a giant Easter basket. Oh, let’s not forget the tree laden with Easter egg ornaments, lights, and various religious ornaments. It really was a sight to behold. When Kayde was still at home, I used to sneak and watch him through our kitchen window, which looked out over toward their house, as he set things up under Abuela’s strict supervision. Jeans never looked as good on anyone as they did on him as he climbed the ladder and carried stuff back and forth as his abuela tried to decide where she wanted everything at the time.

Once he caught me watching, he roped me into helping. From then on, I was an additional hand each holiday season. It never dawned on me how Tyler and my brother were always “busy” or “working” on the days he was out there decorating. Not that I minded, because I loved spending time with him. His laughter, his smiles, his grumbling, it didn’t matter. I absorbed it all and wore his carefree happiness like a comfy cloak.

Shaking off the nostalgia, I took a deep breath. “If you’re okay keeping an eye on him, I’ll go get supper started.” At my father’s nod, because he had resumed reading to Ty, I went to the kitchen to start cooking.

Chopping up the vegetables, I found myself shaking with tears running down my face. The bleakness of my situation had me wanting to drown in a bottle of alcohol. Only thoughts of leaving my son vulnerable to the devil who inhabited our house kept me sober most nights. Anger began to take over as I continued to slice through the last of the peppers. When I was finished, I reacted without thinking. Hate toward Lawrence had me imagining taking the knife in my hand and plunging it into his wicked, black heart the next time he raised a hand to me.

“Niña!” Shaking the vision out of my head, I turned to where my dad stood in the doorway, eyes round in shock. That’s when I realized I had stabbed the tip of the knife deep into the wooden cutting board, where it still wavered and shook. Sobs burst from me and wracked my body as I crumpled to the floor.
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“Falling Inside the Black”—Skillet

 

ROLLING OVER TO BLINDLY grope for my phone, which was ringing incessantly, I regretted all the fucking alcohol I drank last night. Noticing the tangle of blonde hair next to me in the bed made me regret it even more. Shit. The phone quit ringing right as I finally brought it into focus. Grandpa. At four in the morning? Jesus.

Telling myself I’d call him right back, I stumbled across the room to piss. Stooping to grab the used condom from the floor, relief flooded me that I had the drunken foresight to at least wrap my shit. After finishing up in the bathroom, I prepared to dial my grandfather back, but first I kicked the bare foot sticking out of the covers. When she raised her head with a grimace, looking for the source of whatever woke her, I barked at her, “Get out.”

Standing there buck naked and without shame, I waited for her to comply before I hit the Call button. I was a fucking asshole. Ask me if I gave a rat’s ass. Since leaving the Marine Corps and moving to Iowa near Hacker, I’d been laden with hate and anger. If you asked me why, there wouldn’t be an answer forthcoming, because I honestly couldn’t fucking tell you why. It was like I hated everyone and everything. As a twisted, sardonic joke, they had started calling me Joker because of my usually surly countenance. It ended up sticking. Personally, I felt like it was fitting if you were referring to Heath Ledger’s or Jared Leto’s Joker.

“What?” She was awake now, for sure. Makeup was smeared across her face, and she looked like a circus clown someone had put in the microwave. “The fuck, Joker? Are you serious?” The sheet dropped down as she sat up, and I apathetically took in her fake tits and too-tan body. Maybe she looked good last night in my drunken haze, but now I felt nothing and was pissed at myself for passing out before I could kick her out of the bed. No, that was a lie. I was pissed that I ever stuck my dick in her at all.

“Did I stutter? Get the fuck out. Now.”

Cussing me and grumbling, she angrily gathered her clothes and jerked them on.

“Fucker.” Blurting out a last insult, she shoved her shoulder into mine as she passed me to go to the door. Grabbing her arm, I stopped her briefly.

“Don’t ever presume to think you can cuss at me like that. You’re no one special, and I made things very clear last night before you entered this room. So now you can get the hell out of here and know that I never want to see your ass here again. You get what I’m telling you?”

Yanking her arm from my loose grip, she flounced out the door, slamming it as she exited. Even though I couldn’t remember her name, I remembered her face as one of the little tramps that were at every club party “patch shopping.” She was bound and determined she would snag a patch member, but it sure as shit wouldn’t be me.

Evidently my patch party last night, and all the shots I took with everyone who wanted to toast me finally getting patched, destroyed my ability to make coherent decisions. My head was killing me. Shit, this is why I don’t usually drink.

Digging through the shit I dumped on the bedside table from my pockets before crashing with whatever-the-hell-her-name-was, I found the joint I had rolled last night prior to getting distracted by the blonde’s hands grabbing my junk. Pulling out the lighter I had tucked in my pack of smokes, I flicked it to life, and I inhaled to get the joint lit just as I hit Call.

Stretched out on the bed I had been given last night after getting patched, I took a long, deep drag and held the acrid smoke in my lungs. Grandpa answered on the second ring, and I released the breath I had been holding.

“Kayde?” Huh? Uncle Javier?

“Hey, Uncle Javier, where’s Grandpa? He just called me.” The quick inhalation on the other end of the line was quickly followed by a choked, mournful sound. “Uncle Javier? What’s going on? Are you okay? Is Grandpa okay?”

“Kayde, you need to come home. Mom… Abuela… she’s gone, Kayde. Fuck. She’s gone. Dad… he’s a mess. You need to get here.” And just like that, my world crashed down around me, sucking me into an endless black chasm. Breathing failed me, and my vision tunneled.

“I’m on my way.” Disconnecting the call, I rushed to the bathroom to shower. The reflection in the mirror was someone I didn’t recognize. Hair a mess, dark circles under my eyes, smeared slutty red lipstick across my chest. Shit, I wanted to vomit. Instead, I took another couple of hits as the water warmed. It was the only thing that stilled the shit swirling in my head, and I seriously needed to calm myself before I hauled ass out of here. Stubbing the last of the joint out, I set it on the counter and climbed in the scalding-hot water of the shower.

Scrubbing viciously at the lipstick with the washcloth I found under the sink, I wished I could scrub the filth from inside my head and soul. This has to be a bad dream. There was no way my abuela was gone. I had literally talked to her yesterday after I got patched. It was a proud moment for me, getting patched with the Demented Sons MC. It was the closest I had felt to belonging since the first mission I went on with my Force Recon team.

She had sounded happy for me, but had harassed me about going home to visit. It had been a year since I had seen her. After my last injury, I had made the decision to get out. Never before had I used Uncle Matias to get anywhere or anything in the Marine Corps, but that time… that time, I had asked him. Surprisingly, he hadn’t tried to talk me out of it and had complied by pulling strings only someone with his time, rank, and level of respect could accomplish. He’d gotten my medical discharge rushed through, and approximately four months later, I was in Iowa.

It took me all of thirty minutes to gather the few belongings I needed into my old Marine Corps rucksack, tell the prez, Snow, and Erik—now known as Hacker—that I was leaving, and book a flight on my phone. All on top of my shower. Thank you, rapid deployment experience.

Hacker offered to drive me to the airport, which was about three hours away. Despite my trying to tell him I would be fine riding my bike, he refused. So instead, I bypassed my sleek black Harley V-rod to drop into his classic Challenger. He had just finished restoring her, and she was a thing of beauty, but all of that escaped me at the time as my mind swirled within itself with the gut-wrenching anguish that dug its claws into me.

Few words were spoken during that drive as he seemed to sense my need for quiet. Expecting him to drop me at the front of the airport, I was surprised when he entered into the long-term parking area instead. Pulling into a spot, he shut off the growling beast of a car, and we sat for a few minutes without speaking, the silence interrupted only by the ticking of the massive Hemi motor.

“Look, man, I know this has got to be tearing you apart. Are you sure you don’t want me to come with?” His unusual turquoise eyes seemed to bore into my very soul as he sat waiting for my answer.

“I can’t ask you to go with me last minute like that. Besides, you don’t have any of your shit or anything. I’ll be okay. Fuck, I need a smoke.” Lunging out of the car, I grabbed my ruck and dug out a cigarette from the inside pocket of my jacket. Fucking tried to quit smoking, but it hadn’t lasted. Maybe I would try again, but right now wasn’t the time. As I lit up with shaking hands and sucked in the first freeing drag, Hacker rounded the car. He shook his head at me as I continued to consume the cigarette, like he was going to snuff it out if I didn’t hurry.

“I’m not gonna rag on you about quitting, I know that’s the last thing you need right now.” He popped open the trunk and leaned in as he reached for something shoved up near the back of the seats. As he slung a ruck, much like my own, over his shoulder, he grinned at me. “And I think you forget, I was in the Marine Corps too. I’m always prepared for a surprise trip.”

“The ticket was expensive, bro. You can’t do this.” The ticket didn’t hurt me any, as I had been saving all my money during deployments since I first joined, but I didn’t know how he was sitting.

“Please. You’re not the only one who’s been saving.” He had been the one who had helped me invest the money I saved, so I knew he was aware of about what I had. “Not to mention, my parents are loaded and my mom slipped me money to help out with our travels. She knew I wouldn’t let you go alone after I told her what happened. Of course, I didn’t realize what it was she slipped in my jacket pocket until I stopped for gas, and it was too late to tell her no.” That explained his brief stop at his parents’ place on our way out of town. My head shook in consternation at the giving but stubborn nature of Hacker and his family.

Sighing in resignation, I looked at him with a wry smile. “Thanks, man. But we better get moving if we’re gonna get you a ticket and make our flight.” When he held out his fist, I gave a small laugh as I bumped knuckles with him before striking out for the ticketing counters.
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By the time we got to San Antonio, my grandmother’s body had already been moved from the hospital to the funeral home. My grandfather was inconsolable in his grief, but didn’t shed a tear. His ravaged face appeared to have aged eons since I last saw him. The light had left his gray-blue eyes, leaving them a dull storm gray as he stared blankly at the powerless television. Slumped in his recliner, he sat in the small living room of the home I had spent some of the best years of my life in, while my uncles sat quietly with him. The broken man sitting in front of me was but a shell of the man he had been.

“Grandpa.” My voice cracked at the single word. All eyes zeroed in on me, and Uncle Gunnar stood and hugged me first. We had been the closest in age and had been pretty close as I grew up. “Hey, Uncle Gunnar.” My whispered words were all I could manage as tears threatened to choke me. It still seemed weird to call someone uncle who was barely six years my senior, but he had been my grandparents “oopsie baby” after they thought they were done having kids.

After that, Javier, Samuel, and Alejandro hugged me, telling me Matias was on his way back from Afghanistan and would be here as soon as he could. It bothered me that my uncle was still deploying, and I worried about him, but he had told me he was hanging on for a couple more years, then would retire. I prayed he made it that long.

Before going to the kitchen, I crouched in front of the larger-than-life man who had raised me, clutching his hands in mine. Pulling one hand free, he placed it on my head. “She loved you so much, son. The last words she spoke to me were ‘Güero should be here to see how good the Labor Day decorations look.’ Then she got in her car to head down to do some shopping. I should have gone with her. I should have driven her.” His head dropped back, and he told me he needed a few minutes alone.

My uncles, Hacker, and I all respected his wishes and moved to the kitchen table. We sat quietly discussing what happened and the plans. Massive heart attack was what they were assuming. She had been driving, and her car had run off the road before flipping and landing against a telephone pole. She probably never saw it coming, and they said she was killed instantly, so she didn’t suffer. Not that it made her loss any easier to deal with.

Emotions in a distraught turmoil, I needed some air. Standing, I excused myself. When Hacker moved to follow me, I held his shoulder and told him I needed some time to myself. As I passed through the living room, I glanced at my grandfather, who appeared to be dozing. Pausing long enough to ensure his chest still rose and fell with life, I stepped quietly out front.

Out of habit, I pulled out a cigarette and moved to light it. Looking around at the red, white, and blue decorations that covered the yard, I thought about Abuela begging me to quit and crushed the cigarette in my hand before dropping it, unlit, to the ground.

Anger boiled up in me at the unfairness of life. My abuela had been the kindest, sweetest, most generous woman I had ever met. Taking in the lost young boy I’d been, then raising me while my parents gallivanted across the country without a care, meant more to me than she’d ever know, and now I’d never be able to tell her. Being a good woman, she’d been loved by everyone who knew her.

Thinking about all my close calls with death and how I was still standing, while she was taken from this earth, I lost my fucking mind. Ripping the nearest display from the ground, I crashed it into the one next to it. Jerking the lights down from the porch posts, I flung them across the yard. Part of me acknowledged that my rage was a combination of all my pent-up grief over every loss I had sustained in my life. Item after item fell to the savage destruction of my grief. My mother. My father. Tyler. My team members. Sera. Always Sera. The losses overwhelmed me, sucking me under like dark ocean waters drowning me.

As strong arms crushed me, pulling me to the ground, a roaring wail registered in my brain a split second before I realized it came from deep in my chest. Thrashing and fighting to break free of the constriction around my arms and body, I fought like a crazed, rabid animal. “Joker! Kayde! Fuck, man. Stop!” Hacker’s words were next to settle in my consciousness before I went lax and sobs were torn from my demolished heart.
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“Bath Salts”—Highly Suspect

 

WHEN MY DAD CALLED to tell me about Abuela’s tragic passing, I couldn’t help but feel awful for not returning her many calls I had missed over the last couple months. The few times I tried to see her when I was at my dad’s, she wasn’t home. It was difficult to talk though. If Lawrence wasn’t sitting in listening to my calls, I worried he had the house bugged or my phone itself. He always seemed to know my every move, my every conversation. It pissed me off that he had answered my phone the last time she called me and didn’t bother telling me until I saw the answered call in my recent calls list. Of course, he shrugged it off when I asked him about it, saying I had been in the shower, and then he went to work and forgot about it.

Standing in front of the full-length mirror, I slipped a pair of pearl earrings in and touched up the pale lipstick I had applied earlier. Amy had already stopped by to get Ty. It didn’t seem right or fair to bring him to Abuela’s funeral. For one, he absolutely loved her, and her sweets she always baked him. For two, he was too little to understand what was going on. There would be time to tell him later.

Regardless of Lawrence’s irritation, I was going to her funeral. When I didn’t back down, I thought he was going to beat the shit out of me. Instead, he surprised me by saying he would take me. Better that than to not be able to go, so I picked my battles.

God, I looked like shit. My dress hid it well, but I had lost a lot of weight. Where I had carried quite a bit of chunk after Ty was born, I now barely had any body fat. Lawrence had enrolled me in a gym membership shortly after we started dating. At first, I thought he was being sweet because he knew I was self-conscious of my weight. It didn’t take long before he was telling me I wasn’t doing enough at the gym because I was still too fat. So he hired me a personal trainer who was a serious bitch. You would think I had pissed in her damn protein shake, the way she talked to me and sneered at me when I arrived for my workout sessions. But God help me if I didn’t show up for my allotted time with her, because she would be right on the phone tattling to Lawrence.

My hair looked good, at least. It had gotten darker as I got older, so I had some rich, mocha-brown lowlights woven through it. Reaching up to fluff it was a mistake, because the aching souvenir of Lawrence’s irritation shot through my shoulder and back. “Blonde highlights would have looked better. That mousy brown makes you look old and boring. Don’t ever do that shit again.” The rattan cane, which was his weapon of choice against me, leaned ominously in the shadowed corner of our room, purposefully left as a reminder that my choices were not my own.

Closing my eyes, I tried to take slow, deep breaths to calm my racing heart, the way Kayde had taught me when I was young and afraid of heights. As it always did, the thought of Kayde brought back memories of the last time I’d seen him—the first time I shared my body and soul with him. It had been the sweetest, most perfect moment of my life, until my baby boy came into the world.

Hearing footsteps approaching the bedroom, my eyes opened, meeting Lawrence’s in the mirror over my shoulder. With a dismissive glance at my clothing, he pointed to the shoes I had set out to wear today: a comfortable pair of black ballet flats.

“You’re not wearing those, surely? Wear the heels. They will help you look classy—well, as classy as someone like you can look. Where’s Tyler? He should be up and ready.”

Fuck. I knew this was going to be a problem. I’d never really figured out why, but he hated when I let Tyler go places without me being along, and he really, really hated Amy. Then again, the feeling was mutual. Even though she didn’t know the extent of the abuse I suffered at his hands, she knew he was a controlling asshat, and she made little secret of it when she was around him.

Trying to sound nonchalant but firm and secure in my decision, I walked to the open closet to grab the heels he insisted I wear. “I didn’t feel a funeral was an appropriate place for a three-year-old.” Balancing on one foot to reach down and slide on first one shoe, then the other, I wobbled slightly before standing up. Slipping my purse over my shoulder, I pretended to be looking for something incredibly important inside it to continue to avoid making eye contact.

His softly spoken words should have been a flashing, screaming warning. “Exactly where is he, Serafina?” Inwardly, I cringed at his use of my full name, mostly because it always sounded like he was chastising a five-year-old, which was exactly how he made me feel. Trembling hands clutched my purse handles tightly to hide the telltale signs of my fear. Showing fear to Lawrence only exacerbated the situation, as if he fed on my weaknesses.

Barely a whisper, my response was sure to anger him. “Amy stopped by earlier and offered to take him for the day since she was off today.” Unable to keep from glancing his direction to read his response, my body followed my hands in its uncontrolled shaking. The flare of his nostrils and clenching of his jaw were the first signs he was about to explode. Shit. Shit. Shit.

Not expecting him to move as fast as he did, but knowing better, when his fingers wrapped around my throat and began to squeeze, I felt the familiar panic breaking loose within me. It became more and more difficult to slip air into my lungs. It was like breathing through a straw, and my fingers clawed at his hand even though I knew better than to fight him. Burning fires of Hell consumed my chest as my body fought for much-needed, life-giving oxygen.

“I fucking told you I didn’t want him being around her. She’s a whore and isn’t fit company for our son.” Our son. I fucking hated when he called him that. He had been trying to get Ty to call him Daddy, but in the uncanny way small children and animals have of sensing the bad, dark ugliness in people, he had yet to comply. Black spots swam in my vision, and I knew I would be unconscious soon if I didn’t get some air. The tips of my toes barely touched the ground, and one of my hands clutched his wrist while the other curled around the fingers that continued to squeeze the life out of me. Vaguely, I felt my shoes fall off my feet.

Abruptly, he released the pressure around my throat, and in reflex, my body gasped to fill every single square inch of my lungs with the crisp, sweet air around me. Crumpling, I had to catch myself before I fell to my knees. Daring a quick look in the mirror, I noticed the bright red splotch around my neck was the perfect shape of a hand. Dammit.

“Get your fucking shoes on and let’s go to the old bat’s funeral.”

Scrambling to return my shoes to my feet and snag a scarf from the hook in the closet, I rushed after him, wrapping the scarf expertly around my neck. Not that I ever would, but in my mind, I silently plotted how I could kill him.
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The large Catholic church had been filled to the rafters with mourners. Abuela had been a long-standing member of the church and a well-respected member of the community. Though she had aged quite a bit over the last few years, she was still relatively young, and her death was completely unexpected.

Though I knew he would be here, the sight of Kayde’s imposing height standing at the front of the church took my breath away. There was a man about his height who stood sentinel next to him the whole time, but I didn’t recognize him. His grandfather sat hunched on the pew, surrounded by Kayde and his uncles. In spite of the tall guard around him, Gus appeared forlorn and alone, a ghost of his former self. As if Abuela was his life force and he was slowly wilting without her.

The firm hand resting at my lower back guided me into a seat just as everyone was standing for the beginning of the funeral Mass. The priest’s words slid over me in a blur of muted sound. My eyes stayed on Kayde, and my mind screamed for him to look back at me. To see me. To save me. Even though I knew it was an impossible fantasy.

Not once during the service, nor his eloquent but heartbreaking speech, did he notice me. Déjà vu rained down on me, throwing me back to the day Tyler was buried. Soon, I was lost in mourning Tyler, my mother, the closeness my family once had, the loss of Kayde in my life, and my brother, who once upon a time would have been here holding my hand, but now could barely stand to look at me because I reminded him of the loss of one of his best friends.

Before I knew it, the family was saying their last goodbyes at the coffin at the front of the church. As they made their way down the aisle as they moved to leave the church, my mind again screamed for Kayde to telepathically hear me. He was supporting his grandfather though, and not once did his beautiful smoky eyes even stray from his goal of the open doors spilling in the bright, warm sunlight. The cheery rays were such a contrast to the gloomy atmosphere swallowing every person within the church.

The man who shadowed Kayde turned his head as I gave one last internal cry to Kayde before he stepped through the doors. His startling, bright turquoise eyes bored into mine, and I felt like he read the writings on my very soul. The contact was brief, because he stepped outside after Kayde and disappeared as he was swallowed in the bright light of the day. My body gave a shudder as if cold fingers had trailed down my spine.

Curling my hand through the crook of Lawrence’s bent arm in hidden aversion, I walked with him as we followed the trail of mourners up past the casket to say my last goodbye to a woman who was as much my grandmother as she was Kayde’s.

Tears rained down my cheeks, hot and unfettered, as I reached out to lay my fingers gently on Abuela’s cold, stiff hand. “Love you, Abuela, forever and always.” As I spun on my heel and turned to walk down the center aisle, I saw Lawrence had his lip curled in distaste as he gazed down on her with hooded eyes.

Before I knew it, we were parking and walking across the uneven ground to the bright blue awning shading the final resting spot of an amazingly wonderful woman. My heels sank into the soft ground with each step—the exact reason I wanted to wear the flats.

The crowd had already swelled rows and rows deep around the tent. Piles of single roses lay on top of the shining coffin, surrounding the huge spray of Abuela’s favorite flower—purple irises. Holding my handkerchief to my face to catch the tears I couldn’t control, I lay my single red rose amongst the others. More sweet, loving words were spoken. More tears. More heartache. Too much fucking sadness. Handfuls of dirt were tossed reverently with sorrowful finality. Slowly, the crowd began to disperse.

“Please, let me go offer my condolences?” Surprisingly, he nodded his approval.

Picking my way carefully across the ground, I hurried as fast as I could, my focus trained on Kayde where he stood next to his grandfather. Just as I closed in on them, I carelessly forgot about my shoes. Stumbling after my heel slid deep in the ground, I expected to face-plant in the green grass at their feet.

As large, warm hands wrapped around my waist, my hands grasped solid, muscular arms and my cheek pressed into firm pectorals hidden under a crisp, black shirt. Slowly, my eyes lifted until my vision was tunneled on blue-gray eyes flecked with slate. “Sera.” My name was whispered ardently.

Then my name was spoken by another, hated voice. “Sera, are you going to introduce us?” My lids dropped over my eyes in resignation.

“Kayde, I’m so very sorry for your loss. I’d like you to meet Lawrence.” Not.

“Her fiancé.”

What? Since when? My horrified expression might have been comical at any other time, but seeing Lawrence extend his hand to shake Kayde’s made bile rise in my throat, and my expression was the least of my worries. Screaming in my head for Kayde not to touch the vileness that coated the man who swore he loved me, but treated me like he hated the very air I breathed, had me missing the rest of what Lawrence said, but not the flare of Kayde’s eyes and the rasp of his indrawn breath.

Unmindful of my inner turmoil, he shook the proffered hand. “Kayde. Sera was like my little sister growing up. I’ve moved away, so I had no idea. Congratulations.” Only someone who knew the handsome man in front of me would know his words were laced with anger and disgust. My heart cracked and splintered at the thought of that disgust being directed toward me.

“Well, again, I’m sorry for you and your family’s loss. Serafina, shall we?” Lawrence started to step away with his hand firmly on my elbow, steering me back toward the car. In a moment of desperation, I broke free and rushed back to Kayde, just as he started to turn back to his family.

Whispering rapidly before Lawrence could come retrieve me, and knowing I would surely pay for this, I rushed to speak as I nearly crushed his fingers in mine. “Meet me at the San Fernando Cathedral. Tonight at seven o’clock. Please.” My eyes begged him to understand my fervent need for him to comply with my request before I spun to return to Lawrence before he had to retrieve me.

“Sorry, I spaced out thinking about Abuela while you were talking and forgot to offer my condolences. Thank you for being so patient.” Stupid! Hoping he didn’t remember I actually had expressed them, I prayed. My grateful, meek tone made me want to retch all over his suit, but it was worth it because he gave me one of his condescending smiles and continued to lead me farther away from the man I wanted more than anything, but knew I could never have. Risking one last glance over my shoulder, I saw his stoic form, unmoving, as he stood staring in our direction with narrowed eyes.
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“Hate Me”—Blue October

 

SERA’S VEHEMENT REQUEST HAD been circling in my head all afternoon. It had me curious and worried at the same time. Something was very wrong, and before I left here, I was going to find out what the hell it was. Which was why, after a nearly ten-year silence between us, I was preparing to knock on Miguel’s door to try to talk to my childhood friend, because Christian’s black truck was parked out front.

Waiting with my hands in the pocket of my jeans, I glanced up the street, taking in the old neighborhood. Once upon a time it had been a lively, nice area. Now it was a little shadier and run-down, but many of the same older people still lived here. The kids, like me, had long moved away. None of the people talking in their yards or the kids playing in front of the houses were familiar to me.

The sound of the lock clicking preceded the knob turning and the door swinging open. The same battered wooden screen door was all that divided me from the face of my old friend. It was so much the same, but so very different than the boy I grew up with. In his eyes was a cold hardness that had never been there before. His expression was shuttered, and he just stood there silently, expectant.

“Can I come in? Or do you want to come out?” Even though I had changed out of the stifling suit from the funeral into a worn pair of jeans and plain white T-shirt, it was sweltering in the late afternoon sun, so I hoped he would allow me to enter. Indecision colored his face before he rolled his eyes, shoved open the screen door, and stepped to the side for me to pass.

“Dad is napping. We can sit in the living room or the kitchen, whichever you prefer.” Without waiting for me, he headed down the narrow hall of the entryway.

“Kitchen is fine.” He abruptly made a detour to the right into the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he leaned over and reached in. Pulling out a couple of Coronas, he held them up.

“Beer?” His offer was flat and short.

“Yeah, thanks.” Secretly, I wished for something stronger like tequila or whiskey, even though I didn’t really drink, but beer would do. Following his example, I popped the lid off on the bottle opener mounted on the side of the cupboards, then sat across from him at the table.

Talking a long pull of the icy brew, I watched his movements almost mirror mine as the cold, golden liquid washed down my throat. Setting the nearly half-empty bottle on the table, I rolled the cap in my hands, pressing the uneven ridges into the skin of my fingers.

“I’m sorry.” We both spoke the words at the same time. Letting go of a self-deprecating laugh, I shook my head. “Sorry, you go ahead.”

His eyes closed, and his head tipped down so far, his chin rested on the top of his chest. When he raised it again, his eyes held sadness and remorse. “I’m sorry about Abuela. But I’m also sorry about… well, the past. We’re almost thirty years old, and we’ve wasted so many years. Fuck, man, we used to be inseparable. The three musketeers, right?” At the reminder of the brother we lost, his eyes clouded again.

“I miss him too, man, but you’re right. We have wasted a lot of years. I know I let you and Tyler down, and it’s torn me apart for years. But I just needed to get out of here. I….” My words trailed off because I didn’t know how much to say.

“You know I knew, right? Yeah, I was pissed at you because we were supposed to be a team, but I knew how hard it was for you to see them. My anger was directed at the fact that you didn’t talk to me before you went off and became a soldier.”

“Marine.” The correction slipped out without thought, and we both laughed.

“Yeah, one of the guys at work was a Marine. I always do that to him too.” A small smile creeping out, he lifted his beer to his lips again.

“Not was. Once a Marine, always a Marine.”

At that, he laughed outright.

“Yeah, I get that from him too. As a matter of fact, he said he knew you. Went through boot camp with you, I guess.” My confused look must have been humorous because he chuckled again. “Yeah. Taylor Zimmerman. He was from up by Austin.”

“Holy shit. Small fucking world. Yeah, I remember him. Never saw him again after we left boot camp, but always wondered how he ended up. Tell him I said hello.”

“Six degrees of separation and that shit, right? Anyway, if there is anything I can do to help Gus, please have one of your uncles get in touch with me. Okay?”

His words sobered me.

“Thanks, man. I really appreciate that. He’s so damn lost right now. I’m really worried about him. I can’t believe my mother couldn’t even be bothered to show up. Then again, I don’t really know if my uncles were able to get in touch with her. She’s always got a different number. Fucking vagabonds in this day and age. Jesus. Sometimes I can’t believe I came from them.” Actually, I was mad as fuck at my mom. I couldn’t give a shit about my dad, but goddamn it, that was her mom. It didn’t surprise me though. Only about half of my birthdays did I even get so much as a card. It was like once they dropped me off with my grandparents, I ceased to exist for them. I’d never understand it. If I ever had a kid, I’d never abandon him or her. Never.

“Look, the other thing I came to talk to you about is Sera.”

“I figured.”

My eyes met his in surprise. Yeah, he said he knew how I had felt, but it surprised me he would think I might still be hung up on her. I fucking was, but I wouldn’t admit that to anyone.

“She wants me to meet her tonight. But she’s engaged. I’m not sure, but I think something’s going on.” At that, his eyebrows damn near shot to his hairline.

“What? That’s the first I’m hearing of that! I mean, I haven’t been the best brother, in all honesty. She’s another one I owe an apology to. After Tyler… man, I was fucked up. I pretty much pushed everyone away. Seeing her was a reminder that I hadn’t been there to save him. He was my fucking partner. I was out sick, and so he was on his own that day. I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself.” He looked so broken. My heart went out to him. Partly because I completely understood.

“¡Chingados! Man, I get it. It has eaten me alive knowing I was supposed to be with y’all. Regret is a bitch of a pill to swallow.” Finishing my beer in two more swigs, I set the bottle on the table and continued to twirl the cap in my fingers.

“That’s the thing. I saw a therapist a while afterward, at the insistence of the force because I wasn’t dealing well, and I’m finally starting to figure out that we can’t control things that happen around us. Maybe when it’s our time, it’s our time, and it doesn’t matter how good we’ve lived our life or how many people love us. It’s just our time. It still sucks, but I’m trying my damnedest to come to terms with all this shit, you know?” His brown eyes met mine and held.

“So what do you know about this guy?” I asked, hopeful that he had something to shed some light on why she seemed so secretive and desperate about me meeting her. I fucking hated the thought of her with someone else, but what had I expected? That she would stay alone the rest of her life? Pining for me, maybe?

“He’s a detective. He’s quite a bit older than her, but he has a great record and seems to be pretty well liked. Like I said, I don’t see them much, and that’s my bad. Let me know what’s up. You want me to go with you tonight?”

Shaking my head, I told him no, I would be okay. “Look, I have to run. My buddy came down with me, and I promised him I would take him out for supper tonight.” We both stood, and he stepped around the table to walk me to the door. When I turned to tell him goodbye, we looked at each other, paused, and hugged each other like the long-lost friends we were. “I’ve missed you, Christian.” My muttered words had him slapping my back and pulling away. He didn’t meet my eyes, but he nodded in affirmation.

As I stepped out the door and slid my shades on, I saw Hacker on the phone in the front yard. A sense of pride hit me as I observed the patch on his cut as he paced and talked. The same one I had recently earned. He was wearing his cut because we were using my uncle Gunnar’s and Javier’s rides to travel around with while we were in town. Mine was locked in the saddlebag of Javier’s Street Glide.

Javier was a member of our club’s chapter in San Antonio. It meant a lot that they trusted us with their bikes, but besides being blood family, we were all brothers through the club. If you couldn’t trust your brothers, who could you trust?

“You know him?” Christian’s tense question had me turning to meet his eyes as I answered. The expression on his face was one of judgment, and I found it raising my hackles. The cop was coming out in him, and he was profiling like a motherfucker. I could tell right away. God, that shit pissed me off.

“Yeah. He’s my former battle buddy and my brother in the club. Why?” Tension rippled down my spine as I awaited his answer.

“You’re a fucking gang member? Are you fucking shitting me, Kayde? Your uncle and now you too?” My nostrils flared, and my hands clenched into fists at his censorious tone.

“No. It’s Joker, and I belong to a motorcycle club. We’re not a fucking gang. ¡Jesús!” At his snort of derision, I turned my back on him. “See you around, man. Thanks for the offer to help the fam. Give my best to your pops.”

“Yeah. Will do, and no problem.”

Never bothering to look back at him, I walked to the bike, unlocked the saddlebag, and pulled out my cut.

Shrugging into my cut, purposefully ensuring Christian got a good long look, I nodded to Hacker, and he ended the call. “Everything okay, bro?”

“Fuck, I don’t know. You remember Kassi? From the Shamrock?” Duh. Of course, I did. This dumb fucker had been hooking up with her for a hot minute and just kept stringing her along. Hollywood, Reaper, and I could all see he was head over heels for her, but thanks to his bitch of a girlfriend in college and then the shit that we went through during a few of our deployments, he didn’t think he deserved her. It pissed me off because she was a sweet girl and hot as hell. Not that she compared to Sera, but shit, I was a man. I could appreciate a beautiful woman.

“Uh, noooo.” My sarcastic answer had him shooting me a dirty-ass look. “Of course I do, you dumb fuck.” His look screamed I’m gonna fuck you up, which just made me laugh at him as I set my shades on the seat long enough to pull the helmet on.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t tell her I was leaving, but I think I need to cool things with her. So I called Bo. I just wanted to check on her to make sure no one was messing with her at the Shamrock. He said she’s good.”

Rolling my eyes, I straddled the bike, straightened it, lifted the kickstand and started her up. Revving the engine, I shook my head at his ignorance. He flipped me off before we pulled out together. In my mirror, I caught Christian standing on the steps, arms crossed and lip curled.

Fuck his judgmental attitude. I’d lived ten years without him, I could live another ten.
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After supper, I dropped Hacker at the hotel and drove the short way over to the cathedral. The sun was starting to drop lower in the sky, but it was still hot as fuck. Thankfully it was easier to find somewhere to park a bike than a cage, so I was able to get a spot pretty close to the cathedral. Hanging the helmet on the handlebar, I ran my hands through my hair to straighten it as best I could. Leaning down to look in one of the mirrors, I saw it was pretty hopeless. Oh well.

The cathedral was dark after the bright sun from outside but thankfully cooler. Adoration would be starting in a bit, so I looked around the dim pews for her honey-colored head. I almost missed her because she had her head bowed to the side. She looked like maybe she was sleeping.

For half a minute, I had to just drink in her presence as my stomach churned at the thought of her marrying someone else, again. Then again, who the fuck did I think I was trying to be pissed off at? Her? Him? Or myself, because I fucking ran that night instead of dealing with my shit and talking to her about everything? It could have been you, the voice in my head whispered.

Taking a fortifying breath, I stepped closer to her, every nerve in my body tingling the closer I got. Never in a million years would I have expected what would greet me when I stepped up to the end of the pew she was sitting in.

Like old times, my hand cradled her head and slid through the silky length of her hair, causing her to lift her head. When she did, I realized she hadn’t been sleeping at all, but talking quietly to a little boy. His head lifted at my presence and his light blue eyes, dark unruly hair, and dimple when he smiled up at me were a sock to the gut. Rapidly doing the math, my heart stuttered and then picked up pace at maybe about a hundred miles an hour. It brought back that night in all its splendid glory—the night we hooked up and didn’t use protection. Oh shit.

Swallowing the baseball that had suddenly lodged in my throat, I looked in her caramel-apple eyes and croaked, “Jesus, Sera, is he… is he mine?”
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“Fracture”—Red

 

THE ABSOLUTELY SHATTERED LOOK on his face threw me for a loop. Belatedly, his question registered in my overloaded brain. “Oh shit—shoot! No!” Glancing quickly at Ty to see if he caught my slipup, I breathed a sigh of relief when he seemed oblivious to me and instead was fascinated with the larger-than-life man standing next to our pew.

His wide eyes left his perusal of Ty and returned to me. “Then how? Who? You need to explain this one, babe.” Kayde calling me “babe” had my heart pitter-pattering, and warmth bloomed across my face and chest. Shaking my head to clear it, I took a breath and motioned for him to sit next to me. Opening my phone to Ty’s favorite game, I handed it to him while he lay with his head on my lap. Making sure he was preoccupied with the game, I quietly began to tell Kayde my story. Well, as much of it as I was willing to share.

“It’s a bit of a long story. First of all, I was pregnant when you and I… um, you know.” Heat blazed on my face again. Clearing my throat, I resumed my story. “So, T—um, he and I were… God, this is harder than I thought. We were going to get divorced. It was amicable, but we found out I was pregnant, and you can’t divorce in Texas if the woman is pregnant. We planned to stay together until the baby was born and then divorce. Then, shortly after we had made the decision, he was….” My eyes darted to Ty. He still didn’t understand that he would never know his daddy because he was gone forever. Kayde nodded in understanding, so I continued. “Anyway, the guys from the force would check on me periodically. Initially, my brother was supportive and spent a lot of time with me, but it got harder for him. He wasn’t dealing well, and I think he separated himself from me for both my own good and his piece of mind. He was in a really bad place.” Filling my lungs with air, I let it out in a rush.

“Anyway, this detective was following up on the case about a year later. At first, I thought he was there to tell me they found the guy responsible. But it was just more of the same questions. Then… Kayde, I messed up. I was just so tired of being alone. I agreed to have dinner with him. We dated here and there. He kept talking about us moving in with him. My lease was almost up, and I was so tired of living with Tyler’s ghost. It was tearing me down, shredding my heart and soul piece by piece, to the point where I cried myself to sleep night after night.” Tears welled in my eyes at the thought, and my chest felt hollow, caving in on itself. The comforting pressure of Kayde’s hand slipping in mine and squeezing my fingers sent my emotions into overdrive, causing tears to slip free and cascade down my cheeks. He surprised me when he reached across his body, canting himself sideways in the pew, to catch my tears. When he raised our joined hands to his perfect full lips, my entire being felt on the verge of imploding. Only this man did that to me. None of the very few boys I dated in high school, not Lawrence when he was still luring me in… not even Tyler in the very beginning.

A simple, soft touch of his lips to my hand had me unraveling. Why had I thought Tyler was my be-all end-all back then? Maybe because Kayde never made a move or showed he was interested, and I was young, naive, and excited about having Tyler want me when I knew any of my friends would kill to be in my position. Water under the bridge now.

“Shh.” His head rested against mine, and he allowed me to just be for a few minutes. During that momentary silence, Ty decided he was bored with his game and the adult interaction was more interesting.

Climbing up to sit in my lap, he inserted himself between me and Kayde to look with curious blue eyes at every feature of Kayde’s achingly beautiful face. It was obvious it made Kayde a little uncomfortable, but kudos to him, he let Ty continue to study him. When he nervously smiled at Ty, his dimple expressed itself long enough to catch Ty’s attention. Reaching a chubby finger up, he pressed on Kayde’s face where the dimple had been, then smiled and touched his own face where he had an exact replica, as his dimple was on the opposite side of his face as his father’s—just like Kayde’s. His fingers continued to touch upon each beautiful feature I knew in my sleep, and Kayde’s patience, despite the tremor I could feel in his hand and the twitch by his eye due to someone being so close to his face, overwhelmed me.

“Hey. Same as me! Momma says iss my kissy spot, same as my daddy.” His little finger poked at Kayde’s dimple while his other hand touched his own. “Are you my daddy?” My heart lurched and dropped at my little boy’s confused look and oh-so-innocent words. It was the last thing I expected him to say. I mean, yeah, he was a bright boy for his age, but who would have thought at three years old he would pick up and process those types of details, arriving at that specific conclusion. Then again, I loved his little dimple, and I often kissed it or touched it and told him his daddy had the same “kissy spot.” I still couldn’t believe he had put so much together. But yeah, my mortification was complete.

Kids truly said the craziest things. It was impossible to meet the eyes of the man next to me. Fear of his expression and how he was processing that little question had me not even looking his direction as I quickly gathered Ty up in my arms.

“No, baby. This is Mr. Kayde.” Of course, I wasn’t thinking when I so blithely introduced him. My lapse in judgment had me pulling my bottom lip between my teeth and pressing my eyes tightly closed. As if that would erase the words I had spoken or prevent them from being spoken at all.

“Hey! That’s me!” His pudgy little thumb proudly pointed to his chest. “Tywer Kayde!”

If I thought Kayde’s eyes couldn’t get any bigger, I was wrong. They almost bugged out of his head at Ty’s first sentence. Then, in complete and utter shock, Kayde’s hissed-in breath gave away his continued shock before he smoothly swept it under the pews. “Is that right?” His deep, mellow voice gave away not a hint of his emotions. Whoa. That wasn’t exactly how I intended to tell him I had named Ty after his father and him. The two men I had loved in similar, but different ways. The two men who had each held special parts of my heart and always would.

Gazing into the depths of my soul, Kayde tipped my head toward him to ensure I was his captive audience. “How about we take your little man to get some dessert or something, and I’ll see if Hacker will watch him so we can talk more—alone? Or is your fiancé joining us?” Alarm spun through me at his suggestion. Then the snarled “fiancé” settled into my head.

“He’s definitely not… I’ll explain in a bit. And you want someone named Hacker to watch my son? Are you insane?”

His chuckle was not comforting, and I was pretty sure he had lost his ever-loving mind. My next shock was when he reached for Ty and my usually-reserved-around-men little boy leaned toward him with arms outstretched without hesitation. His little arms wrapped tight around Kayde’s neck, resting on his shoulders. The biggest smile I had seen in a long time lit his sweet face up like the brightest sun ray.

“Relax, hon. His name is actually Erik. He was my battle buddy in the Marine Corps. There isn’t a man on this earth I trust more than him. I can promise you, there’s no way I would trust a part of your heart with anyone I didn’t have explicit faith in. Hacker is his nickname, but I’ll explain later. Come on, babe.” Holy hell, every time he called me “babe” or “baby” it turned me to Jell-O. Like, was he even aware he was calling me that? Was it just a word that slipped out without thought?

Ty had to throw his little two cents in. With a wrinkled little frown, he spouted, “Her’s not a baby. Her’s Momma.” Kayde was chuckling as he stood.

Leaning down to grab my purse, I hesitantly followed him out of the church. Glancing nervously around the open area in front of the cathedral for familiar faces had me realizing I had taken a big chance meeting him here. Paranoia crept insidiously up my spine as I looked for Lawrence in every shadow. Because I had been so absorbed in my area inspection, when he touched my arm, he startled me and I jumped. “Hey, easy, babe. I was just saying I rode a bike here, so we can walk down to the Riverwalk to get ice cream or we’ll have to take your car.” The concerned expression that swept his face had me pasting a bright but artificial smile on my face.

“We can walk. It’s cooling down a bit.” It was actually still quite warm, but my car was parked miles from here and I had taken an Uber to the cathedral, worrying the whole way because Ty should have been in a car seat. That, however, was something I wasn’t willing to explain in front of Ty. “Will your bike be okay here for a while?”

“Well, it’s Uncle Javier’s bike, but yeah, no one would dare mess with it. It’ll be okay. I’ll come back and move it after we talk.”

Nodding absently as I chewed relentlessly on my bottom lip, I followed him as he spoke softly to Ty. Whatever he was saying brought forth a giggle from my baby that infused a burst of sunshine through my body, head to toe. At my darkest, all it took was my son’s laughter to brighten my world.

Until he paused and held his free hand out to me, I hadn’t realized how far behind I had dropped. The hint of a smile on his face was the last shot of euphoria my soul needed to be whole. Smiling, I finally realized something. After twenty-something years, it was clear in my mind: I would love this man eternally, and if I made it out of my current life situation alive, there would never be another man for me. We were worlds apart though, so I knew it would forever be just me and my son.

Trust was another obstacle I would probably never overcome. Everyone I loved abandoned me, including him, whether any of them knew it or not. The only person I could ever count on was my dad, but I couldn’t ask him to help me, because it would put him at risk. Kayde was the only person I thought might be able to help me, since Lawrence didn’t really know about him. I just wished I had thought this out better, come up with a better plan.

Clasping his hand with mine, our fingers intertwined and a peaceful calm settled over me. Tears pricked my eyes again, but I blinked them away. We walked down the stairway to meander along the Riverwalk. Kayde pointed out waddling ducks, iridescent-winged pigeons, and puppies walking along with their owners to Ty, who was fascinated and giggling the entire time.

“Have you eaten yet?” So engrossed in my thoughts about how he had effortlessly stepped into a father-like role with Ty, I belatedly realized he had been asking me a question.

“Oh, umm, well, I made him a sandwich before we left. I wasn’t hungry.” Of course, my traitorous stomach chose that moment to betray me and let loose with a growl that rivaled a bear’s roar. My shoulders slumped, and I rolled my eyes in frustrated embarrassment. A burst of laughter was my answer before he kissed the top of my head, causing my insides to turn to mush.

“Come on, Tinkerbell. Let’s get you two some food, then dessert. Then we talk.” At the use of his childhood nickname for me, my heart clenched again and a blush stole across my cheeks. Nudging him playfully with my shoulder, I smirked and shook my head at him.

We came upon a restaurant with Texas flag umbrellas over the outside tables, and he stopped at the podium, asking the young girl working there for a table for three. It was like I was invisible, because she only had eyes for Kayde. In a way, it irritated me because, if we were a couple, she was ridiculously flirting with him. The green-eyed monster in me began to stir, but I beat it back, telling it I had no claim over my childhood friend.

Settling us next to the water, so Ty could watch the ducks, she told us our waiter would be with us momentarily, then gushed to Kayde about how much his “son” looked just like him. Though I really tried not to, my eyes rolled at her obviousness. The green-eyed monster grumbled again.

In the whole exchange, what surprised me most was how, without missing a beat, meeting her eyes, nor reacting to her obvious flirtation, Kayde thanked her and then placed Ty in the chair next to him at the table. Besides the fact that he didn’t seem upset about being confused for Ty’s dad, it was such a change from the rare occasion when we ate out with Lawrence, when I was instructed to keep him next to me in order to keep him quiet and under control.

At Ty’s squeal, I looked up to see him kneeling in his chair, looking over the back into the greenery around an old oak tree with an expression of great concern. “Momma! The duckie! Him’s dead!” His little horrified expression had me jumping up, just as our waiter came up to the table.

“Oh, that’s just Igor. Don’t let him fool you. He just likes to play dead to get you to feel sorry for him and then feed him. He’s playing you, and he’s good at it.” The waiter’s flamboyant tone and explanation to disregard the feigning duck had me giggling like I hadn’t in months. In fact, the moment Kayde had stepped up to the end of the pew in the cathedral, except for the brief few minutes as we left the cathedral, it was as if someone had placed a cloak of safety and tranquility around my shoulders. It had allowed me to feel and think more like the “old me.”

“So he’s okay?” My question was directed at the waiter, who assured us the duck was indeed fine and not to worry about him. He pleasantly took our drink orders and assured us he would return shortly. Despite his assurances, I had to get up to see this duck for myself.

Sure enough, there was a white duck with tan splotches mottling his coat. He lay there with his neck looking twisted and broken with his eyes closed. Looking closer at him, my doubts began to surface at the accuracy of the waiter’s assessment and opinion of said duck. “Kayde, I think he really is dead,” I whispered in Kayde’s ear. His short cropped hair tickled my cheek, and the light scent of his cologne invaded my senses. Being so close to him was lethal to my sanity.

Just as Kayde turned in his seat to inspect the supposed dead duck, the duck blinked, shook his head, and stood. His neck was twisted and resembled a sideways “s” coming off his body. Quite frankly, it was a little disturbing. However, he waddled around his little area, shooting us a glare for interrupting his snooze.

The chuckle of the waiter behind me had me turning around with my astonishment written clearly across my face. “I told you, didn’t I? He’s been like that since he was a baby. We think his momma came and had him up in the flowers, because that’s what they do. Well, you know, they have those babies in the water almost as soon as they hatch, and we think he must have fallen and hurt himself jumping down, but survived. Now he uses it to his advantage, making the most of a bad situation. You know?” Setting our drinks on the table, he smiled as he finished his story.

Throughout the meal, the waiter was attentive and friendly, showing us pictures of his lovely daughter and telling us that though she was technically an “oopsie,” he believed he was meant to make the “mistake” he had initially thought it was so she would exist to make his world perfect.

Before I knew it, we were ordering dessert, even though my stomach was so full it felt it may burst. I made a mental note to leave the waiter a good tip. Ty was enjoying the chocolatey, gooey concoction in front of him with great gusto. His precious little face was covered in the chocolate fudge from the dessert, as if he had literally leaned over and ate the dessert sans silverware or hands. Before I could even move to clean him up, Kayde was dipping a napkin in his glass of water. My heart sang at how patient and gentle he was as he cleaned the sticky mess from my baby’s face. “Thank you for helping with him. You’re really good with kids.”

Kayde’s expression was one of confusion. “It was nothing. He’s a great little guy.”

While he finished up with Ty, I dug in my purse for the cash I had withdrawn near the house. Before leaving, I had called and canceled all of my credit cards. Then I had stopped at the closest ATM, withdrawing the daily max. My phone had been left on the bathroom counter after I reset it to factory settings. Fear had me working quickly to get out of the house, in case Lawrence came home during his shift. He was filling in on nights this month because they had several people on vacation, and I knew I needed to get out before he realized anything was going on.

Caution, and more than a little bit of paranoia, had me leaving my car miles away because I still wasn’t completely convinced it wasn’t set up to be tracked by Lawrence. I’d done my best to ensure I wouldn’t be found too easily. Now my plan hinged on Kayde being willing to help me.

Before I could pull out the cash to pay for the meal, Kayde dropped far more than necessary on the table. “No, Kayde! I asked you to meet me without any explanation. The least I can do for taking you away from your family is pay for our food.”

“Hell no, Sera. You are never paying for my food, or yours when you’re with me. That’s my job. Call me chauvinistic if you want, but it’s how my abuela raised me.” Pain reflected in his eyes, and his voice cracked slightly at the mention of the little woman who nurtured him. Nodding in reluctant acceptance, I conceded, because to argue would be to go against her wishes and teachings.

It was a cruel reminder that he had just buried someone who meant the world to him. It didn’t escape me that the two times, in years, that we’d connected were on the days we buried someone very dear to us. A sobering thought if there ever was one.

The waiter had come back by to see if we needed anything else, to-go drinks or anything, and Kayde handed him the cash with the ticket with the instructions to keep the change, and he thanked him for doing an excellent job. Ty was hefted up into Kayde’s arms where he willingly laid his little head on the muscled shoulder for a pillow. His eyes were heavy, as his belly was full.

Leisurely, we strolled down the Riverwalk again. The sun had been dropping in the sky, and a breeze had kicked up, twisting my skirt around my legs. Making a mental note to stop somewhere to get a prepaid phone and a few necessities, I clutched my purse handle with both hands, rubbing my thumb absently along the edge. The only things I had brought with me were a few underthings of ours, which I had shoved in a gallon Ziploc bag and into my large purse. It may have been crazy, but we left with the clothes on our backs, wanting to bring nothing along that may be a reminder of my life with the devil himself.

At the end of the walk, I followed as he approached the doors on the Riverwalk level to the Drury Plaza Hotel. I’d always wanted to check out the old historic building that had once been a bank. “You’re staying here?” I was surprised, because I knew it wasn’t cheap. Shit, that kind of made me sound snobbish, assuming he wouldn’t or couldn’t stay somewhere like that. It made me feel rotten as soon as the words were out of my mouth.

“Don’t sound so surprised. I’ve been responsible with my finances over the years.” His good-natured smirk eased some of my guilt at my insensitive words. In one of my brief Saturday visits to my dad’s, his abuela told me about him getting injured “again” and getting out of the Marine Corps. Besides making me wonder exactly how many times he’d been injured, it also made me question what he was doing for a living since he had gotten out of the military. The only thing I really knew was that he had moved to Iowa.

We rode the elevators up, got off, walked around the corner, up a curving ramp, and then took another elevator to the fourteenth floor. “So there’s no thirteenth floor. Do you think there is a mini-floor in between, or are we actually on the thirteenth floor anyway, but old superstitions made them just not number it the thirteenth floor, thinking that fooled the powers that be and made it okay or safer?”

His laughter made me smile up at him.

“Only you, babe. Only you.” Laughter infused his words as he slid the key card in and the door opened with a buzzing click. Stepping through the doorway, he called out, and the man I saw at the funeral stepped in from the balcony. His unusual eyes appraised me with question before returning to Kayde holding the now-zonked Ty.

“Hey, Hacker—Erik—this is Sera.” He motioned for me to come closer. “Sera, this is Erik. Sera and I grew up together. Christian is her brother. She was married to Tyler.” Something in Erik’s eyes as he looked at Kayde made me wonder what he had told him.

“Hi.” He nodded, then took my outstretched hand in his briefly, but it felt like he had read my mind and soul within that momentary contact. When he looked at the boneless lump draped over Kayde’s shoulder with question, I felt the need to explain. “This little sleeping beauty is my son, Ty.”

“Speaking of this not-so-little guy, man, would you mind keeping an eye out for him while we go to the terrace to talk? I’ll have my cell on me, so if he wakes up, you can call us and we’ll head right down.”

“Yeah, no problem. Take your time.” Erik’s answer came as Kayde tugged a white blanket out of a closet with one hand and laid it on the couch before gently placing Ty on top of it. He then slid a big ottoman over and pushed it against the edge of the couch so Ty wouldn’t fall off and hurt himself. How did he get so good with kids? For the umpteenth time that night, I wondered about his life. Did he have a steady girl? A wife? Kids? My visits with Abuela had always been brief because I hadn’t had much time and wanted to be sure to get quality time with my dad. Also, if I was honest, I had purposefully not asked about Kayde because I didn’t want to hear about it if he had gotten married or had children.

The silence between us became increasingly strained the closer we got to our destination. When we reached the fifteenth floor, we walked down the hall and through some glass doors onto a large terrace overlooking the San Fernando Cathedral where he had met me earlier. The view was incredible, and I stepped excitedly to the railing to look over where I could see the little ferry boats on the river below. Everywhere you looked, people walked, shopped, and laughed, completely oblivious to us staring down at them from fifteen floors above.

“It’s beautiful, Kayde!”

When he stepped behind me, his warm hand slid from the middle of my back to hook over my shoulder.

“I knew you’d love it. Wait about fifteen minutes and watch the cathedral.” At his words, I knew exactly what he was talking about. Several of the girls at work had mentioned the light show on the cathedral, and I had wanted to bring Ty to see it, but hadn’t been allowed to.

Before I lost my courage, I opened my mouth and poured out my story and request. Cowardly, I kept my back to him and my eyes trained on the cathedral below us. “Kayde, the reason I asked you to meet me is I need your help.” God, this is hard. “Lawrence is not my fiancé and never will be. Yes, I dated him. Yes, Ty and I are living—were living—in his house, but tonight I left. The problem is he has a lot of resources and a lot of friends in the force. I need to get an apartment that isn’t in my name so he can’t find me as easily.” Fuck, the words were so hard. “Tonight, I escaped. You have no idea.”

The light show started, and his hand tenderly pushed my hair off my shoulder and massaged my tense muscles as he allowed me to talk. His touch sent shivers down my spine, and my eyes closed, enjoying a touch that was kind and gentle, such a change from what I had been subjected to for the last year. With self-disgust, I gave him a brief rundown of my life with Lawrence. I kept the worst parts to myself. He remained quiet throughout the entire story, but I could tell he wanted to know more. The question I knew he was dying to ask me burned in his gray eyes. Before he could press for more details, I tried to change the subject. “Thank you again for meeting me tonight. Thank you for dinner and for being so kind to Ty.”

“It’s easy to be nice to Ty. He’s a great little boy. Oh, and don’t think I didn’t notice you gave him part of my name too. What I want to know is why? Why, after the way I treated you the night of Tyler’s funeral, did you name your son after me?” The whisper of his words against the side of my head ruffled my hair. “But more than that, I want to know… did he hurt you?”

Any further words froze in my throat. Dammit. I really hoped he wouldn’t ask me that. My heart raced in trepidation of him finding out the truth of what I had endured, because he was not the type to let it slide, and I didn’t want him getting involved with Lawrence. My plan was to keep them as far apart as possible. When he reached for my chin to turn my head, I instinctively flinched, giving away some of the answer.

“I’ll never hurt you, beautiful,” he whispered. Little did he know, he had hurt me so many times over the years. Every time I had seen him with another girl—worse when his hands touched her the way I wished to be touched—every time he left me. He’d been my world, and while my youthful mind fooled itself into thinking the hurt I felt at his abandonment was because he was like my brother and I hated losing his attention, the woman in me knew it was because I had loved him with every fiber of my being for nearly my whole life.

“Goddamn it, Sera, I know I’m so very wrong for you, but you do something to me. You have since the time I had to take you to get your first bra and I realized my feelings toward you were anything but brotherly. Which is why I forced myself to stay away from you, but fuck if I can continue to keep you at arm’s length. My very cells scream out for you every time you’re close. I’m not going to lie or sugarcoat things. I want to fuck you in the worst goddamn way. Tell me right fucking now if you don’t want me the same way, and we’ll go back to the room. I’ll help you get an apartment, and I’ll leave. But this is your choice. The ball is in your court, baby.”

His words made me melt, starting with between my damn legs. It had been so long since a man had given me a choice. His even offering me that choice was a potent aphrodisiac. But before I went any further with him, I had to know there wasn’t someone waiting for him back in Iowa. I didn’t want to be a home-wrecker.

“So there’s no one waiting back home for you, right? Like no girlfriend?” I swallowed painfully. “Or wife?”

His soft laugh moved my hair like a warm breeze. “Not sure if I should be offended that you think I would pursue you if I was committed, or happy that you want to know that I’m free. But in answer to your question, no, I’m not with anyone. There hasn’t been anyone for a long time. My life in the Marine Corps wasn’t exactly conducive to a serious relationship. And being a prospect with the club for months on end wasn’t either. So don’t worry, I’m not a cheating asshole.”

“In that case, then yes. God, please, Kayde.” It was as if a million years had passed since he had soothed my pain that rainy night after we buried Tyler. It felt like my blood was burning through my veins, my body on fire and aching for his touch.

His face buried in my hair, and I was pretty sure his whispered words were “Fuck, yes. God help me.”

Indeed. God help me too.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

 

[image: ]

“Break”—Three Days Grace

 

GO SLOW. DON’T SCARE her with the animal way you want to take her. The passionate consent she breathed sent my libido into overdrive. My hand slowly worked its way up her back until my fingers threaded through her hair and I twisted it in a knot around my fist. Moving slowly because her reaction to my unexpected touch earlier was still fresh in my mind, I tipped her head back until the smooth column of her throat was bared to me. My teeth gripped the cords in her neck, then soothed them with my tongue. There was an erotic scent that clung to her skin—part whatever perfume she wore, part her own sensual elixir, designed by the gods to drive me out of my mind.

A soft moan escaped her plush lips as they parted in a gasp. That was the opening I needed to trail the tip of my tongue along her bottom lip. Once her mouth opened to my probing, it was as if the light show was in our heads. With every tangle of our tongues, color burst behind my eyelids. Her lips still tasted sweet from her dessert, and I was on the verge of losing my fucking mind.

“Please tell me again you want this and you’re in your right mind.” It was dark on the terrace by that time, but I knew there were cameras. Unfortunately, I didn’t give a flying fuck. If I didn’t have her soon, my balls may actually explode. She had me that worked up, and she wasn’t even trying.

Her panting breaths were pulling me in, her every inhale closer to sucking my soul completely into her inner kaleidoscope of rectitude and light. With her breathless consent, my dick twitched violently against where it was pressed into the top curve of her ass. This petite woman with the honey hair and caramel apple eyes affected me in a way no other ever had. With her, the hateful demons that dwelled in the blackness of my soul slumbered. The chaos that normally reigned in my head was quiet. My heart felt like a small part of it was thawing, coming to life after a deep hibernation.

The savage part of me screamed to utterly consume her, to rip every good, shining, soothing thing from her to feed the darkness within, leaving her a husk. Breathing deeply, I subdued the clamoring within, instead touching her lightly. Reverently. Worshipping her warmth. Reveling in her response to my lips on her skin. Every soft moan a symphony. Every breathless sigh a siren’s song.

“Security could walk out here any moment if the cameras are actually working and monitored, but I don’t fucking care. Do you?” My words slipped sultry and hot into her ear, where I inhaled the sweet smell of her hair, the shell of her ear gripped gently in my teeth. One arm wrapped around her, hand splayed over her soft belly, the other wrapped lightly around her torso, hand cupping her neck. Beating like a drum against my fingertips, her pulse raced.

“No.” The softly spoken word sent blood rushing to my cock to the point that I would have sworn I was light-headed. The risk of getting caught increased the thrill of the moment, but I wasn’t going to strip her naked there on the terrace. The beautiful pixie-like body pressed against my length was mine, and to share it with anyone, in any way, bordered on sacrilege. Not that I wasn’t tempted. For years I’d fought the temptation she represented.

The short, flowing dress she wore ended in an uneven hem that looked like handkerchiefs sewn together. It matched the green in her eyes perfectly and was innocent enough in its design. But on her, it was straight sinful. Tempting my mind, body, and soul in ways nothing else ever had. Making me want to rip it off her to worship her golden skin. I’d always teased her and called her Tinkerbell because she was so tiny and feisty growing up. In her little green dress, she fit the part even more, and I smiled at the vision before me.

Instead of stripping her naked the way my mind begged me to, my hand moved from her throat, skimming over her chest, pausing only long enough to roll her taut nipples in my fingers through the silky fabric, causing unintelligible whimpers to escape her full lips, before they traced the curve of her hip and began to gather the fabric where it draped over her hip and ass. My fingers walked the fabric along her hip, pulling the hem higher inch by inch. Once her heated skin was bared to my fingertips, I slid my hand around her thigh, pulling her legs gently apart before grazing the lace at the edge of her panties where they hugged her passion-swollen pussy.

My touch wasn’t random though. Experience had taught me that featherlight was sometimes better than rough and grabby at stirring up desire. And I wanted her panting for me, her pussy dripping wet and throbbing she wanted me so bad. That wasn’t all though. I wanted her begging me to fuck her. I wanted her to be on the edge of insanity, just the way she always made me feel every time I was around her.

With every stroke along the tender area where her thighs and groin converged, I felt the lacy edge of her panties. Every few passes, I grazed along her lips over the satiny fabric, until finally I flicked it up and slid my fingers under the now-damp scrap. Her pussy was silky smooth. Whether shaved or waxed, I had no clue, but it was like rich satin under my fingers. Dipping lower, I cupped her and inserted my middle finger just enough to gather a little of the slippery proof of how excited she was.

“Kayde.” My name on her lips was a curse and a plea, all wrapped up into a big ball of need.

“What, baby? Tell me. What is it you want?” My lips continued to trail along her shoulder, neck, and ear, then back again. When no answer was forthcoming from her, both of my hands converged on her pussy. Hooking the soaking wet crotch of her panties with my fingers, I gave them a tug until they dropped to her ankles, so I could continue to tease, touch, stroke, and tempt. Coating one finger in her flooding moisture, I brought it up to circle her clit. The other hand stroked slowly, steadily, in and out of her tight, wet heat.

“More, Kayde, I need more. Please.” She couldn’t see the satisfied smirk on my face at her response. Her head dropped forward, and her flaxen hair formed a curtain of waves, shielding her face from me. I loved how just my fingers playing with her, teasing her, elicited her demanding response. But that wasn’t what I wanted to hear her say.

“Come on my fingers. Give me the honey I know you have. I want you to come, and then I want you to tell me what you really want.” Plunging my fingers in her, I pressed the heel of my hand to her clit, alternating between circling over her clit and squeezing until her breath became ragged and panting. When her hands went to grab at me, I stopped, my voice deep and commanding. “Keep your hands on the rail, Sera.” She immediately complied, so I resumed my torture until she stiffened, bowing her head, and her pussy clenched my fingers in a rapid, powerful spasm. A groan of blissful pleasure erupted from her as thick, creamy cum filled my hand. Fuck, what I wouldn’t have given to have tasted that, for her to have come like that all over my tongue. I continued to milk her orgasm until she was shaking head to toe. Finally, the words I’d been waiting for burst from her.

“Jesus, Kayde, please fuck me. Please. You’re killing me.”

Flicking open the button of my jeans with one hand, I pushed the zipper down and moved my jeans down only far enough to release my raging dick. Using the cream coating my other hand, I stroked my cock once, twice. Canting her hips back, I lined up my tip with her slick opening, where I circled slowly in her wet heat before pressing into her. Just the end at first, teasing in and out. At her whimper, I pressed farther in. By all that was holy, she was so tight, I was afraid of hurting her. When she shoved her hips back, sinking my cock deep in her core, my eyes rolled in my fucking head. It took every last bit of my self-control to keep from shooting my load right then and there.

“Fuck!” I jerked out so quickly, she whimpered and almost fell over. “Sorry, baby, condom. Fuck.” We’d been reckless once before, and I’d felt like shit about that for months after. Not because I was worried about whether I was clean or she was, but because it was disrespectful to casually take those liberties. Granted, neither of us had been in our right minds that night. Working quickly, I pulled out the condom I kept in my wallet for emergencies, ripped it open with my teeth, and slid it over my length in record time. Once I was securely sheathed, I again teased her before shoving my thick cock as deep as it would go into her blazing pussy.

“Yesssssss! Oh my God. Yesss! Jesus, fuck. Kayde. So… oh my God.”

I loved that lust and pleasure had her brain unable to form complete sentences. The spasms of her need could be felt all along the length of my dick, and once I had control of myself, I withdrew nearly all the way, glancing down at the beautiful sight of her pussy swallowing my cock as I plunged forward so fast and hard, my balls slapped her clit, causing her to gasp.

Though I tried to maintain some semblance of control, she destroyed it all, pushing back each time I thrust forward. If someone walked out here, there would be no denying or hiding what we were doing, but neither of us was even thinking on that plane. One hand gripped her hip as I slammed in and out, and the other jerked her head back by the hair so I could feast on her lips, her jaw, her neck. My controlled thrusts became rapid and frantic as I felt the familiar tingling burn at the base of my spine. Her next words would be my undoing.

“Oh God. Oh God. Kayde. I’m almost there. Shit. I’m… oh my God… Kaaaayyyyyyyde.” That pussy clutched me like a vise, squeezing and burning until I gave two more rapid strokes and held myself deep in her as I dumped every bit of my cum into her tight sheath. My hips pressed tight to her, and my cock continued to throb within her, the exquisite pleasure going on and on and on. In my fucked-up mind, I imagined if we hadn’t used a condom, I would have come hard enough that it would’ve knocked her up and her soft belly would swell with my child.

Fucking A, where did those thoughts come from? Shaking my sweat-drenched head, I reached down to hold the condom as I slowly slid out. She whimpered at the loss of my shaft filling her. My arms wrapped around her, pulling her back against my chest, and I just held her. The sweet cloying scent of our mixed arousal was intoxicating. I was drunk on her and never wanted to sober up.

Breaking free long enough to slide the condom off and tie it up, I tucked my dick in my pants and watched as her dress dropped down to cover her beautifully rounded ass. “Be right back.” Glancing down, I saw the pale silk of her panties. Stooping to grab them, I tucked them in my pocket. Quickly walking over to the trash, I dropped the condom in and returned to draw her back into my arms. Tucking her head to my chest, we watched the lights on the cathedral as it told the story of Texas.

“Do you have somewhere to stay tonight?” My fingers absently filtered through her long silken strands of hair as I waited for her answer.

“No, but I have money to get a hotel room. Maybe not here, but I can find a safe place for us.”

God help me, but I didn’t want her anywhere but in my bed.

“It’s pretty late, and since Erik hasn’t called, I’m guessing Ty is still sleeping. Why don’t you stay with me tonight? Then we’ll figure shit out in the morning.”

Her head lifted and tipped up to look at me with a frown furrowing her forehead. “Kayde, I can’t do that. Your friend is sharing a room with you. And I don’t have anything to wear. Umm, it would be awkward. And can I have my panties back?”

Unbidden laughter escaped me. “No. I think I’ll keep them, babe. I have a T-shirt you can wear, and I promise not to fuck you with Erik in the next bed, no matter how bad I want to. I’ll exercise restraint. Promise.” Framing her beautiful face with my hands, I leaned down to kiss her sweet lips.

“If you’re sure?” Those eyes looked at me like she was so afraid I was going to say I changed my mind. When I nodded, she reached her arms up to curl around my neck, and I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her close. At her wince, I was afraid I had hurt her.

“You okay? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” The last thing I ever wanted to do was cause this angel pain. When she tipped her head down, I reached up to gently lift her face to get her to look at me, but she kept her eyes closed. “Babe? Look at me. Did I hurt you?”

Bottom lip pulled between her teeth, she looked up at me again. “No. I’m fine, really. Do you mind if we go back to the room? I know you said your friend is trustworthy, but I’m worried about Ty. He’s my baby.” Standing on her tiptoes to reach me, she pressed a sweet kiss to my lips before she smiled up at me. Silently, I studied her, trying to get her to truthfully answer me when it was obvious she was skirting the issue. If I had hurt her, I wanted to know. When she still refused to answer, I decided to bide my time. Something was off with her, and if it was what I thought it was, someone was a dead man.

“Okay, babe. Have it your way. On another subject, just so you know, I’m real proud of you, Sera. First becoming a nurse, then being an amazing momma to that little boy. Always knew you’d make your daddy proud, but you made me really proud too, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that more. There’re some things we need to talk about, but they can wait until morning. I know you’re tired, and God knows it’s been a long day for me.” The ache in my heart deepened just thinking about my abuela no longer being around. Yeah, it was unrealistic of me, but I never thought about the day she wouldn’t be there for me, and I felt like total shit for taking her for granted. I should have told her I loved her more often. I should have made it home more often. So many “should’ves” and “could’ves” swirled in my head, it damn near made me dizzy.

“I’m so sorry that I dumped all this crap on you on the day you had to bury your abuela. I know it’s been a hard day for you. It was spontaneous and maybe careless of me to involve you, but I didn’t know how long you would be here, and Lawrence will be off the next few nights. My window of opportunity was small. There are reasons I really don’t want to get into right now on why I couldn’t involve someone here.” The crestfallen look that spread over her features tore me up. When she was hurt or sad, it literally hurt me. All I wanted was to see her happy. To see that gorgeous smile on her little pixie face.

“Hey, none of that. Yeah, it started out as a shit day, but because of you, it ended better than I could’ve ever imagined. If you would have reached out to anyone else, I would have been pissed. Maybe I’ve done a shit job of showing it over the last several years, but I’d do anything in the world for you. It feels like I’ve waited a lifetime for tonight. And I’d be a liar if I said I was good with leaving it at this. But like I said, let’s go check on your boy, then get some sleep. We can discuss details and plans in the morning.” There was that smile, brightening my world with the wattage of the sun.

Capturing her smiling lips with mine, I enjoyed a long, slow kiss that left her panting when I finally broke free with a nip to her top lip. “Come on, sunshine, hop on.” I turned around, offering her my back as I often had when we were young and she was having trouble keeping up.

Laughter broke free from her, setting my heart soaring. “You can’t be serious. I’m not a small girl anymore.”

Looking over my shoulder at her in mock outrage, I gave a dramatic gasp. “Are you trying to say you doubt my strength or ability to carry your puny little self? Because I can assure you, you are still tiny.”

Her expression of doubt slightly hurt my ego. “Come on. Hop up.”

She grinned wider and bit her bottom lip in concentration as she took a mini running leap and hopped on my back. She let out a little grunt and a quiet gasp as she landed, and I quickly grabbed her thighs, hefting her higher on my back. Her laughter spilled forth as I headed to the doors. Just as I reached the glass doors, a security guard was approaching. He held the door open for us, and I was pretty sure he was trying not to smile. I hoped Tinkerbell on my back didn’t notice, because I was pretty sure the cameras were working—and monitored. Oops.

As we walked down the hall toward the elevators, I had to wonder if it had been a good idea to carry her. My promise not to ravage her with Erik in the bed next to us, and her son in the living area, was losing its credibility with each step that caused friction between the warmth of her pussy and my lower back. Kill me now.

Crouching a bit to hit the elevator button with my elbow was easy. Trying to hit our floor’s button after we got in, not so much. “Push the fourteenth floor, babe.” She stretched her lower leg out and pushed the button for our floor with her toe. “Knew those little monkey toes were good for something. Good thing you had sandals on.”

“Hey! Leave my toes alone.” She gave my waist a squeeze with her legs. A groan escaped me.

“Sweetheart, don’t do that unless you want my promise thrown out the window.” Silence reigned as I walked down the hall, and she rested her chin on my shoulder. When we stood outside our door, I let her slide down to the ground. Once I knew she was steady, I snagged the room card out of my back pocket. Before I could slide it in the reader though, her small hand rested on my forearm.

“Kayde, I just wanted to say thank you again. You have no idea how happy I am to be here with you. It’s kind of like old times, only better.” The rosy bloom that spread across her cheeks was cute as fuck.

“Yeah, way better. I’m really sorry I didn’t step up to the plate sooner. But you know what? Maybe everything happened for a reason. Sometimes I think we have lessons to learn, and if we don’t, things won’t work out for us the way they should. It’s not our place to question the whys, just to appreciate the gift that is today, you know?” Tucking a golden strand of hair behind her ear, my fingers lingered to slide down and cup her neck, tugging her closer. Pressing a soft kiss to the top of her head, it was impossible not to inhale her intoxicating scent.

Entering the room, I saw Hacker sitting up in bed, watching the TV with the volume turned low. “Hey. Little man over there hasn’t made a peep. I set the door lock to the balcony, just in case though. Everything okay?” As usual, his eyes missed nothing, and I knew he could see the flush still staining her cheeks along with her disheveled appearance.

“Yeah, it’s good. Thanks again, bro.” Sera mumbled a “thank you so much” and quickly hightailed it to the other side of the cabinets that created a dividing wall between the living area and the sleeping area of the rooms, where her son remained zonked.

Looking over his shoulder to ensure she was still over there, Hacker scooted closer to the edge of the bed. “You wanna tell me what’s going on?” he asked quietly.

“Let’s go out to the balcony and I’ll fill you in with what I know.” After nodding, he stood and we made our way to the sliding glass doors. As we stepped into the living area, the sight of Sera sitting beside little Ty and softly stroking his hair was a sight I would not soon forget. She looked just like an angel watching over the little boy who, after a single afternoon, was already starting to tug on my heartstrings.

Lifting her head at our entrance, she asked if I still had that T-shirt she could borrow. Hacker opened the door and stepped outside. Without batting an eye, I tugged the white T-shirt over my head and tossed it to her. At her sharp indrawn breath, I smirked and gave her a wink before stepping out onto the balcony.

Hacker was already chilling in one of the chairs, so I pulled up the other and snagged my smokes from the little table.

“Those are gonna kill you one of these days,” was the smartass remark I got from him as I lit one and took a deep drag. The comforting hit of nicotine wasn’t exactly the hit my nerves needed, but it would do for now.

“Shit, something will at the rate I’m going, but I doubt it will be these.” Motioning toward the half-empty pack on the table, I took another drag. “Besides, I think I’m gonna try quitting again after this pack. Maybe try one of those E-cig things everyone’s been talking about.”

“Filthy habit aside, tell me what’s up with the love of your life in there.”

Shaking my head at him, I drew in on the cigarette, watching the cherry on the end glow red-hot. Ain’t gonna lie, I would miss this habit. There were so many satisfying things about smoking, but I knew it was a stupid habit back when I started after boot camp. Of course, at the time, I wanted to feel like a man, and it helped fill the hole from smoking weed. Thought it would be easier to quit than it had been. Hindsight….

“She’s not—”

His hand automatically went up. “Save it for someone who doesn’t know you as well as I do, man. She’s all you talked about every watch we had. And the way you talked about her? I’d have had to have been a fucking idiot not to figure out she was your Achille’s heel. You’ve got it bad for her, but for some dumb reason you don’t want to admit it.” The droll expression he shot me had me trying not to smile at his accurate assumption. He was one to talk though.

“Pot, meet kettle.” Two could toss that shit around, because that dumb fucker had it so bad for Kassi it wasn’t funny, but he refused to admit it and tried to get us all to believe it was just sex. What-the-fuck-ever.

His glare had me laughing as I stubbed the spent cigarette out and laid it on the table. Exhaling the last thin cloud of smoke, I slid down in the chair and laid my head back. “The guy who was with her at the funeral was not her fiancé.” His raised eyebrows and the rolling motion of his hand had me reluctantly continuing. “He was, however, her boyfriend. Evidently, they lived together, and I’m pretty sure he was abusive in more ways than one, but I can’t get her to confirm it. Think she knows I’d kill the bastard if I found out he laid a hand on her. I still may. She wants me to help her find an apartment and put it in my name so he can’t track her. He’s a fucking cop. Piece of shit worked with Tyler and Christian.”

“So you gonna help her?” He propped his feet up on the railing.

“Mmm, sort of.” His brow rose in question. “I’m going to ask her to come back with us.”

The grin that broke out over his face was contagious. “Good. It’s about time. Just let me know what you need help with. That’s why I’m here.”

“Thanks, man. I appreciate it. I’m gonna run down and move the bike from by the cathedral to the parking garage, then hit the hay. They’re staying, by the way. You cool with that?”

My friend stood, pulling me into a hug. “Of course. Just don’t let me hear moaning and bedsprings squeaking. But I’ll go get the bike. I need to make a few calls anyway.”

“You sure?” At his nod, I thanked him and slipped quietly back into the room. Ty was still crashed on the couch, his little arm thrown up above his head. It hit me in the heart because I remembered Tyler always slept like that.

Hacker left the room with a soft click of the door, and I headed to my bed where my enchanting little fairy was snuggled, already sleeping. Making a quick detour to the bathroom to brush the taste of cigarettes from my mouth, I made a promise to myself to try to quit for good this time, then stripped out of my boots, jeans, and socks, leaving them in a pile by the bed.

As quietly as I could, I climbed into bed behind her. I lay there thinking about all the shit that had transpired today, none of it anything I had expected. Knowing I probably didn’t deserve her, I still couldn’t let her go. Vowing to cherish her and treat her the way she deserved to be treated, I pressed a soft kiss to that tender spot where her neck and shoulders met, causing her to shiver and press back into me.

As I drifted off to sleep, I prayed I wouldn’t have any nightmares tonight.
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“How I Could Just Kill a Man”—Cypress Hill

 

KAYDE AND I WERE making love in the middle of a huge green meadow. Bluebonnets stretched as far as the eye could see. His gray-blue eyes stared into my soul, and he languidly slid into me. Pleasure flooded my body, increasing with each stroke. With a jolt, timed with a powerful thrust of his hips, I woke. It was so warm and comfy, I didn’t want to wake up. I wanted to go back to my dream. Trying to fall asleep again, I realized I wasn’t dreaming. When Kayde’s big, warm body that was cradling me from behind moved and his thick cock glided back out of my soaking wet pussy before he seated it within me again, my eyes rolled in my head.

Arching my back to allow him a better angle, my half-drowsy mind basked in the ecstasy of our joined bodies. His sleep-raspy voice rang out like a thunderclap in the quiet room. “Mmm, damn, what a way to wake up.”

Gasping, I was afraid we were going to wake his friend in the bed next to us, since it seemed early. “Shhh! And you said we weren’t going to do this with him next to us.” My words and my actions were at odds, because my ass pressed back against his pubic bone as he made another deep push forward. He was turning me into a wanton, because once again, I had a hard time caring if we were caught. It just felt too damn good to quit.

Those magic lips on the back of my neck sent shivers down my spine in the best way. His words blew across my skin. “Hacker took Ty down to the breakfast buffet. If we hurry, we can join them. But when I woke up with my dick in you, I couldn’t just hop up and tell him, or you, we were joining them without finishing what our bodies started.”

“Jesus, please don’t. You feel so fucking good. I was dreaming about this.”

His chuckle preceded his long, thick fingers sliding around my hip and slowly circling that bundle of nerves with his name written on it. Ripples of pleasure inundated me until my every sensory nerve was on overload. Every muscle tensed as the explosion I felt coming built until the crescendo burst and rolled over me in waves of euphoria. Eyes rolling in my head and unable to form words, I continued to meet him thrust for thrust.

“That’s it, Tinkerbell. God, yes, that’s fucking it. Fucking, fucking fuck!” In a blinding-fast movement, he had me on all fours, shoving the T-shirt higher to grab my ass and pound relentlessly into my still-pulsing sheath. The only sound in the room was our panting breath, the erotic slapping of our bodies, and a random grunt from the god-like man fucking me like an animal. Though I thought I was done, he proved I wasn’t. Each slippery stroke in and out created the best friction in the world, and before I knew it, his fingers were digging into my ass cheeks and I was done. White flashes exploded in my vision, and my core clenched with vise-like spasms rocking my world before leaving it tilted on its axis.

The bellow that burst from behind me had me glancing over my shoulder. “Goddamn it, you feel so fucking good!” He was glorious in his lust-induced frenzy. When his hand smacked my ass, the combination of the fire it left behind and the nirvana he was building inside had me coming again with a silent scream, hooded eyes still watching his every movement. Muscles straining, tendons stretched taut, sweat glistened across his forehead and chest as he fucked me with wild abandon until he threw his head back and I felt him flood my pussy with his cum. Satiated for the moment and utterly drained, we both collapsed to the bed, where we dozed.

When I woke, it felt like hours had passed, but glancing at the clock on the bedside table proved it had been mere minutes. Untangling myself from his heavy limbs, I tried to be careful not to wake him. Padding to the bathroom, I started up the shower and stripped off the white T-shirt that hung to my knees. Pressing it to my face, I sniffed it, as I had the night before when I slipped it on. It still smelled like him today. I wanted to steal it and keep it for when I was missing him, which would probably be every day.

So engrossed in the enjoyment of his scent was I that I didn’t notice the door had opened until I heard him roar. “What the ever-loving fuck!”

In surprise, I spun around, holding his T-shirt against my chest like a shield. “I was just—” I began, but I never got the chance to finish because he had spun me back around and his fingertips grazed along my back, tracing the gruesome pattern I had almost forgotten was there. With each gentle touch, I winced. Not in pain, but in humiliation. The bruises I knew were ugly the day before must’ve been hideous by that time. The next words out of his mouth were spoken at a low and barely perceptible growl.

“I will kill that motherfucker.” The look in his eyes told me he meant it. The cold-blooded killer standing before me was not the little boy I had grown up with. No, this man was the highly trained, accurate and deadly warrior he must have been in the Marines Corps. Cultivated in part by the scars I saw on his body last night when he grasped the back of his T-shirt and pulled it over his head to toss my direction. Vengeance seeping from his pores, he was no less daunting than he was magnificent. Whatever he had done and endured in his military career must have been so much worse than my naive mind had imagined over the years.

“No.” My whispered reply was so inadequate for the level of horror I felt at the thought of Kayde killing Lawrence. Not that I would mourn the vile piece of shit, but because I knew that if Kayde actually killed him, he would go to prison. There was nothing concrete to prove Lawrence was an evil beast, and Kayde would go down as a cop killer. They would throw the book at him so hard he would never see the light of day again. I couldn’t let that happen. “No, please, Kayde. Think about this. He’s a cop. You would never get away with it, and the thought of you being locked up for life absolutely kills me. Please, baby, don’t go off half-cocked.”

Tears welled in my eyes as he slowly uncoiled and stepped closer to wrap me in his arms. Strong hands smoothed my hair and soothed my skin, which had grown icy cold. Deep breaths continued to raise and lower his chest against me as he worked to contain the bloodthirsty beast raging within. “Goddamn it, baby, I’m so sorry. So fucking sorry. I should have taken you from there the night of Tyler’s funeral. Then none of this would have ever happened to you.”

“Stop. You had no way of knowing any of this would happen back then, and neither did I. What was it you said about things happening for a reason? Maybe this was just my penance for being foolish all those years ago and choosing Tyler. Maybe it was—”

His lips cut off further words. With hands framing my face, he rained featherlight kisses on my lips, cheeks, nose, and anywhere he could reach. Then he buried his nose in the hair over my ear. “Sera, I swear on my abuela’s grave, he will pay for this one way or another. But I also swear to you that I won’t go acting rash and stupid. Okay?” Nodding my reluctant agreement, I glanced up into the storm clouds of his eyes. “Let’s take a quick shower and see if Hacker is still down there with Ty.”

“Okay,” I whispered.

When he joined me in the shower, his significant bulk made the small shower seem miniscule. Reverently, he soaped and rinsed my back, placing kisses on every bruise and the few small scars. After he finished worshipping my body, because that was the only way to describe his touch, I took the washcloth from him. Filling my hand full of body wash, I ran my soap-slicked hands across his skin, tracing the tattoos on his rib cage, wondering what they meant to him. As I soaped his back, I traced the Latin words that arched across his upper back. “What does it mean?”

“It’s Latin.”

No kidding. My eyes rolled at his non-answer. “What does it mean?”

Turning to face me, our chests touching in the close space, he slid his hands around me and down to span my lower back, pulling my hips close to his. I felt his erection pressing into my lower belly, and my eyes widened.

“What? You’re surprised you do this to me?” The corner of his mouth tipped up in a wry smile.

My face flaming, I tipped my head back and rinsed my hair out. This was all new, this sexual chemistry that exploded between us, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it in the light of day.

Once we had both finished, we stepped out of the shower and he patted me dry with the big fluffy white towel. When he moved on to himself, I wrapped the towel around my hair and went to get a pair of clean underwear from my purse. After stepping into them, I slipped yesterday’s green dress over my head, letting it glide down over my hips.

My boobs were thankfully still pretty perky, despite having a baby, so I didn’t need a bra. However, when I looked up from towel-drying my hair, I questioned the sanity of that decision. The heat in his eyes had my nipples hardening to diamond-hard peaks, my clean panties a ruined mess. As he stalked toward me, a panther in a white hotel towel, I held my hand out in a feeble attempt to ward him off from the mission I saw in those turbulent eyes.

“Kayyyyyde. No. Kayde. We just showered. Kayde. This is my last pair of clean panties! Kayde!” My protests fell on deaf ears as he scooped me up and tossed me back on the tousled bed. Between the kisses he dropped along my skin as he worked his way up to the apex of my thighs, he muttered, “I’ll buy you a hundred new pairs today.” Kisses. “I shouldn’t.” Kisses. “You should never wear underwear.” Kisses. “It ought to be a damn crime.” Kisses.

Needless to say, we didn’t make it down to breakfast for a while.
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We passed Hacker and Ty on our way down. Ty was riding on his shoulders and giggling like mad. When I asked if he wanted us to bring him with us, Hacker shrugged and said he was good and to enjoy our breakfast. The look Kayde had on his face made me laugh and ask what was up.

“Umm, you just have to know his history. Kids and him aren’t really a thing. I mean, he would never in a million years hurt them, which is why I knew he would be okay with Ty last night, but he was sleeping, so I figured it would be all cool. I never thought I’d see him actually wanting to be around a kid.” Shaking his head, he grabbed my hand and we continued down to the breakfast buffet.

It was pretty cool, as it was in the old bank portion of the hotel and the seating looked down over the lobby of the bank turned hotel. It was so beautiful with the sun shining in the stained glass window. Of course, I had to whip out my phone to take pics, but belatedly realized I didn’t have a phone anymore.

“You forget something?” Kayde sat down at the table with his plate heaping with food. Oblivious to my shock, he began eating.

“Damn, hungry much?” My eyes were huge at the sheer amount of food this man was prepared to consume.

“Hey, I’m a growing boy, and someone worked the dog snot out of me this morning.” The smug smile he gave me as he bit into a blueberry muffin had me laughing.

“Ohhhhh, okay. Sure. And nah, I just went to take a pic of the stained glass window and remembered I left my phone behind with everything else.” For the hundredth time, I questioned my decision to leave everything behind. But literally everything I had at that house had been bought since I had moved in. None of it held any sentimental value at all. Lawrence hadn’t wanted the photo albums from my wedding and the time Tyler and I were married in the house because he “hated to see me sad,” so thankfully they were at Marla’s.

“Babe, after we finish eating, we’ll go up and get Ty, then do some shopping, okay?”

Nodding as I mentally calculated how much money I had and what I could spend today, I finished up my plate of food. Not bad eats for a free breakfast. Guilt swam briefly in my head at the thought that I wasn’t really a paying guest here and so I shouldn’t be eating, but I shrugged it off and drank the rest of my orange juice.

Making a mental list as we walked back to the room, I ticked off a couple of cheap sets of scrubs, shoes, underwear, toiletries, and some yoga pants and T-shirts for when I was off. Most of that I could get at the dollar store. Ty could get by with a few shirts and shorts for now. Once I went in to work and changed my automatic deposit to a new account, I could get more. Luckily, I had three days off, so I had today and tomorrow to get some things situated.

We grabbed Ty, thanked Hacker—I still couldn’t get over the whole “road name” thing—and met Kayde’s uncle Javier out in front of the hotel. He was swapping out his bike for a sharp-looking older truck.

As Javier rode off, I saw all the stickers on his bike. “What does that diamond with the thirteen in it mean? I saw that on your leather vest you had on yesterday.”

Kayde looked over from where he was buckling Ty into a borrowed booster seat and said, “A diamond thirteen patch is earned. It’s a respect thing. But our club is a little different. We’re not a support club to the one percent club in the area, but we show support. It’s a little confusing, since they basically exist on their own, but it differs with every club. Essentially, they all get along and share the road, share good times, stuff like that.” It seemed like there was more to it than that, but maybe I shouldn’t ask.

“So you’re in the same club?” It was confusing because I knew he was in Iowa and this was obviously Texas. “But you’re in different states, and I thought motorcycle gangs all fought each other.”

He chuckled as he helped me get in the truck then walked to the driver’s side. “They aren’t gangs, babe. That’s first and foremost. While some individual members of different clubs out there may be a little less law-abiding, just like people everywhere, they’re still clubs, not gangs. Uncle Javier and I are in the same club but in different chapters. And by the way, my leather vest is called a cut. Just so you know.”

Yeah, I was still pretty confused. “So why aren’t you wearing your vest, uh, I mean cut, today?”

“Because we’re caging it, and you don’t wear your cut in a vehicle. It’s disrespectful to touch the patch to the seat of a cage.”

Okay, a cage? Oh Lord, time to change the subject.

“Ooooookay. So, if you don’t mind, I just need to swing by a dollar store for most of it.” Of course, he wanted to know what all I was getting. Once I told him, he was pulling up in front of a uniform store. “Kayde, I don’t have enough cash on me to get anything here. At least not and get my other things.”

“You’re not buying, so let’s go.”

Crossing my arms, I gave him my best stern “mom face.”

Instead of arguing with me, he just reached over, unbuckled my seat belt, and walked around to my side the vehicle. I tried to quickly lock the door, but I wasn’t quick enough on the uptake. The door was open and he was resting his hands on the top of the truck as he looked me in the eye before I knew it. “Either you can get out, walk in the store, and pick out what you need, or I carry you in, in which case poor Ty has to walk.” Oooo, he was hitting below the belt bringing Ty into it. He was such a shit!

“Fine!” I huffed as I pushed him to the side and jumped from the truck. Okay, fine, he stepped to the side for me. Sheesh. Details, details.

Laughing enough to make me want to sock him in the eye, he plucked Ty from the back seat and we went inside, where he bought me three new sets of scrubs. Ass.

It went like that at every stop we made. He refused to let me pay for anything, and he just laughed at my attempt to fight him on those decisions. By the time we were done and stopped for lunch, I was steaming mad. Thankful, but mad.

While Ty sat eating his chicken nuggets, I stewed on my words to explain my feelings to Kayde. “Look, this may or may not come out right, but you made me feel like he did today by not letting me pay for anything. Nothing I had was truly mine. At least you let me make my own choices, but still, it upset me.” Poking my grilled chicken around on my plate, I chewed on my lip. When the warmth of his large hand covered mine, I looked up into his eyes.

“Sera, I didn’t mean to make you feel that way at all. I just knew you didn’t have a lot of cash on you because of the circumstances. If you want, you can consider it a loan. Pay me back when you can.”

Watching him with narrowed eyes to judge his sincerity, I finally acquiesced. “With interest.”

“No. I draw the line at paying me back, Sera. No interest.”

Pursing my lips in frustration, I finally nodded. “Deal.”

His grin stole my breath away. God, he was beautiful. Even dressed in another stark-white T-shirt, dark-washed jeans, and black biker boots, he was the hottest man in the crowded restaurant. Just then it dawned on me. I hadn’t looked in the shadows for Lawrence once today.

Life was starting to look up already.
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“Die For You”—Otherwise

 

WHEN SERA HAD ASKED about the tat on my back, I had quickly changed the subject because I wasn’t ready to tell her about it. It was a little too personal and gave away a little too much.

She had trailed her fingers over all of my tats that night, but didn’t ask about any of them.

“All of my tats” made it sound like I was covered. Craziest thing? I actually only had seven, and I was a tattoo artist. One would think I’d be all inked up. Nope. All my ink meant something. None of it was random shit, so I had gone slow. The first one was the one I just mentioned. Then I had one on each inner forearm, both sides of my ribs, my legs, and then my pride and joy was still in the works. I had it drawn up, but I hadn’t started the main part of it yet. Just the words arching across my shoulders on my upper back. Alis Volat Propriis. “She flies with her own wings.”

There were a couple of reasons I decided on it. One, because it could be translated to mean “I stand on my own two feet, and I don’t rely on anyone else.” The honest reason, and one that not many people knew, was because Serafina meant “Heavenly Winged Angel.” Hacker and Roy were the only ones who knew that part. My plan was to have an angel underneath it, with her wings wrapped around herself as she knelt in supplication. It wasn’t my fault if she bore an uncanny resemblance to Sera.

One of these days, I’d tell her about them.

The next day, Hacker headed back home without me after making sure I was good. It was great having him during my journey down and for support through the funeral, but I knew it was killing him being away from Kassi. No matter what kind of shit he tried to throw at us, he really cared about her. Maybe more than cared. I really hoped he would get his head straight and, by the time I got back home, they would be together.

I’d been touching base with Snow, and he’d told me to take as much time as I needed. It was great being back in San Antonio and seeing my family. Not to mention, these last few days with Sera and Ty had been amazing, but this wasn’t really home anymore.

My grandfather was still a vacant shell most of the time, but he had at least perked up a little when I brought Ty over. Every day, Ty climbed up in his lap like he lived there and watched TV with him, or my grandfather read him a book. It was obvious Ty had been to the house before, and it made me wonder why my abuela never mentioned him. Questions I would never get the answers to now.

Grandpa had also left the house to go out to dinner with my uncle Matias. He wanted to spend some one-on-one time with Grandpa before he headed back to the Stan off emergency leave. It wasn’t much, but his getting out of the house was an improvement from him sitting in his recliner staring at the wall. Because I’d felt guilty, and so my grandfather didn’t have to keep seeing the mess I had made of Abuela’s yard, on her last day off, Sera and I had packed up all the yard decorations and stored them in the attic, where I figured they would reside for a long damn time. Every piece I picked up or packed up tore a small piece of my heart out.

Sera had gone back to work, but I’d been taking her there to make sure dickhead wasn’t lying in wait for her at the hospital. Today was her third and last day of this stretch. Stubbornly, she had driven herself in her dad’s truck, since he had his work truck to use, not that I was thrilled with that, and I’d fought going to check on her all fucking day. The last thing I wanted to do was make her feel like I was being overbearing, controlling, or some stupid shit like the dumb fuck had been.

Marla was going to take time off work to watch Ty, but I told her there was no need because I’d love to and I didn’t have anything else to do. It meant a lot to me that Sera trusted her child with me. It was no sweat off my back; he was an awesome little dude. Anyway, she and I had a lot to talk about when she got home from work.

Fuck, I was referring to the hotel room as “home” as if we were a family. The cold, half-dead part of my heart screamed in self-preservation, but hell if it didn’t feel good to think of a home with Sera and Ty.

The problem was, it was time for me to head back to my actual home. One reason I needed to get back was because the Demon Runners had been quiet, but I knew it was only a matter of time before they pulled some more crap, and I wanted to be there to help my brothers if they needed me.

Damn. I had brothers again. I belonged. That was the hardest thing about walking away from the Corps—leaving behind my unit and the ever-present feeling of camaraderie. The Demented Sons had restored that feeling by accepting me and my dedication to them. Of course, that was after completing my prospect time, which had been no joke. I’d fallen into bed exhausted most nights, but it felt good.

Another reason was the tattoo shop and my ongoing discussions with the owner, who had moved to Vegas, running the shop from a distance. We’d been talking about me buying it. The club was going to go in on it with me so I didn’t have to empty my savings or take out as big a loan. They would get part of the profits, and I wouldn’t be a broke motherfucker. My clients had been understanding of having to reschedule under the circumstances, but I was worried about putting them off too long.

Ty and I were sitting on the couch watching his favorite kids show, and he was prattling on about the characters. His big blue eyes were wide, and his chubby little cheeks were flushed. Diminutive dude really was cute as hell. The exact words coming out of his mouth escaped me, as I was lost in watching his actions and his energy. The uncanny resemblance to the father he never knew was amazing. The whole nature versus nurture was leaning toward the nature side with the animated little guy. Every little motion, his expressions, even the way he ate the peanut butter cup he begged me for when we ran to the store for stuff for supper. Just like Tyler would do, he broke it in half, then bit the center out, saving the edges with the thicker chocolate for last. It was wild as shit.

Even though it was microwaveable food, I didn’t want Sera to have to worry about anything after she got back to the hotel. She and Ty had been staying in the room with me since the first night. Having her little warm body snuggled up to me each night felt so damn perfect, and I didn’t want to lose that feeling. With Ty sleeping in the bed situated right next to us, our sex life was subdued, but we still found moments in the shower, a quickie in the bathroom this morning, and we even had a moment of insanity on the balcony last night after Ty crashed. Jesus, just the thought of her softly satisfied sounds had my dick swelling and pressing against my jeans.

That had me jumping up to splash cold water on my face. Shit, I felt like a horny teenage kid again. With a sigh, I hung my head to regain control of my body. Once everything was down where it belonged, I returned to the couch.

“Mister Kayde! You missed it! They saved the turtoes!” The rambunctious boy was having a hard time with his L sounds, which was another thing that amazed me, because I remembered Marla teasing Tyler about when he was little and couldn’t say the letter L until he was about five. Ty was standing on the couch with his hands resting on my shoulder as he jumped up and down in excitement. Boundless energy and good nature emanated from him and made my heart light. It was like a breath of fresh air after a sandstorm, and I felt myself wishing I’d been around from the day he was born. Wishing I could have seen Sera all pregnant and glowing.

At the click of the door lock, he started to bound off the couch as he hollered, “Momma!” Not wanting him to run to the door, just in case by some weird-ass chance it wasn’t her, I scooped him up and stepped around the cabinet wall to ensure it was indeed Sera. Her eyes lit on her son and immediately went from tired to bright. Flipping the lock, she dropped her bag on the floor. At her raised arms, I walked to her with Ty’s little body leaning toward her the whole way.

When she gathered him close, planting kisses all over his face, my heart swelled. After placing a satisfactory number on his rounded cheeks, she looked my direction and smiled that sexy little smile at me. Fuck, there goes my dick again. This needs to stop, or I’m going to embarrass myself. Sheesh.

“Hey, baby, I made some lasagna. It’s only microwave, but I figured you’d be hungry and didn’t want you to have to worry about what to make. Ty already ate, but I waited to eat with you. You want me to heat it up for us, or do you want to shower first?” She’d only been back to work a few days, but I was already used to her coming home in yoga pants or sweats because she couldn’t stand to leave the hospital in her “nasty scrubs” after dealing with all the germs, blood, and puke of the ER all day. This was her last shift for a couple of days. She had taken an extra shift today that wasn’t initially supposed to be hers, but she went in after they called her because someone had called out sick.

“Aw, I figured I’d buy you dinner for watching Ty. Thanks, you really didn’t need to do that. And I’ll shower before bed. I scrubbed up pretty good in the locker room before I left.” Kicking off her shoes, she hugged the dark-haired little munchkin close to her.

Even as tired as she was, she was without a doubt the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. With her golden sunset hair pulled up in a high curling ponytail, she reminded me of that little girl I met once upon a time after being dumped at my grandparents’. The green flecks in her golden eyes were vibrant tonight, and I couldn’t quit drowning myself in them. It took her looking away to avidly listen as Ty explained to her about how we went to the park, then to the store, how he helped me put the lasagna in the microwave; otherwise, I would probably still be staring into those amber-like orbs. As he was filling her in on the details of the day, I heated up our food. Just as I rounded the cabinet with our steaming plates, back to where they sat snuggled on his bed, I caught the tail end of his explanation where he totally ratted me out for buying him the candy bar.

“Hey, buddy! That was our secret. Now you have to pay for spilling the beans!” Stealing him from her arms after setting the plates on the dresser, I raised him above my head, gently shaking him as he giggled. Then I set him on his bed and blew raspberries on his little belly until he grabbed my hair and squealed. “Now you’re going to the bathtub for the rest of your punishment.” Turning back toward my little pixie on the bed, I sternly told her to keep her paws off my food or she’d be the next one to be punished, then waggled my eyebrows to ensure she knew I was playing with her.

“But it’s going to be cold by the time you’re done.”

“Oh well, I’ve eaten worse in the past. And someone must deal with this traitorous little monster!” At my hand curling into the “claw,” Ty laughed. Then I pointed to my plate. “Remember, my lasagna.”

The smirk she tossed my way told me she was all good. Before I could head back to the bathroom, she purposely made a big production of sticking her finger right in the middle of my slice of lasagna.

“Okay, sweetheart, two can play at that. Tu culo es mio.” My laughter was close on the heels of her sinister chuckle. Because her father had wanted to ensure his children fit in with American culture as well as their Mexican heritage, he had taught Sera and her brother Spanish as they grew up, so she understood exactly what I meant.

Setting Ty down, I instructed him to get ready to get in the tub as I started to run the water, checking to be sure it wasn’t too hot or too cold. As I turned to place him in the tub, a little naked butt streaked by and out to the main room. Little turd. Knowing he couldn’t get too far, I meandered after him, only to see him swiping the two little boats off the ottoman, the ones he had begged me for today. Now I completely understood why he wanted them so bad instead of cars or trucks.

“Kayde! You have to quit spoiling him.” Her eyes were narrowed at me with her hand frozen halfway to her mouth with a bite of food. All I could do was shrug and smile.

“I have a lot of years to make up for.” With a wink, I followed the mini streaker as he trucked back to the bathroom. Even though he was a good-sized boy, my giant-ass hands nearly touched as I circled his chest under his arms to lift him in the tub. The little goober wasted no time sending his boats floating in circles after each other. Just when I thought I had this parenting business down pat, he pretended his boats collided and exploded, sending water flying in an arc straight onto the top of my head as I knelt by the edge of the tub.

Uproarious laughter poured over me like warm honey. Evidently, she had just reached the door as the Hoover Dam let loose on me, and she was bent over, hands on her knees, laughing her cute little ass off.

“Oh, you think this is funny, huh?” Devilishness spreading through me, I grabbed her and rubbed my soaking-wet head right into her chest as she squealed. Ty was laughing by this time, and with my back to him, I pulled her peaked nipple between my lips and sucked it through the thin fabric of her now-transparent shirt and visibly lacy bra.

Pulling back, I grinned like the Cheshire cat. “You may want to go change, beautiful. You’re showing the goods.”

A burst of laughter exploded from her sinfully plush lips, and she crossed her arms in front of her exposed chest.

“Just go eat your food while it’s still hot, you troublemaker. I’ve got him from here.”

Only because I was starving did I follow her orders, but before I did, I nuzzled her neck as I passed her in the doorway. Even after working all day, she still smelled so damn good to me—and she tasted even better. What the hell is she doing to me? Telling myself I really needed to talk to her tonight, I sat on the end of the bed and ravenously consumed my dinner.
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Like a real couple—which was really weird to me, even after nearly a week of doing this—we tucked Ty in, and he was sleeping before she could finish reading the book she had brought home for him. Fuck if I didn’t want this every damn night.

Pulling her over to the other side of the room, I fell back onto the couch and tugged her down into my lap. It was my turn to nuzzle her. “Rough day?” My face nestled into her as I slid the tip of my nose down her neck. Driving me wild, the faint scent of her perfume still lingered.

“Ugh. You have no idea. It was patient after patient today.” She worked in one of the biggest hospitals in San Antonio, and I knew they were always hopping nonstop. Wrapping my arms around her, I held her tight to my chest. “Mmm, you feel so good.” Turning her head to face me, her pink tongue slid along my jawline. Obviously, she felt my dick harden under her because she was quick to grind her ass into me.

Peeling her back, I looked her in the eye. It was important for me to stay focused because I needed to talk to her. My body would happily let the talk wait, but my heart and mind knew we needed to get it out of the way. I was running out of time. “Sera, we need to talk.” My fingers of one hand filtered through her silken ponytail, while the other slid around her rib cage, briefly cupping over her soft tit before splaying across her chest. Her heart raced under my fingertips. “What are we doing, baby?”

“What do you mean? I’m pretty sure we’re making out on the couch, and if I’m lucky, we’ll get further than heavy petting before we go to sleep.”

Humor at her comment had me smiling and shaking my head.

“I’m actually being serious. What are you wanting from this? Because I don’t want this to just be a fuck-buddy kind of thing.”

Tipping her head, she narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “Kayde, I… I guess I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

Her frown, mixed with her hesitancy, was a gut punch. Fuck, had I misread her this whole time? Maybe I should just drop this. No. I had hesitated years ago and thought I was taking the high road, being the martyr, whatever you want to call it. Look what that had cost me already. And if I was honest with myself, the thought of going back to the darkness I dwelled within before she came back into my life chilled me to the bone. The number of times I questioned my sanity in relation to my lack of emotion would be staggering to some people. My time in the Marine Corps was honorable, and I was proud to have served, but it definitely left me feeling soulless and my heart frozen in black ice. She, and her unexpected little sidekick, made me feel redeemable.

Running my tongue nervously along the inside of my bottom lip, I was craving a cigarette to calm my nerves just enough to let me get out what I needed to ask her. Finally, I metaphorically grabbed myself by the balls and let it fly. “Come back to Iowa with me.”

Silence.

“Sera?” Her blinking eyes were owl-like as she stared at me with her mouth hanging open.

“Jesus.” Muttering, she stood and stalked back and forth in front of me. Those actions and the whole situation didn’t ease my mind.

“Sera, baby, come with me. You and Ty. I promise I’ll never let that piece of crap, or anyone, hurt you again.”

She continued to pace until I thought she would wear a path in the carpet. Finally, she stopped in front of me with her head hanging, arms pulled tight around her abdomen. Tears hovered in her beautiful eyes.

“I can’t, Kayde. It’s not that easy. I have a job here. My family is here. And Ty, he’s all Marla has left of Tyler. It would be so unfair to take him away from her. Not to mention, he loves my dad and Marla. It would be cruel to take him away from his only grandparents. He wouldn’t understand.” Those big drops of moisture hovered and shimmered in her eyes until she blinked and they spilled forth to trail down her cheeks. My heart was shredding, as if someone was taking a razor blade to it, leaving superficial cuts all over it, letting me bleed out slowly to maximize my suffering. Her pain and tears did that to me.

“Sera, I can’t leave you here. It’s only a matter of time before he’s bound to find you. Having a place to stay that isn’t in your name won’t protect you for long. All he has to do is to wait for you to get off work and follow you. You know nothing about evasive tactics if someone was tailing you. Please, think this through.” Frustration vibrated through me, shattering my equilibrium.

She dropped to her knees in front of me, placing her hands on my thighs. “Now that he knows I’m serious and I’m actually gone, I really don’t think he’ll be a problem. Besides, my brother can keep an eye on me too.”

Snorting out my disbelief, I dropped my head back and stared at the ceiling for divine intervention with this situation. “Yeah, because he’s done a stand-up job of that so far, right?”

“Kayde, that’s not fair. We all deal with grief differently. I’ll talk to him. I’ll let him know what was going on. I never should have kept it from him in the first place, but I fell victim to Lawrence’s scare tactics and threats. Surely he won’t do half of what he said. He’s a fucking cop, for crying out loud. There are repercussions. He’s not God or above the law. If you’re that worried about me, then stay. Don’t leave.”

Did she understand what she was asking? Didn’t she realize it wasn’t easy for me to just up and relocate either? And I didn’t have someone potentially stalking me. She did.

“Babe, I can’t.” It briefly crossed my mind to just wrap her up and drag her back with me kicking and screaming, but I was pretty sure that wouldn’t have gone over well going through the airport.

Squeezing the muscles of my thighs for emphasis, she sighed and said, “Then you’ll just have to trust that I’m a big girl and I’m making my own decisions for the first time in over a year.”

“This is a bad idea. You know I can’t, in good conscience, leave you here unprotected. But I can’t stay, babe. I have to get back. I have a job, a club, a life there. I’m on the verge of buying the tattoo shop I’m working at. This is big for me. Please consider coming back with me. I don’t want to walk away from you again. I can’t protect you from up there. If you were with me, I could keep you safe.” The thought of leaving her had my insides knotted and churning. Anger simmered under the surface, biding its time, waiting to rupture the fragile control I had on it.

“It doesn’t matter where I am, you can’t guarantee my safety. Unless you’re going to be with me 24/7, and even then, shit happens. That’s life and you know it. We’ll just have to keep in touch, and we can visit back and forth until we figure all this shit out. There’s FaceTime and a million other ways to stay close thanks to technology. Unless you’re saying you don’t want to do long distance and you just want to call it quits now.”

The dark, ugly part of me wanted to lash out and say yeah, if I couldn’t have her, I didn’t want to see her or talk to her. Then the thought of never seeing her or Ty again left me feeling broken and bleeding.

Gathering her up to the couch, I pulled her to lie on top of me and brought one leg over hers, anchoring her to me. Her spun-silk hair escaped over her shoulder, and I twirled it around my hand. Using it as leverage, I pulled her lips closer to mine where I whispered across her dark pink lips, “We’ll figure it out. Somehow. Someway.” Just after our lips joined, our tongues tentatively reached out for the other. What started as a sweet, tender kiss morphed into a battle for dominance with no winner. It happened every single time. We ripped at each other’s clothing, desperate for the maximum contact of heated skin.

Breaking away, gasping for a lungful of oxygen, she gazed down at me, lust shining in her flushed cheeks, swollen lips, and glittering eyes. In that quiet moment, I knew I would die for her if need be. She was everything, and without her, my life was nothing. I was sure I’d be able to convince her to come back with me. I just needed a few days.

But a few days later, everything went to shit.
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Uncle Javier’s club had come through with an apartment for Sera, and they would only let her pay enough to cover the utilities. She’d been pissed, thinking she was getting handouts or preferential treatment, but as far as they were concerned, she was family.

After checking out of the hotel, we grabbed the few things she’d acquired since she had left the asshole and brought them to the apartment. It was furnished and had all the things someone would need to stay for any period of time, so she didn’t have to worry about furniture or household stuff, just personal things.

Then I’d broken down and told her I was leaving the next day. I’d begged her again to come with me. Again, she had refused. Misery etched her face, and tears cut a path down her cheeks. “I need to be here. Tyler’s mom needs me and Ty. My dad needs us.”

“What about you, Sera? What do you need? You can’t keep doing this to yourself, living your life for everyone else. You can’t keep doing this to me. You traded one mantle of control for another, but you refuse to see it! I’m sorry you lost Tyler, that his mom lost him. I’m sorry we all lost him, and I’m so happy we still have a piece of him in Ty. But goddamn it, Sera, I already love that little boy like he’s my very own. Like I planted him in you the night we made love. Yeah, we made love that night. At least I did. Maybe it was born of grief and a desperate need to feel alive, but I fucking made love to you because I’ve loved you since the day I met you. I don’t want to leave either of you here, where you’re not safe.”

“What? Are you fucking serious? Then why didn’t you ever say anything? Why didn’t you fight for me, if that’s how you felt? Maybe because that’s bullshit. I remember how after Tyler and I started dating, you had some new fucking slut hanging on your arm every other day! That’s not a guy in love. I heard you, Christian, and Tyler talking when you were playing football in the backyard and you thought I was reading. Talking about those heifers and the things they did to you. Why would I think for a second you cared about me? Then you up and left me, Kayde. Left for the Marine Corps and never looked back. Oh, you sent or replied to an e-mail here or there. Occasional cards. But you never came back, Kayde. Just like everyone else, you fucking left me.”

“Jesus, Sera. I was a teenage kid. Did I fuck up? Yeah, I did. But I was hurt, and I was lashing out. I fucking knew you were listening with your nosey little ears perked up to hear every word. That’s why I made sure to say those things. Why I flaunted girls in front of you. Because I wanted, and hoped, to hurt you as much as you hurt me. I thought maybe you would show me that I mattered, that my feelings weren’t one-sided. It was wrong, and I admit that, but I was pissed that Tyler had what I wanted. And as far as leaving you? Fuck, would you have wanted to sit and watch me with some other girl? Her hands touching me in front of you day in and day out? Wondering if I fucked her slow and easy, or hard and rough? Because I couldn’t do it.” The shocked and hurt expression on her face almost had me stopping to find a way to give in to her. To stay here and give up everything I had back in Iowa. But I couldn’t do it. Yes, I loved her, but she obviously didn’t love me the same way or she would at least consider coming back with me.

At her continued silence, I decided to throw down the gauntlet. “Does that make me weak? Maybe. But there was no way I could sit around and watch the two of you have what should have been ours, if only I had opened my fucking mouth. If only I had not worried about betraying my best friend by wanting his little sister. Unfortunately, Tyler didn’t have such concerns, and he got to you first. So yeah, I wasn’t strong enough to watch him hold you while I held a bunch of cold ‘if onlys.’ You were going to divorce him, and now Tyler’s dead. Your brother didn’t have a fucking clue what was going on with you. Your dad works sunup to sundown, and you have one single solitary friend, thanks to that fuckwad you were with, but instead of giving us a chance, you want to stay here in your misery, wallowing in your self-pity about everyone leaving you, yet being here for everyone else. Not only that, but risk being found by the man who beat the living shit out of you for over a fucking year! What if, when he finds you, he turns that on Ty? What then? Will it still be worth staying here in this godforsaken town? So you make your choices. No one is forcing you to do anything you don’t want to do. I love you heart and soul, Sera, but I’m leaving tomorrow.” Pausing, I dropped the two plane tickets I’d bought and paid for, when I foolishly thought she would jump at the chance for a fresh start away from all the crap and memories here, on the coffee table in front of her. “If you don’t show, I’ll know what your decision is. But regardless of your choice, I’ll always love you more than my next breath.”

Before I could cave, I walked out the door, got on my uncle’s bike, and headed back to my grandfather’s place. I was having dinner with everyone tonight before I left. I’d planned to stay with Sera and Ty tonight because I really thought she would’ve changed her mind and decided to get the fuck out of Dodge. Now I needed to clear my head. Needed some space.

I’d totally meant what I said. My next breath was less important than her, but I couldn’t keep hanging my heart out for her to shoot full of arrows because she wanted to use me up, but not love me back.
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“Falling Apart”—Papa Roach

 

THE DAY HE RETURNED to Iowa was almost worse than the day Tyler died. It hurt too much to watch him leave, so I stood in the apartment, fighting tears and losing, as he walked out the door. Those tickets taunted me from the coffee table where they sat for days after their date. It was impossible for me to throw them away, so I had put them facedown in one of the kitchen drawers. More than anything, I wanted to use them, but it wouldn’t be fair to my family or Ty. Before he left, Kayde had set Ty and me up in a small but clean two-bedroom apartment in a fourplex his uncle’s club owned. Javier said they used it for when they had club members or family visiting from out of town. We’d been there for about two months with no word from Lawrence, so I counted my blessings.

There was only one full-time resident, and she was also a single mother. She was quiet and, initially, we rarely had in-depth conversations. All I’d known at first was that she was a former brother’s “old lady.” That term still cracked me up because I really thought she was going to be actually old when Javier told me about her. Anyway, by former I mean he died when a truck ran a red light and T-boned him, killing him instantly. Poor girl. Her baby had been a mere year old at the time. Then, after his death, Emily had lost her job because they said she missed too much work after he died. I’d never understand how people could be so heartless.

After about a week or two of shuffling Ty around to my family members and Amy, Em caught me in the small laundry building out back and we got to talking. She was still struggling with the loss of her fiancé to the accident and was crying when I walked in with two heaping baskets and Ty on my heels. Ty had broken the awkward moment in his guileless little boy way by climbing up into the chair next to her little girl and introducing himself. It sent a pang to my heart as it transported me back in time to a little boy who looked so much like Ty and that little girl who told him he was going to be her best friend forever.

Shaking my head to clear the memories and the pain in my chest, I watched as she tried to wipe away the evidence of her grief and paste a smile on her face. “Hi, I’m Emily. This is my daughter, Rose. I’m sorry I’ve been kind of antisocial. It’s been a rough day. Hell, it’s been a rough year.”

“Hey, I understand. Trust me. I’ve….” I took a deep breath. “I’ve been there.”

That was the catalyst for one of the toughest conversations either of us had probably ever experienced. Finding out she wasn’t alone helped her open up. She’d had a hard time because she had no family in the area, and her few friends didn’t understand since they had never experienced an unexpected loss like she had. They all thought she should accept it and move on because it had been over a year since his death.

One thing led to another, and we were talking about my schedule and how hard it was to find daycare. That’s when she told me she did medical coding from home for a couple of local clinics and offered to watch Ty for me. It was a mutually beneficial situation for us; she earned some extra money to help with her bills, and I had a great sitter right in my building.

Since then, we became friends, and on my weekends off, we were often together. She and Rose had even joined me a few times for dinner with my dad. He had taken to Rose as if she was another grandchild and was even trying to teach her Spanish. Amy even loved her, and we had enjoyed a girls’ night in my apartment where we painted our nails and drank wine while the kiddos slept in sleeping bags on the living room floor, propped up with pillows from the couch. They had tried to stay up late watching Frozen, but couldn’t hang with the big dogs.

Knowing I had time to get changed, I trudged up the steps to let myself in the little apartment. Dropping my keys on the kitchen table, I shuffled my tired legs into the bedroom and peeled off the nasty scrubs spattered in blood from the hellish day I’d barely survived. Glancing at the clock, I shot off a text to Em to let her know I was home and was taking a five-minute shower to get the germs off me before I went down to get Ty. She answered right away, telling me to take my time, the kiddos were playing but she was putting Rose to bed soon, so if she didn’t answer to let myself in.

For just a few minutes, I stood letting the hot water wash over my exhausted body, easing the tense muscles. After scrubbing vigorously, I rinsed and rushed to get dried and dressed. Every day I worked, I missed Ty like crazy, and I couldn’t wait to get down there and grab my little ray of sunshine.

Another person I missed like crazy was Kayde. For almost a month after he left, we didn’t talk. Ty would ask about him nonstop. I’d finally broken down and called him. Not having him to hold me at night was awful, and that first night I cried myself to sleep. The next morning, I almost said “fuck it” and packed our things to go to the airport. Then guilt settled in, and I knew I couldn’t just leave my family like that. But not being able to even hear his voice had been killing me, so one night after Ty went to bed, in case Kayde told me to fuck off, I called him.

Since then we’d talked every damn night. As a matter of fact, he should be calling in about forty minutes so he could FaceTime with Ty before I put him to bed. It was hard to say which of them looked forward to that more. I hurried to get ready so I could go grab Ty.

This separation had been hard on all of us, and I told myself every damn day that I needed to figure out a solution that worked for both of us. No, for all of us. Ty was definitely a part of this impossible equation.

My phone rang and I lifted it, looking at the number on the screen first. “Hey, girl, you okay after today?”

Amy blew out a frustrated sigh. “Barely. Today was a bitch, huh? Is it a full moon or something? Damn, how many traumas did we have? I think I lost count.”

There had been several motor vehicle accidents that had ended up at our ER. “There were three, but it just seemed like there were more because there were so many people involved in that second one. They should come up with a safety feature on cell phones that disable texting while in a moving vehicle. Something. Did you hear two of the three accidents were direct results of texting and driving? Dumbasses. Anyway, I’m frickin’ beat. Just getting ready to head down to get Ty from Em, then talk to Kayde before I crash for the next two days.” Laughing, I opened the fridge to grab the orange juice. Pouring a small glass, I sipped it as I slipped my feet into my slides.

“Damn, girl, that man is hot as hell. I can’t believe you didn’t run after him with the clothes on your back and Ty tucked under your arm like a football.” Amy had literally smacked me in the back of the head when I told her everything that had transpired with me and Kayde. She told me I was being foolish, that we only got one life and we should live it to the fullest, grabbing every bit of happiness from it we could.

“It’s not that simple.”

“The hell it’s not, Sera. It’s exactly that simple. Your dad is a grown man, and he isn’t decrepit. He doesn’t need you around to babysit him. Neither does Marla. And I think they would want you and Ty to be happy above all else.” This was the same argument we’d had when I first told her.

“Not tonight, Aim. I’m too tired to hash over this with you.” Closing my eyes, I leaned back against the counter.

“I’m sorry, girl, I didn’t call you to argue or stir shit. Really, I just wanted to know if you wanted to have a girls’ day, get a pedi and do a little shopping the day after tomorrow. I wanted to do it tomorrow, but they just called and asked me to work because Julie called off sick with the flu. So I figure the next day is my only day off this week, and I’m gonna need some girl time. You know, shopping therapy. Maybe have lunch after?” Her voice was hopeful, and I felt bad for being short with her. She had been by my side for everything. Hell, she’d wanted to go shoot Lawrence when I finally broke down and told her what I had been enduring.

“You know what? That sounds amazing. Let me see if Em will watch Ty for a few hours for me. But I need to go get my little man. After those kids today, I just need to hold mine close, you know?” That was the worst part of working in the ER sometimes—the kids. Whether sick, hurt, whatever. The bad outcomes made you want to just appreciate the little miracles you were blessed with every day.

“All right, chica. I’ll swing by to get you at about nine. If Em can’t watch Ty, it’s no biggie. He can be my little date when we go.”

Smiling and letting out a little laugh, I agreed and ended the call. Maybe I didn’t have a lot of friends, but the one I’d managed to keep had been die-hard and I loved her like crazy. She would go nuts when I told her I had asked for the week of Christmas off to go up to spend it with Kayde. Hell, Kayde didn’t know yet because I wanted to surprise him. I must be nuts to even be thinking of going up there in the middle of the winter. A shiver snaked down me at the thought of driving in that cold white crap. Despite my fears of the driving conditions, I was excited. It was only another few weeks away. His gift was wrapped and sitting under my tree with a big huge bow Ty picked out.

Though my legs were tired, the trip downstairs to get my boy shot an extra boost of energy to them and I was down in record time. When Em didn’t answer to my light knock, I knew she was putting Rose to sleep, so I opened the door.

The TV was playing quietly in the living room as I walked through to the kitchen where I heard soft voices. Ty must be eating his bedtime snack. Em spoiled him so bad. A grin stole across my face at the thought of sneaking up on him and peppering him with kisses as he softly giggled.

The smile on my face died a slow death as I walked around the corner and stopped dead in my tracks. Pounding out a staccato rhythm, my heart nearly ruptured and my hands shook at the sight before me.

“So good of you to join us, Serafina. Ty here has been missing me, haven’t you, son?” His voice was screeching nails on a chalkboard as I screamed in my head for him to take his vile hands off my baby boy. Words escaped me as I watched Ty look up at Lawrence and smile. Innocence in the clutches of evil. When his cool eyes left my son and rose to me, I almost passed out. “What’s the matter, darling, cat got your tongue?”

Eyes furiously darting around for Em, I was terrified of what he may have done to her. “Where’s Em and Rose?” Cursing the quiver in my voice, I tried not to act as terrified as I was, but by then I was trembling head to toe. Nausea roiled in my guts.

“Mmm, the girl is sleeping. The mother is, um, indisposed. Come, sit.” Command dripped from his words, and I knew this was bad. So very, very bad.

As I made my way around the table, I reached my arms out to Ty. “Hey, baby, Momma missed you. Come give me a hug.”

When Lawrence’s arms tightened on him, Ty quit his movements to follow my request and looked at Lawrence in confusion.

“No, he’s going to stay with me for the moment. Once I get confirmation that you understand everything I’m telling you, he can go to you. Do you understand me?”

Nodding, I prayed someone would show up to help us, but in my heart I knew we were probably fucked.

“We’re going for a little ride. You’re going to take Ty in and put him to sleep in the mother’s bedroom.” He paused. “Unless you want him to go with us?” The venomous words seeped from his mouth and were spoken in such a friendly voice, one might’ve been fooled into believing he was an old long-lost friend if they didn’t know him like I did.

“No. He can stay here. You want to have a sleepover with Em and Rose, Ty?” Smiling as if my life depended on it, I did my very best to sound excited for Ty. His innocent little face brightened at the prospect of having a sleepover, and my heart broke at the very real concern that I may never see him again. Dread infiltrated every cell in my body as I scooped Ty up in my arms, careful not to touch even a hair on Lawrence’s body as I did.

“Hurry, my sweet Serafina.”

A sob burned in my throat, but I wouldn’t let it escape and scare Ty. Stepping into the hall to place Ty in Em’s room, my sharp in-drawn breath had Ty looking in the direction I was facing to see what I was gasping over. Before he could see Em sprawled on the bathroom floor, I pressed his face to my chest and hurried to the bedroom. My friend had been facedown, with a small pool of blood seeping out and blending with her chocolate-colored locks where they were spread around her head.

Shaking hands stroked my son’s small face, committing every detail to memory. Certainty in my demise had me kissing him and telling him to always remember how very much I loved him. Of course, he asked if Kayde was calling him. My heart broke. “No, little man, not tonight. He had to work late, but he said to tell you he loved you to pieces and he’d talk to you soon.”

As I made up a story about a little prince who was so loved by his mother and then rescued from the evil dragon by the unsuspecting knight, he began to appear sleepy. His eyes were heavy, and he was dropping off to dreamland before I kissed his soft cheek one last time. Visions of Em’s body lying crumpled in the bathroom had me crying silent tears. Sending up an apology to her for inadvertently pulling her into the shitstorm of my life, I thought at least she would be with her love. With great sorrow, I mourned the loss of both of Rose’s parents, feeling guilty at being the cause of her losing her mom. The thought of the little girl being raised by strangers and both kiddos being raised without their momma or daddy made my chest feel like it was caving in.

Just as I was standing, I remembered my cell phone was in the pocket of my running pants. Glancing over my shoulder to see if Lawrence was there, I remembered something I had seen posted on Facebook. Pressing my power button over and over, I was surprised when it worked, and I was directed to an emergency call. Right when I heard someone answering, I jumped at the sound of footsteps in the small hall. In a rush, I shoved the phone in the covers, praying Lawrence wouldn’t hear the voice of the person on the other end of the line, but that the person would hear me.

“Are you done? It’s getting late.” His voice made me cringe. I couldn’t believe I had ever been attracted to him in any way. My every sense was on high alert, and my body was poised for flight.

“Lawrence, I don’t want to go with you. I can’t leave the children here unattended. What if they wake up and find Emily like that? Why did you have to kill her?”

“Shut the fuck up, Sera. Maybe you should have thought of that before you ran away. Their situations are on your hands. You’ve been very disobedient, and it’s time I showed you that I won’t tolerate that from anyone. Especially you. Get up. Let’s go.”

Hesitating, I considered acting like I was kissing my baby good night and grabbing the phone to have it with me. Then I wondered if it would be better to leave it here so the authorities could get to the babies before something happened to them while they were unattended. Making the choice to leave the phone with Ty, I leaned over to kiss him and whispered, “Help me.” Before he could come closer to my innocent son, I stood on legs that threatened to buckle under me.

“You can’t just kidnap me, Lawrence. People are going to find out I’m missing and come looking for me.” At the increasing strength in my voice, he stalked closer, grabbing my arm in a punishing grip.

The blatant fury in his face was terrifying, but I tried like hell to maintain calm. Grinding his teeth, he flared his nostrils and growled, “There won’t be anything for them to find. Let’s fucking go, bitch.”

As he shoved me in the front seat of the same car I had abandoned when I left him, terror engulfed me, and I instinctively tried to lunge out of the door. His fist to my face had me falling back into the seat as black spots swam in my vision.

Sobbing, I curled into myself as tight as I could, praying for either rescue, which I was pretty sure was futile, or a quick death, which I knew was a wasted prayer as well. He was going to string out this punishment as long as he could, ensuring my suffering was maximized.

Oh, Kayde, I love you so much, and I never even told you. You poured out your heart to me, and I tossed it away. I should have listened to you. I should have gone with you. Please help take care of my baby boy for me, and don’t let him forget me.
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“Believe”—Staind

 

BEING AWAY FROM HER had been killing me day by day. FaceTime, texts, and phone calls weren’t nearly enough to feed the raging addiction she had unknowingly cultivated within my veins. For the billionth time since I left her standing in the small apartment, I had to reconsider my motives for leaving. She had looked so small and lost as she stood with her arms wrapped around her middle, those damn tickets sitting on the coffee table in the sterile-looking place I had arranged for her through Javier and the club. What I hadn’t told her was the reason I was able to get her a place there. It was because my brothers there in San Antonio believed she was my woman. While my brothers here at home, with the exception of Hacker, didn’t know she existed.

Not that I had lied outright to them. Fuck, if I had my way, it would be 100 percent the truth. The problem was I needed to figure out how to make that a reality. What if she didn’t want that though? What if she didn’t feel the same way about me? The small niggling spark of doubt crept its insidious path along my spine, spreading its wicked blackness until I questioned my worth, her feelings, and my sanity. She hadn’t said she loved me, and I hadn’t repeated it since the day I laid my heart out for her. It was altogether possible that she had used me out of necessity and convenience. Believing she could be capable of that type of selfish carelessness didn’t sit well with me. It didn’t fit with the goodness she’d always carried in her heart.

After I left and she didn’t show up at the airport, I literally felt like someone carved out my heart. Like a fool, I waited and waited until the last possible second to get on the plane, hoping like hell she would show up. When they announced the final boarding call, I knew she wasn’t coming, and I dejectedly boarded. The two seats next to me were conspicuously empty, making me want to throw up.

When I saw a young family boarding, trying to figure out how to handle the flight because evidently by the time they had booked, the only seats they had to choose from were split up, I had the flight attendant offer them my seat and the two next to me. I thought the young mother was going to cry as she held her little girl close. The kid couldn’t have been more than five or six years old. The father shook my hand as he thanked me profusely, and the mother whispered, “God bless you,” as I reached up into the overhead compartment to grab my bag. Flattening my lips, I nodded, but didn’t bother telling her God had forsaken me a long damn time ago.

I ended up crammed next to a little old lady who wanted to talk my ear off, so I pretended to fall asleep. Even that was better than sitting next to those fucking empty seats.

When my phone rang after I landed, I saw it was her and I shut my phone off. I didn’t want to hear the same old excuses. I didn’t want to hear about how everyone else was more important than her. And I certainly didn’t want to hear that she wished she loved me enough to get on the goddamn plane.

Had she really used me? Sure, she cared about me. We’d been friends almost our whole lives. But I thought she felt the same way as I did. If someone had asked me, I would have sworn I saw love in her eyes every time she smiled at me. Then again, the abuse she had suffered could change people.

Self-preservation could be a motherfucker for those around the person struggling to just stay afloat. I was living proof of that. Moving to Iowa had effectively cut me away from everyone in my family, but I had needed to stay away from them, her, and the temptation she represented. At the time, I knew I was too dark, too dead inside to be good for any of them.

If my actions after Tyler’s funeral weren’t proof enough, I don’t know what was. Fucking her before her husband’s body was cold in his grave had been the lowest of low for me. Regardless of what she said, I was wrong to take advantage of her like that, but hell if I wouldn’t do it again if given the chance to go back.

After about a month, her number showed up on my screen. Initially, I hit the “fuck you” button. Then I felt bad. When she called back after a few minutes, I reluctantly answered. Just in case something was wrong, I told myself.

Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe I should’ve never answered that call. But I did. All it took was hearing her voice over the phone and my nerves were zinging. It was like motherfuckin’ magic slid through the phone lines and infiltrated my head and body. Just like that, she owned me again.

Every freaking day, like clockwork, I called and talked to Ty before he went to bed. Then she called me, and we’d talk for fifteen minutes, or sometimes hours, depending on if she worked the next morning.

Daily, I worried about her safety. Just because there’d been no word from her psycho ex didn’t mean he’d given up. It ate at me and nearly crippled me when I thought of him finding her. But it wasn’t just the worry and regret that consumed me. Her smile stole through my vision, blinding me. Her laughter echoed in my head and robbed me of hearing. The scent of her skin was on everything I owned, whether it was real or in my head. So even though I had been busy as hell between shit with the club, dealing with the asshole who had tried to rape Kassi, and all the loops I’d had to jump through to close the deal to buy the tattoo shop, she haunted my every spare thought and dream.

When that crap went down with Kassi, I lost my shit. Looking back on it, I know I was experiencing a serious case of transference. Fuck, I thought I was going to kill that dickhead who messed with her. The cold, emotionless killer had begun to take over that night, and it took DJ pulling me off him to get the murderous glaze to clear from my eyes. In my mind, he was that asshole, Lawrence, and I just kept hitting him and hitting him, even after he’d quit fighting. His face was a bloody pulp, and my hands weren’t much better.

Then Hacker fucked it up again and let her go. Sometimes I wanted to punch that idiot in the throat. I loved him, I did, but damn was he a stubborn dumbass. It was like he was smart as hell when it came to computers and bikes, but common sense eluded him when it came to that girl.

On a good note, the studio was finally mine. There were only three of us in the shop, but I hoped to change that. Roy and I did ink, and Joey did piercings and was a decent artist, but was new. With the right mentors, he could be great. Roy and I worked on that. The end goal was obviously to expand the shop itself as well as the staff. The club and I now owned the entire building, and the T-shirt shop next door wasn’t renewing their lease at the end of the year because they were moving into the Emporium. Cool by me, because I wanted to open the shop up into the whole building and add several more artists.

Hacker laughed in disbelief when he found out I could ink, because I hadn’t started until after he got out. When I moved up to Iowa to be near him and the club, I saw the ad for an artist at the shop and got hired based on my portfolio I had built over the past couple of years tattooing part-time when I wasn’t gallivanting around the world in camo. All my life I had loved art but never did anything with it because… well, let’s face it, I grew up most of my life in Texas. In Texas, football was king, and a dude who drew was just a starving artist.

What started as a really stupid dare with a bunch of the guys from my squad, ended up becoming a passion. We had all been back from a deployment for all of three days. Of course, we’d all gone out drinking and tearing up the town when a few of the guys decided we should get inked, commemorate our fallen brothers from the team and all that sappy shit. Okay, it wasn’t sappy shit. It was real shit, and I wouldn’t sit there trying to pretend I wasn’t messed up in the head because of it. Fuck, I’d give my left arm to have those guys back. Anyway…

Enter Lewis, who’d found out I drew when I was killing time once at a dusty-ass FOB in Afghanistan. Fucking Sergeant Lewis. That motherfucker stepped up and said, “I want Maguire to do mine.” Everyone laughed. I laughed. The guy with the tattoo gun laughed. I tatted Lewis.

Seven big fuckin’ Marines could be pretty convincing. Yeah, the guy knew he shouldn’t have let me, and I knew I shouldn’t have done it, but what the hell, right?

It didn’t look great, but it didn’t look bad. We all got it. The same one. Three small words around our lower right forearm. A band that was well within tattoo regs, a full two inches above the wrist and all that. Celer, Silens, Mortalis. “Swift, Silent, Deadly.” Our motto.

Anyway, it started off my interest in tattooing. Weird, huh? But the thought of putting my artwork on someone permanently had a certain appeal. Fed the secret inner-narcissist in me, I guess you could say. A lot of people thought tattooing was easy and any idiot with a “gun” they ordered online could do it. What they didn’t realize was it really was an art. At least if you wanted to be a truly good tattoo artist. The challenge of getting artwork to lay right over the body’s curves, varying skin texture, positioning and placement, it all went into maximizing the aesthetic appeal of a tattoo.

Of course, if someone insisted on having something in an area that I didn’t think would be conducive to a great tat, I’d do my best to talk to them and explain my theories and thought processes. It’d gone both ways. I’d even straight-up refused to ink someone in a certain area and I’d refused to do certain tattoos. My ink I placed on people was my brand. It was my biggest and most effective advertisement. A good tat could proliferate your business, where a bad one could be a career killer.

Glancing at the time, it felt like the hands on the clock were crawling to when I could call Sera. Without any real reason, anxiety began to churn in my stomach, and I was tempted to call her early. Shaking the feeling off and telling myself I was being foolish, I resumed working on my customer and letting my thoughts drift as I finished his ink.

Shutting off and setting down my machine, I cleaned the new tat and sat back, stretching my back. Leaning over for two hours, even with breaks, could be killer sometimes. That was the other thing about tattoos: the locations aren’t always perfect. It wasn’t like painting on an easel. Yeah, I had a table and it was adjustable, but I still leaned over a lot.

“What do you think, man?”

My customer, Doug, was a regular. He’d already received two other tats from me, so when he decided on this one, he wanted me to do it too. Looking at his chest in the mirror, a slow grin appeared, barely showing through his thick blond beard.

“That’s fucking badass, dude.” Obviously, he was pleased. It was pretty sick, if I did say so myself. Like me and several of the other members of my club, he was a veteran. This design was a 3D style, which had become popular. It was made to look like someone ripped the word “warrior” in his chest, and his various unit patches showed through from underneath, along with what looked like muscle and steel behind them. This was his third and final sitting for this piece.

“Cool, let me wipe it off again, coat it, and cover it. You know the care instructions by now, so I won’t waste your time going over them. If there’s anything you forgot, it’s on our new webpage. And thanks again for being so patient with me having to reschedule.” This wasn’t his first rodeo since he had two full sleeves and his legs were partially inked too. Still, I handed him my new card, listing me as the owner and displaying the shop’s website. That was new since I took over, because this was the digital age and everyone wants to go online and see what you’re about, when you’re open, see the work you do. The former owner was old-school and didn’t have a webpage.

“Hey, it’s no sweat. I’m real sorry to hear about your grandma, but congrats on the shop. I was surprised when I heard. That’s cool as shit, and I’m happy as hell for you. My girl, Sarah, set up an appointment with you? She said she was calling you.” After I finished taping the plastic over the fresh tat, he pulled his shirt on and grabbed his jacket. Damn, when he said “Sarah” it made my heart thrum, even though I knew it wasn’t my Sera.

“Yeah, man, she did. I’ve got her on the books for Friday, three weeks from now. It was the soonest I could get her in.” Business had been booming, which was good to see, because a lot of times people were leery of new ownership at a tattoo shop. After tossing my gloves in the trash, I washed my hands. Then we headed to the front so I could hand him over to Harper and she could get him settled up. Harper was another new addition to the shop. She looked like a bad bitch, with all her tats, piercings, and her purple and black hair, but she was a financial wizard on top of being our receptionist. She helped me with the payroll and ordering shit for now.

The bell over the door rang, and I looked up to see a wave of leather rolling in. “Hey, brother! How’s it hanging?” Gunny’s voice rang out over the music playing and the conversation they were having as they walked in. The nice weather had not only me but several of my brothers out riding today, and obviously here to razz DJ about his first tat. Sitting in a chair waiting on me, he looked scared as fuck. Crazy shit, considering he was a fucking beast. Without batting an eye, he jumped in with me when I dealt with that fucktard messing with Kassi, but needles terrified him. The kid was a hardworking prospect who was about to get patched, but he didn’t know it.

Of course, my ink was on all the club members already. Yeah, every motherfucking one of them. Shit, when they found out I was a tattoo artist, I was inking up members before I had even gotten my job at the Ink Studio. That was scary as shit, knowing if I fucked up it could mean extending my prospect time, or worse yet, losing my prospect patch or getting my ass kicked.

After taking over the shop, I added onto the name, and it was now known as The Wicked Canvas Ink Studio. The idea was to preserve the original name since the place had been open for over fifteen years, but to add to it, to breathe new life into the old place. Wicked came from my favorite little indie band Straight Wicked. The drummer was one of my former team members, Dominic. Most people had never heard of them, but they were badass, and I knew they would be in the big leagues before they knew it. Usually, the studio was now referred to as just Wicked Canvas, but that was okay; as long as they remembered us, that was the main thing.

“Little to the left, Gunny, little to the left. DJ, give me just a minute to get set up.” The guys laughed.

Stopping briefly to thank Doug before he walked out, I shook his hand. “Thanks again, Doug. If you have any issues at all, you be sure to let me know.”

“Of course, thank you. I fucking love it.” Giving the guys a wave, he left out the door, another satisfied customer. Now that I was patched, I had seriously thought about talking to the brothers to see what they thought about checking into Doug’s interest in the club. He’d been riding forever, and he was a veteran. Not that it was mandatory for membership, but a lot of the brothers were prior service. Hell, the club had been started by veterans years ago.

While I cleaned up after Doug’s tat, I started a FaceTime call to Sera. It felt like I’d been waiting a week instead of just all day. When she didn’t answer, I looked at the clock. Eight twenty. She should be home. Maybe Ty was taking a little longer in the tub. Damn, I would miss talking to him tonight. Shooting her a text to give him a hug for me and to call after she got him settled in bed, I finished cleaning up and then set up for DJ’s tat. Pulling out his design I had already set up on the transfer sheet, I stuck my head out of the door. “Come on back.”

DJ’s face was white as he walked in. “Hey, Joker. Where do you want me to sit?” There was just the adjustable table that converted to a chair, kind of like a medical gurney, but I turned to busy myself with my supplies to hide my smile.

“Just have a seat there, and take off your shirt. You can hang your jacket, cut, and shirt on the hook there by the door. We still going with your left deltoid? Same design?” The soft paper cover crinkled as he climbed up. Turning, I handed him the transfer. “Look okay? Anything you want to change?” When he shook his head, I motioned for him to lean back.

Getting the placement just right, I removed the paper and then handed him a mirror. “Look okay?” He nodded, and we got to work.

By the time I was finished and the brothers had all headed out with a grinning DJ, Sera still hadn’t called me back. Still no answer when I called, so I left a message. “Hey, baby. Hope everything’s okay. I really missed talking to Ty tonight. Call me when you get a chance. It doesn’t matter how late. Laters.” It was a struggle not to say I loved her, but I was afraid to push her away since she had never said it back to me. Hell, I knew I loved her. I always had. Thought I could outgrow it or get over her when I joined the Corps, but that sure as shit didn’t work.

Before I left the shop, I checked my phone. Still nothing. Making sure the ringer was turned up and my Bluetooth was turned on, I tucked my phone in my pocket, climbed on my bike, and slid my helmet on. Pulling away from the front of the now-dark studio, I headed to the clubhouse. I needed a beer and the company of my brothers to keep me calm and from taking off to Texas to find out why she wasn’t answering.

When I rolled into the parking lot of the clubhouse, I pulled out my phone as soon as I shut my bike off, just in case my battery died.

Still nothing.

So I tried to call her again. Goddamn it. Why wasn’t she answering? It hurt to breathe without her. Maybe a trip was in order.
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“Down in a Hole”—Alice in Chains

 

THERE WAS NO SENSE of time in Hell. It was just pain, degradation, hate, and more pain. Never in my life had I hated another human being to the extent that I hated Lawrence. That hate was probably the only thing that kept me alive. Because when he first dragged me into our old house after pulling into the garage and handcuffed me, I was terrified. When he hooked those handcuffs to a chain suspended from the ceiling, that terror magnified by a thousand.

After he ripped my clothes off me and beat the shit out of me with that fucking cane, time stood still. Moving hurt. Being still hurt. When I thought it couldn’t get worse, he came back.

“Miss me?” The words accompanied my head being yanked back by my hair. A jarring jerk to my arms, then my body collapsing to the floor had me realizing he’d unhooked me. The crumpling noise didn’t register at first, as my head felt fuzzy. After I tried to lift my head and my face stuck to the ground, I looked around and saw I was laying on damn plastic.

Through the slits of my eyes, I noticed the plastic ran from wall to wall in the bedroom that was Ty’s. No. No. No, no, no, no, no, no. I didn’t realize I had even spoken aloud until he laughed.

“Oh yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. Welcome home, darling Serafina. Did you forget I told you no one leaves me? I did try to warn you what would happen, didn’t I? Would you like to see how I uphold my promises?” He pulled his cell phone out and pulled up a news video.

Oh, God, no.

It showed my brother being led into the police station surrounded by officers who looked at him like he was a roach under their shoe, and news media yelling and hounding him for the reason he took bribes and sold out his fellow officers. Sobs wracked my body. Christian would never have done those things, and anyone who knew him would surely believe that.

“Daddy dearest is next. Just like I promised. You’re mine for as long as I want you. You don’t leave me. And when I’m done with you, there will be nothing left of you for anyone else. It will be like you never. Even. Existed.”

My eyes burned from the salt of my tears. The clanking of metal didn’t register until he flipped me to my back and kicked my legs apart. Despite the pain and inability to move before, I started to fight. Adrenaline was my only weapon. When he overpowered me and pushed between my legs, I screamed. His grunts barely registered, nor did the hand around my throat squeezing the life from my body. Hatred bled through me, but my mind closed down in self-preservation. Darkness swallowed me, and I welcomed it with open arms.
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Water filled my mouth, my nose, my eyes. Choking, sputtering, fighting for breath, no matter how I moved, it was always there. I’d thought I died. I’d prayed for it, even. Instead, I was drowning. How many times could one die?

“You awake now, darling?” The water had stopped, and I coughed and gasped for air. Wet hair hung in my eyes, sticking to my face. That’s when I realized I was hanging from the chain again. The burning in my shoulders had me wondering if they had dislocated. Swimming in and out of consciousness, I only heard sporadic words.

Hatred multiplied and expanded, taking on a life of its own each time he violated my body. When my mind was coherent, I prayed that my son and little Rose were safe. When my mind folded into itself, I became delusional and imagined I was away from there. With Kayde. Sometimes we were alone, others with Ty like a little happy family.

There was no way for me to know how long I’d been there. Lucidity was short-lived. Delusions were my friend, and it was far easier to escape into fantasy than to deal with my horrifying reality.

Kayde was holding me. Whispering words in my ear, telling me how much he loved me. My head rested on his strong chest, his arms cradling me in their safety. Suddenly, I was jerked from him, back into the cold, harsh, terrifying misery of my reality.

“Fuck!” The demon’s voice rang out, echoing in my head. I dropped to the ground, jarring my shoulder, my arms lying on the floor like dead weights. Heavy lids shielded my eyes and must have weighed a ton as I tried to look around me at what was happening.

Rolling and rolling, my stomach cramped, and I heaved. Vomiting and choking, I vaguely realized my hands were no longer cuffed, but I still couldn’t make them move. Excruciating pain radiated from head to toe like an electric wave. Everything throbbed, hurt, burned. By the time feeling started to return to my arms and legs, I was seized by the stabbing of a million flaming pins puncturing my skin.

Silence.

Then an intoxicating smell.

It burned my nasal passages, making me feel light-headed. Nausea increased, overwhelming me until I puked to the point there was nothing left but dry heaves. Cramping felt like it spread throughout my body, doubling me over. Constant crinkling surrounded me, suffocating me. It was so fucking hard to breathe.

Crackling, blinding light creeped in from the edges of my vision.

Then Tyler was standing over me. “Sera! Get up! Now! Come on, Sera. You have to get up. You can’t let him win. Please, Sera. Listen to me.” His beautiful face swam in and out of focus in a tide of darkness and light. “That’s it. Look at me, Sera. Concentrate. You have to get up and get out of here before it’s too late! God, Sera… please.”

“Can’t, Tylerrrrrrr. Too mucssshh.” Words escaped me, slurring as exhaustion slid over me like a comforting cloak, sucking me under into the peace of the black abyss yawning before me.

Hell was creeping closer. Its wicked flames licking at the curtains blurred through the plastic in front of my face. Tyler lay in front of me, holding my hand. “Oh, Sera. I’m so sorry I didn’t protect you better. I didn’t know.” The warmth of his hand comforted me.

“In here!” The muffled voices drew closer. Tyler wavered in front of me before dissipating into the smoky air. Whimpers escaped me, though I wanted to yell for him to wait for me.

“Jesus.” The glint of a blade flashed in front of my face and the plastic was gone. Briefly, I saw a man in fire gear before my throat was prodded, my mouth and nose then covered again, but this time I breathed sweet, clean oxygen. Jostled, my head flopped back and forth as flame and color sped past in a rainbow-like blur. Deep darkness beckoned me, and with no more fight left, I allowed myself to fall in.
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The next memory I had was being rolled through sliding doors, then people in scrubs surrounding me as I continued gliding down the hall. Fluorescent lights above me flashed by, blinding me over and over again.

“Fucking hell. Are you sure she’s still alive?”

“Wait. Doc, her eyes just opened!”

“Hurry up, let’s get her in trauma two.” Bustling movement surrounded me as I bumped from one flat surface to another. Vague memories circled in my head, just out of reach. “Hey, can you hear me? My name’s Ross. This is Amy. We’re going to get you through this, okay? Stay with us. Keep looking at me.”

“Amy….” The whisper that slipped from my mouth was rough and scratchy. I knew an Amy. How was the elusive answer, like trying to grab smoke tendrils in your hands.

“Jesus Christ. No. Oh shit. Ross, I can’t. Oh my God!” More murmuring, then shouts, a sharp pain in my arm, and cold air shoving its way down my throat. It was all just too much, and when the darkness pulled at me again, I gave up and gave in to it.
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“Whispers in the Dark”—Skillet

 

IT HAD BEEN ALMOST two days since I had tried to call Sera and she hadn’t answered. Since then, I had tried to call everyone I knew down there. No one answered. Not her dad, not her brother, not even my grandfather. I was going out of my fucking mind and cursing myself for not getting her friend Amy’s phone number. It was to the point that I was preparing to hop on a plane to head down there, when my phone rang.

Javier.

“Hey, man, what’s up? No one has been answering my calls. What the fuck is going on down there?” His rough exhale was my first clue something was seriously wrong. “Javier?”

“Kayde, you need to get your ass down here. Like now. I didn’t want to worry you, but you need to get down here. Fuck. Just… it’s… Jesus. Kayde, it’s Sera. It’s bad. He got her. I’m so fuckin’ sorry, man. I’m heading to the hospital now, but I don’t know if they’ll tell me anything. Please hurry.” Uncle Javier was a bad motherfucker, and I’d never heard him like this. Not even after Abuela. My blood ran cold as what he said sank in.

“I’m on my way.” Not even taking time to put my machine away, I left my room at the studio and rushed to the door.

“Roy, I need you to have Harper call my clients for the next few days. I’m sorry. I… I have to go. There’s an emergency back home. ¡Chingados! I’ll try to be back by the weekend.” My mind was zinging all over the place, and it was hard to concentrate. I fucking knew this was going to happen.

Inside my chest felt like a hollow, bottomless pit. Not wanting to deal with the questions from anyone, I silenced my phone and headed to the airport.
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“Sir, you can’t go in there!”

“Fuck you! That’s my girl in there.” Sleep had escaped my greedy clutches on the flights, and my eyes matched the last flight I just had. By now, I knew I needed a shave, and I probably looked more than a little homeless. But damn, it had been a hell of a trip to get down here. Layovers, delayed flights, plane trouble, and now this motherfuckin’ cop trying to keep me from my woman.

He pulled a taser from his belt, pointing it at me. Raising an eyebrow at him, I dared him to shoot me. I couldn’t believe fucking Barney Fife here. “Jesus, did someone take away your pew-pew? You may knock me down, but I’ll take those damn wires and wrap them around your dick. Better decide quick. You gonna let me in, or are we gonna do this the hard way?”

“What the hell is…? Oh. You.” Sighing in resignation, Christian looked over his shoulder, back in the room. “It’s okay, Thompson. Unfortunately, I know him.” He looked as shitty as I felt.

“Well, fuck you very much, Christian. Let me in. Now.” My patience was wearing seriously thin, and I could feel my restraint unraveling.

Shaking his head, he looked at me with eyes dead with despair. “You really aren’t going to want to come in.” Despite his words, he stepped to the side to let me pass.

Turning first to flip off the uniform by the door, I entered into my own version of Hell. Nothing in the entire world could have prepared me for the sight that greeted me in that hospital bed, and I’ve seen a lot of shit. Just never with someone who meant so much to me.

Christian ran his hands through his hair. “She out like a light right now, thanks to the pain meds the nurse gave her earlier. They said she’ll probably sleep like the dead for several hours, until it starts to wear off.” His voice sounded as haggard as he looked.

My mouth opened three fucking times before I could get the words to collect and exit. “Sagrada Maria, madre de Dios, esto no puede estar pasando. Voy a matar a alguien. Por favor que sea esto un sueño terrible. Christian, what the fucking hell happened?” Before I even knew what I had done, Christian’s already wrinkled shirt was clutched in my fists, and I had him slammed against the wall. “How could you let this happen to her?” My voice was on the edge of being a shout.

“Goddamn it, Kayde, you think I would let this happen? Are you fucking serious right now? That sonofabitch had me tied up under accusations of being a dirty cop. I didn’t even know he might go after her. Thanks to him, every fucking person I knew was looking at me like I was a piece of shit, and I was trying to dig out from under it. I still am. You think you work side by side with people for years, you should know them and be able to vouch for their character, not have them torture your sister.” He gave a disgusted laugh. “He was also in the process of fucking with my dad’s paperwork to make it look like he was an illegal with falsified papers so he could deport him. Dad just left to go check on Marla. She’s torn up something fierce too.”

Slowly uncurling my fingers from the folds of his shirt, I stepped back. Fatigue hit me like a sledgehammer.

“How is she? Other than looking like… ¡Ay, Dios mio! And where’s Ty?” My eyes felt like they were on fire as I sat staring at the woman in the bed, afraid to touch her. Thanks to my dumb ass putting my phone on silent, or maybe during one of my flights, Sera had called and I missed it. The message she’d left me didn’t even begin to touch on how bad this shit was, just that she needed me here. Neither she nor my uncle had mentioned Ty either, and all I’d been able to do was worry. Now I wanted answers.

“Ty’s safe. He’s at Marla’s.” His gaze fell on his sister. Swallowing hard, my old friend looked broken, and tears filled his eyes. “They said it looks worse than it is, surprisingly. Both shoulders were dislocated. She’s bruised and… damaged, but nothing is broken, and they don’t believe there is any further significant internal bleeding.” Dropping into the chair pulled close to the bed, he buried his face in his hands. The words he’d spoken settled over my tired brain, and dread began to weave its way up until it was choking me.

“Damaged?” Covering my mouth, my teeth were grinding and my jaw clenched. “What the hell does that mean, Christian?” Don’t say it. Please, don’t say it. Don’t say what I think you’re going to say.

“Kayde….” It was the barest whisper.

“No.”

“He—” Silent sobs broke off his words.

“No! Goddamn it! No!” Getting shot, stabbed, blown up, none of those things compared to the devastating agony that assaulted every cell of my being at the thought of her enduring that kind of degradation. My legs gave out on me, and I dropped like a stone to my knees. Never had I felt I was a weak man, but at that moment, I looked to the heavens and tears broke free. Cursing God for allowing this to happen to the tiny, sweet girl lying battered and bruised in the sea of white of the hospital bed, I broke. “Fuck you, God. You hear me? Fuck you! She didn’t deserve that! Where were you when she needed you?”

Fingers pulling at my hair, my body felt like it was coming apart at the seams. Anger and shock had my hands violently shaking. Murder swam in my veins as I wanted to destroy that piece of shit.

“Why didn’t you call me? Dammit, when she called, I was traveling down here and missed the call. Fuck, she didn’t mention how bad things were. She just left a message saying she needed my help. Like it was nothing. I was already on my way, so I didn’t think much of it when she didn’t answer my call after that. After her message, I thought maybe Javier had bad info and she was just shook and here for observation. Fuck. Is she…? Did they say she’s going to be okay?” As soon as I asked it, I knew it was a vague, ridiculous question. If anyone was a resident expert of the difference between physical survival and mental survival, me and many of my buddies could attest to the fact that you could survive a lot physically, but it was the shit in your head that would destroy you. Eat you up like a cancer.

“She called you?” His face registered surprise. Then he shook his head. “Of course she did. I told her she needed to go out of town for a while, maybe find an old friend to stay with. At least until we figured out what’s going on. It never occurred to me she would call you. I’m sorry, man, I didn’t think about calling anyone. Everything was so crazy. There was so much fucking trauma. But the doctor said… he said he expected her to make a full recovery. The swelling in her face is actually better, if you can believe that. But Kayde, you need to know… I don’t know whose, but… motherfuckin’ shit… Kayde, she was pregnant. They said maybe about three months, give or take. God, I hope it wasn’t his, but she… lost the baby.”

Before I was even rattling back the dates, I knew. This time, it had to have been mine. Barely contained fury burned in my soul, and I wanted to tear that motherfucking asshole limb from limb with my bare hands. My child. Tinkerbell and me. A baby. Our baby. That worthless fuckwad had taken that from me.

“I want to see him. You get me ten fucking minutes alone with him.” With cold eyes, I met his, and what I saw there I definitely didn’t like. “Christian?”

When he hung his head, the tightly controlled rein I held on my temper strained to the point that I could feel the very fibers of it fraying. “Christian,” I ground out between clenched teeth.

“They don’t know where he is. The last sighting was by the Mexican border. I’m still on administrative leave, and I’ve been ordered not to go vigilante. My chief is one of the few who kept faith in me and didn’t believe the shit he set me up with. Now that everything against my family came to light, and Detective Madison—Lawrence—is suspected of this and now missing, well, they are doubting the credibility of the evidence.”

“That’s why there’s a guard.” It made sense now. When I first arrived, I almost believed her brother had arranged it to keep me out. He didn’t want her out of town to help her get her mind straight—it was for her damn safety.

Dragging my emotionally drained body back to standing, I walked to the other side of her bed. Moving her like she was made of fragile spun glass, I gently lifted her hand to rest in mine. Seeing her slender, bruised hand lying in my massive palm made her appear even smaller. Squatting down and leaning over until my lips barely brushed over her soft skin, I whispered, “My Tinkerbell. God, baby, I’m so fucking sorry. How do we come back from this?”

“Kayde. We need to get her out of here. As soon as she’s cleared to travel, we need to get her somewhere safe. The doctor said she could be ready to leave by Thursday. Maybe tomorrow. Two more days tops, anyway.” Then under his breath, but I still heard him, “This wasn’t what I had in mind, and I can’t fucking believe I’m saying this…. Shit.”

After he composed himself, he looked me straight in the eye. “You need to help me. You need to take her back with you, away from here. Where you and your club can keep her safe.”

The air whooshed from my lungs. Pretty sure it took a lot for him to admit that he wanted me to help and to keep her safe. “Did she tell you I tried to get her to come back with me after she left him? When my abuela passed?” Fuck, it had been months and it still hurt to say it out loud.

“What? No! She didn’t mention a word. She said y’all connected and made up, but I didn’t know it was like that.” The shock on his face would have been funny under any other circumstances.

“Back then, she made it very clear she didn’t want to leave y’all. Don’t think she’s going to agree to that now either.”

“Yeah, well, she’s not going to get a choice now. He’s proven how dangerous he is. Kayde, he tried to burn her alive in the house when he found out he was had. Still don’t know how he found out and how he escaped. There have to be others he’s working with, so we don’t know who we can trust. I think I have a plan, but it hinges on you being willing to risk her temper.” He was a brave man. She may be small, but she be mighty, and God help the man who told her she was doing something she didn’t want to do. Especially after everything that had happened. But if it meant life or death, I was willing.

“Okay. We’ll do it. As soon as the doctor says she can be moved. What’s the plan?”

We sat there ironing out the plan for about an hour. Once we had the details straight, he stood, stretching his back. “The chair pulls out into a bed. It will probably be like a toddler bed for your big ass, but at least you’ll be close. Doc said she should sleep all night because of the pain meds they gave her. I need to go check on Dad and Ty. I’m staying at Marla’s with them, just in case. After what happened to her sitter, Em, I don’t want to risk Tyler’s mom like that.”

“What? Why the fuck didn’t any of them call me? Javier didn’t say anything about Em. Just that they wouldn’t even let him in here to see Sera. What the hell happened? Is she okay?” One more reason to kill that fucker.

“He left her for dead in the apartment with her daughter and Ty. She’s in a room on another floor with quite a concussion, but they said she should be okay. Thankfully, my sister is a smart girl. She called 911, then left the phone connected under the covers. That’s how the officers got to the apartment so fast and they knew to start looking for someone by the name of Lawrence. Of course, initially the guys who responded were from a different substation and didn’t know her or Lawrence, and they had no idea it was one of our own they were looking for. They also didn’t realize I was her brother. Not that they would have told me anything since I’m a piece of shit in the department’s eyes still.”

He paused to scrub his face with his hands. “Anyway, she kept him talking long enough for the operator to get some of the information. They pinged her cell phone, and it led them to Em’s apartment. The kiddos were still sleeping when they got there. I can’t even imagine if one of them had woken up and found Em bleeding out on the floor. He only had her for a little over twenty-four hours before it was pieced together. We were on our way to his house, but his neighbors smelled smoke and called it in, so the fire department was there first and were the ones to find her and get her out. Thank God. If she had been honest with me about the shit she endured, I might have thought to go directly to that asshole’s house. My buddy Xander was the first one in the room. He wouldn’t give me details, but he said that scene would haunt him for a long time. Shit, her friend Amy was working because they were short-staffed and she got called in. The nurses said she lost her shit. I can’t even imagine.” Furrowing his brow, he looked sick. Hell, I felt sick.

“Goddamn, Christian.” With all the shit I’d seen over the years, and I’d seen a lot of pretty gruesome shit, I didn’t want to even imagine that scene involving the woman I loved. It started to set me off again, just thinking about it.

Looking me dead in the eye, he shocked me with his words. “I can’t believe you let her go to Tyler all those years ago. You always loved her. Why did you stand by and let her marry him, then stay here even after he was gone?”

“Jesus, I wasn’t in a good place after Tyler died. She didn’t need me in her life. Then this last time? She begged me to trust her to be able to take care of herself.”

When he walked around the bed and extended his hand, I stood. Foregoing his hand, I wrapped my arms around him. “Fuck that, Christian. Regardless of how you feel about me, I miss you and I still love you, man. I’ve missed you like hell these past few years. Thank you for being here for her.”

“She’s my little sister, where else would I be? I just wish I’d known sooner. Maybe I could have prevented all of this.” He hung his head, then looked up to me with tired eyes. “And yeah, love you too, man.”

With a heavy heart, I watched him leave the room. After the door softly clicked, I returned my gaze to my little pixie.

The vision in front of me was still beautiful, even though her features were barely recognizable. She had more bandages on her body than a damn mummy. Both wrists were wrapped, as well as her upper arms. Her poor face. Thank God, they said none of her facial bones were broken. Soft tissue should heal; it would just take a while. According to Christian, the doc said she may have a few superficial scars, but most would be hidden. A visual reminder of her ordeal in the mirror every day would have made her emotional recovery even worse. I’d seen it with enough of my brothers over the years.

Pulling the chair up close to her bed, I held her hand and just talked to her. “Angel, I want you to know he won’t get away with this. I’m going to hunt him down and kill him like the animal he is. I promise you. Our baby will be avenged, and so will you. Or I’ll die trying.” Spilling all my fears and dreams, I kept talking to her, even though she slept like a princess.

After I had talked myself out, I stepped over by the window to make a few calls. Christian and I had a plan laid out, but I had some explaining to do. The one call I dreaded making was to Snow. Since I went off half-cocked and didn’t tell him what was up before I jetted out of town, he was going to be pissed that I didn’t fill him in.

“What the fuck, Joker? You just call me, leaving a message saying you’re on your way to Texas, but don’t say why? Then you go radio silent? How the fuck was I supposed to know if you were alive or dead?” Like I thought, Snow was a mad mo-fo.

“Prez, I’m sorry. My mind wasn’t right. It’s bad.” It took the better part of an hour to fill him in. By the time I finished, with a promise to keep him updated and his promise not to tell any of the brothers yet, it was almost midnight and I was about to drop.

Pulling out the little chair bed, I looked at it skeptically. Fuck it. I’d slept on worse. Scooting it over next to her bed, I reached my arm up so I could hold her hand. Taking in the damage to her battered body had my anger brewing and my heart dropping to my feet. Someone could have reached into my chest and ripped it out, as dead as I felt inside. Pushing the loss of my unborn child to the back of my head to process later, I closed my eyes. Damn, she didn’t deserve this.

With her tiny hand held in my own, my heart started beating again, just for her.
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“Save Me”—Hinder

 

DAMN, I HATED WAKING up after pain meds. Everything always felt so heavy and my head was foggy. It was why I never took anything stronger than Tylenol since Ty was born. I was too afraid of not being clearheaded for him. Top off my muddled feeling with every part of my body being stiff, and I woke miserable. When I reached up to rub my eyes, I realized my left hand was held gently in a big hand. Following the hand to the arm and up to the face had my breath catching in my throat.

Smoky gray eyes watched me, unblinking. “Kayde? When did you get here?” When I dozed off last night, my brother was here, and he had told me I needed to find a way to get out of town for a while. Without stopping to think it through—and I blamed that a little on the pain meds and a little on knowing if I thought too much, I would chicken out and not call him—I had waited only until my brother went to get coffee and then called Kayde. He hadn’t answered, but I had left him a message explaining that something had happened and I needed his help. That was putting shit mildly, but I didn’t want to leave the whole sordid story in a voice mail message. I couldn’t put that on him.

So how had he gotten here so fast? And how had he known where to find me? Christian never would have called him.

My heart felt light and happy with him being so close. His presence just did that to me. Then everything came crashing down as my ordeal spun through my head on fast-forward. The memories of why I was there in that bed, IV tubing a maze and monitors beeping. Oh shit. Knowing I must look hideous, I tried to cover my face, but he held my hand firm without hurting me. Instead, I turned my body away and pushed my face in to my pillow.

Shame washed over me. I didn’t want him to see me like this.

“Don’t, baby. Please don’t hide from me.” Flinching, I screwed my eyes tightly shut when his free hand stroked my hair from my face with a featherlight touch. “Sera, look at me.”

“No. God, Kayde, don’t. You shouldn’t be here. I don’t even know what I was thinking, calling you. It was stupid.”

“Are you saying you expect me to walk away and leave you alone and hurting? Not happening. Sorry. I’m here, and that’s where I’m staying until you get sprung from this place. And I was already on my way down before you even called. Javier called me.” The sound of his voice was a soothing balm, but I didn’t want to get used to it.

“You hate hospitals. That’s what you told me. So feel free to go. I’ll be fine. Besides, dammit, I don’t want you seeing this. I don’t want you feeling sorry for me. Or worse, feeling disgusted by me.” God, why wouldn’t he listen and take the out I was giving him?

“Trust me, you’re right. Hospitals aren’t my favorite place, but this is where you are, so I’m not leaving until you do.”

God, he was so damn stubborn… and such a beautiful sight. But no, I wasn’t going to look at him. I was afraid if I did, I would give in and beg him to stay. It left me feeling so torn. Like I was playing tug-of-war with my own head, heart, and emotions. On one hand, I was so afraid and wanted to pull him close and let him protect me, have him deal with all my demons for me. On the other, I was ashamed and embarrassed and didn’t want him to see me for the weak, broken person I was. I was also deathly afraid of how his soft, caring eyes full of love would turn to hate, blame, and disgust when he found out the truth of what I had caused.

My voice was muffled in the pillow. “You were right. I was so stupid. I should have listened to you. Is that what you want to hear? That I did this to myself? Me. My own stubborn idiocy. The blame all lies at my own damn feet. You have no idea the extent of what I’ve done.” My voice broke at the jagged breaths that escaped. Keeping my face averted, I didn’t want to see the love on his face transform to hate when I told him.

It was a struggle to get the words out. “I swear, I didn’t know. I figured it was the stress of my life messing with me.” His hand gently lifted my head, then stroked my cheek until I opened my eyes and faced him.

“What are you even talking about, sweetheart? I don’t blame you for what happened. You didn’t make him do this to you. There is no blame to lay at your feet. This is all on that piece of shit, not you. Don’t let me hear you say anything like that.” His words were firm and still heavy with love. Love I didn’t deserve.

Burying my face in my hand, I started to cry the tears that just wouldn’t stay dammed up any longer. I heard him stand from the chair, and then I felt the bed dip on the side he sat on before he carefully leaned over me. Those beautiful lips of his brushed softly across my arm, then on my gowned chest. “Shhhh. Babe, I’m here. It may not seem like it, but everything is going to be okay. I promise. Please don’t cry.”

“No. No, it’s not. Nothing can ever make this right. I didn’t know though. I didn’t know. Oh God, Kayde. I…. He….” His arms wrapped around my hips, with his legs curled at the foot of the bed, as he gently laid his head on my belly. Sobs tore from me at the thought that he should have been like that talking to our child. If only I hadn’t been so foolish. My fingers threaded through his dark, spiky hair, holding him close to me, sucking comfort from him like a succubus. Despair driving me, I whispered, “I lost our baby.” The last came out in a mournful cry. I didn’t understand why this had to happen. That tiny little human was an innocent in all of this.

“Jesus, Sera, I know, baby. I know. I’m so fucking sorry.” Large hands framed my face, tenderly swiping at tears that just kept raging. “Don’t cry, baby. You kill me when you cry. Scoot over.” He nudged me to move over away from him, and once I did, he carefully lay next to me. Gathering my broken body and soul in his arms, he cradled me against him and laid my head against his beating heart.

“None of this is your fault. The only person I blame is the one responsible, and I promise you, he will pay. We have a lot to talk about, but you need to rest. I need you to worry about healing, and then we’ll talk.”

“No. I’m not tired. Please, just say what you have to say.” Hiccupping breaths shook my body. The sound of his heart thumping under his firm chest was like a hypnotic, calming beat, and I felt my tension easing. Snuggling into his warmth, I wanted to just feel him and not think about all the rest of this shit, but I wanted to know what he was thinking. He lost something precious too, and I knew it had to have hurt him. Oh God, what if he didn’t think it was his?

“This isn’t really the time to talk about some of the things I need to discuss with you, but you need to know our plan. I’m not sure what Christian has told you.” His chest rose with a full inhale. “They don’t know where he is. Last place they picked up his trail, it looked like he was headed into Mexico. So it’s possible he’s long gone, but he could be in the area. I’m taking you and Ty home with me. No arguments. But since we don’t know who we can trust, we need to sneak you out with as few people as possible knowing.” Ruffling my hair, his words were spoken over the top of my head before he kissed it. Terror gripped me at the thought of Lawrence coming for me while I lay helpless in a hospital bed. At the touch of Kayde’s lips to me, an inner peace spread and calm flowed through my veins.

Shaking my head and pressing my face into his chest, I listened to the plan they had come up with. “Are you guys crazy? I can’t. I have to work. I have bills. I need my job.”

His snort of disbelief proceeded his instructions. “Didn’t Christian tell you to call someone to stay with? You called me. You had to know I would come for you. I will help you with whatever you need help with. You’re in no condition to go back to work any time soon, and fuck your job. This is you and Ty’s lives we’re talking about. You’re not going to convince me to leave you behind this time. Not happening. You will be coming home with me.”

We lay there quietly for a while, until my nurse came in with my pain meds. Not really wanting to take them, I considered refusing them, but I was starting to hurt again, and I knew if I didn’t stay on top of things, it would get away from me. My shoulders were the worst, but my wrists were a close second. It wasn’t long before the meds kicked in and I was dozing off again.

When I woke, Kayde was finishing a call. “Hey, beautiful. The doc was just in here. He wanted you to call the nurse so she can get him in here to talk to you.”

I fished around in the covers for the call light. While I waited for her to come in, I ate the bland lunch the sweet, bubbly CNA had brought in and placed on my tray. It pretty much sucked, but I was hungry.

Angela, my day nurse, came in, asked me if I needed anything, took my vital signs, then told me she’d send the doctor in.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Healy. How are you feeling?” My doctor entered the room sounding so happy, I really wanted to punch him. God, why do I feel so violent?

“Okay, all things considered.” Shrugging out of habit had me wincing.

“Yeah, those shoulders will be sore for another day or so. How about your food? Keeping it down okay?”

“So far, yes. When can I go home?” I missed my son. I just wanted to hold him and feel like everything was going to be okay, like Kayde said.

“Well, let me ask a few more questions and take a look and listen to you, and then we can talk about that.”

Nodding, I pushed the tray away. Once he ran the gamut of assessments, to include palpating my uterus and checking to see how bad I was bleeding, he went to wash his hands. Jesus, that was embarrassing and painful. Painful physically and emotionally.

See, my mind and body remembered all those thing from before, only this time there was no tiny bundle of joy waiting for me to make all that crap worth it. The doctor obviously thought Kayde was my husband or something and didn’t ask if I wanted him to leave, which was embarrassing. As a nurse, I knew that was a huge faux pas on his part, but I wasn’t going to say anything.

“Okay. So everything looks good, all things considered. You’re going to be in some significant pain for a few days while your muscle and tissue damage heals. But there isn’t really anything we need to keep you for, unless you have worries or concerns. Your labs and scans all looked good, no internal bleeding noted. Kidney function appears normal—we were worried about that because it appeared you had some significant blows to the kidney areas.” Remembering those blows, I winced. “I’ll write you a script for the meds I would like you to take. We’ll talk to the officer to notify them you are being discharged, and we can get you out of here. You’ll need your stitches taken out of your wrists in about a week.” He explained everything to watch for, which I already knew; then he stood, shook Kayde’s hand, and called him “Mr. Healy.”

The doctor didn’t notice Kayde’s wince at that, but I did. To his credit, he didn’t say anything. “Okay, let me go get everything written up, and I’ll send the nurse in with your discharge instructions. Sound like a plan?” After I told him that was good, he moved to leave the room.

Kayde followed him and asked to speak with him for a moment. They stood just inside the closed door and spoke in low tones. The doctor glanced back at me briefly, then nodded. They shook hands again, and Kayde came back to me.

“Sorry about that.” My cheeks felt like they were on fire, so I knew they were probably flaming red in my embarrassment.

“Why? It’s not like I haven’t seen it before.” His wink had a small smile creeping out on my face as I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth.

“You’re too much. And I was referring to him thinking you were my husband.” Huffing out a large puff of air in frustration, I pulled up my big girl panties. “Okay, so when do we do this?” At that point, I just wanted to see Ty. Make sure he was hale and hearty. Hug him tight.

“As soon as we get your discharge paperwork. We’ll wait to get your prescriptions until after we have Ty. We need to move fast though. Just hang tight, and I’ll be back shortly with help.”

This is where I get to pretend I’m half-dead. Yay.

A tech or nurse came in with surgical gear, and when I started to ask if I could help him, I realized it was my brother. “What the fuck, Christian? What are you doing dressed like that?”

Chuckling, he gave me a goofy look. “It’s not a good look for me?” He planted his hand on his cocked hip.

“Oh dear Lord.” Laughing made me hurt, so I tried my best to hold it in.

Before he could answer my question, a female nurse dressed the same way entered my room pushing a gurney.

“We having a surgical party in here?” She smiled at my attempt at humor.

“Hi. I’m Candace. I work in the OR, and Javier asked if I could help get you out of here without anyone knowing you left. Umm, so Javier is my boyfriend. Sorry, I guess I should have said that first. Joker cleared all this with your doctor, but it’s unofficial, of course.” Her pretty cheeks blushed pink.

Christian explained we were going to pretend I was unconscious or sleeping, so no one could try to question or talk to me. I was going to get on the gurney, and Candace was going to make sure the officer outside the door was convinced I was going down to the OR for a procedure and that none of the nurses were watching so they could roll me out.

“Where’s Kayde?” He hadn’t returned yet, and I started to get nervous, worrying he wasn’t coming back.

My brother spoke up. “He’s already waiting out behind the hospital at the service entrance for you with the rental car. Here are the hospital scrubs we snagged you so you don’t have to drive around town looking all conspicuous in that sexy hospital gown.”

“Oh. Okay.” His attempt at humor was lost as I was starting to get nervous. When Kayde was close by, he grounded me and made me feel safe. Being gone, my nerves were already beginning to frazzle.

We got me set up, complete with one of those gauzy, puffy bonnets they always put on patients before surgery. Pulling the covers up to my chin to hide the scrubs, I prepared to go. Candace went out, spoke with the officer, and we were rolling down the hall as I lay there, eyes closed and trying to control the tremors that snaked up and down my body.

As soon as we got into the OR area, we went into a pre-surgery room. Christian helped me off the gurney and into a pair of my running shoes I usually kept in my locker just in case. I didn’t even want to know how he got them.

“You ready?” he asked.

“As I’ll ever be. Just remember, I’m still moving slow and I’m about a foot shorter than you, so don’t walk too fast, big brother.” He smiled and shook his head.

“Thank you for everything, Candace. I hope you don’t get in trouble for this.”

She pursed her lips and made a psshh sound.

“Honey, I’m not worried about it. What did I do, really? You’re discharged. All I did was help you get out of there. It’s not like I did anything illegal. Well, except for commandeering those scrubs for you, but no one saw me, so it’s all good.” Her smile was contagious and my own spread across my face. The swelling was pretty much gone, but the bruising was still really bad.

“Shit. What am I gonna do about the bruises?”

She quickly affixed a surgical mask over my nose, mouth, and chin. Then she pulled a tube of concealer from her pocket and dotted it around my eyes and nose.

“Good thing I’m vain and don’t leave home without it, right? Now y’all get moving.” She shooed us out, and Christian and I appeared to leisurely stroll down the hall, out the surgical doors, and then down the service elevators.

When we reached the service doors and exited into the cold winter air, I shivered. “Dang, I wish I had a jacket.”

“Sorry, sis, I didn’t think of that. But Kayde has the car warmed up.” We had stopped right behind a gray sedan. He motioned to where Kayde sat watching us in the rearview mirror of a nondescript rental car. “You take care of yourself and Ty. Kayde promised to keep you safe, and I know he’s good to his word, but hell, I’m going to miss you. I’m so damn sorry I wasn’t there for you more after Tyler.” Emotion seeped into his words, and he looked away. I wasn’t 100 percent sure, but I was pretty sure my brother was on the verge of crying.

Hugging him, I fought my own tears. “Don’t. It’s not your fault. Thank you for everything. I’ll miss you too. Love you, big brother.”

He loosened his arms and set me away from him. “You need to get moving. We’ve wasted too much time already. I love you too.”

I kissed his cheek and moved as quickly as my sore body would allow to the waiting car. Climbing in, I turned to wave at my brother, then buckled up and looked forward. “Let’s do this.”

“You got it, bella.” We pulled out and were soon merged into the crazy traffic.

My father and Marla had packed as many of Ty’s things as they could fit in a couple of bags, and also some of my own, tucking them in the trunk while the car was in the garage so if anyone was watching the house, they wouldn’t see anything suspicious. Then they drove off as if they were going out to dinner. We met at a diner on the edge of the North Loop, and my dad quickly transferred the bags to the trunk of the rental car.

“Momma!” Ty ran to me, but Kayde swooped him up before his solid little self could plow into me like he usually did. It was then that Ty realized Kayde was even there, as he’d only had eyes for me. “Kayde!” His happy chuckle proceeded his arms wrapping around Kayde’s neck.

Ty had already eaten with them, but they had ordered two burgers to go for me and Kayde. My dad handed me the bag with the containers in it as he hugged me.

“I love you, niña. You’re in good hands. Hopefully we’ll get all this straight and you’ll be home soon.”

Nodding, I couldn’t speak for fear of tears breaking loose. Marla took Ty to give him a last hug. Kayde then shook my dad’s hand.

“I’ll take good care of her, sir.”

My dad hugged Kayde. “Stop with the ‘sir’ stuff. You practically lived at my house growing up.” Kayde smiled and turned to help me in the car. Hell, I was moving slow. Marla already had Ty buckled in the back seat with his little booster seat.

After tearful goodbyes, we were on the road. I felt like I was in some crazy-ass suspense movie. Shit like this wasn’t supposed to happen in real life, was it? I mean, sure, I watched the news and I knew there were crooked people everywhere. I knew women got abused. I knew there were good guys who were everyday heroes, but I would’ve never believed someone if they said that would be my life.

Glancing over at Kayde as he drove in silence, I took in his strong, handsome profile. The man was truly beautiful. It made me wonder if he knew how women looked at him. Did he use it to his advantage? Despite talking to Ty and me every night, did he have other women? Did he have someone special? It wasn’t like I had given him any reason to stay true to me. Not once in our conversations had I told him how much I loved him. Mostly, because I didn’t want to give him false hope when we were so far apart. Also, because I was afraid if I caved and told him how I felt, it would give him the power to really hurt me.

Kane Brown’s “What Ifs” came on the radio and my heart ached. Was I letting too many what-ifs run my life? Anxiety shot through me at the thought of opening myself up to that hurt, but the yearning I felt for a life with Kayde crashed over me like waves in a turbulent ocean.

We’d been driving for hours when I heard, “Momma, I haffa pee.” Ty’s voice piped up from the back seat, and I looked back in time to see him drop his book, kick his stout little legs nervously, and look at me with mournfully worried eyes.

Before I could even ask Kayde to stop, he was switching lanes and exiting at the Buc-ee’s just outside of Temple. Parking up by the doors, he quickly got out of the car and unbuckled Ty before coming over to make sure I was able to get out okay. Sitting for so long had left me stiff, so I was glad for his helping hand to climb out of the low-riding car.

Instead of leaving me, he continued to talk to Ty to keep him preoccupied until we reached the bathrooms. Reluctantly letting my hand go before he entered the men’s side with Ty, he stopped to ask me, “You gonna be okay in there by yourself?” The concern etched on his face was sweet, but I had to laugh.

Bad idea. Laughter hurts.

“Umm, and if I wasn’t, were you going to come in with me?” Concern morphed to a comical naughty expression as he wiggled his eyebrows. “You better take Ty if you’re taking him, or he can come with me.”

“I got him, babe. You just go, and we’ll meet you back right here, okay? Don’t leave this doorway. Please?”

Standing on my tiptoes, I reached up carefully to kiss his cheek. Honestly, I really only had the intention of giving him a friendly peck for his concern. Firmly, but gently, his hand cupped the back of my neck and he redirected my head so my lips touched his. It wasn’t lascivious, it was chaste, but held so much promise it hurt my heart and left my body tingling.

“Here.” He pointed to the spot where we stood before he turned and walked into the men’s room with Ty, grinning.

Wow. That man did crazy things to me and I really loved it.

After I finished with my bathroom struggle, because yeah, it was harder than I thought it was going to be, I returned to the spot where he told me to wait. Busying myself looking at the pictures and decorations, I tried to ignore the strange looks I got. Wondering if it was because of the scrubs, the bruises, or the bandages, I decided I needed to get changed. I stuck out too much like this. It wasn’t long before the boys joined me.

“Hey, can I get the keys to get some clothes out of my bag in the car? I think I better change.” Pursing my lips, I raised my eyebrows at him.

“Aw shit, babe. I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about that. Let me go get it. On second thought, if you think you’ll be okay walking, I’d rather you stay with me.” Holding out his hand, he clasped mine in his, and we returned to the car. Moving as quickly as I could, I grabbed some leggings, socks, underwear, a T-shirt, and hoodie.

We went back in, I changed while he grabbed snacks and drinks, and then we were back on the road.

Driving well into the night, he finally pulled off into a hotel parking lot just inside of Oklahoma. Once we got Ty settled, we climbed into bed where Kayde spooned me with his large, warm body. The soft snores told me he was out as soon as his head hit the pillow. Smiling, I snuggled deeper into his body and drifted off to sleep.

My dreams were filled with Kayde and Ty hovering over a small baby boy. I didn’t know if that was from my inner hopes, the baby I lost, or a premonition of the future.
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“Send the Pain Below”—Chevelle

 

THE TRIP NORTH WAS long and draining. Trying not to show her how nervous I was about being followed, I was constantly vigilant. What should have been a long but single day trip stretched into two because I didn’t want to overdo it with Sera.

Too many times, I found myself wishing we were a normal family on a normal family trip. Thinking about what Christian had said, I beat myself up for my stupid mistakes in the past, regretting all the lost years. If only I had talked to him back then. Then if I would have stayed after Tyler died, maybe she would’ve been spared all the shit with that fuckstick. There I went with the “if onlys” and “would’ves.”

Pushing all my worries back, I told myself we were young, and maybe we wouldn’t have lasted if we had gotten together then. And I truly was in a pretty bad place after Tyler was buried and gone. Could we have survived that? Would she have been able to handle being a military wife, dealing with me being gone all the time? Could this be how things were supposed to be? Not that there would ever be an answer to those questions. Maybe this was our second chance, or maybe this was fate’s way of saying this was supposed to be our first chance. Besides, I couldn’t live my life with “if only”; the therapist they assigned me before I got out of the Marines had told me that repeatedly.

It was around Ty’s bedtime on Saturday by the time we pulled up in front of my place. We’d had to detour by the airport in Des Moines so we could drop off the rental and get my Jeep. Ty had loved my beast; Sera had looked up at it with wide eyes and asked how the heck she was supposed to get up in it. No, it wasn’t that tall, but it did have a lift and I hadn’t gotten the new running boards on it yet, so for her tiny frame, it was quite a stretch. It hadn’t bothered me one bit to scoop her up and place her in the passenger seat, no matter how much she squawked.

I’d never been very self-conscious about anything in life. What the general people of society thought of me or my things didn’t matter diddly-shit. There was a first time for everything though. When I pulled my Jeep into my driveway, my heart started pounding, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t sweat a little—and with it being so close to Christmas, it was cold as a witch’s tit, so that was saying something.

On a whim, I’d bought the house when I moved to Grantsville. It was in the same neighborhood as Hacker’s, just a couple of blocks down. When I first moved there, I stayed in one of his spare rooms. One day I was leaving the neighborhood and went up the road to go around the block and saw the For Sale sign. The thought of paying rent didn’t sit well with me, so I called the number on the sign.

The price was crazy cheap, but I found out it was because it needed more than a little TLC. Like, a lot. Pretty much, I gutted the house, literally bringing it down to the studs inside. I’d been sleeping on an air mattress since the day I bought it.

Thankfully, the first room I finished was the guest bedroom. You know, just in case someone from my family came to stay—even though I never invited them. Sera or Ty would be able to use it since it had a single bed in it. Sometimes I slept on it, but not often because I was really too tall for it. Then there was a dresser in my room I had picked up at a garage sale. It had seen better days, but it worked for me.

I had barstools up to the breakfast bar, which was where I ate. There was no other furniture in there, and I was a little ashamed for Sera to see it. There was no one to impress before, and I didn’t think she would be coming up here any time soon. At least the house was finished, but still.

“You have a house? Like you own it?” Sera’s surprise kind of rankled. Hell, did I not seem responsible enough to own a house?

“Did you think I slept in a tent? And no, I stole it.” My sarcastically dry question was given with a smirk, and she rolled her eyes at me.

“Smart-ass. No, but I figured you had an apartment. That’s all.”

Laughing at her show of spirit, I ran my hand roughly through my hair. “Well, in all honesty, I do feel like I stole it, because I picked it up ridiculously cheap since I needed to gut it and remodel the entire house. On that note, I have a confession before I bring you in.” My nose scrunched up as I gave her a side-eyed glance. “I don’t exactly have any furniture. Well, other than a single bed, which you can have, and some barstools. I just haven’t gotten around to it. Maybe you wouldn’t mind going down to Johnson’s Furniture tomorrow and helping me pick some shit out?”

The look on her face said she was excited at the idea but was trying to play it cool.

“Oh, um, sure. Yeah, I could do that. But Kayde, I don’t want to take your bed.”

“Naw, it’s not my bed. It’s the guest bed. Only reason I have it is because Reaper’s old lady insisted I take it when she found out I didn’t have a bed. Problem is, it’s too small for me, but I didn’t have the heart to refuse poor Steph when she thought she was helping me out. I sleep on an air mattress. If my feet hang off, it’s no biggie. In that bed, there’s a headboard and footboard, so I’m pretty much stuck lying curled up.” Shrugging, I looked into her eyes, which appeared more green than gold that night. The swelling was pretty much gone, but her bruising was starting to look worse. They always seemed to get worse before they got better. “You ready to head in?”

“Sure.” Her beautiful smile lit up my Jeep.

Damn, there I go grinning like an idiot again, just because she did. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to have her staying in my house. Now if I could just convince her to stay forever. But with everything she’d been through, I didn’t want her to feel pressured or trapped, so I’d have to take things slowly. And I certainly didn’t want her thinking I just wanted her for sex. After what she had endured, she may never want to have sex again. Fuck, that would hurt, but for her, I would be abstinent for the rest of my damn life if it meant she stayed. Making a promise to myself to keep my sexual attraction to her under control, I climbed out of the Jeep and unbuckled Ty from the back seat. It was obvious I hadn’t thought ahead to kids when I bought the Jeep, because it was quite a feat getting Ty out of there. Making a few mental notes, I grabbed his blanket from the seat.

“Okay, well, hang on and I’ll help you down. We need to get y’all some warmer clothes tomorrow.” Wrapping his little blanket around him, I rushed around the vehicle to help her down with one arm while Ty laid his head on my shoulder.

Letting her hold my arm, I walked her to the door. After opening it, I ushered her in. Pride swelled in my chest at the cathedral ceiling in the living room, the crown molding and baseboard throughout, the breakfast bar I’d built after opening the kitchen to the living room, and every other detail I had painstakingly redone in the house.

“Kayde, this is beautiful. You did all this?” After wandering into the kitchen and running the tips of her fingers along the subway tile I had installed between the lower and upper cabinets, she looked at me like she was impressed. Hell, if I didn’t feel like a prepubescent boy when my face got hot, and I knew I must be blushing.

“Uhm, yeah. Pretty much.” Pressing my lips in a line, I nodded as I looked at my work instead of in her eyes.

Ty started to wiggle, signifying his need to get down and stretch his legs after being cooped up in the vehicle for so long. As soon as he was down, he ran in circles before tearing into the kitchen.

“Hey, buddy, you need to calm down, okay? We’re in Mr. Kayde’s house.” She looked down at her son and ruffled his hair. “You need to go potty?”

“Potty!”

When she raised her jewel-like eyes to mine in question, I pointed down the hall that led to the bedrooms.

“First door on the left. If you want to give him a bath, there are towels in the tall cabinet.”

With a nod, she walked with Ty as he jabbered nonstop the entire way there. Her gasp at the bathroom made me smile with the knowledge that she liked it too.

While they were in the bathroom, I went back out to grab our bags. Setting hers and Ty’s in the guest bedroom, I dropped mine inside my bedroom door, then stopped in the doorway of the bathroom. The water was running, and Ty was leaning over to splash it around.

“Ty! No splashing!” She moved to contain the little whirlwind.

Watching her move slowly, I asked if she wanted me to bathe him. At my words, she jumped and her face drained of color. “Sorry, you startled me. And no, thank you, Kayde. I want to. I’ve missed this.” The flash of sorrow on her face had me stepping toward her. Enveloping her in my arms, I stroked her back with a light touch. The last thing I wanted to do was cause her any more pain than she’d already experienced.

“Do you need one of your pain pills? The doctor said to stay on top of it, and I know you’re getting close.”

Breaking away to shut off the water, she moved on to undressing the little munchkin trying to climb into the bath fully clothed. “It’s okay, I’ll take it after I put him to bed. They make me so tired. I don’t want to take it until I’m done.”

“Sera, I can help you with him. I really don’t mind, and I don’t want you to overdo it.”

“It’s okay, really.” Ty piped up at that time asking for his boats. “No, baby. Not tonight. We need to get you cleaned up and into bed. It’s getting late, and we have lots to do tomorrow. Maybe we can find you another boat tomorrow?” Initially, I thought he was going to cry when she said no, but then his eyes lit up at the mention of a new boat. “Would you mind too much getting me his PJ’s and lotion, Kayde?”

“Yeah, I got it.” Feeling like I was finally doing something useful to help her, I started digging through his bags. Pulling out a pair of Spiderman tops and bottoms, I dug around for some of his little underoos, smiling when I uncovered a pair of Spiderman underwear that would totally match the PJ’s. I brought my finds to the bathroom and set them on the counter.

The water was draining, and Sera had Ty wrapped in a fluffy gray towel as she briskly dried him. His eyes looked so tired, but he still got excited when he saw what I brought. “Spiduh-man!” This little guy warmed my heart with his innocence. If only he could stay untainted by the world’s shit forever.

First, she lathered him up in the relaxing-smelling lotion—I thought it said lavender something or other. When she turned to grab the PJ’s, I handed her first the underwear, which he stepped into one leg at a time while holding her shoulder. Her wince made me want to step in and take over, but I remembered what she said about wanting to do all this herself.

After he was dressed, I did lift him and carry him to the spare bedroom, where I pretended to drop him from high above the bed, then dropped him from about a foot so he bounced slightly, letting loose with his contagious giggle. As I swept the covers from under him, he continued to laugh until I knelt by the bed and covered him with the blankets.

Sera was digging through his little backpack and pulled out a book before she brought it over to the bed. Sitting on the edge, she prepared to read to him. He surprised us both when he burst out, “Kayde wead it to me!” Looking to her for approval, my heart raced in anticipation that she would allow this of me. I knew it was a special moment between them each night. Though she was trying to hide it, a small smile crept out and she handed me the book.

By the time I finished the book about a little blue train who saved the day, he was fighting to keep his little eyes open. Without thinking, I ran my hand through his dark waves, wishing again that he was mine. “Good night, little buddy.” My thigh cramped slightly as I stood, and I admitted I was ready for bed, but we needed to iron some things out.

“Sera, I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re done. If you don’t mind, I wanted to go over a few things with you.”

Nodding, she returned to her good-night ritual with her son. The possessive beast in me wanted to scream, “My family,” but I shoved him down, putting a lid on his disgruntlement.

Fidgeting around in the kitchen, an undeniable craving for a cigarette overtook me, so I stepped out on the back deck. As I lit up, I realized I hadn’t hardly smoked all day, mostly because I don’t smoke in my Jeep, but also because it felt wrong lighting up in front of Ty.

Blowing the trail of smoke out into the frigid night air, I looked at the hated white cylinder. Of course, it didn’t stop me from finishing it, then stubbing it out in the small pile of snow at the corner of the deck before dropping it in the old coffee can I had sitting by the back door. Lost in thought, I breathed out the last bit of smoke, then breathed in the crisp, cold night.

Stepping in through the french doors, I stopped to stare at the small woman perched on a barstool with her face buried in her hands. Without uncovering her face, she spoke. “You really should quit those, you know. They’ll kill you one of these days.”

Smiling at the nurse coming out in her, I washed and dried my hands, then walked over behind her, where I spun her stool slowly until she faced me. She tipped her face up to me, and her lips curved up slightly at the corners in a sad smile.

“Trust me, I’ve tried numerous times. But with you here, it might be the motivation I need to quit. We’ll see.”

“Why don’t you have a Christmas tree up?”

Chuckling, I shook my head at her change in subject. “For what? It’s just me. What’s the point?”

“Hmm. I guess that makes sense. Not that it matters now, but I was planning to come up and surprise you for Christmas. Looking back, maybe it wasn’t my best thought-out plan. I mean, what if you were seeing someone? That might have been awkward and not fair to you.” The dejected look on her face had me tipping her face up by the chin.

“There was never anyone for me but you, Sera. I mean, yeah, I’ve not been a saint, but I don’t think I’ve had a girlfriend. Ever.” There had been a girl when I got to my first duty station. We’d met at a bar, hooked up, and went out a few times. She was pretty enough and sweet, but it didn’t feel right, not with the knowledge we were given as soon as we got there that we would be deploying within months of our arrival. Then there was the simple fact that she wasn’t Sera, so I cut her off.

It was always like that. Any time I was with another girl, I felt like I was cheating on Sera, even when I was trying to act like I wasn’t bothered by her and Tyler being together, and I was hooking up with a different chick every week. “And if you want a tree, we’ll get a tree tomorrow. Besides, Ty should have one.”

“Oh, Kayde. After everything… why are you so good to me? And to Ty. I definitely don’t deserve you.” Her eyes closed, and I realized I was leaning closer to her, lips parted to invade her mouth that called to me, begging to be kissed. Shit. Stepping back, I cleared my throat and reached up to rub the back of my neck.

“If you want the air mattress, I’ll sleep out here on the floor.” A crestfallen expression flitted briefly across her face before she gave a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“No, I’ll sleep with Ty in case he wakes up and is afraid. I’ll see you in the morning.” Without another word, she got up from the stool and walked to the guest room, quietly closing the door.

Dammit, that wasn’t how I wanted tonight to go. For one, I’d hoped to talk to her about the plan going forward; for another, I’d hoped she would ask to sleep with me. Just sleep. Maybe I should have just acted like I assumed she would sleep with me? Damn, I hoped I didn’t just fuck up again. Something told me she just didn’t feel the same way about me as I did for her though. Sure, she loved me, but that was about the extent of it. It was doubtful she was in love with me. Jesus, I felt like a freaking sap.

I’d always been a hardened motherfucker. Nothing bothered me because I’d pretty much left my heart behind in San Antonio when I joined the Marine Corps. With Sera back in my life, I was a fucking bag of nerves and felt like a puppy following her around, hoping for just a scrap of her attention. It was damn ridiculous.

Debating whether I should go after her and just clear up my doubts, I stood there with my hands linked around my neck. Deciding it was best to just leave it be for now and get some sleep, I shut off all the lights, checked all the doors were locked, took a last look out the windows ensuring everything looked kosher, and went to my room. My quiet, lonely room.

Pulling my pistol from the concealed holster at the back of my jeans, I checked the magazine, cleared the chamber, and set it on the dresser next to the air mattress. Thinking better of it, now that there was a Curious George in the house, I placed it in the top drawer under my socks and boxers. I’d hated leaving it in my Jeep when I went to Texas, even locked in the glove compartment, but apparently airlines frowned on people carrying guns on planes. Shocking, I know.

Dropping my clothes where I stood, I took one last longing glance at the door, trying to telepathically call Sera to me. Stupid. Flopping down on the mattress, I stared at the ceiling fan slowly spinning. Lost in thought, I just lay there. Breathing in and out.

Until I woke up in a cold sweat and shaking, I didn’t even remember falling asleep. The dream had been vivid that time. It sucked. Sometimes I woke and didn’t remember the details, just that it had my heart and adrenaline racing. Other times, like then, I remembered every fucking detail.

Erik’s blood running hot and thick through my fingers as I tried to stop his arterial bleed. The burning pain in my upper thigh as a bullet pierced the flesh. Except in this dream, Erik’s face slowly morphed to Tyler’s, and he was begging me to take care of Sera. I kept telling him to hold on, that help was coming, even as I felt my consciousness slipping, black dots swimming in my vision.

When his hand grabbed my wrist and he demanded my promise to love her and keep her safe, my shock sent me reeling. Telling him he was crazy and that we were only ever friends, he shook his head with a smirk. Then he whispered that he was sorry that he stole her, even though he knew I loved her. His request for forgiveness was the last thing he said before he coughed and blood splattered from his mouth.

Jolting awake, I felt like I was suffocating. Trying to catch my breath, I checked the time on my phone. Shit, it was only three thirty in the morning. Knowing I wouldn’t be getting back to sleep, I pulled on some sleeping pants, grabbed my pistol from the drawer, and shuffled out to the kitchen. Using the light over the stove to see, I made a pot of coffee. My hands were shaking like a motherfucker.

Glancing over my shoulder to check down the hall, I reached up in the cupboard by the stove and brought down the mason jar I kept stashed up there. Pulling a joint out of the small baggie shoved in there with all the other crap, I then fished a lighter out of the end drawer.

It was cold out, but I barely felt the chill as I dropped into the cheap plastic chair on the deck, set my pistol in my lap, and lit the end. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply and held the potent smoke in my lungs. Coughing slightly as I exhaled, I felt my heart rate slow, and the shaking began to subside. It worked that quickly for me. Fucking VA. If only they’d approve marijuana for medicinal use, PTSD would be a hell of a lot more manageable, but try telling that to them.

People wanted to argue it was a gateway drug, which was bullshit. I’d never had the desire to use anything else in my life. What for? What I used worked. The people who wanted to say it led to them using other things probably had addictive personalities to begin with. Hell, to my knowledge, my parents never progressed past weed either. Of course, I wouldn’t really know since I hadn’t heard from them in years. I knew they were still alive because my uncle Gunnar talked to my mother periodically. She could call her brother but not her fucking son.

As I sat smoking, I made a mental note to call Snow in a bit. He was usually an early riser, so I shouldn’t have to wait too long. I would thank him for keeping everything between the two of us, and bounce some ideas off him. Not that I didn’t trust my brothers, but I wanted as few people as possible to know Sera and Ty were here. Hacker had too much on his damn plate right now, so I wouldn’t even tell him.

Taking another hit off the quickly dwindling joint, I gazed around the backyard, checking for anything out of the ordinary. After sitting there in the quiet for a few minutes, I stubbed out the last of it, leaving the roach, which I brought in and flushed. No need to leave evidence on my back porch since it was still illegal here, right?

Pouring another cup of coffee, I sipped the black brew and scrolled through the news on my phone. Nothing exciting.

It was probably late enough, so I dialed Snow and waited for him to answer.

“Joker. Everything okay?” Snow wasted no time on small talk.

“Yeah, Prez. Just wanted you to know I’m back.” Filling him in on what had transpired, I also thanked him for keeping everything on the down low.

“Not a problem. So, is she staying or is this temporary?” Leave it to Snow to cut to the chase and the bone.

“Shit, I don’t know. I’m hoping she’ll stay, but I guess time will tell.”

“Think she can handle club life?”

Honestly, I didn’t know. I’d like to think she was tough and could handle anything, but after what she’d just been through, who the hell knew.

“Of course. She’s tough.”

“Okay, because we don’t need a repeat of Hollywood’s situation. I love that girl, but sometimes I’d still like to kick her ass for putting herself, and in turn the club, on the line.” He was referring to when Becca had tripped out, thinking Hollywood was messing around on her because he was pulling security at the strip club we owned. Of course, it was partially his fault because he didn’t want to tell her where he was pulling duty because it was club business. It would have been okay for him to tell her they’d had some issues and the members were taking turns as extra security, without giving details. But who was I to judge?

“I hear you, Prez. But I need to tell you, if that asshole shows his face up here, he’s dead. I will not think twice. I just wanted you to know. I’m not saying I’ll be stupid about it, but if he shows up, he won’t be leaving the area unless it’s in a body bag.” Just thinking about it was starting to piss me off. I knew it was time to change the subject.

“Son, all I ask is that you use some common sense and keep me in the loop. Don’t do anything to jeopardize yourself or the club. While we have a good relationship with the cops around here, we don’t need a spotlight on us, if you know what I’m saying.” It cracked me up that he referred to me as “son” when he was only in his late thirties to early forties.

“Roger that, Prez. I’m totally tracking.” We spoke a little longer before he ended the call and said he’d see me Monday. By the time I hung up, the sun was just starting to shine through the windows.

The door to the guest room opened quietly before I heard soft footsteps on the wood floor. “Mmmm, do I smell coffee?”

My eyes raised to see Sera walking into the kitchen. Still a sight for sore eyes, even bruised all to hell, my heart thumped in my chest. It took every bit of restraint I had not to touch her. So badly, I wanted to push her against the counter, drop her little pink sleep shorts, and fuck her through the wall.

Goddamn, I need to get a grip! I was losing my ever-loving mind. She wasn’t anywhere near up for that, and I’d likely traumatize her for life if I did.

“Uh, yeah, it’s not super fresh, but help yourself. I’m going to get dressed. Whenever y’all are ready, let me know and we’ll head out to the furniture store. Well, first to grab some warmer clothes for you and Ty.” I couldn’t get away from her fast enough. The X-rated thoughts in my head were on the verge of making my sleeping pants tent embarrassingly prominent.

Jesus effing Christ, how was I going to survive having her living in my house and not being able to touch her? This had to be the worst form of torture imaginable.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

 

[image: ]

“Get to You”—Michael Ray

 

THE FURNITURE STORE WAS closed on Sundays, so we headed over to the next bigger town, I guess. It still didn’t seem very big to me. This area of the world was small. It was hard to wrap my head around Kayde moving from a place as big as San Antonio to this tiny corner of the world.

We went to a chain store, and I’m not gonna lie, I was like a dang kid in a candy store. It was tough to reel in my tastes and things I would want and just get a few necessities. Kayde insisted he didn’t care and to get whatever I felt he needed. We found a couch and love seat set that we both loved. It had power recliners built in and a cubby for a TV remote or whatever else you wanted to shove in it. He got a big-ass man TV, a dining room table, and tables for the living room.

Then he said he needed to get a bed.

Oh sweet baby Jesus, that conjured up images best left in my head. All it took was for him to say “bed” and I was imagining him naked and me doing very bad things with him on said bed. My face had to be flaming as bright as Dorothy’s ruby red slippers.

Despite my ordeal with Lawrence and the savagery he subjected me to, I still wanted Kayde something fierce. Obviously, he didn’t feel the same way though, and it made me feel dirty and ruined. Despair swirled through my heart, circulating through my body at the painful realization that I disgusted him now. Wrapping my arms around myself, I watched as Kayde laid on several different mattresses with Ty. Each time, he’d look over at Ty, asking him what he thought. Ty, in his young mind, thought they were all perfect.

Watching the two of them interact was so sweet, and it made me realize, once again, how much Ty had lost out on by losing his father. Having a father figure was something he was soaking up like a little sponge. There were little things Kayde did that Ty imitated, whether consciously or by rote.

Kayde’s hair was always in a sexy, haphazard mess because he had a habit of running his hands through it when he was angry, nervous, or thinking. Ty had begun to randomly run his hands through his own dark locks, leaving them a hot mess.

Then he chewed on his lip. I’d noticed it was more prevalent when he was trying not to smoke, so I guessed it may have been from when he was on duty and couldn’t smoke. Then again, I had no idea how long he’d been smoking, because he didn’t when we were young. That was something I really wished he could quit, because the nurse in me went crazy every time I saw him light up.

That got me thinking about how much we had changed from those young idealistic kids we once were. He and I had been friends for over fourteen years before he left. Then, outside of when we had that one amazing experience when Tyler died, we pretty much went our separate ways for eight years. People could evolve a lot over eight years, and we had. Though I had been dealt a really shitty hand, I got Ty out of the whole thing, and if we could get past this, maybe I would get Kayde.

Shit, I didn’t mean to allow myself to think that way. It was like a tug-of-war within myself. Wavering back and forth from wanting him and wanting to allow myself to open my heart to him, then feeling unworthy and distrustful. When I thought I had come to terms with the hurricane that was my life, and feeling I could move on, it was like my subconscious self said, “Nope! Just kidding, you can’t have him because he’ll just leave you as soon as he knows you love him.”

Then there was that inner voice telling me that there was no way he would want to be with me now that I was soiled and fucked up. I mean, really, what guy wanted to be intimate with someone who has been raped? Used and abused by another man?

If I sounded like I was all over the place with my emotions, it’s because I was. Sometimes I felt like I had no idea which way was up. Like life was tossing me about willy-nilly and I was spinning and swirling in an endless vortex. Sometimes I hated myself; others I was content in my skin.

And the nightmares. Oh my God.

It was like reliving that shit every damn night. The first night I slept like a log because I was so exhausted. The next few nights were awful.

The furniture was delivered early in the week, and it had included a full-size bed for the third bedroom. It was a total surprise, because I hadn’t realized he ordered it, which was another big clue that he didn’t want me in his bed. What a kick in the gut. It was becoming more and more clear that he no longer felt the same way about me as he had before when he told me he loved me and wanted me to move up here with him.

My first night in the bed, I woke soaked to the skin with sweat, heart thundering, and shaking like a damn leaf. It was so bad, I had to change the sheets. Disgusting.

Each day, he left for his shop and we were left at home. We had talked about not having me out and about too much in case Lawrence had tracked us here, but I was going stir-crazy in this house, no matter how beautiful it was.

Being financially dependent on him sucked too. My brother had helped me close out my account, so it wasn’t like I didn’t have money, but without knowing when I would be able to go back to work, I had to be frugal with it.

If I was honest, I was more than a little miserable. It seemed we hardly saw Kayde anymore. He was always gone, either working or doing stuff with the club. Several nights he had to work late doing extra security at an exotic dance club they owned. Part of me was eaten up with jealousy at the thought of him watching strippers, but then it wasn’t like we were in a relationship, so I had to tamp that shit down with a quickness.

One night he didn’t come home at all. That had me climbing the wall. Yes, he had texted me to let me know he was staying at the clubhouse because he was exhausted after working all day and then pulling security, so he was going to crash in his room at their clubhouse. Not being familiar with motorcycle clubs, in my mind I pictured a treehouse or the Mickey Mouse clubhouse, and it seemed weird that a bunch of grown men would have one. Anyway, the worries were there, wondering what he was doing. Was there a woman with him? Did he just not want to be around me at all?

It made me want to leave. Not that I could, and I understood that. But I had begun to pray that they found Lawrence so I could go home and end this purgatory-like existence.

Christmas was in a few days, and I hadn’t been able to go out and get gifts. We had gotten a tree that first day, and Ty and I decorated it. Kayde had brought home several gifts, already wrapped, and set them under the tree. One was labeled for me; the rest were for Ty. But I wanted to get some gifts for Ty, and I still needed to get his gifts from Santa. And I really wanted to get a gift for Kayde.

Reaching a decision, I pulled out my phone and opened the Uber app. Holy shit, this podunk area actually has Uber. Requesting a car to take me to Spirit Lake, which seemed the best option for shopping possibilities, I put Ty’s shoes on and zipped him into his cool little winter coat Kayde had insisted on getting him. It was an actual leather jacket with a zip-out quilted liner. For a three-year-old kid, it was insane, but cute as all get-out. It was a miniature of the one Kayde wore. It was more than cute; it was a-fricking-dorable.

The Uber was driven by a sweet older lady who talked my ear off the whole way, while Ty sat quietly playing on my phone. Thankfully, she had recommendations of where I could get what I wanted, because I had no idea where I was going. Mabel, that was her name, even waited for me without charging me.

Kayde’s gift would be ready later today. It had cost me extra to have it rushed, but it was worth it. Next, we hit Wally World where I was able to sneak gifts in the cart, hidden under my coat, while Ty played on the phone again. People could say what they will, phones made great babysitters if they were used for short periods of time and safely. To use as a distraction to buy gifts right under his pert little nose, it worked great. I would never leave him unattended with it.

Some things for dinner completed my shopping experience. Mabel was still waiting when I exited the front doors and was more than happy to bring me home, stopping by to pick up Kayde’s gift on the way.

When she dropped us off at the front door, even helping me carry my bags in, I gave her a generous cash tip. Maybe this small-town living wasn’t so bad. People were much more personable than in San Antonio, where there were so many people, you just got lost in the crowd.

Ty was tired and getting cranky by that time, so I put him down for a nap, set up dinner in the slow cooker, then settled in at the new table to wrap my gifts. Shoving them under the tree, I realized I may have gone a little overboard. Oops. Last, I put the Santa gifts on the top shelf of the entryway closet, hidden in a black trash bag.

Feeling quite pleased with the results from my day, I was just congratulating myself on getting all of it done before Kayde came home, when I heard the voice that made my belly flutter.

“What in the holy hell happened in here?” He came in looking like pure sex on a stick in his motorcycle boots, distressed jeans, black T-shirt, and leather jacket. Peering at him with wide eyes and pursed lips, I then glanced around and realized it looked like Santa’s workshop exploded. There were bits of paper all over every surface, rolls of wrapping paper unrolling across the floor, and empty plastic shopping bags spilling out of the trash can. There was even a string of curling ribbon hanging from the dining room light fixture. I honestly had no idea how that happened.

“Oh! I’m cleaning it up, I swear! I didn’t expect you home so early.” Guilt at making such a mess in his beautiful home washed over me. Scrambling to gather up the bits of paper and ribbon scraps, I had just stood back up when I felt his massive hand wrap gently around my arm. It was sweet that he was so slow and gentle when he did deign himself to touch me.

“Sera.” His brow furrowed in consternation. “Where did all of this come from?”

“Oh! Well, I went out. I needed to finish Christmas shopping.”

“You what? Sera, I specifically told you not to leave the house. What if he was out there and saw you? Or someone working for or with him? We talked about this.”

“I can’t sit in your house twenty-four seven, Kayde. I was going crazy staring at the walls in here. I’m not used to just sitting around doing nothing. I’ve washed all the laundry, cleaned the house, and I’ve watched so much PJ Masks, I may have to have my head read. I was careful”—I really wasn’t and felt guilty because I hadn’t thought once about who could have followed me—“so there’s nothing to worry about.” That, I really did believe, because I knew it was highly unlikely Lawrence was still in the country, let alone able to find me all the way up here.

“All you had to do was tell me, and I would have taken you.”

“Really? When? Because you’re never here anymore.” He had the nerve to look guilty. It was quite evident he’d been avoiding me. “I might as well get a job and get my own place here if I’m just going to sit by myself all of the time. If we’re cramping your style, I wish you’d just say so.” The last came out a little childish and belligerent, but I was pissed and being irrational.

Dropping my arm like it was a hot potato, he did the hair thing, leaving it looking just-fucked sexy. Damn him. Why was he making me want him even when I was pissed at him?

“That’s not true. I’ve just had a lot of stuff I’ve been taking care of.” His voice didn’t ring true, and I was pretty sure it translated to “I’ve been doing lots of stuff to keep me away from you.”

“I’m really sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to make you feel abandoned. Honest. I’ve had a lot of clients I had to squeeze in from when I left to get you. Not that it’s your fault, I’m just trying to get caught up.” In typical man fashion, he paused and sniffed the air. “Something smells good. You cooking something?”

Preening that he thought my cooking smelled good, I couldn’t help but let a slight smile slip. “Yeah, I made stew. I thought it would be nice for you to have something when you got home, and since I didn’t know when that would be, I thought stew would hold over well.”

The pitter-patter of pint-sized feet on hardwood floors preceded Ty’s excited realization that his new favorite person was home. I wasn’t the only one missing Kayde. Ty asked where he was no less than ten times a day. More often than not, he was sleeping by the time his large hero returned home.

To his credit, Kayde scooped Ty up in the air. That’s when I saw he was dressed only in his T-shirt and Superman underwear. “Ty! Where are your pants?”

“I taked them off!” Oh dear Lord. At least he left his underwear on.

After getting him to the potty, Kayde brought him out, with pants, and set him at the table where I had dished up bowls for all of us. We ate in relative silence, broken by Ty’s occasional chatter.

By the time I headed to bed, we still hadn’t really talked anymore. Thankfully, he either didn’t want to talk, or he knew I wanted to be mad for a while. Lying in bed, I stared at the wall, tears running down my face. How could he not know I just needed him to hold me? We’d slept in the same bed on the trip up and I’d slept like a baby, spooned close to him. There didn’t seem to be a problem then, but now I was suddenly a leper.

The only conclusion I kept circling back to was that he must have someone here, despite telling me he didn’t. I just didn’t know what else it could be, unless he was completely and totally repulsed by me, but felt sorry for me on the road.

I’d inspected myself carefully when I showered this morning and all my bruises were gone, with the exception of a few barely visible spots on my back. Outwardly, there was nothing the average person would notice different about me. Inside, I felt very different, but I looked the same. Mostly.

Dozing off, I kept thinking about Kayde with someone else. Though I tried to tell myself Kayde wasn’t the type to shit on me like that, I kept imagining him treating another woman the way he’d treated me, and my stomach roiled.
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“Tangled Up In You”—Staind

 

SHOOTING TO A SITTING position, eyes wide, I tried to ascertain what had awakened me from what was one of the better nights of sleep that I’d had in a while. That’s when I heard what sounded like the mournful whine of something unearthly. What the fuck?

Pulling on my sleeping pants without bothering to tie them, I grabbed my pistol and stepped out into the hallway. Moving with years of stealth, I stuck my head cautiously in each room I passed. When I reached the last room, Sera’s, I listened at the door. Definitely didn’t imagine it; the sound came from her room.

Quietly opening the door, I saw her tangled in the sheets, moonlight bathing the bed. Suddenly, she thrashed, whimpering as she cried out. Talk about gutting a person. The terror and pain in those sounds was enough to turn a person’s stomach, knowing there had to have been something horrific they experienced to cause that. She’d gotten herself wrapped up like a mummy, and the tighter the sheets got, the more she seemed to panic.

Rushing over to the bed, I set the pistol on the bedside table and worked to extract her. It was like trying to bathe a cat, she fought so much. Emitting soothing sounds, I worked as quickly as I could to get her free. As soon as her arms were loose, her hands clutched tight to my shoulders. Climbing on the bed, I leaned against the headboard. Sobs erupted from her in spasmodic bursts, and I lifted her to sit across my lap.

Rocking her like I would a young child, I spoke soft nonsensical words in an effort to de-escalate her fear. This was something I understood well. The difficulty in pulling oneself from a night terror was real and could be monumental. The lines between reality and the horrid imaginings of the mind were blurred to the point where it was impossible to differentiate between the two. It was awful when it happened to me, worse to know she was suffering from this shit too.

Remembering Hollywood saying something about the therapist Becca saw after her ordeal, I made a mental note to get the contact information from him. This wasn’t something that was going to go away on its own, and with her being a nurse, she wouldn’t be able to use the same coping mechanism I did.

Goddammit, I really wanted to skin that bastard alive.

As her sobs lessened to sporadic hiccups, I kissed the top of her hair. The scent of her sweet shampoo threaded through my senses and my self-control began to melt. This was the exact reason I had done my damnedest to stay away from her. My willpower where she was concerned sucked. She invaded me on a cellular level. She was straight heroin to my veins.

“Shh, I’m here. It’s okay. I’m here. You good, baby? You scared the shit out of me, and it fucking eviscerates me to see you like this.” She had yet to say a word, just quietly recovering from the violent weeping. Slender hands smoothed across my chest and down my abs. Trying like hell to contain it, but failing miserably, a groan escaped me at her touch. The lower her hands moved, the harder it was to behave. When those fingers slipped under the edge of my pants, I grabbed her wrist in a vise-like grip.

“Don’t, Sera. You don’t know what you’re doing. Understand my control is tenuous, and this would be wrong.”

Her gasp of surprise before she raised wounded eyes to mine echoed in the moonlit room. She tried to jerk back and away from my hold, but I wasn’t having it.

“Let me go! If you don’t want me, just… please let me go. I can’t handle this anymore. I don’t need you to coddle me, or protect me, so don’t feel like you have to be a martyr and babysit me for my brother’s sake. No one else knows I’m here, so I’ll be fine on my own. I know you can’t stand me anymore.” She struggled to pull free, but I held her in a loose but firm grip.

“Stop it!” I whisper-yelled at her. “What the fuck are you talking about? Who told you that?”

“No one had to tell me that. It’s evident in your every action. You can barely stand to be in the same room with me, let alone touch me. You don’t need to force yourself to hold me when I know you’d rather not. Please just leave me alone.” Silent tears ran rampant down her cheeks, and the heart I thought was nonexistent cracked.

“No. Goddammit, Sera. I’m not sure where you got these ideas in your head, but I am still your friend. I don’t hate you.” The sobs returned. Holy shit. What the hell did I say, now? “Aw,” I groaned out, “don’t cry again, baby. Please. You’re killing me.”

“You’re just my friend,” she drew out in a cry. Fuck, if I wasn’t out of my league. My experience dealing with this kind of shit was pretty minimal. When she cried as a kid it broke my heart, but she was easy to distract and then it was over. The grown woman in my arms, who was still making my motherfucking dick hard, was a totally different story. The only thing I could think to do was… well….

With both hands cradling her face, I lifted her head… and I kissed her. On my grandmother’s grave, and that meant something right there, I only meant to press my lips to hers to get her attention, show her I cared, calm her down. That was it. My body had different ideas, because as soon as our lips touched, sparks of sensation and heat shot straight to my damn junk, causing it to become extremely uncomfortable with her sitting sideways like she was. When I tried to adjust myself to allow for some relief, all it succeeded in doing was grinding her ass into my traitorous cock. My dick and I had a real love/hate relationship.

The deep moan that broke free as she deepened the kiss accompanied her pressing her perfect tits into my chest. With the only thing separating those dusky nipples from me being her shirt, I was going insane. It was so much damn stimulation, I was about to do something I hadn’t done since the first time I had sex, or tried to have sex—unfortunately I finished before I even got started. It was pretty damn embarrassing. So to prevent a repeat performance of that horribly fateful day, I slid down in the bed and pulled her close to me with one leg tucked between hers. Much as I had when I’d found her in the hospital, I rested my chin on top of her head. Sliding my rough-skinned hands up under the back of her sleep shirt, I reveled in the silken-smooth skin along her spine.

I’d rolled her over to provide relief for my throbbing cock, but by doing so, it pressed my chest harder into hers because we were still intertwined. Oh fucking fuck.

This was bad. So very, very bad, because it was like a snowball rolling downhill. Not only couldn’t I stop it, but it kept getting bigger and bigger as the seconds ticked by—no, not my cock, but actually yeah, that too. And how did my hand end up smoothing down her thigh to crook under her knee and hook her leg, opening her legs farther so I could settle my thick cock in the soft cushion of her swollen pussy?

“Ohhhh, gawwwwwdddd,” I muttered into her neck, where my face was then nuzzled. It was impossible not to feel the heat of her pussy through both thin layers of fabric.

Kill. Me. Now.

Every fiber of my being wanted to be in her so deep she absorbed me. I’d worked so fucking hard to avoid that happening, but hell if I could think of a good damn reason at that moment.

After she wrapped her leg around my thigh of her own accord, I let loose of it and my hand snaked up under her shirt, skimming her ribs, causing her to suck in a gasp of air. Then her firm, full tit was cupped in my hand. Rolling her nipple between my thumb and middle finger, I felt it peak and harden. Her heated core thrust up to grind into my cock, and I pressed into her at the same time.

We were officially dry humping like fricking teenage kids. Her skin tasted so fucking good as I licked, sucked, and buried my teeth into the cords of her neck. Trying to keep my shit together, I thought about anything and everything I could to distract myself from what the lower part of my body wanted. Unfortunately, she had threaded her fingers through my hair and slipped the other hand into the waistband of my pants. She was like a damn octopus, using her hand and her toes to pull my sleeping pants down. Problem was, I was so hard the waistband got hung up on the end of my dick.

I know chicks write all this romance shit where “their lips locked and their clothes melted off and blah, blah, blah,” but things rarely went that smooth. Usually, it was a lot of grunting, stretching, twisting, and contorting to try to get clothes off. This was one of those times.

Breaking free of her kiss-swollen lips, I unhooked my pants from my dick as she was whipping her shirt off and raising her hips to shimmy awkwardly out of her shorts. Before my very eyes was the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on in my life. The moonlight kissed her pale skin, and she appeared to shimmer in the soft light. In awe that she was here before me, my chest tightened and chills raced over my skin.

Leaning down to capture her nipple between my lips, I suckled her deeply while I continued to roll the opposite peak in my fingers. Her back arched and her hands held my head pressed close to her. Licking and sucking down and around her entire breast, not an inch was left untouched by my ministrations. Inching down her side, following the curve of her rib cage, my tongue dipped into her belly button, causing her to suck in her abdomen. Playfully, I bit her side for pulling away from me.

“Ohhhhh,” she sighed and whimpered as I continued down over the arch of her hip, into the sensitive area where her leg and belly met. And that’s where I paused. Hovering over her sweet center, nudging her hidden clit with my nose and breathing hot, rapid breaths over her plump lower lips. The scent was a God-given aphrodisiac, and it scrambled my brain momentarily. Nothing in the world matched it, but as I dipped my tongue into the dripping honey of her core, the uniquely erotic taste of her exploded across my tongue. The perfect blend of sweetness with the barest tinge of salty had me diving in like my life depended on it. Maybe it did.

With each lick from top to bottom, she panted and whined. Circling her clit with my thumb had her pushing up into me, so I buried my face deeper into her, plunging my tongue deep in her wet sheath just like I wanted to stuff my cock in her, then sucking each lip in my mouth, ending with a nip. I couldn’t get enough of her.

Lifting my eyes to see the expression on her face, our eyes locked and held as I worshipped her to my heart’s content. Heavy-lidded, her gaze was the most beautiful fucking thing ever. Breaking free to grab her clit, hood and all, in my teeth, I flicked the tip of my tongue across it until she began to writhe underneath me. Then I slid first my middle, then the ring finger into her dripping wet core. Instinctively, she clenched around them. The wet sounds of my fingers working their way in and out was driving me batshit crazy, but I wasn’t stopping until she came all across my tongue.

I knew she was getting close when she gripped the top of my hair in her two fists and rubbed into my face in a steady motion. As I curled my fingers to catch just the perfect spot within her, she tensed, mewling and shaking from head to toe. Thick, warm cream coated my fingers and chin as she clamped down and her walls jerked in a pulsing rhythm around my digits. Pressing the flat of my tongue hard against her clit as I moved it side to side, I moaned, adding vibration to the mix as I continued to curl my fingers, milking every bit of her juices. Then I lapped them up.

When she finally lay there boneless, I withdrew and licked her sweet honey from my fingers and hand. Her golden eyes rolled in her head at the sight until they were damn near crossed. My lips teased and kissed up her body again, circling each nipple because I couldn’t have one of those babies feeling left out, before licking up between the two beauties that were her tits, to her jawline, then snaking between her parted lips.

“Taste how sweet you are. You drive me so fucking crazy, I swear I could live between your legs for the rest of my life. Does that taste like a man who is repulsed by you? Does that feel like just a friend?”

She whimpered as I stroked her tongue with mine, coaxing her to share her sweet taste before she began to gently suck on my tongue.

It made me want to shove my dick down her throat, but that would be a mistake, because that’s not how I wanted this to go and I was sure to shoot my load immediately at the mere touch of her lips wrapping around me. There was no way I wasn’t going to be inside her perfect pussy when my balls emptied into her. Pulling back, my breaths were as ragged as hers.

“Sera, tell me what you want. This is all you. You have all the power here. Whatever you want is what you get tonight. You just tell me, and it’s yours. You want me to stop, I stop. You want me to eat that pussy all night, I’ll go to frigging town. You want my dick wrapped up snug in that tight, wet sheath, it’s there.” Eyes glistening, her nails scored my back as she gripped my taut muscles. I meant every damn word. I wanted her to understand that nothing further would happen unless she wanted it. It was the only way I could think of to help give her back the power and control that shit pile took from her. “Tell me.”

“I need you, Kayde.” The whispered plea wasn’t what I wanted.

“Not good enough, Tinkerbell. Tell me exactly what you need.” She needed to say the words. Instruct me and it would be hers. Hell, if I could give her the world, I would present it on a silver platter. She only had to tell me.

“I need to feel you inside me.” Her words were husky with need. However, my smirk told her she was going to have to do better than that.

“Uh-uh. Tell me exactly what you want.” Nibbling on her earlobe, I thrust against the slick wetness between her legs. I never said I wouldn’t encourage her. Tease her. Entice her.

“Oh sweet baby Jesus, Kayde. Are you serious?” Her face flamed. It was the cutest damn thing ever. Nodding, I kissed her cheek, then the tip of her pert little nose.

“This.” She wrapped one of those dainty hands around my cock, startling the shit out of me. My own damn eyes crossed. “I want this”—she squeezed for emphasis—“inside me.”

Just to fuck with her, I reached down and slid a finger through her moisture to circle her puckered ass. “Inside you? Just inside you? So I could put it here?” The tip of my finger breached the tight ring of her ass and her eyes bugged out.

“Kayde! Oh my God. Not there!” Her voice had jumped at least three octaves, and I had to chuckle. “You know damn well where I want you!” She tugged, lining me up with her smoldering opening. Giving her a few short, shallow thrusts, I teased her a little more.

“Stop it! Give it all to me, dammit!” Sexual frustration laced each word with a growl.

“That’s my girl.” In a single push, I filled her until my balls nestled against the puckered spot I had just played with. She was so damn tight and felt so freaking good, I had to sit still with my eyes screwed shut for a moment. Briefly, I wondered if she’d ever let me fuck her there. Oh shit. Not a good line of thought when I was trying to last.

Pulling part way out as slow as I could, I blasted back in. Repeating that rhythm, I basked in the contented sounds she made with each plunge.

Euphoria. Push.

Nirvana. Push.

Every-fucking-good-thing-in-the-world.

This. This was where I belonged. In this girl. Wrapped in each other’s embrace. Souls intertwined. God, my brain turned to mush when all the blood flooded south, and stupid poetic shit rolled through it.

Her hips raised to meet each stroke, grinding her clit against my pubic bone each time I bottomed out. Giving a slight twist to my hips with each of her grinds, I watched her eyes pop open wide in surprise before her body tensed. Muscle by muscle, she drew up tight as a bow string. Her fingers searched wildly for purchase. In the sheets, on my ass, curled over my shoulders. In the end, her arms grasped the headboard, and she curled her lip and let out an animalistic snarl, the cords of her neck standing out, calling to the primitive part of me that wanted to mark her as mine.

As my pace grew erratic, a tingling began at the base of my spine. Pleasure blossomed as my cock swelled and my balls pulled up tight. The sound of our skin slapping in the quiet room was like a symphonic masterpiece. Thrusting hard, fast, and crazy into her, her pussy drew tight around me, nearly strangling my dick as my head was thrown back. Sweat ran down my chest and back, and I roared with the most intense climax of my life. Three more slow strokes, with three more bursts of cum, and I held deep inside her, riding out the waves of ecstasy.

Spiraling down from the heavens she’d rocketed me to, I collapsed over her, held up from crushing her only by my forearms and sheer will.

“God, Kayde. That was….” She blew out a breath. “That was just… wow.” Tears filled her eyes, and I kissed the corners of each.

“Baby, why are you crying?” I prayed I didn’t hurt her. It hadn’t been that long since everything happened, and I had lost my mind in her. I’d been rough with her when I should have been easy, slow, loving. “Was I too rough with you? I’m so sorry that I lost control.”

“Happy tears. Promise. And that was perfect. Amazing.” She blinked, and I drew back to ascertain the truth of her words. As I raised an eyebrow at her in doubt, she smiled and her hand softly caressed my face. “Kayde. I love you. I’ve always loved you. I just couldn’t see what had been in front of my face since I was four years old.” A tear escaped her amber and bottle-green eyes. “You. Always you.”

If I thought the sex had blown my mind, that just toppled me over. Breathing escaped me. All I could do was blink at her.

“Kayde? Say something. Shit.” Expression falling flat, she tried to push me off her, but she was as effective as a mouse pushing an elephant. “Kayde!” Her hands smacked my chest, but I just smiled the biggest damn smile I think I’ve ever had.

“Goddamn, it’s about time.” Pulling her on top of me as I rolled over, I stretched up to kiss her as I slipped out of her. Dammit, that was a lonely feeling. Our cum leaked all over me, and I didn’t give a shit. “Because I fucking love the ever-loving hell out of you, Serafina Elizabeth Hernandez.”

Her dazzling smile lit up every dark corner of my soul.

Yeah, I was on top of the motherfucking world.
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“H.O.L.Y.”—Florida Georgia Line

 

LOOKING DOWN AT THE beautiful man beneath me, I was still a little in awe. Could it really be possible that things were coming together? That we actually felt the same way about each other?

“I feel like we wasted so many years.” Watching my fingertip and how it elicited tiny goose bumps across his skin as I drew circles over his smooth chest, I didn’t meet his eyes. It made me feel foolish that I hadn’t been able to see the gift God had placed right in front of me my whole life. This boy had been my everything growing up. But I’d worn blinders and missed having him in my life for years because of it. Not that I hadn’t loved Tyler, just not in a way a lasting relationship should love.

His fingers tipped up my chin so I’d meet his eyes. It didn’t escape me that not too long ago, those fingers had been inside me, playing my senses into overdrive, and I felt my face flush. “Don’t do that, Tinkerbell. You’re overthinking things. You can’t look at it that way. All those years apart were just God’s way of preparing us for each other. Back then, if we’d gotten together, we probably would have driven ourselves apart with our immaturity. Yeah, we went through some dark shit, but I like to believe, now that you’re here in my arms, we’re stronger for it and stronger together. You feel me?”

Playing at his words, I pressed myself into his semi-hard cock and felt it jump underneath my hips. “Oh, I feel you all right.” He grinned and smacked my ass, causing me to yelp in surprise. “Hey!”

“Mess around if you want to, and I’ll give you something to really feel.”

It was inescapable. I circled my hips into him again.

With a saucy smile, I taunted him, “Promises, promises.”

“Okay, don’t say you weren’t warned.” And with that, he lifted me by my hips and impaled me on his shaft. Holy shitballs. My eyes rolled in my head. Then he launched us up from the bed, me still sheathed around him, legs wrapped in a death grip around his hips.

“Ohmagod! Don’t drop me!” The squeal slipped out of me, and I was glad Ty was a deep sleeper. “Kayde! Where are we going?”

We went straight for the door, where he peeked both ways down the hall, then marched down to his room with me still in place. “We’re gonna christen this bed too. That’s where we’re going.” Through the door we went, him locking it as he closed it. Then he climbed on the bed as I hung from him like a damn monkey. It was pretty funny. But pretty hot.

I mean, he was still inside me. The whole time. Now, I’m not sure about other people, but to me that was pretty damn impressive. However, what he did afterward made that pale in comparison.
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Since the night I had one of my awful dreams and we christened both beds, I’d slept in Kayde’s bed. Correction—our bed. He’d promptly moved all my things into his room as soon as he woke up that next morning. It was before I even rolled my ass out of bed, because he’d worn me the hell out and I was completely drained. Then he’d gone to the kitchen and made us coffee, eggs, and bacon, with Ty’s help, and brought it to me in bed.

That night we talked deep into the night. He told me a little of what he’d dealt with in the military and how things were now. Some of it was horrifying, and that was just the things he felt able to share. I didn’t even want to try to imagine the things he couldn’t tell me. When he told me about how difficult it was some days, he made we want to weep for him.

“There are days I feel I can’t even get out of bed. Anxiety washes over me in waves, pulling me under until it chokes me, suffocating me in its depths. How do you tell your buddies that? How do you tell them how weak you are? You can’t.” He’d laid his arm over his eyes. Feeling the pain radiate from my sweet but broken man had me at a loss. Pressing kisses to his neck, I had gently run my fingers along his chest and abs.

“Do you know how I survive it? How I find the strength to fight it off? The only thoughts that truly keep me sane? Not the club, not my friends or family—none of them. It’s you.” After he pulled his arm down, he looked me dead in the eye. “Only you.”

If I hadn’t been sure of my feelings before that, I was positive of them after his words and the look on his face. Fate had a fucked-up, twisted way of getting us to where we needed to be, but I liked to think Kayde and I were finally on the right track.

Shaking the thoughts from my mind, I returned to my task at hand.

It was Christmas Eve and I found myself standing in the entryway with my hands on my hips, as I contemplated the big black trash bag at the top of the closet. How in heaven’s name had I gotten it up there? Because my short-as-shit self couldn’t even reach it with my fingertips now. Who puts a shelf that high anyway?

Oh yeah, someone who’s six foot four. Or seven feet. Hell, I didn’t know how tall he was, I just knew he was a giant compared to my Lilliputian self. Christmas was tomorrow morning. Kayde wasn’t home yet, and I couldn’t reach the damn bag with Ty’s Santa presents. Dammit. Okay, I guess a kitchen chair was needed, since the giant obviously had no need for a step stool.

Dragging the heavy-ass chair over by the door, I cursed picking such a sturdy dining set. I’d just climbed up to grab the bag when the door swung open. It startled me so bad, I lost my balance and almost fell on my ass. Thankfully, strong arms caught me and pulled me tight to a broad chest.

Smiling, I prepared to kiss my shining knight until I looked up and blazing blue eyes bored into mine. Shrieking, I threw my body weight back to get free. The massive arms held me tight though.

“Hey, Joker, it’s raining pretty little blonde chicks in your house. Can I keep her?”

Leaning my head back to peer around the beast of a man, I saw Kayde behind him. Eyes wide, my expression attempted to ask Kayde who the hell this was. Kayde looked disgruntled for a minute before he stepped around the fucking Viking and plucked me out of his arms.

“Fuck off, this one’s mine. Get your own.”

“Well, hello to you too. Since y’all knocked me off my makeshift stool, can you please get that bag from the shelf?” His eyes followed the direction I pointed before he turned back and looked at me like I was crazy.

“How the hell did you get it up there?”

Smacking my forehead with the flat of my palm, I shook my head. “Don’t ask.” Since Kayde’s hands were full of me, the Viking reached up and pulled it down without even stretching. With a droll look, I pursed my lips. “Show-off.” He just grinned at me through his thick blond beard.

“Tinkerbell, this is Gunny. Gunny, this here is Tinkerbell. Gunny is one of my brothers from the club.”

Looking at him like he’d lost his damn mind for telling him my childhood nickname, I held my hand out to the man I now knew was Gunny.

“Sera. Nice to meet you, Mr. Gunny.” His massive hand dwarfed mine. Damn, and I thought Kayde had big hands.

Chuckling, he gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “Ma’am, it’s just Gunny. And it’s definitely a pleasure. And a surprise.” A thick blond brow raised at Kayde, and I had to wonder what the silent exchange between them was about.

“Well, I wasn’t planning on you coming by here. I thought you would meet me at the shop tomorrow morning after we opened presents.” It was Kayde’s turn to flash the droll expression to his friend, who raised his chin and looked at Kayde through narrowed eyes.

“Hmm. Okay, well, I was swinging by Hacker’s to bring him a part for his Challenger, so I figured while I was in the neighborhood….”

Kayde rolled his eyes and set me down, slapping my ass lightly before he kissed my head and walked back to the bedroom.

When he returned, he held a small envelope, which he handed over to Gunny, who dropped it in the pocket of his leather jacket. “Thanks, bro. Have a Merry Christmas.” He first hugged Kayde and then turned to me, giving me a hug. When he held on to me a little longer than was comfortable, Kayde tugged me out of his arms and gave him a glare, to which Gunny laughed his ass off.

“I’ll be seeing you around, beautiful.” Winking one of the brilliant blue orbs, he let himself out the door, laughing the whole way down the walk and to the big red truck parked in the driveway next to Kayde’s Jeep. Damn, I loved red vehicles. I’d really wanted the red Charger, but Lawrence insisted on the black.

Realizing I was staring, I blinked and raised my eyebrows. “He’s really big.”

Kayde laughed and said, “No, baby, you’re just really small.”

“I am not!” Indignation filled my voice as I started to unpack the presents for Ty and set them under the tree. “Well, I’m smaller than the two of you.” At his snort, I rolled my eyes. “Okay, I’m small. I get it. Never heard you complain.”

I was down on my hands and knees placing the presents just so, and suddenly he was straddling my knees, crotch to my ass and leaning over me to nuzzle my ear. “Mmm, nope. Makes it easier to fuck you up against the wall and move you around like I want for the best penetration.”

“Indigo Kayde McGuire! Language!” His answer to my chastising was to swat my ass a little harder than he had earlier. “Hey! No teasing!”

Choking as he laughed, his eyes wide and mirth rampant on his face, he wrapped his arms around me and did just like he had said.

Next thing I knew, I was sprawled facedown in the bed, drool running out onto my pillow, leg hanging out of the covers as Ty squealed and jumped around chanting, “Momma, get up! Santa came! Santa came! Santa came!” over and over and over before pattering down the hall back to the Christmas tree.

“Merry Christmas, baby.” Shivers chased down my spine at his kiss between my shoulder blades. In all honesty, I didn’t want to move.

“Mmm, Merry Christmas, but I think you screwed me stupid last night. I don’t even remember falling asleep.” I felt his lips curl on the skin of my shoulder. The warmth of his body pressed against mine and felt so dang snuggly, I thought I’d just stay where I was.

“Come on, babe. We have a little boy waiting to open presents.” Watching with my eyes, but holding my head immobile, I followed him as he climbed his naked self out of the bed and walked over to the dresser. Those ass cheeks nearly had me drooling again as I watched him step one leg at a time in a pair of sleeping pants with Harley Davidson symbols all over them. When he pulled them over his ass, I frowned. His laughter told me he caught me staring at his ass-ets.

“What? I was just enjoying the scenery.” My sleepy smile stayed on my face until he grabbed the end of the covers and jerked them down and off the bed.

“Hey!” Being butt-ass naked myself, I scrambled to get out of bed and cover myself. When I couldn’t get him to let go of the sheet, I ran at him and jumped. My arms and legs wrapped around him, and he held an ass cheek in each hand. After planting a big kiss on his smiling lips, I bit his jaw playfully, causing him to smack my ass again. “You sure like doing that.” My mock dirty look did nothing to faze him.

Digging two large T-shirts from his drawer, he pulled on the white one and gave me the red one. After I slipped it over my head, it dropped down to my knees, and I had to fight a laugh. Shaking my head and grabbing his hand, I dragged him down the hallway.

Ty was sitting patiently by the tree, legs crossed in his Minion PJ’s. When we sat down by him, he grinned and jumped up to climb in Kayde’s lap. As Kayde reached under the tree and passed presents to Ty one at a time, I took pictures of him opening every one. No matter how little they were, he loved them all. His favorite so far was a new boat for in the tub.

Unable to wait anymore, I grabbed the small wrapped box from under the tree and handed it to Kayde to open. Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I worried he would think it was stupid.

With Ty sitting on one knee and watching intently as Kayde carefully unwrapped the box, Kayde set the paper to the side, nearly intact. My heart jumped as he pulled the lid off. Oh, I prayed he liked it. Being on a budget, I didn’t have a huge chunk of change, but I wanted his gift to be special.

The wide smile told me he liked it. Then the confused one told me he realized what he thought was just a stainless-steel biker-style ID bracelet was engraved on the center plate.

Kayde & Sera

Forever

Leaning forward, he pulled me to him by the back of my neck and kissed me. His lips tickled me when he leaned over to whisper in my ear, “I fucking love it, and I love you.”

If he’d asked before, I would have told him it meant forever friends, but after everything came out, I wasn’t ashamed to say it was really because I wanted him to have something from me that I knew in my heart was a symbol of my love for him.

“Would you do me the honors?” He held out his arm and the bracelet for me to put on him.

After I had fastened it and kissed his wrist where it lay, I watched as he stood and told Ty he found a gift in the spare bedroom and wanted to know if Ty would help him push it out here. Next thing I knew, Ty was believing he was pushing a box almost as big as he was into the living room, as Kayde pushed the top.

“Hey, it says it’s for you, Ty.” Kayde pretended to be confused as he encouraged Ty to open it. Ty ripped the paper off, scattering pieces everywhere. When I saw the picture on the front of the box slowly being revealed, I wasn’t sure who was more touched, me or Ty. In different ways, because Ty just thought it was cool he had a little Jeep like Kayde. Me, I was touched that he not only went out on his own and bought such an extravagant gift, but that he thought enough to know that Ty would love to be just like Kayde. It was one of those black battery-powered Jeeps. Ty went crazy, jumping up and down and clapping his hands.

If I was a stubborn asshole, I could have been pissed and felt like he was trying to show me up for my small gifts. Knowing Kayde’s heart, I knew that he really did love Ty and he wanted to do nice things for him. My love for my son was so deep that I couldn’t even begin to put words to it. How does a mother describe the love she has for her children? They are your everything. Plain and simple.

After Ty opened his gifts, Kayde made a big production of there being one more gift left. I’d already opened mine and been overwhelmed that he thought of me and bought me things to pamper myself from my favorite bath store, plus a delicate silver chain with a Rod of Asclepius. What made this so amazing was that most people would have gotten a caduceus because that’s what a lot of people mistakenly use for the medical profession.

It showed that either he was a pretty smart guy, or he had taken the time to research before he got it. See, the caduceus was the staff of the Greek god Hermes, the messenger. The staff of Asclepius belonged to the Greek god Asclepius who was associated with healing and the medicinal arts. Now maybe the US Army Medical Corps was looking at it from the perspective that it was believed to put people to sleep or wake them. If used on someone dying, their death would be peaceful. If used on someone dead, it would bring them back to life. Who really knew, though? What was important to me was that Kayde knew the difference. It was the little things like that that made him and his gift so special to me.

Kayde handed the small box to Ty and whispered in his ear. Ty broke out into a smile as wide as the sky, then booked it over to me. “Momma! It’s for yous! Open it! Open it!” His excitement was contagious and had me laughing as I peeled the paper back. “No, Momma! Like this!” And he motioned as if he was tearing into the package like a little madman. Once I had it open, I found a Jeep key.

Looking at him in confusion, I laughed. “You giving me your Jeep?”

His eyes widened. “Oh hell no! I mean, you can drive it whenever you want… but no, I’m not giving you my Jeep.” Standing to his full amazing height, he guided me to the door. When he reached around me to swing the door open, I still hadn’t caught on. When he nodded toward the driveway, I looked outside.

In shock, I stood there staring at a cherry-red Jeep. “Umm, what the heck is this?” When my eyes met his, he began to look a little nervous. He cleared his throat and pulled his bottom lip in by his teeth.

“It’s for you. It’s nothing fancy yet. But it can be. It’s 100 percent in your name. If you don’t want it, or want something different, it’s yours to do with as you please.” It was a little shorter than his, which was fine because I was short, and it had four doors instead of the two his had. Looking at the two vehicles sitting side by side, I had a flashback. It was a silly one, but I remembered.

“Whoa. Look at those trucks, Kayde! Aren’t they cool?”

“They’re not trucks, Sera, they’re Jeeps.” Kayde’s tone was sweet and calm, never condescending like my brother’s would be. I was only eleven, I didn’t know the difference, but instead of making fun of me, Kayde always took the time to explain things.

“That’s me and you, Kayde. I’m the red one, and you’re the black one.” Laughing, I ran up to look at them where they were parked in the H-E-B parking lot. They looked so big and cool with their giant-sized tires and open tops. I really wanted to look inside.

“Don’t touch them, Sera. They aren’t ours.” Ever looking out for me, Kayde grabbed my hand and pulled me gently back from the shiny vehicles before I could touch them.

“I wasn’t gonna touch them, Kayde.” Propping my hands on my hips, I scowled at him. It wasn’t like I was a baby. Well, maybe I was gonna touch them, but I wasn’t gonna admit that to him. He gave me that knowing grin, and I wanted to pop him one. But I didn’t. Because I really did love him. I was pretty sure I was gonna marry him one day.

“Come on, we need to get home. I told your dad I would walk you straight up here and back to get your snacks for your field trip.” My dad worked late hours, and I relied a lot on Kayde and my brother sometimes. I was super glad I had him in my life.

“You think I’ll be able to get a Jeep like that one day? It’s super pretty. I could have lipstick the same color and everything.”

Kayde chuckled at me and shook his head.

“Only you, Tinkerbell. What if you got a black one, would you wear black lipstick?” He smiled. He had such a nice smile. “But yeah, I think you can do—and get—anything you set your mind to. And if you can’t get one for yourself, I’ll get it for you. Deal?” He put his hand out.

Sticking my small hand in his larger one, I shook it. “Deal. Don’t forget!”

“I never would, Tinkerbell.”

“Are you sure you’re not mad? I remembered what you said about the other car, and I didn’t want you to think I was doing the same thing. That’s why it’s in your name only. I had Hacker work his magic, and I was able to get all the paperwork in your name. It’s paid for, so you don’t have to worry about payments or anything.” He was rambling, and it was cute.

He had remembered. Even when youthful memories had slipped away from my conscious mind, he had remembered. Running my fingers along the shiny red paint, I raised my brows at him. “Can I touch this one?”

He grinned as he held Ty in his arms, wrapped in a blanket. “Of course. You have the key.” It was really too extravagant of a gift. I would find a way to pay him back, but I loved it too much to look a gift horse in the mouth.

Realizing I was still in Kayde’s oversized T-shirt and nothing else, the cold started to settle in. Wrapping my arms as far around him and Ty as they would go, I kissed his pec since it was right in front of me. After one last longing gaze at the beautiful vehicle, I raced inside. “After I get dressed!”
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“Easy”—Faith No More

 

Late January

 

IT HAD BEEN SO fucking cold lately, and the snow seemed to come down steady almost every day this week. It was like living in a damn snow globe. “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.” Times like this, I missed Texas like crazy. I was so damn miserable in this weather, and the inability to ride my bike sucked. Hacker laughed, and I wanted to punch his ass. Fuck, I need a smoke. Quitting had gone great for a while. Then it went to shit when everything went down with Sera and I started again. This time I wanted to quit for her and Ty though. I wanted to be a good example to him.

“Shit, man, you act like you haven’t ridden in a year.”

If looks could kill, my glare would have fried his ass to a crisp as he continued to chuckle.

“Feels like it. ¡Chingados!”

“Pussy.”

“Dick.”

“What are you two bickering about?” We both looked up, and I watched with loathing as Gretchen sidled up to Hacker. As soon as she leaned against him, rubbing herself on him, I had to leave. He better not have turned to her nasty ass, ’cause that was something I refused to watch. Pretty confident he wouldn’t, I prepared to head outside by zipping up my coat, because fuck if I wanted her turning to me after he turned her down.

Before I got to the door, I called the next game of pool with the winner between Gunny and Soap. Gunny gave me a chin lift, and I knew it would be him. Not sure why I was gonna even try, because he was a freaking pool shark.

When I stepped outside, I saw Kassi getting out of her car. You could have knocked me over with a feather, but I didn’t show it. Damn, was he finally pulling his head out of his ass? She walked toward me, looking nervous as hell.

“Umm, hey, is Erik—umm, I mean Hacker here?”

I narrowed my eyes and tipped my head at her, trying to figure out if she knew who I was. I knew she had been dancing in a costume to prevent the whole community knowing how she had paid for school and to keep a roof over her and her brother’s heads. But I also realized she’d probably be embarrassed if she knew I knew already.

“Maybe. Who’s asking?” Damn, I hoped he realized what a good thing he had in her if he would just accept it. She was a sweet girl, and I’d known right away from the few interactions I had with her at the Shamrock that she wasn’t like a lot of the dancers there. This was one of the girls who was really just doing what she could to get by, not one of those career strippers who told everyone they were just stripping to get through nursing school. No, she really was.

“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.” It was impossible not to smile at her. She really radiated goodness.

“No, it’s no problem at all.” Waving her toward the door, I cupped the end of my cigarette to light it with my Zippo the guys had gotten me before I left the team. “He was sitting at the bar just a minute ago.” Snapping the lighter closed, I took a deep drag and motioned again toward the door before I walked around to the side of the building out of the wind. Damn, it was bitter cold out.

As I stood there filling myself full of nicotine, I thought about the past month and how happy I’d been with Sera and Ty in my house. She and I hadn’t really discussed the details, but she was staying. Matter of fact, my neighbor was watching Ty today while she went over to the hospital in Spirit Lake to apply for an opening they had in their ER. Never thought this would be my life. I felt happier than I had in a long damn time.

After I finished with my smoke, I stubbed the end out on the metal edge of the building and stuffed it in my pocket. As good as my life was, I needed to make some changes to show the good karma fairies I appreciated it. Making a promise that it was my last, I pulled out the packet and dropped it in the trash as I pulled open the door.

Just as I was going inside, Kassi slammed into me, losing her balance. Without wasting a second, my hands wrapped around her upper arms to steady her. Tears were dropping off her lower lashes, and she looked like she was giving a valiant effort to hold in her anguish. Before I could ask her what happened, she pushed away, darted around me, and lurched through the door.

What the hell?

Looking at Hacker in surprise and confusion, my feelings quickly turned to disgust. That dumb motherfucker was holding Gretchen by the ass, and she was looking over her shoulder in my direction. AKA the same spot Kassi just vacated.

Asshole. He shoved her away after he saw me watching him. She sneered at him and stomped in my direction. Quickly moving out of her pathway because I didn’t want her even brushing up against me, I watched her push her way outside. Uncaring, I turned my back to her. Too bad I knew she hadn’t left for good.

No one wanted anything to do with her dumb ass anymore. Didn’t know why she still hung around here.

Moving up to stand behind my stupid-ass friend, I wanted to knock him upside his head. “What the fuck was that?” He didn’t even turn around to look at me.

In a monotone voice, he spouted, “No clue what you’re talking about.”

“Seriously? Kassi came to see you, and instead of talking to her, you chase her away. What the fuck, man?” My incredulous expression matched my thought processes. I didn’t understand him.

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

Well, I wonder why?

“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.” Trying to get him to pay attention to what I was saying, I rested my arm on the edge of the bar and stood sideways looking at him. Obviously, he wasn’t interested in conversation. Especially one that was about Kassi. Dumbass.

“If that’s what you think.” Chugging the last of his whiskey, he jumped up from the stool without a glance in my direction. Then he shoulder-checked me and walked to his room, slamming the door. He was throwing away the best thing that ever happened to him, but hell if I could get him to see it.

Taking a swig of my beer Cammie had set before me, I sat at the bar watching the news that flashed across the screen behind the bar.

Vibrations had me looking at my phone where I set it on the bar. Seeing it was Sera, I smiled and answered. “Hey, baby girl. How’d it go?”

Cammie had just walked by and gave me a surprised look as she heard my words. Not like I was completely hiding Sera, but I wanted as few people to know about her as possible. Christian had called me earlier today and told me there had been a sighting of the asshole down in Mexico, but also on this side of the border too. If his ass stayed in Mexico, it would be the best thing he could do, because if he came up this way, his ass was mine.

Sera’s rush of breath made me nervous at first. Then she breathed my name and my dick twitched. God, I was a hot mess when it came to this girl. “I think it went really good! They told me they had a few other interviews scheduled but that I would hear from them one way or another by Friday. I hate to jinx myself, but I really think I got the job. Doesn’t hurt that they’re really shorthanded.”

“I’m sure you did great. If you don’t get it, I’ll go knock some heads together and change their mind.” Taking another drink of my beer, I tried not to laugh and spit it all over the bar.

“Don’t you dare, Kayde!” Her warning was couched in laughter, and the mere hint of her happiness warmed me from deep in my gut.

“Kidding, babe. Listen, I need to head into the shop. I have an appointment in about an hour. You wanna swing by?” It was the first time I’d asked her to come to the shop. I’d been so afraid for her. Afraid if she went out and about anywhere, that asshole would find out and swoop in to go after her again. Realizing it was dumb took me a while, but it was starting to sink in. Because I couldn’t keep her locked up in a cage for the rest of her life, she would only grow to hate me.

“Aw, really? I’d love to, but I have to get Ty, and then he’ll be ready for his nap. Aggie has a conference at her son’s school or I’d ask her to keep him a little longer. I’m not having our first visit to your shop be with him needing a nap. Your friends would think you hooked up with a crazy woman and her heathen child.”

“It’s okay, babe. Next time.” Maybe it was time to introduce her to everyone. I just couldn’t shake my worry, and I was also a little selfish and didn’t want to share my time with her with anyone. Maybe that made me a dick. “I’ll call you before I leave to head home tonight.”

As I hung up, Snow walked up and sat next to me at the bar.

“Hey, sexy, be a doll and hand me a bud.” His words were directed to Cammie, who he’d been shacking up with, but I couldn’t help but mess with him.

“Aw, sweetie, you know Cammie hates it when we go behind the bar. And you’re going to make her jealous if you keep talking to me like that in front of her.” Spinning my stool so I was facing his direction, I gave him a shit-eating grin.

“You little fucker. Kiss my ass. Little lady must be good for you. You’ve been a hell of a lot more pleasant since you brought her back. Your road name fits you now, instead of being an oxymoron.” He tried to hide his smile behind his beer, but I still saw it.

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Any news about the cop?” Lip curling, I knew he was referring to Lawrence, her ex.

“Nothing concrete. Thanks for keeping this under wraps. I plan to tell everyone as soon as I know what’s going on.”

“Hey, it’s your business, bro. I think if your brothers knew, there would be more people looking out for your girl and her kid, but that’s your call. Just know that if you need anything, I’m here.” The sincerity in his eyes humbled me. This club had my back just like my unit had in the past, and it filled the void leaving the Corps left in me. Not a day since getting patched did I regret it.

“I know, I just don’t want to pull everyone into this. It’s not the club’s issue, and I don’t want them being targeted if shit goes tits up. Thanks again, Prez. I gotta run. Work calls.” Snow gave me a hug and squeezed my shoulder.

As I headed out, I told Gunny I’d have to take a raincheck. In typical Gunny fashion, he just gave me a nod and smiled. Dude could definitely be a man of few words.

Pulling up outside of my shop, I felt a massive feeling of pride sweep through me. All those deployments were good for something. Like I told Sera when she tried to argue with me about not letting her pay me for her Jeep, I earned the money with my own blood, sweat, and tears. Literally. Saving it up because I had nothing better to spend it on for all those years, I knew the day would come when I would find what I wanted to spend it on. I’d been cautious and thrifty all my life, but I would spend it the way I wanted.

There was one more thing I wanted to get, but I wasn’t pushing it with her, so I would bide my time. Soon, though.
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Late Spring

 

Sera had gotten the job at the hospital. Only bad thing about that was that she always seemed to be working when we had a family get-together at the clubhouse. I still hadn’t told everyone about Sera and Ty, but today I had wanted to bring them and introduce them. Sighing, I told myself there’d be a next time.

Looking around at the people who I considered family, I had a sense of peace steal over me. 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. DJ hadn’t gotten patched when we planned because he had gone and joined the fucking National Guard and went away to basic training and AIT. He’d recently returned, so I hoped we could get him patched. Kid deserved it.

Hollywood and I were standing at the end of the bikes talking, and I was using my new E-cig. These things were a pain in the ass, but dammit, I’d been trying so hard to quit smoking. This was my third attempt in the past few months. It sucked so fucking bad. Thankfully, Sera and my brothers encouraged me anytime it got tempting. I couldn’t tell you how many times they told me I was doing great and it could take a while. Falling off the wagon sucked though. It made me feel weak.

Hacker pulled in, and we waved at him as he pulled up and backed into the end of the row. After he parked, he came over to give us a hug. It was a love and respect thing. We were family.

“Hey, bro, nice ride in, wasn’t it? Shit, this damn thing sucks. ¡Esta es una cagada!” Looking down at the E-cig with distaste, I shook it. “Fucking thing isn’t working. Be right back.” Digging through the little bag I had attached behind my seat, I pretended not to hear them laughing at my struggle. They were lucky I hadn’t tried to light this one too. Looking back on it, that actually was pretty damn funny.

I bullshitted with a few of the brothers before I made my way back over to Hacker. “No date today, Hacker?” Smirking at him, I could tell he wanted to punch me in the head.

“Fuck no. And where is your date, asshole?” he spat out. Fuck that hurt, but I laughed to cover it up. I needed to get Sera involved with everyone. I wanted her with me. I wanted to be able to show her off. But it worried me putting her out there. Last week I’d taken a quick trip back home because Christian had called and told me Lawrence had been seen in San Antonio, but then he disappeared again. It was really beginning to piss me off that the fucking cops couldn’t find one of their own who was a piece of shit. So I’d gone home to seek the help of the biker community with my uncle. Our chapter down there was already watching for the guy, and they’d done what they could, but he was still elusive as fuck. It made me wonder what kind of ties he had, and that was a little scary.

Hacker glared at me. “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?” His questions made me feel guilty, because I really did owe him an explanation.

I looked away and took a big drag of the shitty E-cig. It really was wrong that I hadn’t talked to Hacker about Sera, but he’d had his head so far up his own ass with Kassi that I didn’t want to put more on him.

Hollywood broke out in a giant grin, then shouldered me.

“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.” Hacker snorted in disgust. “I don’t need anything.” He was so full of shit, but I wasn’t going to bust him out on it.

“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 Hacker 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!” Hacker’s expression of indignation had all of us laughing.

“Man, shut the hell up. After all, you jarheads are just glorified sailors.” Hollywood snickered.

Hollywood and Hacker went back and forth for a little bit before a wrestling match ensued. Grown men acting like kids. Nah, I’m not above that. I loved it. I actually almost jumped in.

I’d gone to give Snow the little bit of updates I had about Sera, and when I came back, Hacker was holding Reaper and Steph’s little boy. I damn near fell over. “Well, fuck me. ¿Qué carajo?”

Everyone gave him shit until I guess he’d had enough. When he got up and told everyone he was out, I decided to follow. It was evident he was in a bad place, and Sera was still at work.

His pipes rumbled as he pulled out of the lot and onto the highway. Sumbitch was hauling ass, but he was no match for my V-rod. It wasn’t long before I was pulling up on him. He looked in one of his mirrors, then took a quick glance over his shoulder.

I pulled up next to him and we kept pace, following the road up into Minnesota. Handlebar to handlebar, we navigated the twists and turns of the road. As soon as we stopped, I needed to send Sera a message to let her know what was up. But damn this was peaceful, and I knew that was why Hacker had taken off. When shit got heavy, we would often ride—just the wind and the road. Our motto was it was 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 we took the last curve at the south side of the lake and were approaching the turn to continue on 240th, I saw Hacker jump a little, but didn’t think much of it until I heard him yell something.

My eyes damn near popped out of my head when I saw blood running down his arm. That’s when I signaled for us to pull over, but no sooner had I made the motion and his back tire broke loose. I barely had time to slam on my brakes and swerve away before his bike started to roll.

My heart stopped in my chest when I saw him launch off his bike and roll God knew how far down the road. Parking on the side of the road to avoid all the scattered debris, I ran my ass down the road, screaming for Hacker.

No. No way. After everything we’d been through, I couldn’t lose him. Not like this.
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“Kiwi”—Harry Styles

 

DRIVING HOME FROM WORK, I had the music blaring and the window rolled down. It was a rare sunny day for once and the temp was beautiful. As I did every time I drove my Jeep, I reveled in it. I freaking loved the thing, and it meant even more that Kayde had bought it and why he bought it. After remembering that long-ago day, I didn’t have to be a genius to figure out that was why he’d gotten a black one. Just thinking about it made me smile.

Kayde had a club thing today, and I had wanted to go, but he never invited me. It kind of hurt. Often, I wondered if he was ashamed of me. Or maybe he wasn’t really as sure of us as he claimed. Knowing that wasn’t true didn’t keep the doubts from creeping in.

After I got home, I walked next door to Aggie’s to grab Ty. Once again, I’d lucked out and found a great sitter close to home. That reminded me, I needed to call Em. I hadn’t talked to her in over a week. When I’d found out she’d made it, I’d cried my eyes out. Never had I been so damn thankful for another person.

After I’d fed and bathed Ty, I checked my phone. It was weird that Kayde wasn’t home yet. He said he wouldn’t be staying late, but maybe he changed his mind. Sending him a text to touch base, I finished getting my little man ready for bed.

By the time I sat down to read a book on the couch, he still hadn’t returned my message or called. Glancing out the window, I saw it was dark and my worry grew.

It got later and later. When my phone rang, I jumped at it, thinking it must be Kayde.

The number was the hospital though, and I wondered what was up that they were calling me this late. “Hello?”

“Sera? I know you basically just left, but do you think you could come in for a few hours?” It was our nursing supervisor, which was strange.

“I’m so sorry, but Kayde isn’t home yet, and Ty is in bed. What happened? I thought Kassi, Hunter, Pete, and Jenny all showed up?”

That’s when she knocked my breath from my lungs, and I felt like the floor nearly came out from under my feet. She said Kassi went home sick and they were waiting for Tabitha, another nurse, to come in but she wasn’t able to come in for a while. That wasn’t the part that had me tripping out though. It was the part where she said a biker had wrecked and they didn’t expect him to make it that had my world crashing around me.

“What’s his name?” Heart pounding, I prayed. Please don’t let it be Kayde.

Just as she said she wasn’t at liberty to say, which I knew, but I hoped she might give me something to go by, the door opened and the man who was my sun and moon walked through it looking like his world just imploded. Rushing to get her off the phone, I ran over to Kayde, throwing my arms around him.

“Oh my God! I’ve been so worried! You didn’t answer my text, then it got dark, then the hospital called to see if I could work, and they said there was a bad motorcycle wreck. I was so worried it was you!” His gray eyes were so full of pain. I searched his face for some sign of what was wrong. That was when I noticed the dried blood on his hands and the smear of it on the side of his neck. “Kayde?”

When his voice cracked as he spoke, my heart broke for him. “Baby, it was Erik… Hacker.”

Oh shit. Picturing the man who helped me and Kayde when I left Lawrence, I felt awful. They had been so close, but I knew things had been off with them lately because Hacker was being dumb about something. I’d been patient and understanding when he said he wanted to keep me separate from the club until shit was sorted out with my piece-of-shit ex. I was hurt, but I understood. Now I felt awful that I may never again see the man who had been such an integral part of Kayde’s life in the years we were apart—that he may never see him.

His usually luminous eyes were dull with pain. “They sent him to Sioux Falls via CareFlight. They said they didn’t know if he’d make it.” Helping him out of his jacket and leading him to the shower, I stayed silent, sensing he needed my quiet support at the moment. If they sent him to Sioux Falls, it was bad.

My heart shattered for him when I heard his anguished, angry yell come from the shower. It was some time before he exited the shower. I continued to sit on the edge of the bed as I waited for him to come out of there.

Without a word, he shuffled to the bed and fell back, staring at the ceiling. Curling up next to him, I laid my head on his chest and wrapped my arm around his abdomen. “I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do?” He just shook his head. “You said Hacker was in the Marine Corps with you, right? And the two of you are pretty close.”

“Yeah, we are. Even though things have been a little strained lately. In the Marine Corps, Hacker had been our techno-computer guru on the team. The man is a fucking genius, but he didn’t flaunt the shit. You know how the government and the media tried to make it sound like some suit behind a computer found info on this or that terrorist cell or individual? Yeah, well you could bet it was actually him in sandy, dirty camo on some hillside in Afghanistan or one of those godforsaken Middle Eastern sandbox countries that slipped into a security feed or one of the raghead’s computers and found them. We didn’t rely on intel from some suit in Washington. Erik was our security spook. He would be in and out of their system before they knew what the fuck hit them.” His chest lifted with a deep breath, and his arm wrapped around me.

“When he made the decision to leave, we all felt it. The team hurt for quite a while, and accepting his replacement was hard as fuck. He and I kept in contact after he left. After my last incident where I left the sand with a few extra holes in my body, I came here to visit him on my con-leave.” Slowly, his fingers threaded through the ends of my hair as he continued talking about his friend.

“He and I had a heart-to-heart, and I knew the time in my insane life as Force Recon had reached its expiration date. After my confession to him about how it had changed me—not necessarily for the better—he asked me to move back here, and well, the rest, as they say, is motherfuckin’ history.” We lay there in companionable silence for a few minutes.

His chest rumbled under my ear when he spoke again. “If you think you’ll be okay, I’m going to head up there. I may be there a while, but I’ll have Steph and Becca check on you.” I’d heard him mention these women before and knew they were with some of the guys from his club. It made my ears perk up that he was finally including me in something with his life here. The thing was, I didn’t know them.

“Babe, I’ll be fine. You don’t need to assign me babysitters. I’ve got Aggie and the girls at work. I’ll be fine. Promise.” His lack of fight and argument told me his mind was a mess. “When will you go?”

“In the morning. I need to try to get some sleep. Then I’ll head out early.”

“Okay. Come on, let’s just try to get some sleep for now.” Resting my chin on his pec, I looked at him with worry. “I love you, Kayde.”

He didn’t say anything until I had shut the lights off and we were spooned in the bed. “I love you so fucking much, Sera. Thank you for being here for me. I never want to lose you.” His hand slid my hair up and over the top of the pillow. Burying his face in the crook of my neck, he inhaled, and I reached up to hold his head close.

Neither of us spoke as he slid his hand up my side to cup my breast. His hard length pushed against me, and I rolled to my back. My legs fell open in invitation for him to nestle between them. The head of his cock nudged at my center until it was slicked enough in my wetness to slide in. Heaven was no mystery to me; it was found in his arms, with him deep inside me.

Again, he buried his face in my neck. Holding his weight off me, but keeping our bodies in contact head to toe, he thrust slowly but deeply inside me. Knowing he was using my body as his refuge in his pain, I didn’t say anything, just silently encouraged him with my body language. After everything this broken man had done for me, I would always be there for him. I’d be his escape, his anchor, whatever he needed.

As he pressed steadily into me, over and over, the friction of our bodies where we joined and his girth inside me had my climax swiftly building. As he gave a final rough shove in me, I felt everything in me break loose as we detonated together. My body arched up into his, and he curled even tighter around me, pressed deep and pulsing into me.

When I felt hot droplets run down the side of my neck, I held him tight as silent sobs wracked his body.
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Waking suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. My entire body was surrounded. Kayde lay on top of me, arms alongside me with his hands framing my head, with my face tucked tight into his chest and his head over mine. My arms were pinned to my sides, so I couldn’t move them to shake him or push him off. “Kayde!” His name was muffled since I couldn’t draw a deep breath and my mouth was against his sternum. My body barely moved as I tried to arch up to jostle him. He was just too big.

“Kayde!” When I said his name again, he jerked awake, looking around disoriented. He pushed up off me, and I sucked in a gasping breath. Jesus! “What the heck? What was that?” Gray eyes looked at me, but without recognition. Then he just rolled over, mumbling something about “fucking IEDs.”

I was up the rest of the night after that, watching him sleep. Unknown demons gripped him off and on into the morning light. Each time he thrashed, I held his hand and spoke softly to him until he calmed and stilled. I’d been lucky that I hadn’t had but one nightmare since I started sleeping in Kayde’s bed.

After his fitful night, Kayde had woken up later than he had planned. I knew that bothered him because he wanted to get up there as soon as possible. He didn’t say anything about his nightmares, and I kept quiet. There would be time to talk about them another time.

Thankfully, I didn’t work that day, so I was able to help Kayde pack a bag and get on the road. I thought about offering to go with him, but I was still new to the hospital, and without knowing how long he may be there, I knew I couldn’t miss work.

Kayde had looked so damn tired, and his spirit seemed utterly crushed when he headed out, but he had held me tight to him for a least five minutes before he climbed in his Jeep and left with the promise that he would call me when he got there and FaceTime me tonight.

Ty woke up, and I busied myself with spending time with him, catching up on laundry, and checking my phone for missed calls, even though it hadn’t left my pocket and the ringer was turned up all the way. When Ty took his nap, I tried to catch up on some of the sleep I lost last night, but I kept waking up, worried I’d missed Kayde’s call.

When it finally rang, my shoulders dropped in disappointment that it wasn’t Kayde yet. It was Lydia, one of the nurses I worked with. She was sweet, but a hellacious gossip. When she proceeded to tell me that Kassi had been brought in this morning because she’d had a placental abruption followed by a premature delivery, I gasped. Then my heart broke for her and Hunter when she told me at first they thought she was losing her baby, but then she hemorrhaged and they had rushed her out to Sioux Falls in critical condition.

Both Kassi and Hunter worked with me in the ER, but they worked nights. They both seemed so sweet and they were like this fairy-tale couple. Both were incredibly gorgeous and great nurses, even though Kassi was a new nurse. Rumor had it—via Lydia—that the baby wasn’t Hunter’s, but I didn’t get involved in any of that. That was their business, not mine.

After Lydia had exhausted her supply of information, I felt I needed to call Kayde. Things like these past couple of days made you realize how short and precious life was. Just when I thought it would go to voice mail, he answered.

“Hey, beautiful. I just got to Sioux Falls.” His voice sounded so tired and subdued. “Sorry, I was on the phone with Snow. He got up here last night. Things don’t look great right now. I’m pulling into the parking lot of the hospital now though, so I’ll let you know when I know more.”

“Okay, I was just worried about you. I didn’t want to call and bother you in case you needed to get your head straight before you got there. I just needed to hear your voice.” Absently, I twisted a chunk of my hair as I massaged my temple. For a minute, I thought about asking him to check on Kassi while he was there, but he had enough to worry about with his friend.

“I miss you already, baby girl. Hopefully he pulls through and is back to his old self in no time. The dumbass wasn’t wearing his helmet though, and I guess he has some swelling they are worried about or something.”

Cursing in my head, I knew from experiences with past patients that it wasn’t a good thing. But I’d seen people come back from worse, so I prayed for his friend.

“Okay, well I’ll talk to you later. Just be careful, and when he wakes up give him a hug from me.”

“You got it, chica. Love you, baby. To the moon and back.” Melt my heart. Just stick it on a skewer and toast it like a marshmallow, because he was just so damn wonderful.

“I love you too. Be safe.”

With a promise to call me later, he hung up. I knew better than to ask what else could go wrong, because I knew there were lots of worse things than this, but damn.

Shaking my head, I couldn’t believe everything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours. It completely blew my plans out of the water, but it was early, so I had time to tell him. Worry had me chewing on my lip. Hopefully, he thought of this as a good thing.

Shuffling over to the couch, I plopped down next to Ty, where he sat looking at one of his train books. Once I sat down though, he scrambled over to my lap and handed me the book to read to him. Holding him close and thanking God for his health and safety, I kissed his unruly hair.

As I read, I wondered if he would be having a baby sister or a baby brother.
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“Undone”—Joe Nichols

 

DURING MY LAST TRIP up to see Hacker and Kassi, I’d told him about Sera being here. Damn, he was a mad motherfucker that I had kept it from him all these months, but when I told him he didn’t need more shit on his plate because he was already fucked up over everything with Kassi, he understood.

The last few months had been unreal.

You could have knocked my ass over with a feather when I found out Kassi was in the next room from Hacker and was there because she’d almost lost their baby. What a total shitshow. It had my anger stirring at so many damn things. Not just that he’d almost pissed it all away, but it brought back the memory of the child I’d lost. As I did often at first, I wondered if it would have been a boy or a girl. If it would have looked like me, Sera, or a perfect blend of the two of us.

Ty was an amazing little kid, and I loved him like he was my own, but deep down I knew he wasn’t. If I had my way though, I’d have the next best thing and Sera would let me adopt him after I got the nuts to ask her to marry me.

Opening my drawer to get some clean socks, I pulled out the black velvet box. The one I’d had in there for months. Valentine’s Day was supposed to be the day, but I wanted all this shit with Lawrence settled before I asked her. I didn’t want a cloud over that day, so I waited. Then, Hacker uncovered some disturbing information during his search for Lawrence. I still needed to tell Sera, but it was going to hurt her something awful. Flipping open the lid, I tilted the box so the light glistened off the facets. It would look so beautiful on her hand. Footsteps coming down the hall had me snapping the lid closed and dropping it back in the drawer before turning to get dressed.

“Mmm, is that for me?”

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I was sure she had seen what I was holding. Not how I wanted this to go, dammit. Her soft hands slid around my waist from behind and dipped into the front of the towel secured around my waist. Well, it was secured until she loosened it, and it dropped to the floor before I could grab it. “Oooo, I love presents. Especially big ones.” She grabbed my dick, causing it to jump.

Laughing, I realized she was talking about what she held in her hand, not what I had hidden in my sock drawer. “Babe, Ty could come in.” Unsuccessfully, I tried to spin away from my Little Miss Grabby Hands.

“Nope. Napping. We have time for a quickie before you have to leave for work.” The mischievous grin on her face was irresistible, and I crouched to scoop her up and toss her over my shoulder. When she squeaked at me and grabbed my ass, I slapped my hand across her luscious, plump ass, causing it to jiggle in the best way. Three steps to the bed and I tossed her in the center.

Not wanting to waste a minute, I shoved her shirt and bra up to take her nipples in my mouth one at a time. Teasing them to diamond-hard peaks, I ran my hand up under her skirt and ripped her panties off.

“Kayde! That’s the second pair this week!”

Not answering her, I just grinned and shoved my head up under her skirt, skating my tongue back and forth over her sensitive nub. She quit complaining really quick. Writing my name on her pussy was my favorite secret pleasure. If I had my way, I’d tattoo “mine” on it. Not really, but it was a thought.

It didn’t take long before I owned her orgasm and her cum was coating my tongue like the sweetest honey. Fucking A…. this woman.

Crawling up her, I nipped along her all the way to her tits, and I bit them too. Devouring her was at the top of my list, but we were on a tight schedule if I didn’t want to be late for my first appointment of the day. Sliding my cock through her slit, I coated it with her juices before plunging inside her.

Best. Feeling. Ever.

Watching her face as I drove into her, I was overcome with how damn lucky I was and how fucking beautiful she was. Everything had been looking up. Hacker was good, his baby and Kassi were good, and they would be coming home soon. I honestly didn’t think my life could get any better until I put that ring on her finger.

Hooking her legs over my arms, I kneeled and pulled her down hard on my cock. Holy hell, this angle changed all the sensations. Not that any angle in her was bad, but sweet Jesus….

“Oh my God, Kayde. Yes. Yesssss.” She was fucking glorious as she moaned and writhed beneath me.

Fucking her like an avenging angel raining down the heavens, I lost myself in her. Before I knew it, my release was impending, and I ground out my demand that she come right fucking now.

Didn’t matter that she’d already come all over my face; I wanted her sweet cream all over my cock. I wanted to know she was completely satisfied before I walked out the door.

Those caramel-apple eyes glowed as her chest flushed and her lips parted in panted breaths. “Are you close? You fucking better be, because I’m about to fill that pussy so full of my cum, it’s gonna be draining out of you all fucking day.” All it ever took was for me to talk filthy to her, and her eyelids shaded those beautiful eyes and her core clenched like a vise around my dick. Seconds later her body stiffened, hands clenching the bedding, and she pulsed around me as I exploded in her.

Like I thought, I came so much, each slow stroke that drew out the bliss I’d just let loose, had our mixed fluids leaking out. “¡Dios mío! What the fuck do you do to me?”

Chest heaving, she smiled at me and licked her lips. “The same thing you do to me?”

With a smirk, I jerked out of her just to see her pout and whimper. Now that I was running behind, I hurried to wipe off with my towel and get dressed. Almost ready to leave, I stopped by the bed where she was still sprawled half-naked and looking deliciously satisfied. Glancing down at her wet, pink center, I basked in the primitive satisfaction I got out of seeing my jizz spread all over her thighs and leaking from her.

I couldn’t resist reaching down and smearing it all over her pussy and thighs until it was rubbed into her skin. “Don’t you wash it off. I want to sit at work laying ink to people’s skin, knowing I’m painted all over what’s mine.” Slipping into her tight sheath, I fingered her G-spot a few times before pulling out. “I’ll finish that tonight.”

The sexiest smirk spread across her face at my words. Whispering, “I love you,” against her lips, I kissed her goodbye.

Just as I was about to step out of our bedroom door, she spoke the words that made me late.

“Kayde, I’m pregnant.”

Holy. Shit.
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“My Demons”—Starset

 

WAITING WITH MY BREATH held as Kayde stood in the doorway unmoving, I hated myself for having it burst out like it did. Totally not how I planned to tell him. No, I’d cooked up the elaborate plan to make him an amazing dinner, put Ty to bed, seduce him, and then while he lay spent under me, I would whisper it in his ear. As usual though, things didn’t happen how I planned. Kind of like being pregnant. Again.

Not exactly planned. I’d been on the shot when I was with Lawrence. But I lost track of time somewhere in my life of hell down there. Evidently, it wore off early, because I’d gotten pregnant when Kayde was down for his abuela’s funeral and I escaped Lawrence. Then everything happened and I moved up here, and since I hadn’t left, I missed my appointment for the booster. Initially, I had planned on returning to San Antonio in plenty of time to see my gynecologist for my next shot. Then I ended up staying and, with everything going on, never thought to find one here. Trying to piece it all together in my head, I just couldn’t remember my dates or anything, and well… it didn’t really matter the hows or whys. I fucked up.

Now I had fucking word vomit and blurted it out to his retreating back after some of the best sex in history. Shit. Stupid, stupid, stupid, Sera.

Minutes had passed and he was still standing there. Should I say something, or did I wait? I had no idea what to do next. “Kayde? Did you hear me?” Clearing my throat when my words came out with a croak, I repeated myself.

When he finally turned to me, his face was one of absolute shock. Covering my mouth tight with my hand so the whimper trying to escape stayed contained, I wanted to crawl under the bed. I watched as he swallowed hard. Twice. He gave his head a little shake and rapidly blinked his eyes. It was like he was trying to clear all his senses.

“Umm.” He paused. “Did you just say what I think you did? Because I think you said you were pregnant. Is that what you said?” He still stood by the door, and I couldn’t read how he was feeling. Panic started to creep in as I nodded.

“Madre de Dios… are you sure?”

“Umm, yeah. Very sure. I even had a blood test done at work, because I just felt ‘off’ and wanted to be sure. I’ve wanted to tell you for a while, but then everything happened with Erik and Kassi and… well, there just didn’t seem like a good time. You’re mad, aren’t you? I promise I didn’t do this on purpose. I wasn’t trying to trap you or anything. And I really didn’t plan on telling you like this.”

Slowly, he took a step closer. I watched as he shook his head again. Then his face transformed into the happiest smile I’d ever seen. “You’re not fucking with me, are you?”

Shaking my head, I knew I was looking at him like he might be a little crazy because he was acting so strange. In a blur of movement, he was next to the bed, scooping me up and spinning me around. When he stopped, he kissed me with a fierceness that took my breath away.

“So, does that mean you’re happy?” After that kiss, I could barely gasp out the words.

“Happy? Fucking Jesus, Sera, I’m ecstatic!” Joy spread like a glow through my chest, radiating out. Then he dropped me to my feet, and I wobbled before catching my footing. He was bounding over to his dresser. Turning back to me with his hands clutched together, he stepped closer to me, shook his head for a third time, then looked skyward. He muttered a long span of Spanish that I didn’t catch, then looked down into my eyes.

“Sera, my Tinkerbell, this isn’t how I wanted to do this.”

“I know. I didn’t plan on things going like thi—mmphf!” A broad hand covered my mouth, cutting off my words.

Tears and wonder filled my eyes when he let go and dropped to one knee. My own hands covered my mouth when he flipped open the tiny black velvet box. Nestled inside in white velvet was a princess-cut diamond ring that glittered in the light above us. My eyes were glued to it until I realized he had said my name more than once.

“Sera. Baby.” He cleared his throat. “I know we missed our chance the first time around. We ignored fate over and over. We’ve bucked convention. We’ve been through things most people only see on TV. Through it all, we kept coming back to each other until my stubborn ass finally opened my eyes to see the treasure in front of me. Would you do me the honor of being my wife? Would you make me the happiest man in the whole fucking world?”

I’d been nodding before he even finished his little speech. Prying my hands away from my mouth, I whimpered, “Yes,” through my tears. That sexy dimple appeared on his cheek, and my stomach bottomed out. Pressing a kiss to my belly, his large hand spanned the small bulge.

“I don’t know how the hell I didn’t notice this.” He smiled and stood.

Before I knew it, the ring was on my finger and I was spinning in circles until I was giddy and laughing. “I think you’re going to be late.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, well, I think they’ll forgive me. It’s not every day a man finds out he’s going to be a father and gets engaged, you know.”

We made plans for me and Ty to go to the family picnic this weekend so he could tell everyone. I’d met a few of the guys and some of their wives—old ladies, whatever they were called—but my schedule had me missing all the weekend get-togethers until this weekend. I was nervous, but excited.

With another passionate kiss, he left for work.

In awe, I stood with my hand splayed and the diamond catching the light, while my right hand rested on my belly. Finally, life was amazing and nothing could ruin it now.
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Nervously, I helped Ty out of the Jeep, while Kayde grabbed the side dish I had made. Ty held my hand and hid behind my leg as we were approached by several large men in black leather vests. They were pretty intimidating, even to me. A red-haired woman came over and took the side with a smile and a wave before taking it to a long table with other items already sitting on it. When Kayde hugged each one of the men, then turned to me, holding out his arm for me to step forward, I’d be lying if I said my knees weren’t shaking.

“Snow, Gunny, Hollywood, Reaper, Dice, this is Tinkerbell.”

Oh my gawwwd! He didn’t! My mouth hung open as I stared daggers at him.

“Sweet baby Jesus, this man,” I muttered under my breath. The big Viking dude he called Gunny winked at me and smiled. Realizing he was the guy from Christmas Eve who Kayde admitted had stopped by to get the key for my Jeep so he could deliver it early the next morning, I smiled back at him. He then tipped his head up and simply said, “Sera.”

They all welcomed me, and I began to feel more at ease. Gently pulling Ty in front of me, I introduced him to them as well. I could tell by their expressions and how their eyes moved from Ty to Kayde and back that they were wondering if he was Kayde’s. In my eyes, he was. Not that I would ever not acknowledge Tyler as his father, but Kayde would be the one to raise him. To teach him to shave. To talk to him about girls.

When a little girl about Ty’s age came running over, followed by a blonde woman with a big baby boy on her hip, I recognized her as Steph. We’d run into her at the grocery store about a week ago, but she hadn’t had the kiddos with her.

“Wanna come play on the swing set?” The little girl with ice-blue eyes and dark pigtails asked Ty. He looked up to me with hope shining in his eyes.

“Hey, this is my daughter, Remi, and my son, Wyatt. This big oaf is mine.” She pointed to a tall man with a patch reading “Reaper” who could have passed for a relative of Kayde’s, with his dark hair and blue eyes. “I’ll be with them, and you can join me after you’re done with the introductions if you want.” Steph seemed a little younger than me but not by much. She also seemed kind, and I liked her already.

“That’s fine, but you listen to Miss Steph, okay, Ty?” Without more than a nod, he was running off after the little girl. Steph smiled and said she’d see me in a bit, then set Wyatt down and followed him as he toddled off to chase after the bigger kids.

The afternoon was a blur of faces and names. Everyone was so friendly. Yeah, the guys were all kind of rough, but very pleasant and respectful. It really did feel like a big family reunion. By the time the sun was setting, the kiddos had slowed and were walking around with sparklers under the supervision of the burly bikers. It was cute as hell.

Once they were done with the sparklers and they were getting tired, we corralled them on some blankets to watch the guys shoot off a few fireworks.

I’d been helping Becca and Steph clean up. Everything was taken care of, and Ty was lying flat on the blanket next to Kayde—Joker. I had to get used to that, because that’s what everyone here knew him as, and anytime I called him Kayde, they looked at me strange. While Ty was watching the fireworks, I grabbed my dish and spoon to pack it back up in my Jeep. I figured that way everything would be ready to go.

Walking to the edge of the parking area, I opened the front door to set my purse down on my seat, then the back door to set the dish on the floor. As I shut the back door, a hand slammed over my mouth and I felt cold metal at my temple. Terror washed over me, and I froze as everything flashed back.

“You’re a hard bitch to track down. Never would have thought you’d shack up with a fucking biker up here in podunk Iowa. I’m a little impressed. Didn’t think you had it in you. Too bad your new fuck toy and his buddies have enemies who happen to be friends of mine. Small world, huh? Know how small the world really is? What would you think if I told you I just put two and two together and realized he was best buddies with your stupid brother and your dead husband? That poor bastard lost his grandmother and his best friend because of you.”

Confusion overwhelmed me, and his words didn’t make sense at all. His hand was covering not just but my mouth but my nose too, and I was fighting to get a deep breath. I knew better than to move though. Lawrence’s retaliation would be quick and brutal. “You make a peep and some little kids get traumatized when their daddies get shot in front of them. You understand?”

Nodding franticly, tears streamed unchecked down my face. My entire body broke out in tremors, and I almost collapsed as he started to drag me away. Forcing my legs to work out of fear I would trip and his gun would go off, I moved awkwardly backward. I had no idea where he was taking me, but each step was agony as it took me farther away from my baby boy and the father of my unborn baby. The thought of him killing another of my babies had a fire starting in my gut.

“How about I let you in on a little secret since you won’t live to tell a soul this time? Wanna know why they never found your husband’s killer?” His voice dropped to a whisper and he spoke the next words into my ear. “Because I made sure they didn’t.”

My heart stuttered and he continued spewing his evil words. “Yeah, that’s right. I killed him. Well, that’s a lie. I couldn’t risk being the one to actually pull the trigger, but some junkies will do anything for a buck. Then no one questions finding a dead, homeless junkie in an alley. It was perfect. You see, I met you at the Christmas party the year before. Do you remember?”

Eyes wide in disbelief, I vaguely remembered Tyler introducing me to several detectives at that last party we attended, but it was years ago and I hadn’t really thought twice about them. I mean, we talked for all of five minutes. How had he possibly become that obsessed with me after such a brief meeting? It was crazy. Then again, he was certifiably insane.

“Ahhh, I see you remember now. It took me so long to get everything set up just right. Healy had been snooping around in shit that didn’t concern him. He found out about the kickbacks I was getting from the cartel to look the other way in some of my investigations. His dumb ass confronted me and threatened to turn me in.” A sadistic laugh burst from his lips. “Like he was John fucking Wayne. Stupid little fuck didn’t know who he was messing with. Then there was you… the unexpected prize. Ripe for the plucking. You were just too easy, and so much fun. But no one leaves me unless I say so!” The hard steel of the muzzle pressed harder into my temple and I whimpered.

Determined to fight him this time, I was about to stop moving when I heard a voice that had both relief and fear slipping through me. “Let her go.”

Lawrence spun me around so fast, I lost my footing and almost fell.

“No, fucker. She owes me. Hope you enjoyed my leftovers when you fucked her.”

My eyes bugged out, expecting Kayde to lose his shit. The man standing in front of us holding a pistol pointed at Lawrence’s head looked like the man I slept next to each night but yet… not. His eyes were cold, winter-storm gray. Calculating and icy. Not even a muscle moved in his jaw.

If I hadn’t been looking closely at his eyes and face, I might have missed his eyes flicking briefly to me, then the ground, back to my eyes, then back to Lawrence. Hoping I understood what he was saying, I waited a few seconds, then dropped all my weight straight down. When I did, Kayde shot at Lawrence, but Lawrence shot at Kayde.

On my hands and knees, I watched in horror as blood sprayed over Kayde’s face and he stumbled, dropping his gun. It skittered over, hitting my hand. Lawrence laughed, and I looked up at him as he pointed his gun at Kayde again. He had blood running down his arm, but he didn’t seem to be fazed by it.

“You stupid fuck. You could have lived and found some other whore to stick your dick in, but you had to be a hero.” He taunted Kayde as blood ran in his eyes and he wavered on his feet. “Don’t you know she’s not worth it? It’s all her fault your precious grandmother is dead too. If she would have kept her fucking nose out of my business, she’d probably still be here. She had the nerve to try to threaten me. Funny thing is, I only meant to scare her, but the old bat swerved too far and hit a fucking pole. And she was your grandma. How’s that for some twisted shit? Like I told Serafina, it’s a small fucking world.”

Kayde lunged in rage at Lawrence’s words, but before he could reach him, he dropped to his knees and fell facedown.

Sobs tore straight from my soul as he fell. Lawrence laughed as he stood over Kayde, pointing his gun at the man I loved more than life itself.

Running footsteps registered in my mind, but I knew they wouldn’t get here in time. Trying desperately to remember everything Tyler had taught me when he had me get my concealed carry license, I wished I had actually kept up with practicing. I grabbed the gun from the ground and arched my arm around to point at Lawrence. Without hesitating, I squeezed the trigger in a smooth motion. The gun kicked back, and the smell of gun smoke filled my nostrils as everything that man had done to me flashed through my head.

In slow motion, I watched the surprise register on his face as he looked at his chest where red blossomed and then at me. “You—” was all he got out before he fell to one knee, then off to the side.

The club members had all reached us by that time, and Gunny slowly wrapped his hand around mine as he squatted by my side and looked in my eyes with his steady, quiet presence. Another one of the guys was working over Kayde as I knelt there frozen. Gunny’s eyes never left mine as he handed the gun to Reaper, who took it and Lawrence’s gun and disappeared.

Violent shudders suddenly wracked my body, and Gunny wrapped me in his big, thick arms. My mind was a blank slate, and I just sat there shaking as he held me. I’d just lost the love of my life. My chest hurt so bad it felt I’d taken an ax to it.

“Get your fucking hands off my woman.” The gravelly voice was barely recognizable, but I turned my head to see Kayde sitting with his knees spread, a wad of fabric held to his head, and his teeth clenched in pain, anger, or both.

Without care for my knees scraping on the asphalt, I crawled rapidly over to him and held his face between my hands. Not paying any mind to the blood I got on me, I kissed him, tears mixing with the blood on his face and my fingers. “Oh my God, I thought he killed you!”

Snorting, he then winced. “Just a flesh wound, but heads bleed like crazy. You should know that, babe. Just knocked me loopy for a minute.”

“Yeah, he’ll have one helluva headache for a few days, but this guy has the hardest head I’ve ever seen. He’ll be just fine.” The guy with a “president” patch and “Snow” on his vest crouched by Kayde. “You okay, hon?”

“Yeah, just shook.” That was an understatement. Avoiding looking where I knew Lawrence lay unmoving, I held my forehead to Kayde’s. “I fucking love you.”

“I fucking love you too, Tinkerbell.”
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THE CLUB DECIDED TO let everyone believe Lawrence disappeared down in Mexico. They didn’t want the attention brought to the club since motorcycle clubs already had a bad rap. Pretty sure there was a little more to it, but I didn’t ask. I also didn’t ask what they did with his body, and they didn’t tell me.

The property the clubhouse sat on was on the edge of town, and with the fireworks everyone was setting off, no one questioned three gunshots. The women and the prospects hustled the kids in the clubhouse to “watch movies” because they knew the difference in the sounds. Thankfully, none of the children saw anything, and no one else was hurt.

Becca, Hollywood’s wife, hooked me up with her therapist after telling me about what had happened to her. I was able to come to terms with what Lawrence did to me. I learned to forgive. Not him, because he didn’t deserve it, but myself. I learned to let go of the guilt and blame I carried with me. Accepting that bad things happened to me, but they didn’t define me. My past didn’t determine my present, nor my future.

Kayde and I got married in a very small ceremony at Steph and Reaper’s place. I was fine with waiting, but Kayde insisted we would be married before the baby was born. I didn’t really put up much of a fight. Christian, my dad and Marla came up and then there were the friends we had up here who attended.

Ty was so proud to be the ring bearer. Right before the pastor was about to begin, he’d turned to the guests, pointed at us, and loudly announced, “That’s my mom and dad!” He’d been standing next to Kayde, and I thought I was going to cry at the look on Kayde’s face. It was the first time Ty referred to him as “Dad,” and neither of us had prompted it even once.

Remi was the flower girl, and she kept telling everyone that Ty was her new best friend. Kayde had looked at me and raised an eyebrow as he smiled. Reaper looked a little disgruntled, but Steph just smiled and shook her head at his growls.

The day Thalia Jane entered the world, I thought Kayde would pass out. We had opted not to find out the sex. When the doctor told him it was a girl, his face went white. He started muttering something about “worrying about all the dicks in town.”

The nurse laid her in my arms, and I was in love. She had her dad and her brother’s dark hair, and the sweetest little rosebud mouth. I counted all her fingers and toes. Pleased with my addition, I snuggled her back up. She was perfect.

When I offered her to her daddy, he looked terrified. The nurse laughed and transferred her from me to him, instructing him on how to support her head. He reached out his hand, which was nearly as big as she was, to stroke her chubby little cheek, and she grabbed his pinky finger. Those pale gray eyes looked at me in surprise before a smile spread ear to ear. Before my eyes, the big tough Marine-turned-biker melted. That itty-bitty human may have had her tiny hand clutched around her daddy’s finger, but he would forever be wrapped around hers.

 

The End

 


Spanish Translation

 

Abuela—Grandma

Güero—Light-colored boy

Mi alma—My soul

Niña—Baby girl

¡Dios en el cielo!—God in heaven

¡Caray!—Damn!

Madre de Dios—Mother of God

¡Dios mío!—Oh my God

Mi pobre niño—My poor baby boy

¡Mira!—Hey!

Mi hijo—My son

Mi Chiquita—My little girl

Niño—Baby boy

¡Chingados!—Shit/Fuck (Interjection)

¡Jesús!—Jesus or Christ

Tu culo es mio—Your ass is mine

Sagrada Maria, madre de Dios—esto no puede estar pasando. Voy a matar a alguien. Por favor que sea esto un sueño terible—Holy Mary, mother of God—this can’t be happening. I’m going to kill someone. Please let this be a terrible dream.

¡Ay, Dios mio!—Oh my God
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Well, here it is. The last book in the series. Or is it?

 

For now, I’m moving on to my next series. The Straight Wicked Series will be about a group of musicians. I can’t give you too much information or I’ll give away some of the secrets from the first book! Just know that I’m working on them and I pray you’ll love them as much as you did the boys from the Demented Sons. I’m sooooo excited!

 

This book was dedicated to Penny. My PenWa. My friend. You have had faith in me when I lost motivation, when I berated myself, and when I became angry with my characters for not following the paths I set out for them. I cannot thank you enough for your help and your unfailing belief in my abilities.

 

Sybil Bartel gets a huge thank you and will in every single book. Without her, none of you would have ever read my words. She gave me guidance, support and advice when I had no clue what I was doing. Every word she shared was invaluable. If you’re looking for some good books to read while you wait for my next series, check hers out! You will not be disappointed!

 

Brenda and Lisa. You two have been amazing. Fate had a hand in ensuring our book-loving paths collided. Without you two, I would be lost when it comes to the in’s and out’s of book signings. Thank you for taking to my first one as a fan, and thank you for going with me as my PR girls to my first one as an honest to goodness author. Can you believe it?

 

Clarise Tan—you went over the top with this one and gave me a cover to be proud of once again. They just get better and better! Once again, we paired up with Eric McKinney and 6:12 Photography. Eric, your photograph of Chase Ketron was perfect for this character and I almost fell over when you said we worked it out for me to purchase it! Expect to see more of Eric’s photographic genius in future covers. Chase, well you look as amazing as always, and I was so incredibly over the moon to be able to have you on this cover!

 

Virginia Cantrell and the ladies at Hot Tree Editing—I hope you don’t read this, because you probably are having conniptions at my awful grammar as I just type out what I feel. Forgive me, because you give the important parts polish and keep me from looking illiterate. <3 I love you all, to pieces!

 

The goddess. Stacey with Champagne Book Designs. Thank you for always making my books shine. Without you, and your goddess abilities, my work would fall flat. :)

 

Ladies of Kristine’s Crazy Fangirls, your comments are the best. As always, 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 still 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 www.goodreads.com, allauthor.com, bookbub.com, or your review platform of choice, to share your experience with other interested readers. Thank you!

 

Twitter @KAllenAuthor

Facebook @kristineallenauthor

www.kristineallenauthor.com

 

images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg
i





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg
Citoe





images/00036.jpeg
wﬁv’@ VEN





cover.jpeg
KRISTINE ALLEN =
ity B &

¥





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg
i





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg
Johen





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg
C%Wéf





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg
e





images/00010.jpeg
ge/a/





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00039.jpeg





images/00038.jpeg
A





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
i T/UN

ADEMENTED SONS M NOVEL

=

KRISTINE ALLEN





images/00004.jpeg
6/4

e
\f\\

£

U





images/00003.jpeg
Y Dotoe





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
Hayde





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
Bl





images/00009.jpeg





